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For my boys.



Prologue
I’d refused to go back to Montana. There was nothing for me there. Nothing but pain and old memories, that haunted my dreams and tore my heart to bits. I left that life behind. I left everything I knew for a life that I hadn’t necessarily dreamed of, but welcomed the change.
I wasn’t the same Kate Kelly after leaving. I wasn’t the girl without a care. With wild hair and a sunburned nose. The life full of laughter, and family I knew, was gone.
The pain would never go away. I kept it buried deep.
My heart told me I was too young to have this kind of grief. It wasn’t normal, and it wasn’t right. But it made me stronger. It made me who I was. I had to live with the changes it brought.
And now, as I stood in the driveway of my family home, all those memories I fought to keep buried, came bubbling to the surface. The anger came. It went. The tears came too.
I was only here until a storm blew over.
And just as suddenly as I had appeared in Montana, I would be gone.



CHAPTER ONE
Kate
 
“And the winner is…Kate Kelly!”
The roar in my ears was almost too much to bear. I dropped my beaded clutch, stumbled, and nearly fell face first into the lap of a famous director sitting beside me, but I made it. I made it all the way up the shining gold stairs, all the way to the clear glass podium. I barely registered the tall blonde woman handing me my first award.
I thought about everything that brought me to this point, and my stomach rolled in nervous excitement.
Kaitlin Kelly, a little nobody from a small town; McCree, Montana.
I was being honored as the hot new artist of the year.
Good God, I really couldn’t breathe.
I eyed the microphone, which was a little too high for me, and stood as tall as I could in my cowgirl boots. They were baby blue with silver stitching, and matched my short white ruffled dress perfectly.
But, I seriously had to stop thinking about my boots and say something…
“Uh, wow!” I gasped, squinting through the bright lights of the stage. “I can’t believe this. I feel so happy and blessed. And I didn’t even write a speech because I never thought I’d win…and I know I have so many people to thank, but I just can’t remember their names! So, thank you…uh, to my manager Jake, my sister—Cheyenne, you don’t know how much…what you have done means to me. I love you. You’re my best friend. Uh, and I’d like to thank my manager Jake. I couldn’t have done this without you. And I…I just love everyone, and I think I’m starting to make a fool out of myself…” I felt a clammy hand on my arm and glanced back at the blonde woman. Music started to play. I had to wrap this up. “Uh, so thanks to everyone. I love you all!”
And I was whisked backstage. Lights flashed as cameras snapped. I posed this way, that way, and stuck out my leg like I was taught. I held up my award, bursting with pride.
I made music and toured the country with other stars. Life was more than I could ever ask for. I was having a blast.
Who’d have thought that I would spend my senior year of high school on the road, getting to hang out with some of country music’s brightest stars?
I was one of them now. I had my award and was showered with congratulations at the afterparty. So many people peppered me with questions about my second album, and what I had planned.
To be honest, I was so caught up in everything else, I really hadn’t put much thought into it. Once I had some down time, I’d have to think about what I was going to do next.
“Honey, you were amazing!” my sister said, hugging me later that night at the afterparty. She was older than me by about ten years, and she had a son, Ben. I didn’t think she’d go for me having a music career, but she supported me every step of the way.
Some people thought my sister took advantage of me, by exploiting me when I was only sixteen. But it was my idea. I wanted this more than anything in the world. I had to convince her.
Not that she didn’t benefit. My rise to fame brought attention to her talent as an interior designer, and now she was in talks for her own TV show on a home improvement channel.
An arm came around me and I was swept off my feet in a crushing hug. Jake, my manager, nodded, “You’re a star.”
I smiled. “Thanks guys, I couldn’t have done this without you.”
“Oh, after this, we should all go eat hamburgers in our gowns like the other famous people!” Cheyenne grinned with excitement, and I watched Jake share the giddiness with her.
“So…” I looked up at Jake, when my sister was snatched by a singer looking to revamp her kitchen. “…any progress?”
Jake shook his head. “No, I’m being a chicken.”
I glanced at the crowd gathered on the rooftop of the swanky hotel. It was full of the elite, and I almost felt out of place. “You can get any one of the girls here, so why can’t you just ask out my sister? I mean, I’m planning a wedding in my head here. Ben loves you…it’s like, perfect.”
“I know. I don’t want to screw this up. I mean, it’s Cheyenne. She’s gorgeous and smart, and she smells like sugar cookies.”
I rolled my eyes. Never would I have thought big, tough Jake Parsons, would revert to his teenage insecurities at the thought of approaching my sister for a date. “Why don’t you tell her you love her and pop the question?”
He blanched. “I haven’t kissed her, and I’m going to ask her to marry me?”
“You know you want to…” I smirked.
“Yeah, but I can’t just get down on bended knee and give her the ring.”
“Wait, you have a ring?” I nearly dropped my drink. Holy Lord. My sister was just as crazy about him. I was going to have to do something to end all this insanity. It’d been like this for a year now. Cheyenne was constantly wondering if he’d date her, and if Ben would like him for a stepfather. Jake was pestering me daily about her favorite colors, flowers, and whether or not he could be a dad to Ben.
I lowered my voice, “Uh, where did you get a ring?”
He blushed. Like, actually blushed! “It belonged to my aunt. It’s a family heirloom.”
“Oh my God! Cheyenne is going to love that!”
“Really?” His chest puffed up.
“You know how she is about mass-produced stuff. She loves things with meaning.”
“Great…but it still doesn’t help that we haven’t been on a date yet.”
“How about you come over tomorrow?” I had it all worked out in seconds. My plan would go perfectly. He’d come over, I’d make up a sudden excuse to leave, and take Ben with me. “Tomorrow is pancake night. Eat with us, and then you ask my sister out, or I’m doing it for you.”
He nodded, “Right, pancakes. Should I bring a bottle of wine?”
“I said pancakes…”
“Red or white?” He wasn’t hearing me. “Maybe flowers?”
“Unbelievable.” I stood on my tiptoes and locked eyes with him, “Bring chocolate milk.”
“Milk.”
“Yes, the kind with chocolate in it.” I rolled my eyes and headed to grab a sparkling water from the bar. He’d figure it out, or I’d ambush him in the front yard tomorrow, snag his wine, and hand him a bottle of Ben’s favorite milk.
Since my sister was busy making contacts and meeting new clients, and Jake was busy watching my sister, like a creepy stalker, I said goodnight to the people who would miss me, and took the limo, leaving my sister without a ride.
Was this wrong?
Probably.
Did I care?
Nope.
I texted Jake from the limo, telling him that I forgot that my sister had come with me, because I’m an airhead like that. She would need a ride. He sprang into action, thanking me for the tip about the chocolate milk, and like a good knight in a shiny tuxedo, he offered to drive the lovely damsel back to our hotel in his limo.
Mission accomplished.
With any luck, they’d be confessing their love and sucking face before the driver could put the partition up.
“Miss Kelly,” the doorman nodded. I waved hello as he let me into the private entrance at my hotel.
I really hated hotels; the smells, and feeling like you’re sleeping in someone else’s bed. Once I retired from my career as a country singer…whenever that would be, I’d make a point of never staying in another hotel again, unless I really had to.
Vacations were the exception.
I loved vacations, so I put up with the hotel rooms.
I snuggled into the covers, happy that my wonderful night had come to such an awesome end. I’d probably just set my sister up with her future husband, and I’d won my first major award. All in all, I think I’d accomplished a lot before my eighteenth birthday.
Next month I’d get back into the studio and start work on my second album. Of course, I’d write all of the songs myself. My fans loved that I was so honest about everything, but I didn’t have the heart to tell them the songs weren’t about me. They were about people I saw on the street, or about characters in movies.
I never actually wrote about my personal life, because it was too personal.
I didn’t want everyone to know my mom and dad had divorced, that my mom died, or that I’d only loved one person in my life and had left him for a music career.
Yeah, those would make some great country music songs, but I was not really in the mood to share, ever.
I was just falling asleep, when my phone lit up. It was Cheyenne’s number.
“Hey,” I said, wondering if things backfired between her and Jake.
There was no answer.
“Cheyenne?” I sat up and flipped on the light. “Hello?”
I could make out something in the background, like a scraping sound.
“Cheyenne?” I said again, thinking maybe she accidently dialed me. Hopefully I wasn’t hearing what she and Jake were doing right now. If they were doing anything that is…
“I’m hanging up now.”
Then I heard someone draw a breath. A deep one. And knew this was not my sister.
“Who is this?” I asked with enough force to hopefully get an answer.
“Death.”
Holy horse crap. “Excuse me?”
“I am Death.” His wasn’t a normal voice. It was mechanical and cold. Like he was trying to cover up how he really sounded. No telling if he was young or old…or if it was really a man.
“Right, and I’m the marshmallow queen.” Bravado was hard to force, but I kept my voice from shaking. “Who is this?”
“I am the one who deals those who wrong others their due. Yours is coming. You have wronged another, and so you must pay the price.”
“Sure, and pray tell, what did I do?” I really did not want to piss this person off, but it wasn’t like they could hurt me. They were on the phone. They were just a scary voice in my ear.
“A life for a life, Kate Kelly.”
The line went dead.
The next few minutes were kind of a blur. There was me screaming, throwing the phone across the room, and me running. I ran out of my hotel room and down the hall. My bodyguard Marco couldn’t get me calmed down, I was hyperventilating and having a meltdown like he’d never seen before.
I ran out of his room, with him on my heels, and across the hall to my sister’s.
I pounded on the door.
“Hey there, Katie,” Jake answered. “You okay?”
“Uh…” I blinked at his naked chest.
Jake was in my sister’s room.
He wasn’t wearing a shirt.
And I fainted dead away.



CHAPTER TWO
“Welcome back.” I heard Jake’s voice before my eyes were able to focus. “You almost face planted in the hallway.”
I held back a grimace, prepared to cover my eyes. “Are you naked?”
My sister’s high-pitched laugh was super nervous. “No, no!”
I tried to sit up, but Jake kept his hand on my shoulder. “Let’s just take it easy. Why don’t you tell me what you were trying to tell Marco?”
Marco’s hulking frame was packed into the tiny chair by the window. My nephew Ben was begging for a boost so he could look outside at the traffic rushing below. We hired Marco because he could put up with my odd personality— people think I have control issues and am prone to tantrums— and Ben’s tendency for bolting in large crowds. Marco was scary big, and fast on his feet.
He also made the best fudge I’d ever tasted.
“Maybe I was dreaming,” I said, staring at the ceiling. “I think I’m going to go back to bed.”
“You said Death was on the phone.” Marco’s rough voice cut in, drawing a gasp from my sister.
So I had to tell them everything.
And afterwards, I’d wished I’d kept it to myself.
“We should call the police.” Cheyenne ran her hands through her blonde curls, her eyes wide and frightened. Jake followed her around the room trying to calm her down. “Someone call the freaking police!” She kept repeating.
“We will,” Jake put his arm around her and wedding bells chimed in my head. Screw Death. I had a swanky celebration to plan. Dresses to pick out. A venue to find. “But first, where is your phone?”
Cheyenne stopped, “What?”
“He called from your phone,” I said.
Cheyenne grabbed her purse off of the entrance table by the door and turned it upside down. The contents scattered across the tabletop. “I don’t have it.”
Jake rubbed the back of his neck. “When was the last time you remember seeing it?”
“Well, at the afterparty. I left it on the bar to get my drink…I must have forgotten to pick it back up.”
“So someone stole your phone, called Kate, and threatened to kill her.” Jake looked about as sick as I felt.
No one slept that night, or the next one. Security was doubled. Cops, and men in suits, were all over me. I felt suffocated by all the extra security, but being safe was more important.
There were lots of questions, my house was outfitted with more cameras, and even more security. Whoever was on the phone didn’t have a chance at getting anywhere near me.
Days passed. Weeks passed. And two months later, still nothing had happened. There was never another call, or anything suspicious to warrant all the hype around me. I was in the clear. It was probably just a one-time deal, and I convinced my sister, and the rest of my security team, that is was probably a prank. Nothing happened. Nothing was going to happen. Jake wondered if it wasn’t just some jerk thinking he was being funny.
So my months of chaos were followed by a few weeks of respite. It was nice to get back to normal. I wasn’t being driven crazy by people thinking someone was trying to kill me. I even went to the store by myself to grab some carrots for a dinner Cheyenne wanted to make. I got the usual attention from people who recognized me, but it wasn’t dangerous. I checked out, got in my car, still alive and happy to know that the creepy call was a freak incident, and that I was back to normal.
“Pot roast?” Ben looked up at me with a grimace as I chopped carrots and dropped them in the pot on the stove. “Why?”
I shrugged, not exactly excited by dinner. “Can’t say. I just know that your mom really wants it.”
“I hate meat.” Yep, my nephew was a budding vegetarian before he even knew what being veg was all about. “I mean, I wouldn’t eat Pongo.” He looked at his black lab lounging near the fridge. Pongo was probably hoping someone would accidently drop a tasty treat on the floor. “So why would I eat…what kind of animal is a roast?”
I glanced into the pot on the stove. “Beef.”
“Beef is a cow. So why would I want to eat a cow? They make cheese and that’s fine with me.” He frowned, flinging himself on the floor next to Pongo for a staring contest. His little blond head bobbed around as he tried to make eye contact with the dog. “Pongo likes cheese too. A burger without the cow is a grilled cheese. So we can just eat cheese and no cow.”
“Cheese and no cow rant?” Cheyenne asked as she came into the kitchen.
“Yep,” I said, trying not to laugh at the giant rollers in her hair. “Getting all pretty for your date?”
She snorted, “I’m ready.”
I pointed to her head. “And those are a new accessory?”
“Ben, I made tofu pasta salad for you,” my sister said, as she started tugging rollers out of her hair and throwing them in one of the kitchen drawers.
“What does Jake think about Ben’s eating habits?” I’d never asked him this because it had never occurred to me.
“Thinks it’s a phase, just like I do. Remember last year? He ate more meatballs than I could count. Meatball-eating-machine, my kid.” Cheyenne ran her fingers through her hair while looking at her reflection in the silver pot on the stove.
“Yeah, until that school field trip to the farm for abused animals turned him, and half his class, into mini meat-protesters.” It was tragic- half the class was still put off by chicken nuggets.
“Either way, Jake isn’t bothered by it. He’ll just eat what Ben doesn’t.” She sniffed the roast. “This beauty is going to get me a footrub.”
I left the kitchen laughing. “You’re evil.”
“I’m just giving Jake what he wants, to get what I want…I call that smart. Of course, he’d give me the footrub even if I didn’t make it,” she sniggered.
I went upstairs to the room I kept at Cheyenne’s house. It was kind of odd, living at home. I actually had enough money to set up house all by my lonesome. It felt kind of strange though, so I kept telling everyone it was just until I found the right place…even though I wasn’t actually looking.
I flopped onto my bed, staring at my guitar, thinking it was time to start working on my new songs. I’d taken a short break because of the death threat. It would be nice to get back into the studio.
I grabbed my guitar and settled against the headboard with a pad of paper and pen.
What the hell was I going to write about?
So I grabbed the remote and flipped on my tv, searching for a sappy romance, or a costume drama.
Starcrossed lovers were way overdone.
Girl next door and bad boy were equally exhausted.
Girl breaks cowboy’s heart and starts music career?
Now that could work…
Hah!
Anyone who knew me would know exactly who that song was about. And that was getting a little too personal.
So I settled for something about lovers who weren’t necessarily starcrossed, just in the wrong place at the wrong time, so they kept missing each other on the train…
God that sucked.
I put my guitar down and closed my eyes, telling myself that I was going to keep writing my own lyrics.
I cracked an eye open when I heard my phone ring. Jake was calling. Probably to ask me something about what Cheyenne would like him to bring. I’d established that she was more of a fruity cocktail girl than a wine lover. So this next question could be about flowers, or chocolates, or theater tickets.
“Hey, what’s up?”
A garbled sound of a horn honking in traffic filled my ear, and I waited for the sounds to pass so he could speak.
“How are you Kate?”
I closed my eyes, feeling like I was in a very bad dream. “How did you get Jake’s phone?”
“It’s the funniest thing…” the mechanical voice on my phone was none other than Death, “…he left it in his gym locker. And a lock is no match for me, so I relieved him of the burden of such a pricey device. Did you know your manager’s phone is valued at over one thousand dollars?”
“I got him that phone as a thank you for being an awesome manager, and you stole it?” I was angry, and scared. Really scared. He knew where Jake worked out? Not even I knew that! “What do you want? You’ve been gone for almost two months, and now all of a sudden you’re back?”
“I told you what I want Kate. I just wanted to see if you believed me.” He chuckled. “Clearly you didn’t, or you would have kept your security doubled.”
“Look, I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, but I’m not in the mood for it. So just leave me alone.” I hung up.
Death called three times before I picked up again.
“Now let me explain something to you Kate. I make the rules. I tell you exactly what to do and you do it.” He sounded pissed. “You never hang up on me.”
I took a deep breath, “Fine, just tell me what you want. Maybe I can make up for what I’ve done?”
“What you have done cannot be undone. So now you must pay.”
I wanted to ask him more, but I got the feeling that keeping my mouth shut would be in my best interest for now.
“Kate, I want you to understand just how much control I have,” he said coolly. “I know where Jake works out. Big deal. But I also know other things. Like where your sister shops every Tuesday night for Ben’s favorite tofu. I also know that the boy plays soccer at the park three days a week. He’s a pretty good goalie. And I know that you love your family so much, that you would do anything to keep them safe.”
I wanted to vomit. He had me right where he wanted me. There was nothing I could do if he really had that much access to us.
“So here’s how it’s going to be Kate Kelly. I am the cat, you are the mouse. In this game, eventually you will get caught. If you tell anyone we have spoken, someone you love is going to get hurt.” He was silent for a beat. “Do you understand?”
I had to steady myself to speak. “Y-yes.”
“Good. As long as you don’t tell anyone about our conversation, everything will be fine. Have a good night. I’ll make sure Jake gets his phone back, and I’ll call you in a few days.”
The line went dead. I curled into a ball on my bed, helpless. Knowing that he had me by the throat, and there was nothing I could do. My family would know something was wrong. I was too transparent to hide anything from Cheynne or Jake. Even Ben. He was young, but also very smart.
It took me all of five minutes to realize what I had to do.
I had to go.
I had to get as far away from my family as humanly possible.
And I had to do it without Death realizing I’d left, and without anyone finding out where I’d gone.
I was afraid that if I didn’t put as much distance as possible, between me and the people I loved, something terrible would happen. It would all be my fault. And I’d never forgive myself.
This was for the best. It really was.
I quickly packed. I threw everything I thought I’d need in my suitcase, and added a few items I normally used to disguise myself in public. The red wig from an old Halloween costume would probably come in handy. After my suitcase was hidden behind the mirror by my closet, I pretended to stay up in my room and work, while everyone else had a nice dinner downstairs. Once Jake was gone, and my sister and Ben were asleep, I took Cheyenne’s car. I knew no one would think to look for me in it, since everyone recognized my blue SUV, and began the long drive to my old home.
The note I left on my bed would tell them everything I wanted them to know; that I was safe, and was just looking to get away for a while. It was for the best. They would never suspect that I had gone to Montana. And no matter how much anyone begged, I would not break down and tell them where I went.
My phone rang six hours later just as I was letting myself into a cheap motel for a nap. Since I’d been driving all night, my feet were dragging, and my eyelids were drooping. It wouldn’t have been smart to keep driving. The house number flashed across the screen and I hit answer, knowing that my sister would be freaking out.
“Hey,” I said, trying to sound upbeat.
“Don’t hey me, Katie. Why the hell did you sneak out?” My sister was hoarse by the time she was done yelling at me about how I shouldn’t have left. And how it was so dangerous. “I’ve been worried sick!”
“I couldn’t tell you. I’m sorry for leaving without saying goodbye, but I knew you wouldn’t let me go. I had to do it.”
“Katie, is this about what happened last month? The voice on the phone? If it is, we can fix this. We can protect you.” She sounded so earnest. She believed that I would be safe. I wanted to share in her conviction. I knew it was wrong though. Not only would I be in danger, so would they.
I sighed, falling back onto the cheap, squeaky mattress. “I can’t tell you what’s going on. I’m sorry, Cheyenne.”
She heaved a sigh. “I can’t lose you, Katie. We’re it.”
“I know, and you’re not going to… I won’t tell you where I’m going, but trust me. I’ll be safe.” I hope I sounded halfway convincing.
“I am still not okay with this. You better call me every damn day.” My sister was furious, but she knew that she couldn’t make me do anything. We were both cut from the same stubborn cloth. Just like our mother. “How will going into hiding fix anything? Because I know you well enough to know that’s exactly what you are doing.”
“I don’t know.” I really didn’t think about that. If I went into hiding, how would we ever catch this person? Find out who they were and what they wanted? I wasn’t sure, but I knew I was just going to have to figure the rest out as I went along.
“I’ve gotta go, Cheyenne. I’ll call you once I get where I need to be.” I told her I loved her several times before finally hanging up the phone.
Of all my smart plans and ideas, I probably should have rethought this one.
Was I doing the right thing by leaving? I had no idea what would happen to me. It wasn’t the brightest idea to go it alone, but I did not want to put my family in jeopardy. The only solution I could find, was to get as far away from Cheyenne and Ben as possible.
The person on the phone could be anyone. One thing I knew for sure was that it was someone close. This person knew too much, it was clear they were in my inner circle.
I had to hide somewhere where no one would ever think to look for me.
There was only one place that came to mind.
Montana.
Middle of freaking nowhere.
I spent half the day sleeping in the dismal motel room. It had been years since I’d been in a magnificent dive like this, and once I’d turned in my key, I headed to the diner next door. I couldn’t wait to dig in to fatty bacon and pancakes.
I didn’t venture into the diner looking like myself though.
With a hat low on my head, and my signature blond hair pinned under the red wig, I went unnoticed. Nothing about me said famous singer. I dressed like some grungy teen, looking like I hadn’t showered in ages. Baggy clothes hid my body and no one could tell if I was male or female unless they looked directly at my face. I even changed my makeup, rimming my eyes with thick black liner, and coating my lashes with heavy mascara. Then I added tons of cakey makeup, just for good measure.
Cheyenne would say I looked like a complete clown if she saw me.
And that was exactly what I was going for.
“What can I get you?” The waitress snapped her gum loudly, leaning on the table of my booth.
“Buttermilk pancakes and bacon…and a hot chocolate.” I almost smiled, but then realized that I was a teenager an attitude problem. I was dressed like I didn’t give a damn, and needed to act like it. So I shrugged instead of saying thank you.
“Sure, kid.” She slunk back down the narrow aisle and shouted the orders to the cook. Hopefully, she didn’t spit in my drink.
My food came. It wasn’t anything to get excited about, but it filled me up. I paid in cash, and was out of the diner without anyone realizing that I was…well, me. The anonymity was refreshing, but also a little lonely. I did so well blending into the background it was almost depressing. Things would be a lot better once I got to McCree.
And I only had ten hours left of driving.



CHAPTER THREE
Dustin
 
“Slow down Dustin!” Tuck shouted.
I sped up my ATV.
“Damn, you’re insane.” He kept up though, following me as I tore across the field onto McCree land.
“Should have told me sooner,” I slowed a little, letting him come up beside me. “What made you think it was cool to keep this from me?”
“I don’t know…I just… It’s only been two days. I’m not a squealer.”
“How many people saw? How many people know?”
“Well…” Tuck trailed off. “Josh knows…so do the Hudson twins. Then…there’s the Donnellys, of course. It was all about Cullen Donnelly. Josh saw everything.”
“Hell, I’ve had it. I’m sick of this game playing and bull.”
“Don’t go flying off the handle man.”
I was so pissed I couldn’t see straight. I leapt off my ATV at the dock on the lake. It was a long, painful walk to the wide edge that sat out over the flat expanse of water. In the center of the dock were the girls of our group, Briar and Ellie. The third girl, Willa, was new, and not a permanent addition.
I marched right up to the girls and blocked their view of the lake.
“Something wrong Dustin?” Briar asked, pushing her wild honey-colored curls out of her eyes. She was Chase McCree’s girl, and I respected the hell out of her.
I nodded, eyeing Willa. Miss Innocent. Wouldn’t swear. Wouldn’t miss a day of church. Wouldn’t even kiss me on the first date.
Sweet, pretty Willa.
She was a cheater and liar.
“You wanna tell me what you were doing Saturday night?” I asked, staring down at the raven-haired snake. I’d never really liked her all that much. She was the one who insisted on going out. I figured I’d give it a shot. It wasn’t like she’d hurt me. I’d already had my heart ripped out and stepped on. It was the fact she’d made a fool out of me that stung.
Willa shrugged. “I went dancing at this new place in town with friends. You were busy helping your daddy, remember?”
My lip curled as I smiled. “Sure do.”
“Dustin,” she pouted. “What’s wrong?”
I was so frickin’ mad, I wanted to scream, but kept my temper in check. “I want you to tell me why you had your tongue shoved down Cullen Donnelly’s throat.”
She lifted a shoulder. “I think you heard wrong.”
Hell. Did she think I was stupid? “I heard you took Donnelly home.”
Willa jumped to her feet and shoved my chest. “You’re an asshole.”
“Me?” I stepped back. “I’m not kissing the enemy.”
“Oh please. This thing with you and the Donnelly boys has to stop.” She crossed her arms. “Just because I’m the preacher’s daughter, doesn’t mean I can’t have fun.” She headed up the dock. “Five dates isn’t enough to win my loyalty. Go find some other Pollyanna you can boss around.”
What? “Since when have I bossed you around?”
Willa spun around and glared. “Oh, since the first date. You don’t want me talking to other guys, or even looking at them. You might as well lock me in the church and throw away the key.”
Where in the hell had she gotten that idea? “I never did anything or said anything…Willa, just stop and talk to me for a second.”
“You’re a jerk!” she said. “I like it when a boy likes me being a little crazy and breaking the rules. I thought you were going to be exciting, but you’re more boring than my grandfather!”
I watched, stumped, as she marched up the dock.
“I thought I had problems…” Ellie reached out and patted my leg until I sank down beside her. “You know, you can do way better than her. I told you that the second you agreed to take her out she’d run around on you.”
Briar nodded, “My grandmother would say she’s trailer trash waiting to happen.”
“She cheated on her last two boyfriends. This should have been expected,” Tuck added.
I rubbed the back of my neck and glanced at him. He was standing by the edge of the dock. “Where the hell did you get a fishing pole?”
Tuck smirked, “I keep it hidden in the bush in case of emergencies.”
“Seriously?”
“Yeah, I got another one if you’re interested.”
“So,” Ellie smiled. “I bet you feel free now.”
“No, I feel like a fool. I should have known better.”
Briar laughed, zipping up her jacket to ward of a chilly gust of wind. It was April, and while not exactly freezing, she wasn’t used to the cold yet since she grew up in Florida. “It’s okay, Dustin. Everyone makes mistakes.”
I held out my hand until Tuck got the hint and handed me the extra fishing pole. Might as well occupy my mind with something else before I went crazy and jumped into the lake to cool off.
“O’Brian. I was going to ‘out’ Willa, but Tuck volunteered for the job.”
I glanced back to see Chase McCree walking up the dock toward Briar.
“It took him two days.” I glared at Tuck, but he was too busy fishing to care.
“She wasn’t for you.” Chase gave Briar a hand up. I wished I could find someone to look at me the way she looked at him. I thought I had found that person, but I was wrong. She’d been just like Willa; sweet on the outside and a viper on the inside.
But damn, I could forget Willa.
For some reason, I couldn’t forget Kate.



CHAPTER FOUR
Kate
 
I parked behind the old farmhouse. It’s faded yellow paint was glaring in the evening sun. It was so pretty, and sad looking, all at the same time. I thought I’d never see this place again. I’d had it in my mind I’d never again step foot on Montana soil. But here I was. Back where I didn’t want to be because of some creep who threatened my family.
I grabbed my bags and set them on the porch. It groaned and creaked from years of neglect as I crouched by the door. There was a key hidden under a loose board. It was dusty and dirty, but I opened the backdoor with a little muscle. The inside of the house seemed to beckon me with urgency.
I let the door swing shut behind me, and dropped my bags in the middle of the kitchen floor.
“Mom?” I don’t know why I called for her. She’d never answer. Still, part of me felt wrong not saying something. Every time I walked in and called her name, she’d come around and lean on the stair rail in the kitchen, a big smile on her face. She knew how to make everything better. Right now, I wished she was here to tell me what to do. Or just to hug me. I’d never felt so lost in my life.
“I miss you,” I whispered, fighting back tears. I didn’t want to be here. It was so hard. I wanted to run back out the door, lock this place up, and throw away the key.
I had nowhere else to go though, so I wandered the house in a daze. I pulled the sheets off the furniture, sending clouds of dust into the air. It was as if this place had been frozen in time. Nothing touched or changed.
When I went upstairs, I poked my head in the bedrooms. Mine was pink and frilly, and exactly how I’d left it. The curtains hung heavily over the windows, and a dollhouse I used to love, sat on a wooden table in the center of the room.
I backed out, and went to the last door.
“Mom?”
I opened the door and tears flooded my eyes.
I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t be in her room.
With a whimper I ran downstairs. I pulled out my phone and searched the internet until I found a cleaning service. Tomorrow morning I would have the house emptied and the contents put in storage. I would not be able to exist here otherwise. To even think about spending another minute, seeing the life that had been taken from me twelve years ago, was too hard.
It had to be done. We’d cleaned out the fridge and shut down the house, but going through our mother’s things, and doing what needed to be done, had been ignored by Cheyenne and me. Being so young, only six, and with Cheyenne barely sixteen, it wasn’t anything we wanted to undertake, and we didn’t want relatives going through our mother’s things. So the house was locked up and left alone. Cheyenne and I lived with the McCrees, then moved into a small apartment in town as soon as she was eighteen. We stayed in Montana until I got signed by a record label after someone heard me singing karaoke one night at the bowling alley.
The money that came with my newfound fame was going to help me close this chapter of my childhood for good. Once this was over I could leave Montana, with no obligation to come back. Ever.
That night I slept in the SUV. I used Grandpa’s old outhouse to go to the bathroom, and did not step foot inside until the crew showed up the next morning. I gave them a list of things that I wanted left inside. The rest was to be carefully packed. I had everything lined up, and the storage container delivered to the house later that afternoon.
While the crew worked, I kept my disguise in place. No one seemed to realize who I was, which kept uncomfortable questions from being shot my way. I used the credit card to a private account that listed my middle name as my first. Leanne Kelly was just another client to them. I called to have internet and cable hooked up to the house, and then I called a local department store. I wanted the house furnished enough so I could live comfortably for however long I would be here.
The next day, as the new furniture was moved in, I felt the renewed sense that this been the right decision. I’d made the best choice for me, and Cheyenne would understand once she found out my reasoning.
The guestroom was set up for me with a new bed. I had the water and electricity turned on, and then a new couch and TV were delivered for the living room. That was all I needed. The rest of the house stayed empty. I spent the next few days gathering whatever I needed to live; towels, dishes and silverware, groceries for the fridge. It wasn’t cheap. In fact, I’d never spent so much money in one week in my life. Normally I saved, knowing I probably wouldn’t be famous forever. All of this was surreal, but I soldiered through it, feeling that each step I took was the right one.
I kept Cheyenne updated on how I was doing. She said she didn’t know where I was, but sometimes I got the feeling she suspected I’d gone back to Montana. It went unspoken between us that she shouldn’t try to guess.
I spent my days wandering the property, taking long walks, and eating at the local places, disguised as someone else. It was very lonely, but also peaceful. I’d forgotten what silence could feel like. The real kind. Not the artificial type where you shut yourself in a room- but the kind where you go outside and hear nothing but wind and birds and water rushing over rocks. The peace was too much to bear at first. To be at peace with the place I hated and dreaded startled me.
Despite how peaceful it was, it was still lonely. I couldn’t make myself stop calling Cheyenne. I’d speak to her, then to Ben, and Jake, if he was around. They all missed me, and I missed them terribly, but I had to keep strong and stick with my decision to stay away from them for their safety.
And as far as Death, I hadn’t heard a peep from him.
I knew he wasn’t going to forget about me. He might be crazy, but I knew he was smart. I also knew he wanted to make me worry, make me panicky, and wonder when I would get another call from him.
On one of my really difficult days, when I just had to have human contact, I went into town and had lunch at a diner. People were really friendly, and it even seemed like a few wanted to approach me. They were a little young, and we might not have anything in common, but it was so tempting to meet their stares from across the room. I wanted to act friendly to draw them near…but I forced myself to look the other way. To be unapproachable. It was for the best.
I left the diner, shoving my hands in the pockets of my jeans, and kicking at pebbles as I walked down the sidewalk. The town had a small movie theater. I figured I could zone out in front of the screen for a while. Maybe I wouldn’t feel so lonely.
I sat in the very back, twisting a strand of the red wig hair around my finger. It was itchy and uncomfortable, but I had to wear it. So far no one realized who I was, even a few people who I had recognized. Friends and parents. No one noticed me. Saw me. Hardly paid me any attention.
It was killing me.
This forced isolation was almost as painful as losing my mother.
“Hey.”
I glanced up at the soft voice. A girl was standing in the aisle with popcorn and a soda. She smile warmly, and tilted her head to the side.
“Uh, hi?” I said, wondering what she wanted.
She hesitated. “Are you okay?”
I blinked. “Yeah.”
“Well, you were crying…and I’m not trying to intrude or anything…I just wanted to see if you were okay.” She seemed genuinely concerned, and I felt bad lying to her.
“Allergies.”
“Right, how silly of me.” She sipped her drink and sighed. “You know, sometimes it feels good to cry. Let it all out. I cry when I’m happy, sad…pretty much any time I feel something super strong.”
So clearly she wasn’t stupid. “It’s really nice of you, but I think I’d prefer being alone.”
“That’s all you had to say.” She smiled brightly. “I’m Briar, by the way.”
Didn’t I just say I wanted to be alone? “Uh, Leanne.”
“I haven’t seen you around here before.” She plopped in the chair beside me, bouncing in her seat a little bit as if she was excited to meet me. It was kind of strange, since I was trying to repel people. “Are you new to town?”
“In a way. I guess I am.” I was old, and she was the new one. I knew all the people, and last time I checked, none of the girls in McCree were named Briar. “So who’s your family? I mean…there’s no one around named Briar that I’ve heard of.”
She laughed. “Ah, so you’re from McCree. Did you just move back?”
“Yeah, everyone knows everyone.”
“I’m new. Been here…about ten months. I live with the McCrees.”
Holy freaking dog crap. Did they adopt her or something? “Really?”
“Yeah, I moved up from Florida to be with my boyfriend, Chase. I bet you know him, you know, since you used to live here.”
“It was so long ago, he probably wouldn’t remember me.” If anyone was going to recognize me, it would be Chase. Hell, any of the McCrees would know who I was. And I wouldn’t even have to take off the wig. People were creepy like that around here. Couldn’t hide anything.
There was that perky smile again. If I didn’t know any better, Briar was one of those preppy, popular types. Cheerleader. Head of the class. I really didn’t think Chase went for girls like that. “We should find out. I bet he’ll recognize you…” She turned in her seat, and before I could stop her, called out across the theater. “Chase!”
This wasn’t what I needed.
I was about to bolt for the door, when a guy in a white cowboy hat abandoned his seat and strolled across the room.
Oh hell.
Chase McCree was coming right for us, and the girl beside me looked ready to bust she was so excited.
“Briar baby, the movie is about to start.” He was focused solely on her, and I forgot how much I wanted to run and hide once I saw the way he looked at her. Chase had it bad. I knew he’d fallen hard. He was one of those types, and clearly they were crazy for each other.
“Chase, I’ve met someone new. Actually, she’s moved back to McCree. Her name is Leanne.” She introduced us, and Chase eyed me with curiosity as he shook my hand.
Maybe I did such a good job of disguising myself that no one would recognize me. He looked confused, like he knew me, but wasn’t sure how.
“Oh my God!” there was a squeal to my left. High pitched. Kind of like a surprised poodle. “No way. Oh my God!”
“Something wrong, Ellie?” Briar asked, glancing up the aisle.
I sank low in my seat. Now I was really screwed.
“What the hell did you do to your hair Katie?” Ellie shouted. “It’s like red straw…and why didn’t you tell me you were here? And why are you dressed up like a vamp wannabe?”
Chase stepped back and looked me up and down. “Shit. Kate?”
I dropped my head in my hands and groaned. “Damn it. All of you shut up.”
Everyone went quiet and I glanced around the theater. Some of the other people inside were staring at us.
This movie was over before it even started.
“Farmhouse. One hour.” I met Chase’s eyes and he got the hint. “You guys cannot tell anyone I am here.”
“I have to call Dustin. He’s going to freak.” I snatched Ellie’s phone out of her hand and shook my head. “I mean it, El. You can’t tell anyone. I’ll explain why in an hour.”
“Sure Katie,” She said, taking the phone back from me. “I won’t tell a soul.”
I didn’t look at anyone and ducked out of the theater. I practically ran for my car. How was I going to keep my friends from telling the whole town I was back? The media would know in no time, and then Death would find out. And I did not need him making my life hell when I’d finally found some peace.
I raced back to the farmhouse, and debated chucking all of my clothes in the car and getting out of town.
But then where would I go?
I ripped off the wig and sat on the front porch until a blue pickup pulled up the drive. Chase got out, followed by Briar and Ellie.
At least I wasn’t going to be lonely anymore.
“What is going on, Katie?” Ellie said as she came into the living room. “It looks like you’ve been here a while.”
“A couple weeks.” I shrugged, keeping a little space between us. I wasn’t ready for the warm fuzzy reunion. I wasn’t sure what I was going to tell them, or even what I could say to make them keep my being here a secret without making it seem strange.
“What I want to know is why you kept your hair shoved under that wig?” I could tell Briar took pride in her blonde curls. I understood her confusion since I prided myself on my hair just as much.
“I’m not sure what to tell you guys…” I sat on the couch feeling lost. “Telling you would be such a relief, but I can’t risk it. What I can tell you is that I could be in trouble if people find out I’m here.”
“Like with the law?” Chase asked, taking the seat beside me. “Kate, are you okay?”
“No, not with the law. I’m hiding, and people can’t find out where I am. If the media ever gets wind that I’m in Montana, I’ll have to leave. So no one else can find out.” Hopefully that was enough to satisfy them.
“What are you hiding from?” The concern on Ellie’s little pixie face hurt me. We used to be like sisters. I hated not being honest with people I trusted, but what if I told them too much and it hurt them in the end?
“I don’t think I should tell you. Just know that I’m safe as long as no one knows I’m here.” I realized they could help me without knowing why I needed them to. This gave me extra eyes and ears. “If you guys hear someone looking for me, or asking questions about me…will you let me know?”
“Sure,” Chase smiled, putting a hand on my arm. His eyes were sharp, boring into mine as if he wanted to press further about why I was hiding. But he was a gentleman and let it be. “You’re safe with us, Kate. Promise.”
“Thanks,” I totally forgot myself and hugged him. He would have been my brother, if the accident hadn’t happened. In a way though, I always felt he was my family.
“So I’m guessing you’re starved for human contact?” He said.
“Pretty much,” I shrugged. “Being out here alone isn’t exactly fun.”
“You’re not alone anymore,” Ellie hugged me too, followed by Briar, even though we really didn’t know each other. “We are going to hang out all the time…in secret.”
I laughed, that sounded fantastic.
If I wasn’t careful, this place was going to feel like home again.
And if that happened, I wouldn’t want to leave.



CHAPTER FIVE
“So you haven’t seen Dustin at all? That must be killing you,” Ellie said as she braided her hair into pigtails. She’d been doing that since we were little. I thought she would have grown out of the habit, but when no one was around, it was how she wore her hair.
We were sitting on the living room floor watching a cooking show, and eating takeout from the only Chinese place in town. It was two days after the movie theater incident. We’d invited Briar to come, but she and Chase had to go to Billings for some business with the ranch.
I shrugged. “I try not to think about him.”
“What? Why? You guys were together all the time!”
“It’s not easy. I’m just going to leave again, once this is all over.” Seeing Dustin, after what I did would be too hard. I wasn’t sure I could handle it. I wouldn’t even know what to say. “I know I hurt him…but really, what would have happened? It’s not like this would have worked out or lasted forever. I had a great opportunity and I had to take it.”
Ellie frowned, pushing her food around on her plate. “I can tell he still misses you.”
My gut clenched. “No way.”
“He’s always looking at his phone. Like any second you’ll text him. I tell him it’s pathetic. It’s been two years now…but it’s like you’re always on his mind.”
“Thanks, now I feel worse.”
“Don’t you miss him?”
Honestly…I missed him more than was probably healthy. I did catch myself wanting to text him. I just wasn’t sure it was smart to reopen that door. I’d shut it- hard. Right in his face. And it tore my heart to bits to leave like that. I thought that he’d move on, forget me. I knew I’d never forget him. He was part of my life.
“I do miss him. But I’d just turned sixteen. I was confused, and I had all these people around me telling me I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to make it big as a singer.” I frowned, letting out a breath. “And we were poor Ellie. Cheyenne was working two jobs, and Ben’s father left…all of this money was dangled in my face. So I took it.”
Ellie nodded, settling her hand on my arm. “I knew it was bad, and I knew you had your reasons…but maybe you could see Dustin or text him or something? Just to help him move on, or finalize things for both of you?”
Yeah, that probably was the right thing to do, but I didn’t want to blow my cover. Three people knew I was here now. If there was a fourth, I’d be taking an even bigger risk.
“I’ll think about it,” I said, going back to my fried rice.
I thought about calling him all through the next cooking show, and a movie we watched afterwards. I was itching to pick up my phone, but I was scared. Dustin would be mad, of that I was positive. He might even be mad enough to hate me. I wasn’t sure I could handle that.
I reached for my phone when it buzzed, thinking it was Cheyenne.
I was wrong.
It was Jake’s new number.
Ellie paused the movie so I could answer. “Hey, what’s up?”
Silence.
“Jake?” I asked.
“Jake’s not here right now,” an evil voice, garbled by some sort of mechanical device, came over the line.
“Where is he?” part of me worried Death had hurt him.
“Oh, I expect he’s with your sister. They make such a happy family. It would be a shame to tear that up,” he said. “But you aren’t with them. Where oh where could you have gone?”
“That’s none of your business.”
“Oh, I know you’re the noble type. You left the people you love to keep them safe. Well played. But I’ll still find you no matter how far you run.”
I let out a relieved sigh. Jake was safe, and it seemed the rest of my family was too. He was focused on finding me, hopefully enough that he left everyone else alone.
“How did you get his phone?” Ellie was with me, so I was feeling a bit bolder than usual. She had a confused expression on her face that was morphing into concern. I smiled brightly at her, hoping I could keep my answers to Death cryptic enough that she wouldn’t ask questions.
“Did you know your manager can bench press his own weight, plus thirty pounds? And he used to be a marine? No wonder your sister is so taken with him,” the voice chuckled coldly.
“You didn’t answer my question.”
He sighed. “It was so easy, I almost felt like I’d been cheated of my afternoon of fun. But it doesn’t matter how, now that the person I hate is on the phone, hanging on to every word I say. She is so scared I will hurt her family. I bet she will do anything to keep them safe.”
“What do you want?” I asked, tired of his sick games. It was hard to hide from Ellie that I was terrified. She was scooting closer, reaching out for me, clearly worried.
“I want to make you pay for what you took from me,” he snarled. “I want to watch you beg for mercy as you rot away, slowly. The cell I’ve prepared for you is void of sunlight and warmth. You’ll sit in it until death sets you free, Kate.”
“I don’t understand…”
“I know.”
I gulped, fighting tears as the line went dead.
“Katie?” Ellie touched my arm. “Are you okay?”
I stood, shaking, feeling like I couldn’t breathe. I shut off my phone and ran into the kitchen, hiding it in the cookie jar.
Ellie stayed close, confused and worried, but I wasn’t going to tell her what had happened.
“El, I think you should go home now.”
She frowned, “But I was going to spend the night.”
“It’s better this way. Trust me.”
She crossed her arms, her green eyes glinting. “You mean safer?”
“That’s not what I said.”
“No,” she grabbed her purse off the kitchen table, “but it’s what you’re thinking.” She headed for the door and paused, a line of worry creasing her brow. “You’re hiding something Katie, and it’s something that scares you. I can see it. If you don’t come clean soon, I’m going to go to the one person you can’t keep secrets from, and I’m going to tell him everything.”
Panic. Yep, now I was panicked. “Ellie, you promised that you wouldn’t tell Dustin I was here.”
She shook her head, “I hate to break my promise, but you need help , and you can’t tell me why for some reason.”
“Yes, because it’s… damn it Ellie, I just can’t! It’s dangerous.” I was on the verge of begging. Dropping to my knees and confessing everything just to keep her from the one person that would make my life so difficult while I was here.
“Why? What’s the big deal? And who was that on the phone?” She waited, her hand on the door, face turning serious. I almost opened my mouth, but I stayed firm. “See, you can’t tell me. But you will tell him. I’m giving you two days to fess up, or else I’ll be calling on a cowboy.”
“Wait, El,” my voice was weak, but she knew me well enough that I wasn’t going to divulge any information without a fight. She was going to bring in the big guns. She would win.
She slammed the door shut and I sank to the floor sobbing.
I never could lie or hide from Dustin. I’d be babbling like a fool before I knew what hit me.
I started to stand, thinking that I should run. Find another small town and hide in a hotel room. But I couldn’t live like that for long. I was forced to stay, simply because I had nowhere else to go.



CHAPTER SIX
Dustin
 
I sat astride Colt, my horse, wondering what I was going to do with this cow that wandered onto my property. It wasn’t branded. I’d never seen it before. I’d been checking fences, riding the property line, and found the animal grazing in the south pasture, not a care in the world. She was friendly enough too, came right up to me. So I put her in the barn, deciding to make a few calls. If no one claimed her, I’d give her a home. My dad wouldn’t care. We had five dairy cows. He’d be fine adding a sixth.
I set back out to finish looking over the property, and came to the narrowest part of the creek. I nudged Colt forward and into the ankle deep water, letting the animal take his time and have a drink. On the crest of a hill to the north I eyed the old Kelly house, its fading yellow paint stood out against the blue Montana sky.
Shame all that property went unused.
I spurred Colt out of the water onto the bank, staying in the shade of the overgrown trees. Keeping an eye on the Kelly property was something I felt I had to do, make sure it stayed quiet, untouched.
As I rode closer, I peered through the trees, thinking the house looked lost and sad without a family occupying it. Maybe one day the Kellys would come back. Maybe I’d see Kate again.
But it was all just a bunch of silly maybes that would never happen.
Kate was gone for good. And I’d only ever see her again if I turned on the country music station or watched one of her music videos.
And I’d done that too many times to count.
I sighed, thinking it was time to head home. Daylight was fading fast, and I was hungry. I turned, looking at Kate’s house one last time, only to find a light on.
I nearly fell out of the saddle.
There was a light coming from the second story window.
Damn, who was in the Kelly house?
I turned Colt back and he galloped up the hill, through the trees until we reached the curved driveway. His hooves clattered over the pavement, but I doubted anyone would hear him.
The only person who might come to the house was Grandpa Kelly. But he was so sick and old now, that he never left the nursing home.
So then who was it?
I tied Colt to the porch railing, and pulled my shotgun out of the saddle, just in case. No telling who was here, or even if they had a right to be.
It was kind of strange the power was on, maybe like someone who had the authority had turned it on.
So in case it wasn’t a trespasser, I kept my rifle relaxed at my side, and walked up to the front door.
What the hell was I doing?
I didn’t know why, but I had a feeling that whoever was inside wasn’t supposed to be there.
I lifted my hand and rang the bell.
The familiar chime was almost eerie. I hadn’t heard that sound in years.
I must have waited five minutes before ringing the bell again.
Then I knocked.
“Go away,.” someone shouted from the other side of the door.
I stepped back, surprised. “Sorry, I just saw the light, and—”
“Get the hell off my property before I shoot you.”
Wow. I was not expecting that.
I backed up with my hands in the air, rifle awkwardly tucked under my arm. “I don’t mean any harm.”
“Go!”
I almost backed down the porch, but there was something too familiar, a tingling awareness. With a heavy sigh, I stopped, let my gun fall to the porch with a thud, and looked directly at the eyehole in the door. “Look, I just wanted to see who was up here. This house has been empty for years, and I didn’t want anyone squatting here or doing anything illegal.”
“How nice of you, but you can still leave.” It was a girl’s voice. Clearly. “Or I will shoot!”
“No way.” I stepped closer. “Open the door.”
“No!” she shouted.
“Open the door…please?” I moved closer, thinking that it was impossible, but I knew exactly who was on the other side of the door.
“Get gone!” she screamed.
“Ten bucks says you don’t even have a gun.” It was a gamble, but I also knew that I wasn’t in any danger of being shot.
“Ten says I do. Now you’ve got ’til the count of five.”
I smiled, crossing my arms. “I’ll call the sheriff.”
“No!”
“Well, that’s a funny turn on things. Normally when you want someone off your property, you call the cops.” I was right in front of the door, my boots touching the threshold. “Open up, honey, or maybe I’ll kick down the door.”
There was a heavy sigh. I heard the lock click. Then the chain slide. It creaked open just a hair, and a hand flew out. I nearly jumped. But then I saw what it held.
“A spatula, really?” I snorted with laughter. “What are you going to do? Flip me to death?”
The door flew open and my suspicions were confirmed. “What do you want?”
“Well, for starters, a hello would be nice, Kate.”
She’d gone with her sister to Nashville. Two years ago. I wasn’t expecting her to be back. I hadn’t been looking for her…but there she was, right in front of me.
“Hello,” she drawled, crossing her arms.
I grabbed my gun off the porch, stomped the dirt off my boots, and pushed past her into the house. It was the same, mostly. Different furniture, and it smelled like cookies. I went toward the kitchen to investigate.
“Hey, what are you doing?” the front door slammed, and I heard Kate’s bare feet stomping after me.
“Looking for a snack…” Bingo. Cookies right out of the oven. I snagged one and made myself comfortable on a kitchen stool. “So, when were you going to tell me you were back?”
She glanced away. “I wasn’t.”
I nearly choked. “What?”
“You need to leave.” She still wouldn’t look at me. “Now.”
I grabbed another cookie, “How are you Kate?”
“Good.” She was distant. Polite, like she was talking to a stranger.
“Great, things are great with me. Thanks for not asking. I was making my rounds. Been keeping an eye on your property, just in case. And I bought your album. It’s really great.”
She slowly made her way to stand in front of me, leaning on the island counter. The green in her eyes was the most amazing sight I’d seen in a long time. Her blonde hair was still long, her peaches and cream skin tinged pink from the sun. But the rest of her had changed so much. Kate didn’t look like a little girl anymore. It had only been a few years, two years and…three months if I was counting right. But in that time, I know we’d both grown and changed a lot. She was still the shortest thing on two legs, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t pack a punch.
“Thanks for looking out for the house.” She smiled, tucking a lock of golden hair behind her ear. “I appreciate it, and I would be even more appreciative if you’d get out of it now.”
“It was the least I could do, considering.” I couldn’t do anything but stare at her shiny hair. She was even prettier than I remembered. “And I’m not going anywhere. You can cut out the tough act. Just be straight with me. Why are you back?”
She blinked, bit her lip, and faltered, “Dustin, I need you to please, do as I ask. If you ever cared about my feelings you’ll stand up, walk out the door, and not look back.”
I stopped as I was reaching for my third cookie, clued in that something wasn’t right with her. This wasn’t my Kate. She was acting strange, and she was scared. But of me? I doubted that. “What’s bothering you, Katie?”
She crossed her arms, nose in the air. “That’s a little personal.”
“What, my question?”
“Yes.”
“Honey, we used to be joined at the hip,” I fought a grin. “As an old friend, I don’t see how my wanting to know what’s got you so worked up is a problem?”
“You startled me.”
“You’re over that by now.” She was hiding something. That much was clear. So until she gave me an answer, I was going to plant my ass and make myself at home.
She covered her face with her hands, shaking her head. “I didn’t know how to face you. To see you after I’ve been gone for so long. I was nervous. I’m still nervous.”
Despite the fact I hadn’t seen her in years, part of me still cared for her. Kate was my first kiss. My first date. She’d been my first everything.
And now she was lying to me.
Backing up slowly, she shrugged, “It’s good seeing you. I just have a ton of things to do around here, and no time to chat. So that’s why I asked you to go.”
She was not shutting me down that easy, there had to be something I could do or say to get her to warm up and talk to me. “And how is ol’ Ben? He still a trouble maker?”
“He’s fine.” And that was the end of that. She shot me down like a damn bird and marched away, stiff to the point where she looked like she might shatter if she ran into something.
She had always been the chatterer, while I was the quiet one, and now she didn’t want to talk?
There was a time when I couldn’t get her to shut up.
I grabbed another cookie and followed her into the living room. She sat on the couch and seemed sad as she stared at the muted TV. Where was that sparkle? That optimism I hadn’t been able to get enough of? But she kept her head bowed, trying not to look at me.
Something was wrong and damn if I didn’t know what.
Kate was never passive or silent. If she was pissed or upset, she let anyone see. She’d scream and cry in front of the whole town - it’d happened before.
I’d only been fourteen when I found I liked her more than a friend. I’d have followed her to the ends of the earth. My mother and father said it was puppy love. All first loves were like that. When she left, they told me someone else would come along and Kate would be a fond memory.
No one else ever captured my undivided attention as she had. I thought I’d gotten over Kate, like my parents said I would, but with one look at her, feelings that were supposed to be gone, started to resurface.
I had enough to keep me occupied though, and revisiting the past with Kate was one complication I couldn’t afford. It would be better for both of us if I took back my place as her friend and nothing more.
“I’ll leave you, but I’d like to drop by later on, catch up?” Something tugged in my chest, made me want to hug her. I’d never seen her look so distant.
“Okay, call me on the house phone and I’ll see. Like I said, I’ve got things to do.” She was being vague, like she might avoid me. Or be gone when I showed up.
“What kinds of things, Kate?”
She crossed her arms. “Why does it matter?”
“It just does. You have five hundred overgrown acres. No horse, no hands, no dog. You haven’t been in a place like this for a long time. I’m not saying that you’re not smart enough to figure it out, but you have a lot to deal with. I’m offering my help, neighbor to neighbor.”
“You really don’t need to do that. I can manage. I’ll see you later.” She rested her head on the arm of the couch, grabbed the remote, and turned up the volume.
Well this was just perfect. She was acting strange. I was being a pain the ass by barging in, and now I was going to leave with her clearly upset.
I swallowed, giving it one last shot. “My life was all about you since I was four. I’m not going to throw away all our years as friends and just ignore you when it’s clear to me that something is wrong.”
She sat up, turning to look at me over the back of the couch. “You’re not my boyfriend anymore. If there is something wrong, I can handle it. You don’t have to ride in on a horse to save the day.”
That hurt. Big time. “Good to know that you could care less about me. You got your wish. I’m gone.”
She fidgeted, “Uh…could you keep it secret that you know I’m here?”
“Why?”
“Oh, you know, a big star comes to town and no one gives her peace.”
“Sure, I’ll keep it secret.”
“Thanks,”
“But that’s the last thing I’ll ever do for you.” I turned for the door, taking one final look at her. She’d changed, and not for the better. I’d never thought that would happen to her. Not my Katie. But she wasn’t mine anymore. “Have a nice life.”
She didn’t say anything, and I slammed the door behind me. I gave the rest of my cookie to Colt, and mounted him, ready to go home. Cursing my feelings for a girl who cared less about me than Willa ever did. It was clear I went for girls that didn’t have it in them to care about me the way I cared about them.
“Wait.”
At first I kept going, thinking that I was hearing things.
“Please wait?”
But I wasn’t imagining it, Kate was calling after me, and though I wanted to turn back, I kept going. She had to know it wasn’t right to treat someone that way. Just because she was rich and famous now, didn’t mean she was better than the rest of us.
“Dustin, stop!” I turned in my saddle at the frantic cry from behind me.
She was running after me down the driveway, still barefoot.
I sat still, trying not to smile, waiting until she caught up to me.
“What, Kate? You wanna make me feel worse?” I felt a glimmer of hope, but hid it. “I never thought you could be mean, but clearly hanging around those Hollywood types has changed you.”
“I couldn’t forget you.”
“What?”
“I’m sorry.” She cried. “I never meant to hurt you. I never meant to. I tried to call you, but I never knew what to say. I didn’t know how to apologize to you for what I did. I was confused. I never meant to be mean.”
“Are you talking about just now, or two years ago?”
“Both,” she sniffed. “You’re right. I’m a mean, selfish bitch. You deserve so much better.”
I dropped down off of Colt and grasped her shoulders. “Katie, now look. It’s okay. Yeah, you hurt me. But I’m a tough guy. I’ll be okay. And you’re not mean or selfish or a bitch. I was just pissed off, because here I am trying to figure out what’s wrong and how to help, and you kept shutting me out.”
She threw her arms around my neck and hugged me. “Can we start over?”
I stood, shocked, wondering if this was really happening. She was really clinging to me like this?
“No,” I hugged her back, feeling like I could cry too. This was right. She felt right. It was just perfect. “No, I think we started just right. You yell at me, I yell at you, and everything is back the way it should be.”
She laughed, “That’s kind of messed up.”
“Yeah, I know. But you know what else?” I leaned back and smiled down at her, knowing that no matter how right it felt, it couldn’t just happen again. “You’re damn hard to forget too.”
“For now, I think I can do this on my own.” She smiled that same old smile I loved. Finally giving me a glimpse of the real Kate. It was the prettiest sight I’d seen in a long time.
“Sure. But I’m here if you need me.” I inclined my head, letting her go. “Got plans for tomorrow night?”
She eyed me too cautiously for my liking. Kate being so wary wasn’t something I’d ever encountered before. And it was damn unsettling. What’d those Hollywood jerks do to her? “If you suggest anything that involves cow tipping or a tractor you’ll be entertaining yourself alone.”
I laughed, remembering, “No, although it does sound like potential for a good time. I was thinking about the alley.”
“I’m not much of a bowler if you remember.”
“It’s a café during the day, and club at night now. They do line dancing too if you like that sort of thing. No pressure, just two friends catching up.”
I wanted to talk, that was all; get to know this new Kate, and figure out how much of the old Kate was left. She had to be hiding in there somewhere. Question was, why in the hell had she changed so much? What made her look so on edge that she might crack?
“That would be nice, but I can’t really be seen in public if I want to keep my cover.” She glanced back at the door, like she was debating running inside. “You could come over for a bit, and we could hang out.”
I nodded, “Okay, sounds good.”
“Good,” she echoed. “Well, bye.”
She gave me another hug, and didn’t stay put for long. She whipped around, ran into the house, and slammed the door behind her.
I rode Colt home, feeling like I was in an alternate universe. After more than two years I’d finally seen Kate. We were going to talk, hang out. I was happy about that. I mean, I’d wanted to talk about what happened for so long. She broke me. The one girl that I trusted above anyone, broke me into pieces that I thought I’d never be able to put back together.
I wasn’t mad or angry, and I didn’t feel like I could never speak to her again. I’d felt all those emotions for about a minute, and then the truth settled in. She didn’t have to tell me. I had eyes. I saw how hard life was for her and Cheyenne. They were desperate. Ben’s dad left. It was all so hard for them. I was selfishly begging for the girl I loved to stay, to give up an opportunity to pull them out of the hell they lived in.
So when she showed up on my porch in tears, kissing me like she was never going to again, I let her go.
I watched her run down the drive and climb onto the bare back of a horse.
There were so many times I almost went after her, but I knew this was what she wanted. I tried to reason with her that she could have me and the singing career, but she cried even more each time. So I let it go. I let her go.
But now she was back.
And hell if I wasn’t tempted to ride right back to her house, kiss her like I’d never kissed her before, and tell her that I would never let her leave me again.
That was a stupid idea though, one that was likely to get me slapped.
So I rode home. I fought my instinct to turn back, even as I stabled Colt. I pushed the screen door open and went into the kitchen. My mother was at the stove watching a pot of something that smelled like stew, and my younger sister was sitting at the table putting a puzzle together. She had a thing for jigsaws with pieces so tiny I felt like a giant trying to pick them up.
“Hey baby doll,” I ruffled Maria’s hair and she scowled up at me. “What?”
“You smell like a cow.”
I frowned. “Thanks, kid.”
“Mamma,” I kissed her on the cheek and grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge.
“Got a visitor,” she said, nodding toward the living room.
I smirked, “Really?”
“Behave,” she snorted. “Else I’ll have Josh here next. I know you two used to fight over her.”
Ah, Ellie was here. “It was a game, mamma. No big deal.”
I headed for the living room and found a pair of brown boots propped on the coffee table. Ellie leisurely sipped a glass of lemonade that must have been provided by my mother, and flipped through a magazine. “About time you showed up.”
I took the chair across from her, rocking back. “Yeah, had I known you were waiting I would have hurried. So what’s up?”
Her eyebrows rose, “Oh, a lot…can we take a walk?”
“Uh, sure.” I got up and held the door for her, following her out onto the front porch.
“Don’t want anybody dropping eves, if you know what I mean.” She smiled, swirling the lemonade in her glass.
I leaned against the railing, watching a couple of the dogs play in the yard. “So what brings you all the way out to O’Brian territory?”
“Well, I was just feeling like we could talk.” She sighed, staring into her glass. “We’re friends, and I know that when a friend needs something, sometimes you have to tell another friend. You know, because you can’t help them or you don’t know how…or maybe they won’t let you.”
“Are you and Josh okay?” I asked, wondering if there was trouble.
“Oh, we’re great,” she smiled.
“Is it Tuck? Briar or Chase? Hell, is it Willa?”
“No, none of them…” She shrugged, looking a little nervous. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything. I told my friend I wouldn’t say anything for two days. So I should have waited until tomorrow…but I can’t make myself.”
I rubbed my neck, really confused. “Ellie, I have no idea what you are talking about.”
She nodded, “Yeah, I know. And even I’m not sure that anything’s really wrong. But she…my friend…is scared. I can see it. Really afraid. It made me scared.”
“She?” I motioned for Ellie to sit in a rocker and sat across from her on the porch railing.
“My friend. Yeah, she’s scared.”
“Of what?”
“I don’t know,” she sipped her drink. “She won’t tell me.”
“Okay, so how am I supposed to help if I have no clue who this friend of yours is?”
“Well…” she sighed. “I just…she doesn’t want anyone to know she’s here.”
I blinked. “Really?”
“Yeah, she’s private like that.” She trailed off, eyeing me.
Was it possible she was talking about Kate? “How private?”
“Well, very private.”
“Uh-huh, and I bet she’s being stubborn. Typical for her.”
Ellie’s eyes lit up. “You know?”
“Yup, sure do.”
“Since when?”
“An hour ago,” I laughed, relieved we were talking about the same person. “So what makes you think Kate’s scared? She’s a tough girl, Ellie.”
She sat forward in the rocker and clutched the glass. “Dustin, you didn’t see her face. You don’t know. I’d never seen her look like that. Something is very wrong. She’s hiding. She said it was dangerous. She made me leave because I wasn’t safe. What is that? Why wasn’t I safe at the farm with her? I don’t know what to make of it, and she won’t say anything.”
I knew something was up, but this just didn’t sound right. Maybe Ellie heard wrong, or maybe Kate was just upset by something in the media and was waiting for it to blow over. Might help me figure out why she was so wary though. “Why tell me?”
She smiled, “Kate has very few weaknesses, and you’re one of them. She’ll tell you. She used to tell you everything that she couldn’t tell me.”
“It’s been two years. Things have changed.”
She stood, handing me her empty glass. “That may be true for some people, but I can’t believe you guys have been apart so long that you can’t get her to tell you what’s going on. Just try?”
I nodded, giving her a wink. “Thanks Ellie, I will.”
She let out a breath and smiled. “I feel better now that my duty as a friend is done. I think I’ll go find Josh.”
I watched her leave, thinking about everything she’d said. Kate coming back so suddenly was really odd. But for her to be scared and hiding from something? It just didn’t fit.
I’d eventually find out, and then Ellie would be able to relax a little more.
It was probably nothing. Kate was wary, but after how things ended between us, she was probably just feeling funny or nervous seeing me again. I was sure things would smooth out and she’d be more like her old self.
If that didn’t happen though, I was going to find out what the hell was going on with Kate Kelly.



CHAPTER SEVEN
Kate
 
Dustin was going to come back over.
What had I been thinking when I actually agreed to that?
Nothing, obviously.
I couldn’t go out with him. People would recognize me. Ellie would have understood my need to disguise myself if we went into town…Dustin, not so much. And it wasn’t like I was going to tell him anything.
I had a serious problem, and the only thing I could seem to do was stand over my suitcase the next night, hating every outfit I had with me. I must have tried on seven shirts before finally deciding on one I liked. It was pink with ruffles on the sleeves, and I paired it with dark jeans. My hair went up in a pony. Then back down. Then I clipped half up. Then I put it back in a pony.
I finally got sick of changing so much that I pulled everything out of my hair and let it hang loose. But I did put on a little makeup and some lip gloss.
Hell, what was I trying to do?
He was coming over to catch up, and I was getting ready like it was a date or something.
I wiped the lip gloss on the back of my hand and stomped into the kitchen feeling like an idiot. I wasn’t sure what time he would show up. So what was I going to do until he did?
I stood there, staring at the stove, thinking I’d make pancakes. It was a calming activity. One I’d perfected to an art form. If I hadn’t become a singer, I probably would have tried to go into the business of making pancakes. Though I’m not sure that would have been the best career move.
With all my ingredients lined up, I hummed one of my songs while mixing the batter together, and poured the first batch in the pan.
Perfect.
Little bubbles started to form on the tops, and a luscious cakey smell wafted through the kitchen. Smelled just like home. This was mom’s pancake recipe, and it felt right to be making them again in her kitchen. It was a little sad, but I found myself smiling when I thought of how she’d smile as I made them all by myself.
Once the first batch was done, and I had the second on, I found myself staring at the cookie jar.
Of all the stupid places to hide a cellphone, that one was the worst.
I flipped the pancakes, trying to ignore the cookie jar.
Didn’t work.
Next time, I’d put my phone in the freezer.
I marched over, pulled off the lid, and grabbed my phone. It chimed as I booted it up. I had two texts from my sister, wanting to know how I was. That was it.
As I was plating the last batch of pancakes the doorbell rang.
“Wow, something smells amazing,” Dustin said when I let him in.
“Thanks,” I smiled, motioning him toward the kitchen. Blueberry, chocolate chip, banana, and cinnamon raisin pancakes were mounded on two plates on the island counter. “I think I have a problem.”
He nodded with appreciation. “Yeah, but I am just the guy to help you dispose of the evidence.”
“Great, I was hoping you’d be hungry. I just got so bored I didn’t know what else to do…” I grabbed plates, and Dustin got the butter and syrup from the fridge. We sat side by side on stools at the counter eating quietly. It was a teeny bit awkward, but it had been two years. I didn’t expect us to jump back into being friends the second we were alone again.
“So how’s Cheyenne and Ben?” he asked, going back for a second helping of pancakes. Seemed the cinnamon raisin were his favorite.
“Great, Ben’s playing soccer, and getting really good at it. Cheyenne is an amazing interior designer now, and I think she may be getting engaged.”
“Wow, that’s great. Who’s the lucky guy?”
“My manager, Jake. They are perfect for each other.” I felt a little sick, wondering if Jake was the one behind the whole Death thing. I seriously doubted it, and I hated to even consider him as a suspect, but he was super close to us. Close enough to know all the stuff Death knew. Damn, I had to cut it out. Jake was not trying to hurt me or anyone else I loved. He was too sweet. “Ben really likes him too.”
“You okay?” he asked, fork halfway to his mouth.
“Sure, why?”
“You just had this funny look for a second.”
Damn, I needed to be more careful. He’d always been able to read me better than anyone else. “It’s been tough. Going from being surrounded by people every second to being totally alone.”
“Yeah, I wanted to ask you why you came back?”
I avoided his gaze, staring down at my last pancake, suddenly feeling like I’d lost my appetite. “It’s not something I want to talk about. I just need to lay low for a while.”
“Those Hollywood types getting too much for you?”
I shrugged, taking my plate to the sink to clean it. “Something like that.”
“So what’s it like, being famous?”
I focused on scrubbing my dish. “It was really weird at first. Still is sometimes. All these people know you, but you don’t know them.”
“Kate, are you sure there isn’t something wrong?” he pushed.
I shut off the water and grimaced, not looking back at him. “Have you seen Ellie?”
“Maybe, but what Ellie said doesn’t matter. I found it strange the minute you showed up here, alone.” He came up beside me, setting his plate in the sink. “As a friend, Kate, I’m worried about you. You don’t look…good.”
I smacked my hand on the counter and turned to meet his gaze. His eyes locked on mine. He had the richest brown eyes. So dark, to the point where I almost couldn’t see the iris. “Please drop it.”
“Ellie seems to think you’re in trouble.” He frowned. “And the more I think on it, the more I’m leaning toward agreeing with her.”
“If I am, it’s no one’s concern but mine. I’m not telling why I’m here, other than I need to lay low for a while. I don’t want anyone knowing where I am. Chase, Briar, Ellie, and now you know. Don’t tell anyone else.” I stared him down, hoping he got the point.
With a shake of his head, Dustin backed up. “You know, I thought it would be hard for those fancy pants Hollywood types to change you. Not my Katie. She’d never be like them. But I think I was wrong.”
“What does my wanting privacy have to do with me being like them?”
He snorted, “You’re being all secretive, that’s what. Acting like…I don’t know…like maybe you can’t trust us. Why in the world would you act like that toward me or Ellie? Hell, Chase and Briar, even though you don’t know her all that well. But she is with McCree, so that should be proof enough that you can trust her.”
“I think it’s time for you to leave, Dustin,” I said, more calmly than I thought I had in me.
He crossed his arms, “And I think it’s time I planted my feet for once, and not give into what you say.”
“Why are you being like this?” I stomped toward him, punching his arm. He didn’t flinch and rolled his eyes as if it didn’t even hurt. The guy was like a brick wall. “I can take care of myself!”
“Now see, that’s where you’re wrong.” He smiled like a devil. “You look wrung out. Frazzled. Tired. Upset. You’re jumpy. I could keep listing every little thing I see, but it’ll just piss you off more. So out with it honey, what the hell are you doing back in McCree?”
I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.
He waited, very patiently, going back to the stool and making himself comfortable.
“I’m worn out.” It was the truth. Not the whole one, but hopefully he bought it. “Being on the road, having people screaming at me…I just needed a break. I’m not used to it yet, I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to it.”
He inclined his head, and I felt my hope soar. He believed me. He had to. “Right, and self-imposed isolation is the cure all?”
And he thought I was the stubborn one?
Damn him.
Damn Ellie.
Why did they have to care about me so much after I left them? I thought they’d hate me and leave me alone. Not show up trying to take care of me because they were worried.
I clasped my hands tight in front of me, taking a deep breath. “Okay, that’s not all of it. I have a…” I didn’t want to say murderous stalker. “I have an…overzealous fan. Someone just a teeny bit obsessed with me. And it spooked me a bit, so I came here.”
I waited, thinking he’d laugh or something, or tell me that he didn’t believe me again. But he merely nodded, and stood. Then to my shock he pulled me into a crushing hug. I couldn’t breathe.
He let me go and stepped back. “Here I was worried it was something really bad.”
I shrugged, hating that I’d lied to him. “It’s not. Just a little creepy.”
He smiled, “Well, no creepy fans here. Just your friends that care about you. So stay as long as you need, Katie. We won’t tell anyone you’re here.”
I handed him his cowboy hat and followed him to the front door. He stopped, looking down at me as if he wanted to say something else, but he just smiled, shook his head, and pressed a kiss to my cheek.
I hung onto the doorknob, watching him walk across the yard to his truck. He climbed in with a wave, and disappeared down the drive.
My eyes brimmed with tears. I locked myself in the house, feeling empty and alone, wishing he could have stayed longer. Part of me wished I’d been more honest.
I closed my eyes, praying that nothing bad happened here. And hoped that there was hope for us.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Dustin
 
“Shit.” I kicked the tire of my truck and got in, thinking I was the biggest sissy in the county. I’ve kissed plenty of girls. But Kate? I froze. I was scared to death. She was pretty, and smart, and so ready for me to kiss her. But I lost my nerve and pecked her cheek.
I stared back at the house knowing I wasn’t going to sleep. I’d be kicking myself all night because I didn’t man up and kiss the girl.
I started the truck and drove down the driveway, but halfway down I was hitting the breaks. Man, something felt wrong, just leaving her like that. It was like I couldn’t make myself drive any further.
I backed the truck up the drive and sat staring at her house for the next five minutes. Just walk up to the door and knock. That’s all I had to. She’d answer, and I’d tell her I forgot something. Then I’d kiss her.
She’d either slap me or drag me into the house.
I was hoping it was the latter.
The lights were off downstairs now. And I watched a light come on in a room on the second floor. I smiled and waved out the truck window as Kate walked over to the window and pushed it open, no doubt to enjoy the cool breeze. She didn’t see me though.
Now, if I was using my brain, I’d go to the front door and knock. I’d pull Kate out on to the front porch and kiss her.
I grinned, staring up at the second floor window.
Climbing up to surprise her would be much more impressive.
I left my truck and walked up to the side of the house. The drainpipe was nice and sturdy, and I didn’t think it would bust under my weight. I gripped the pipe and started my climb to the second story window.
Now, this was romantic. If only I had a rose or some wildflowers. Then she’d really be impressed. Still, my stunt was pretty impressive. I was confident I’d get that goodnight kiss I was after.
The pipe started to creak as I got halfway up, then my boots slipped. I caught myself on the wood siding, and felt the rough edge dig into my palm. Damn it, my Romeo routine was going south. I gripped the sill and pushed up into the opening, just happy I’d made it in one piece.
I shut my eyes when I heard the shower running.
On second thought, this wasn’t cool or even romantic.
It was creepy.
Kate shrieked, and I knew I’d screwed up. “Dustin!”
“Hi…” That was it? Hi? What was wrong with me?
“You big idiot.”
Yeah, I agreed with her there. “Sorry, I don’t know what I was thinking.”
She grabbed my arm, and I thought maybe she’d push me out, but she tugged me inside and I landed on the floor in a heap with a thud. “Why is there blood on the window?”
I held up my hand and smiled, still keeping my eyes closed. “Cut it on the house. You’ve got a rough patch of wood.”
“That still doesn’t explain why you climbed into my bedroom. And why are you keeping your eyes shut?”
“I heard the shower running.” I stood, “And I wanted to kiss you goodnight.”
“Open your eyes, that was the sink. I was brushing my teeth.”
I cracked my eyes open to find she was still dressed. “I should have kissed you. I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight unless I gave you exactly what you wanted.”
She gaped at me. “And you think I wanted you to kiss me?”
“Yes,” I lowered my voice and stepped closer. “You’ve wanted me to kiss you since I showed up on the porch.”
“Yeah,” she laughed. “I’m thinking you wanted to kiss me more.”
“Why?” I was saying it all wrong. I bit the inside of my mouth. What the hell was wrong with me? It was like one look at her fried my brain.
“I’m not the one who climbed up a drainpipe.” She shook her head, “But you’re right. I’ve wanted to kiss you.”
“So kiss me,” I grinned, moving closer.
She eyed me with a smirk. “You came up here to kiss me, remember?”
“I think this activity takes two willing parties.” I leaned in, “You willing?”
“She planted her hand in the center of my chest and pushed me back. “How about we fix your hand, and then we’ll just let it happen naturally.”
I sat on the bed with a grunt, and watched her get a washcloth from the bathroom and wet it. “I thought I was being…I don’t know, romantic or something.”
“Dustin,” she smiled as she came back and sat beside me, cleaning my cut gently. “That was really sweet.”
I felt my chest puff up. “Thanks.”
“Uh…”
“What?”
“Did you realize you ripped your pants?”
***
“An overzealous fan?” Chase gave his gray horse, Ash, a pat and leaned around to look back at me, confused. “Isn’t that what she has bodyguards for?”
I nodded, tipping my hat back to watch the cattle. We were herding them toward a new pasture for grazing. “My mamma has magazines about celebrities, and none of them hightail it when they have someone obsessed with them. That’s good publicity.”
“Sounds like Kate isn’t being truthful.” Chase whistled at one of the cattle dogs, “Knock it off, Stinker.”
With my grandfather still recovering from a car accident he had last summer, and being short a couple men after two of our hired hands quit, Chase had offered to help me on a short cattle drive. We were taking them from the south pasture, up to the north, where the grass was ready to be grazed.
“I don’t even know her, and I knew she was hiding something.” Briar rode Ruby up beside me and smiled. “She’s bad at acting.”
I laughed, “Yeah, that’s for sure. She thinks she’s got us all fooled.”
“So what happened to your hand?” She asked, looking at the gauze wrapped around my palm.
I shrugged, “Cut it. No big deal.”
I wasn’t going to tell a soul what had happened last night. I got a kiss from Kate, but it took ripped pants, a cut on the hand, and a very bruised ego to get it.
It was the most satisfying work I’d ever done for a kiss.
And without a doubt the most embarrassing.
“Hey, how do you feel about a camping trip?” Chase asked, changing the subject, thank God.
“Yeah, that’d be nice,” I said, wondering if I could take Kate with us. She could probably use some time out with people. She was shut in the house most of the week, and only emerged to see me or Ellie.
“We could invite Kate,” Briar said what I was thinking. “And maybe she’ll slip up and say why she’s really here.”
Chase grinned, “That’s a great idea.”
“I was thinking the same thing,” I said, already planning how things would go. “How does Rocky Point sound?”
“I’m more a fan of Amber Valley,” Briar grimaced. She didn’t have to say anything else. Rocky Point was, well, rocky. It would be hard to get the horses up to the campsite. We’d need to hike part of the way.
“Okay, Amber Valley it is,” I nodded, and Chase gave a nod too. It was mostly flat, wooded, and would be ideal for a campout with the girls.
Once the cattle were settled in the pasture, we rode back toward the house. Briar was chatty the whole way, wondering what she should pack for her second camping trip. I offered a few suggestions, but she didn’t seem to think a shot gun and thermal underwear were key items. Chase would have it covered though.
We left the horses in the yard, knowing we’d be back out in a short time, and went into the house to find my mother with a pile of sandwiches. My grandfather, who everyone called Pap, was sitting at the dining room table, as sour as ever. No doubt wishing he could get on a horse and be a part of the day’s work.
“Where’s your daddy?”
I sat at the table, grabbing a big sandwich with a thank you to my mother. “Not sure.”
Pap slouched in his chair, “Does everything wrong. Can’t do nothing the way I like. Should have left the ranch to his brother.”
My eyebrows went up, and the room got quiet. Chase glanced at me, confused. I looked back at my mother, only to find her staring dumbly at my grandfather.
“Pap,” my mom wiped her hands on her apron and slowly came toward the table, “You do remember that William refused?”
“Oh, I remember.” His brow furrowed, “What sane man leaves all of this, for singing on Broadway?”
“Kate Kelly left to be a country singer…” Briar added.
“She’s a she,” Pap nodded, grabbing a sandwich.
“Are you saying men can’t sing?” I asked, wondering when he’d leave my uncle alone for his choice of lifestyle. Probably never. This was one old goat that didn’t have any interest in keeping up with the times.
“I’m saying he should be doing a man’s job.” Pap thumped his cane and stood, limping for the backdoor. He’d find someone else to bother now.
“Okay, well next time you turn on those soap operas you pretend to hate, just think about how you should be watching a man’s show,” my mother snorted when the screen door slammed behind him. “If Will ever brings that new husband of his to the ranch, Pap will up and die of shock, and I won’t shed a tear.”
Briar laughed, “He watches soaps?”
“Yep, records them too.” I bit into my sandwich. “He acts like the TV is on the fritz, recording things it shouldn’t.”
“Now that’s the pot calling the kettle black,” Briar said. “I bet if he went to see one of Will’s shows, he’d love it, and never admit it. You know, next time Grandma comes to town, I should introduce them.”
Chase coughed. “I’m not sure that would be a good idea.”
“No, it’s a great idea.” My mother smiled, taking a seat with us at the table. “Your grandmother would drive him up the wall. And I’m thinking he’d love every minute of it.”
Briar smirked. “You’re in luck, Mrs. O’Brian. Grandma is coming for Easter. I think she’s going to bring Grandpa too.”
“Lord save us,” I laughed.



CHAPTER NINE
Kate
 
I’d taken to walking for long periods, following a trail out behind the house that wound down by the creek. If I followed it far enough, I’d end up on Chase McCree’s property.
I didn’t usually go wandering onto other people’s land, but today I was in a melancholy sort of mood, just letting my feet lead, and not really thinking about where I was going. I’d deal with it when I got there.
The weather was crisp and cool. A light snow hugged the ground and trees. My boots crunched the earth, the sound seemed deafening in the quiet outdoors. I hadn’t walked this far in so long that by the time the red barn of Chase’s property came into view, I was out of breath from climbing a hill, and feeling uncomfortably warm in my jacket.
I ended up taking it off, tying it around my waist, and leaving me wearing a sweater that would hold up until I got to Chase’s house.
I had no clue what brought me here, and no clue why I didn’t turn back. Someone would recognize me. If Millie saw me, news of my return would be all over town by sundown.
But maybe I was okay with that. Maybe I wanted it. I was so sick of hiding. It’d been a month of almost complete solitude, other than the occasional visits from my friends. I wanted to go into town dressed normally and talk to people. Just be myself. I didn’t want to be dark and unapproachable. And I never wanted to wear another wig ever again.
When I reached the edge of the massive yard, I stayed behind a cluster of trees. The house was close, I could see Millie in the kitchen window, and her ornery cat was lounging on the porch. That cat didn’t like me or Chase for some reason.
I almost stepped out from behind the trees, thinking I’d visit with Briar and get to know her better when some voices stopped me.
Jerry, Chase, and a few of their other ranch hands were walking through the yard.
I didn’t want to interrupt, but I also didn’t want those men knowing I was here. Not that any of them were Death. I mean, that would be ridiculous. Part of me was certain Death didn’t know where I really was, and the more I stood in the snow thinking about it, the more I realized that it was smarter for me to be cooped up in a house, safe and bored, than being tormented by some insane person.
It was for the best.
I turned, warding off a chill, and shrugging back into my jacket. The sun would be going down soon, and I didn’t need to be wandering the wilderness in the dark.
I didn’t realize I was crying until I heard myself sniff.
Good Lord, I had to pull myself together. It was ridiculous that I was skulking around the woods, cold and alone, wishing that I could just be normal. I knew when I signed that recording contract that my life would never be normal again. I’d be famous, and my privacy would be lost.
Now with actual privacy; no paparazzi or fans accidently bumping into me in my day to day life, I was crying like a baby, wishing I could be back out in the world.
“What the hell are you doing?”
I stopped cold, cringing.
My wish had been answered.
I turned around, and not ten feet behind me, there was a massive black horse, with Dustin in the saddle, looking dumbstruck as ever.
“Uh, hi.” I smiled, but I was just as surprised. It was clear neither of us expected to run into anyone out here.
His dark eyes narrowed and a frown settled hard on his face. “Don’t hi me, Kate. Who…how? Damn it.”
“Is something wrong?” I asked, walking toward Colt. The big horse was intimidating in appearance, but very gentle and sweet in temper.
“Yeah,” he rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m seeing things.”
“Really?” was he okay?
“Yup, you can’t be out this far in the woods, so I must be talking to a hallucination.” He was glaring at me.
I backed up a step, “Well, I’m real. And it’s getting colder, so I need to get back.”
“Stop. Don’t you take a step,” he sounded pissed now. And part of me wasn’t quite sure what I’d done wrong.
“Why?” I asked, walking backwards with a smirk.
He didn’t seem entertained. More annoyed. And he urged Colt forward into a leisurely stroll after me. “Kaitlin, I’m not in the mood to play games.”
I rocked to a stop. When he said my full name like that, he really wasn’t playing around. He was truly upset. “Dustin, I don’t see why you’re so mad. Care to enlighten me?”
“I’m beyond mad Kate. I’m flat furious and damn confused!” He was shouting so loud I wondered if everyone back at the McCree Ranch could hear. “What the hell possessed you to walk this far out? Have you been city so long that you’ve forgotten how dangerous it is?”
I winced. “Come on, I kept to the trail. I’m fine.”
“What trail?” he blinked, looking around us. “I see snow and ice. I see a girl by herself, with no protection, walking around the wilderness. What if you came across a bear, or a wolf, or even a hunter? What if you fell or got hurt? You’d freeze to death before someone found you. If they ever found you. Did you tell anyone you were out here? No, don’t think so. You’re not stupid Kate, but you really weren’t thinking this time.”
I couldn’t look at him, and stared down at my feet, knowing he was right. “I just…I got so sick of being in that house…You’re right. I didn’t think.”
His voice eased up, was less angry. “Kate, do you know how far you’ve walked?”
I shrugged, shuffling the snow with my boot. “Not exactly.”
“Five miles, at least. If you veered off the trail, maybe six.” He heaved a sigh that I felt. It was one of relief. I was relived too. “Let me take you home?”
I nodded, and accepted his hand. I tried to swing up behind him, but he had other ideas and pulled my up in front. He unzipped his coat and wrapped me in it, then started Colt along the trail I hadn’t been following very well.
When we got to the creek I felt him stiffen behind me. “Kate, how did you get across?”
I pointed at a log that was lying across it. Chase and Dustin had put it there on purpose a few summers ago. “It was easy.”
His chin plopped on top of my head and I felt him snort. “I can’t believe you did that. I just… Jesus, Kate. Why can’t you chill out and not be so reckless?”
I laughed. “I didn’t think I was reckless, and I wasn’t trying to be. I got across without falling in.”
“I’m going to put a tracking device on you.”
“Ha, very funny.”
“Then next time, think before walking five miles into the woods. Okay?”
“Yes, sir.” I settled back, staying silent the rest of the way back to my house.
When my feet hit the ground, Dustin was right behind me. Following me up the porch and into the house.
“Uh, thanks for the ride, but I’m fine now.” I smiled, keeping the door open so he could leave.
He grinned, “Not leaving just yet, honey. First I’m going to find your bathroom, then we’re packing you a bag.”
I frowned. “And why is that?”
“Camping. You, me, Chase, and Briar.”
“What about Ellie?” normally she, and Josh, and Tuck would be with us.
“Well considering Josh doesn’t know you’re here, she’s not invited.”
“And we’re going tonight?” I started up for my room, hoping I had enough warm clothes for this excursion.
“Yep, so get your stuff and let’s get going.”
With another salute, I tromped down the upstairs hallway knowing he would hear my boots beating the floors above the small bathroom downstairs. I grabbed a backpack and shoved some necessities in it. Then I changed my clothes; thick tights under my jeans, a thick sweater over my long sleeve shirt, and after grabbing a heavier coat, I pulled on hiking boots.
With a once over in the mirror, I decided I was ready to go.
Dustin was in the living room, head bent over his phone, texting furiously. “Chase is going to meet us here with Briar. They’re bringing an extra horse for you to ride.”
“Great,” I dropped my backpack near the door and headed for the kitchen. Since I hadn’t had dinner and we were in for a long ride, I grabbed stuff for sandwiches out of the fridge. “Hungry?”
Dustin came into the kitchen with a nod, “Always.”
“Remember when you used to put potato chips on your sandwich?” I asked, handing him the bag.
He snorted, piling them on and crunching it together. “Still do.”
I added a few to mine, and proceeded to bite into it. “Very satisfying crunch.”
“Yep,” I could hear his crunching and tried not to choke on my food as I laughed.
“You know, I’m glad I came here. It’s good for us to be together again. Smooth things over and put to rest what happened.”
“Yeah, we should have talked a long time ago.”
“Part of me worried you’d hate me after I left.” I stared down at my plate, unable to meet his gaze. “You know, I never thought anything would be as hard as losing my mom. And leaving you was just as painful. I never realized how much I depended on you once I lost her. I was too young. Now when I think back, if it wasn’t for our friendship, I’m not sure how I would have gotten through it.”
“Kate, I could never hate you.” His hand settled over mine, warm and reassuring. “And you would have gotten through it fine without me…there is nothing to smooth over or put to rest. Stuff happens. It’s part of life. You learn from it. And I depended on you as much as you depended on me.”
“That makes me feel a lot better…” I smiled at him. “Sometimes I wish I could change how I handled things though. I’m grateful that I was given this opportunity, but I made myself accept something that I wasn’t sure was right for me. It was all about saving myself and Cheyenne from scraping by.”
“Hey, it’s okay. You did what you had to do.” He squeezed my hand.
“Dustin, that was a huge choice for me. Putting aside what I wanted for my family was a mature decision that I didn’t want to make. I just wanted to go to school and ride horses…but I sacrificed what I wanted for what we needed.”
He was out of his chair, rounding the counter and pulling me into a hug before I could protest. “You’re brave, and you can always come back and ride horses.”
I hugged him tightly. “I just wasn’t sure I’d be welcome, after the way I left. I’d barely spoken to Ellie, and she was still so nice to me when I felt I didn’t deserve it. How I treated everyone was wrong.”
“This is your home. You have every right to be here, and anyone who says otherwise can answer to me.” He sighed, “I dreamed about going to find you, or that one day you’d show up. And you’re back now, and it’s as if nothings changed.”
“Dustin,” I leaned back, searching his face. “I know what you want, but I’m just going to have to leave again.”
“Kate,” he rested his forehead against mine. “You want it too. Don’t try and deny it. It’s true we can’t just pick up where we left off, but I hope that we can start new. That we could try. We owe ourselves that. I’m afraid that if I lose you again, I’ll lose you for good.”
I blinked back tears, “We make sense. We do. And I don’t think I can leave again like last time. It would hurt too much. But what if I’m on the road? When I’m on tour? How can we make it work?”
“We just take one day at a time, and things will turn out how they’re meant to.”
“You make it sound so simple.”
“No one says it has to be hard.”



CHAPTER TEN
Dustin
 
Kate paced the front porch, waiting for Chase and Briar to pull up. I sat on a creaky rocker, giving her some distance. She was thinking about everything I said in the kitchen, and as much as I wanted to know what was going on in her head, I let her be. I could give her space, but it wasn’t easy. There was too much history between us, and the part of me that was hardest to ignore was the part that wanted to let her know everything was going to be okay, no matter what happened.
Chase’s blue truck ambled up the drive- with the horse trailer hitched behind it. I helped Kate into the cab next to Briar, and got Colt loaded with the rest of the horses. I hopped into the truck bed and we headed for the trail to Amber Valley.
The wind was cold, but not cold enough to send me inside the truck. I watched the highway fly out behind us, the fields covered in thin white powder. The air felt refreshing with each breath. Spring was coming, with summer not far behind it.
Before too long, the truck began to slow, and Chase stopped in the middle of the deserted highway. I was going to get out to see what was going on, but the passenger door opened and closed. Kate hopped up into the bed and knocked on the roof of the cab.
“What are you doing?” I stared at her as she sat down across from me. The truck started forward. “You’ll freeze.”
She smirked, “Nah, I’m good. I thought you’d like some company.”
“Couldn’t stay away from me?”
“Yeah, sure. I’m like a moth to a flame.”
I leaned back against the cab window and wondered how long she’d last. We had twenty minutes left of the drive, and the wind was verging on bitter cold in the truck bed.
Kate stuck it out though. At the very end she started to shiver, but by then the truck was pulling to a stop near the trail, and she rubbed her hands together with a smile. “Didn’t think I could do it, did you?”
“I had my doubts.” I gave her a hand down, and we walked back to open the trailer and led out the horses.
“Who is this?” Kate asked Chase, as he helped her into the saddle of a chestnut mare.
“This is one of Millie’s favorites.” He smiled. “Cupcake.”
I frowned. “She looks nothing like a dessert.”
Briar laughed, “True, but she’s sweet like one.”
I mounted Colt. Chase took the lead on the trail, and I brought up the rear. Briar and Kate chattered the whole time until we found a nice area to camp at for the night. While the girls got settled, we rode back to the tuck to get the wood and supplies we brought.
Chase wasn’t much into gossip, but he really was curious about what was going on between me and Kate. She was like a sister to him so I couldn’t blame the guy, but I also wasn’t in the mood to tell him everything I was feeling.
“So…?” Chase asked while securing a pack to Ruby’s saddle.
I reached for another one in the truck bed. “So what?”
“So what’s going on between you and Kate?” He shook his head. “Come on, Briar was talking about you guys the whole way to the campgrounds after Kate got out of the truck to freeze with you in the back.”
“Please, you know she wasn’t that eager to be with me.”
“Yeah, that’s not what it looked like to Briar, or me.” He shrugged. “You know, her being back is nice, but she’s acting funny. I don’t want to see you go through a repeat of the last time she bolted. Heartbroken is not a good look on you.”
“Its not a good look on anyone, and I’m not in the mood for a repeat of that.”
He nodded, securing another pack to Ruby, and then a light one on the back of Briar’s horse, Ash. “I’m not sure I believe that her being here is because of a crazy fan.”
“Oh, I don’t believe it either, but I have no idea what else could drive her away from her family. It wasn’t like she came running to me to fix what happened between us.”
I mounted Colt, waiting for Chase to come up beside me, riding Ruby.
“This just doesn’t feel right,” Chase continued. “I mean, you notice how funny she acts.”
“Yeah, she’s not herself, and then suddenly she’s back to normal Kate.” I deliberately kept Colt to a slow walk so Chase and I had enough time to talk. “Is she wearing a wig?”
Chase coughed, “I’m sorry?”
“Come on man, just tell me. What is Kate doing with a red wig? I saw it in her room.”
“She’s disguising herself when she goes into town so no one recognizes her. Let me tell you, its damn good. I didn’t recognize her. Ellie called her a vamp wannabe.”
“But why? No one in town would out her to the press. Ever since she left, people have always said if she came back they would make sure it would be to a place where she could have privacy.”
“Dustin, I’m just as confused as you are. Ellie was sure Kate would tell you everything.”
“Well, this time, Kate’s lips are sealed.”
“Maybe Briar will learn something.”
I laughed, “Really?”
“Oh, she’s determined. Trust me, once she gets her mind set, she’ll damn well move heaven and earth.”
As we rode into camp, one tent was set up, and the other was left forgotten in a pile on the ground. Chase and I stopped, watching as Kate stood next to Briar trying to teach her how to load a shotgun.
Chase snorted, “Seems Briar isn’t getting much information from Kate.”
“That’s because Kate’s even better at changing the subject than you remember,” I said. “I thought you were teaching her how to shoot.”
“I am…Briar’s good with the revolver, but the recoil on the shotgun always sends her flying.” The gun went off, and Briar stumbled backwards with a wince. Kate laughed. “She’ll get it one day.”
“Or not.”
He punched my arm. “Shut up. At least I can handle Briar. Kate might as well be half wild.”
I rolled my eyes. “Today I found her in the woods, a mile from your front door. She was down by the dead tree we knocked down. Unprepared. Not even a cell phone.”
“Shit, you’re kidding.” He glanced back at Kate. “What does she have, a death wish?”
“I hope not. Whatever it is, it’s got me worried more than I think is healthy. I knew I wouldn’t sleep tonight, worrying she’d wander off somewhere and we’d never see her again.”
“Put a tracking device on her,” Chase looked just a tad too serious.
“I was joking about that earlier.”
“I’d put one on Briar if she went off into the woods like that. No way you’d find her. GPS saves lives, man.”
I couldn’t believe I was considering it. “Won’t she notice?”
“Nah, piece I have is tiny. Maybe you could hide it in something she never removes?”
“Her mother’s locket.” She wore it around her neck. It never left her body. “But this just feels wrong. Like I’m overstepping my bounds.”
“You don’t have to monitor her. If something happens, you go online to figure out where she is. You can do it from your phone.”
I lowered my voice, “And what would you be doing with something like that?”
He rolled his eyes, “I don’t keep tabs on Briar. That’s creepy. We hid it in Grandad’s pocket watch. The ranch is huge and when he started to wander, it was easier. Just hop in the truck and go pick him up. It really came in handy when he got in a car and drove into town without telling anyone.”
“I’m guessing it was because he liked to give away money.”
“Hell, that and the fact that we were worried someone would take him. Senile old man worth more than you could imagine? It was good insurance.”
“Yeah, then let’s do it.” I nodded, knowing Kate would hate it if she ever found out what I was going to do, but I was only doing it just in case. I didn’t intend on using it unless I was desperate.
“Make up an excuse so Briar won’t worry, and I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Chase handed me Ruby’s reins.
“You don’t have to go now.”
He frowned, “If you share a tent with Kate tonight, you can put the tracker in the locket. When are you going to get another chance like that?”
I nodded, “Okay, you’re right, but let me go get it. You’re letting me borrow what’s probably a very expensive piece of tech. Least I can do is ride my ass out there to get it.”
“If you insist. When you get to the main house find Jerry. I’ll call him to tell him what you’re coming for. He knows where to find it.”
“I’ll be back before nightfall.” It wasn’t far, and I’d travel fast alone. Colt and I took off, leaving a cloud of dust.
“Dustin!” I heard Kate shouting, but didn’t look back. Colt flew over the ground, eating up the miles between the ranch and us. The sun was just starting to sink into the horizon once we trotted onto McCree land. I knew it was Chase’s property because of how well it was maintained. The McCrees took pride in every inch, and even the wildest parts seemed to comply with the fact that Millie liked order.
Jerry was waiting for me. He was seated in a rocker on the porch, with the big black half wolf called Shadow, curled round his feet. Shadow had taken a liking to Briar this past Christmas, and saved her life. He wore a hot pink bandana around his neck so everyone knew he was a pet, and not a threat.
“Got a call from Chase,” he stood, leaning on his cane. Shadow barked once, but stayed in his relaxed position. “Said to give you this.”
“Thanks,” I dropped off of Colt, jogging up the steps to meet him.
He pulled his hand back before I could take the little black box from him. “Wanna tell me what you’re up to, boy?”
“Uh,” I gulped. What had Chase said to him? “To be honest, not really?”
“Will it get you in trouble?” he snorted, seeming pleased that I was at least being honest.
“Possibly.” I held still as Shadow stood and sniffed my leg. He could be a little funny around people he didn’t know, and I wasn’t considered his friend yet, so I respectfully held still until he sat and nudged his head against my hip for a scratch. “Look, I’m not going to use it unless it’s absolutely necessary. It’s just a precaution.”
With a resigned sigh, he handed me the box and I shoved it in my pocket. “Thanks Jerry.”
“You’re welcome.” He nodded, turning for the kitchen door. Then he paused, glancing back over his shoulder at me. “Tomorrow night, family dinner. You’re invited.”
For family dinner? “Uh, thanks I’ll be here.”
He chuckled. “Bring a friend. Maybe someone who doesn’t get out much.”
“Okay…” I’d see what Tuck was doing, or Josh, though I wasn’t sure that either of them didn’t get out. They were pretty active guys.
“Are you even hearing what I’m trying to hint at?” Jerry snorted. “You’re thicker than a brick wall.”
“I’m confused.”
“Or stupid,” he shook his head and opened the door. “I expect you and Miss Kate here at seven o'clock. Don’t be late or Millie will have my hide.”
The door slammed shut behind him, and I stood there like an idiot with my mouth hanging open.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Kate
 
Dustin had been gone for an hour when I started to wonder if he was coming back at all. It wasn’t like him to invite me out and dump me on our friends without telling me why he’d left, but stranger things had happened.
A few months ago I never thought I’d be on the run from Death.
So I tried not to think about Dustin and instead focused on setting up the second tent with Briar, while Chase got the campfire built. It’d been a couple years since I was outdoors with cowboys and horses, but it was like riding a bike. I didn’t really forget how to be who I was. Living in the city hadn’t taken over. I was still a cowgirl, just a little rusty.
“You’re pretty good at that,” Briar said as we finished the tent. “I need to look at the directions every five seconds.”
I laughed, “You’ll get the hang of it.”
“Yeah, eventually…maybe I’ll just get good at faking it.”
“So how’s it been, adjusting to such a change?”
“I’m not having much trouble, fitting in. Sometimes I’m worried that people wouldn’t be so accepting because I wasn’t familiar with ranch life, but they’ve been so nice. It’s backwards from the way I was raised.”
I sat in front of the fire, opening one of the packs to rifle through it. Briar sat across from me and began unpacking another. “What’s it like where you’re from?”
“Rich, snobby, hot…I’m from Florida. I met Chase when he came down to stay with his mom, but he didn’t fit in and the people who I thought were my friends were terrible to him.” She sighed, glancing back at him as he gathered extra wood for the fire. “They turned on me when I got close to him.”
I wanted to ask how people could be so mean, but I didn’t want to sound naive. People could be very mean. “So what brought you here?”
“A summer vacation. I wanted to escape the judgment. I also wanted to be with Chase. It was like I couldn’t let go of him.” She smiled at him when he met her eyes from across the fire. The way she looked at him with such open affection was how I wanted to look at Dustin. “When I met him, I felt like I was home. Coming here with him was temporary, but once I got here, I never wanted to leave. Like I was supposed to be here with him all along.”
Wow, I had trouble hiding my astonishment. I knew that she left her life to come to Montana, but I didn’t quite realize what she changed to be with him. “Do you miss being back home?”
She lifted a shoulder and smiled. “Sometimes. I miss my grandparents more than anything. My mom and dad didn’t pay any attention to me. Most of the time I was lonely, and tried to fill the void by spending my father’s money.”
Well, she cleared one part up for me. She had come from money, so that meant she couldn’t be chasing McCree for his. He had billions. When his dad died, it all went into a trust until he turned eighteen. It was a lot of responsibly for Chase, but he handled it better than anyone could. You’d never know meeting him that he was so well off, and that’s what I liked most about him and his family. They were the kindest, most respectable folks you’d ever meet.
“So your parents didn’t care that you left home to move here with him?” Sounded a little screwy to me, but there were a lot of people out there who shouldn’t be parents.
“Well, they cared in their own way. Mostly what I did made them look bad…” She winced, staring at the campfire. “Money talks with my father, and when he found out how much Chase had, he really didn’t care. Important connections, you know. Good thing for me that I’m better off here than I was there.”
“Yeah, you really got lucky.”
“In more ways than most people know. Meeting Chase changed the way I looked at my life. Deep down I knew something was wrong. The people around me were so vain and fake. My grandma kept me grounded, and if it wasn’t for her, I’d probably be just like my mother.” She tossed me a bag of marshmallows. “What about you? What’s it like going from cowgirl to country singer?”
“Well, surreal. Part of me still isn’t used to it, and I doubt I ever will be,” I laughed, remembering. “When I first started, I didn’t think my life would change much. I was wrong. People would run up to me, and I hadn’t even decided how I wanted to sign my name yet, so the first time I just put a big K with a heart around it.”
“But that’s how you sign everything.”
“Yep, it makes the signature faster if I have a lot to sign. Still, I would have liked to sign my full name. Or at least my first name.” I nodded, “Things I wanted to take time deciding…most of those things were decided by other people for me. I tried to fight it, but then I realized that it took up a lot of my energy and time.”
“What kinds of things did you want to decide?”
“I don’t know…just stuff you think that doesn’t really matter, and then you get there and it does. I had a different manager in the beginning. She was all about trying to make me sexy. Some of the outfits she wanted me to wear on stage made me uncomfortable. The image she wanted to portray of me to the public, was a party girl.” I laughed, remembering. “It wasn’t me. I told her that, but she insisted that sex sells music and I wouldn’t make it in the business. Once I got the guts up to fire her, I met Jake. He managed another girl around my age, and didn’t try to make her into anything she wasn’t. So now I have someone making decisions for me who knows what I’d want.”
“Sounds like your ex-manager and my mother might be related.” Briar started laughing, and Chase came over to get in on the conversation, clearly feeling left out of the fun.
“What’s so funny?” he asked, snagging Briar’s freshly toasted marshmallow.
She swatted his arm playfully and handed him a stick. “Just some similarities between Kate’s ex-manager and my mother.”
He didn’t really get it, but nodded and smiled anyway. “I’m glad you two are getting along. I’d hoped you would.”
When we were little, people sometimes thought Chase and I would end up together,” I explained to Briar. I shook my head and tried not to laugh. “No offence Chase, you’re a nice guy, but you’re like my brother.”
“Which is why I was hoping you and Briar would hit it off. I wanted my almost sister and girlfriend to like each other.” He kissed Briar’s cheek and tried to steal another marshmallow, but she shook her head and kept it out of his reach.
“So tell me more about how you guys were almost family…” Briar stopped, lowering her voice. “I mean, if it’s not too hard.”
“It’s not the easiest thing to talk about,” I let out a sigh. “But you should know what happened.”
“I told her about the accident,” Chase interjected. “That your mom was with my dad.”
I stared into the fire. “They were together. That’s what matters I guess. My mom loved Chase’s dad so much, I don’t think she could have lived happily without him. It was just tragic.”
Chase nodded, “Two months before their wedding, Kate’s mom moved onto the ranch. Kate had her own room, so did Cheyenne. It was perfect…I was excited to have another mom. But one day…it wasn’t perfect. Two years later Cheyenne decided to move out with Kate.”
I remembered that day, wondering why we had to leave. “My sister didn’t feel right staying. It wasn’t her home.”
“But it was yours,” Chase said. “Millie offered to take guardianship of Kate, but Cheyenne wouldn’t listen.”
“I can’t blame my sister,” I said. “I was all she had left, and she was worried she’d loose me. That our lives would somehow grow apart. So we moved into a little apartment in town.”
Briar shook her head, “I know it was a long time ago, but I am so sorry.”
Feeling tears mist my eyes, I decided it was time for a subject change. “So where is Dustin?”
Chase shifted, “Oh, he went back to the ranch. I forgot something.”
Briar stoked the fire, sending little sparks in the air. “What did you forget?”
“This.” Something flew through the air, right past my head. Chase caught it with a nod, slipping the tiny black box in his pocket. Dustin sat down beside me, his dark eyes meeting my without wavering. “It’s a tracking device. Good to have on us while we’re out here in case something happens.”
“You’re kidding me.” I blinked at him, confused. “Since when have you guys been so cautious?”
“Since I have a reason to be cautious,” Chase’s lips pressed together in a firm line and I saw a familiar sadness in his eyes. I had the same sadness. “I’m not going to make the same mistakes my father did with your mother. I plan on Briar and I staying safe, and together, for a very long time.”
I frowned, wanting to tell him it was a little overboard, but Dustin shot me a look that silenced me. I crossed my arms and complied, knowing arguing with Chase was silly, and I also didn’t want Briar to see us bickering.
“Fine,” I whispered to Dustin.
“Must be hard to keep your mouth shut,” he laughed quietly.
“Don’t worry, I’ll give you an earful later,” I threatened.
“I look forward to it.”
“I need to go for a minute,” Briar stood and grabbed the toiletries bag. “I’ll be back.”
Chase stood too, following her. “Wait for me, Briar baby.”
She looked back with wide eyes. “Oh, no. You are not coming to the bathroom with me.”
“You can’t go out there alone,” he said.
“I’ll go,” I grabbed a shotgun that was sticking out of one of the packs.
Dustin raised his eyebrows and glanced at Chase.
“This is me we’re talking about here.” I rolled my eyes, when neither of them changed expressions. “We’ll be fine.”
“Okay,” Chase sank back down by the fire. “If you’re gone too long we’re coming after you.”
“Worry wart!” I shouted over my shoulder as I followed Briar. “He’s turned into an old woman.”
“You know, there are just some things that I’m not ready to share with him yet, and peeing is one of them,” Briar laughed, once we were far enough away from the guys.
“There was one time Dustin was my bathroom buddy, and I told him if he peeked I’d shoot him.”
“What happened?”
“I shot him.”
She stopped dead. “You what?”
“He was asking for it,” I laughed at her shocked expression. “It’s okay, it was a paintball gun.”
We started walking again, taking ourselves further from camp. Briar stayed close, holding the flashlight. “I’m glad you came with us.”
“I wasn’t given a choice. But since I’m not really busy, considering I’m in hiding, it wasn’t like I had anything else to do.”
She laughed, “So why are you hiding, exactly?”
“No big reason. Other than a need for privacy, and a fan that’s a little deranged. It’s less exciting than it sounds, and not a big deal.” I’m such a lair.
“It just seems kind of extreme.”
“Celebrities do it all the time.”
“You know, I forget you’re famous. You really are normal.”
I laughed, “Thanks, it’s good to know I haven’t lost touch with reality.”
Briar found a secluded spot and handed me the flashlight. I waited, looking up at the starry sky. When she was finished, we started back for camp. Along the way we talked about things we missed being so far out in the middle of nowhere. Living for two years in the city spoiled me, what with stores on every corner, ten minutes from the house. Out here, going to the store was an hour drive if you wanted anything good. Or you just had to settle for what was in town, basic staples for day-to-day life.
“Look,” Briar spotted a little rabbit and stopped to get a look at it.
“You’re cute,” I crouched to get a closer look at him but hopped away.
“K-kate, we’ve got company.”
I turned around, shining the flashlight. The beam landed on the feet of something large and hairy. “That’s not a dog.”
“Coyote?” she asked.
“Wolf.” I backed up with Briar, but the animal growled. We’d interrupted his hunt for a nice rabbit dinner.
I aimed the shotgun at the ground in front of the wolf. I wasn’t going to kill it, just scare it off. “Get ready.”
I squeezed the trigger.
It clicked softly.
The gun didn’t fire.
“This isn’t loaded!”
I swore Briar’s face went paler than the white moon overhead. “But I thought they were all loaded.”
“Apparently not,” I held it like a baseball bat, ready to swing in case the wolf lunged. “Get behind me.”
“What about the toilet paper?” Briar held up the bag. “Maybe if we throw it at him he’ll go away.”
I glanced at the small bag. “You think he’ll run from anything that’s not two ply and quilted?”
She stared at me. “Really? Is this the time to joke?”
The wolf growled and prowled closer.
“Oh, shit.” I knew the best thing was to wave and shout, try and scare it off. But the animal really looked pissed. So I let out a whistle. High pitched.
Briar grabbed a stick off the ground and wielded it in front of her. “What are you doing?”
“Calling for help,” I whistled again.
The wolf came closer, backing us under a tree. I took a calming breath. “Can you climb?”
Briar nodded, “Yeah, and he can’t.”
She started up; I dropped the shotgun and leapt for a low hanging branch, pulling myself up. Briar screamed as the wolf jumped for us. His teeth caught the leg of my jeans, jerking me down. I kicked my legs and felt the fabric rip. The wolf lost his hold on me. I scrambled up the tree as high as I could go. Briar was right beside me. The wolf leapt again for us, but thankfully we were out of reach.
“Are you hurt?”
I held the flashlight between my teeth and examined my pants leg. “That was close. He didn’t break the skin.”
“Great, now what do we do?” Briar stared down at the wolf. He stared up at us.
From the looks of it we weren’t going to get out of this anytime soon.
I let out another whistle, “Hope Dustin hears me.”
“I’m going to kill them if they don’t come looking once we’ve been gone too long.” She shivered, hanging tight to a branch.
“Stand in line.” I whistled again. Nothing.
It was possible we could be stuck for a while.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Dustin
 
I popped a marshmallow on my stick and held it in the flames, wondering how much longer Kate and Briar would be gone. Girls tended to go to the bathroom in packs and chat, so I figured they were just caught up and didn’t realize how long they’d been gone. It wasn’t like anything bad would happen, Kate had a gun and she knew how to handle herself out here. Still…
“The girls have been gone for a while.”
Chase nodded, “Yeah, let’s give them five minutes, and then we start after them.”
“But this is good, gives me time to get the tracker from you.” I stole a glance around us to make sure we were still alone. Last thing I wanted was to get caught.
“Yeah, you really saved my ass. Kate caught me so off guard, I wasn’t sure what to tell her.” He handed me the small black box and I stuck it in my pack where Kate wouldn’t see it.
“So did you learn anything else while I was gone?” I asked, hoping he did.
“No, but I haven’t been alone with Briar yet, so there is still a chance she might have something.”
I stared into the fire, watching the flames dance…Kate might think I was a real ass after this. But I’d deal with her irritation later, and focus on making sure she didn’t wind up lost in the woods now.
“Turn it down,” I nodded to the music playing on Chase’s cell phone. Could have sworn I caught the sound of a whistle. Maybe it was the wind.
Chase frowned, “Why? We just turned it on.”
“I thought I heard something…” we sat in silence, a few seconds passed, but then I heard it again.
“Wait, I hear it too,” Chase grabbed his gun, pushing to his feet.
“Sounds like something’s wrong.” Another high-pitched whistle filled the night. I started toward the sound. “Kate must be in trouble to be calling like that.”
I whistled, answering Kate’s call. We’d made up the sounds as kids, using them to communicate. It was like our own secret code. Chase wasn’t much of a whistler, but he understood what was going on.
Kate answered my reply and I followed the sound. “This way. That cluster of trees up ahead.”
Chase brought his gun up, “What’s she saying?”
“She wants me to come find her.” We crept carefully toward the sound of Kate’s whistling.
“Wolf,” Chase drew up short with a curse and crouched down behind a bush. “Shit.”
His gun had a night vision scope mounted on it. No sense in being in the dark with a gun if you couldn’t see enough to shoot.
I squinted; looking up at the tree the dog was circling. “The girls are out of the way.”
“You want me to take the shot?” Chase asked, aiming his rifle.
“Go for it.”
A few seconds later the gun went off, the crack echoing in the night. The wolf ran, whining, heading deep into the trees.
“You hit it?”
Chase shook his head, “No, just scared it away.”
“Dustin?” Kate shouted as we ran toward the tree. We stood underneath the limbs, waiting to help the girls down.
“Yup,” I tried not to act overly concerned as Kate climbed down and allowed me to help her to the ground.
“What the hell took you so long?”
I grinned, “You’re welcome.”
She crossed her arms and nodded, “Thanks.”
I returned the nod, “You okay?”
“Fine,” she smiled. “Except for the part where I grabbed the wrong gun!”
I grimaced. “Great, let’s check the rest and make sure they’re loaded when we get back.”
“My idea of camping is the Holiday Inn. But at least I’m trying.” Briar nearly leapt into Chase’s arms.
Chase started back to camp hugging her to his side. “Next time, let me go to the bathroom with you.”
She nodded, “I will have to insist, trust me.”
I started after them, but realized Kate hadn’t followed. “You coming?”
“Yeah,” she grabbed the empty shotgun off the ground and started toward me. “I’m beat, let’s get some sleep.”
“After we check the guns.” I squinted, in the dark it was hard to tell, but my attention was drawn to her feet. “Are you limping?”
“Maybe,” she sighed, heading up the dirt path past me. “It’s not a big deal.”
I pulled a small flashlight out of my pocket and illuminated the ground. “Shit, what happened to your leg?”
“He didn’t break the skin. I’m fine.”
Stubborn female. First the woods, and now this. What was I going to do with her? “Damn it, Kate, we need to work on your communication skills.”
She rounded on me, “I am fine. Okay? You’re worrying like an old woman too. Maybe worse than Chase. If you don’t remember, I used to be just as tough as both you cowboys, and if you keep treating me like I’m totally city now… Why are you smiling? I’m serious. I’m going to slap that grin right off your face!”
I kept smiling. “You done yet?”
“No! And if I want to wander alone into the woods, it’s my life, my choice! I’m not your girlfriend, so I’m not your concern.” She started back on the path.
My next move would get me slapped. I was sure of it.
But I did it anyway.
I grabbed her arm, turned her to face me, and laid a quick kiss on her lips.
Kate growled, but before she could do anything, even register what happened, I tossed her over my shoulder and headed back for camp.
“Dustin!” she protested, smacking my back. “Put me down. Crazy, controlling, thick headed…just put me down!”
“Nope.”
“Caveman.”
“And proud of it.”
When I got back, Chase and Briar were in their tent, done for the night. It was zipped shut. I walked to the other side of camp, unzipped the little blue tent Kate had set up, and practically tossed her in.
She opened her mouth to start on me again, but I added fuel to the fire by putting one finger over her lips and shaking my head. She’d be even more upset, but I was past the point of caring.
“Let’s get something straight,” I knelt in front of her, trying to keep my face serious, when all I wanted to do was smile at her chagrined expression. “I know you’re not city. You’re as tough as any cowboy, but for God’s sake Kate, the way you’re acting is what’s got me acting like this. You’re not yourself half the time. I don’t know why you showed up here, but I’m not stupid. I’m smart enough to know it’s got more to do than some fan that’s a little too into you. You’ve got bodyguards and people you hire to take care of that. So just cut the bullshit and figure out a way to tell me the truth, or I’ll find out myself one way or another. If I have to get Cheyenne on the phone and tell her you’re here I will.”
“Dustin, please. Don’t call my sister.” She went from furious, to half terrified and begging in a blink. I didn’t know how to process it. “You can’t tell her where I am.”
“Kate, does anyone know where you are?” I asked, trying to keep calm, when really, I was so upset from the look on her face. I was the enemy now because I threatened to out her hiding place.
“No, no one does. They can’t know. Please, I’m begging you. Don’t call her. Don’t tell her. I’m already worried I’ve screwed this up hanging out with you, and Chase, and Briar.”
I took her hands, “Kate, what happened to you? Please, I just want to help.”
“If I need help, I’ll ask you. I promise. Right now I just need to stay out of sight, off the radar.”
“What did those Hollywood people do to you? What’s got you so paranoid?” I tried to plead with my expression, but by the look on her face nothing would make her talk.
“They didn’t do anything. It’s one person. And I don’t want that person to find me. So just drop it. I will tell you if I need help.” Her lips pursed. “Okay?”
I backed off, letting her hands go. “Fine,”
“Where are you going?” she asked, sliding after me as I left the tent feeling a little dejected. I just wanted to help and she wouldn’t let me.
“To check the fire and get the guns. Go to sleep.”
She frowned. “Where are you sleeping?”
“By the fire,” I nodded at my black sack and rolled bag.
“What if the wolf comes?”
“He won’t mess with me,” I reached for the zipper to close her tent. She stopped me. “Kate, I’ll be fine.”
She frowned. “Maybe you could share with me…there is plenty of space.”
“You really want to share a tent?”
“O’Brian, considering our history, sharing a tent is tame,” she punched my arm, laughing. “Look, I’m extending an olive branch. I know you’re mad because I’m not telling, so the least I can do is show you that I’m going to be okay.”
“Okay, if it will make you feel better.”
She snorted, knowing I’d caught her, “I just don’t want to find your maimed body when I wake up.”
“Sure,” I grabbed my sleeping bag, trying to hide a grin. “Why can’t you just tell me you don’t want to be alone? Things would be so much easier.”
“I don’t know…but since you’re so skilled at reading my mind, you can just fill in what I’m really trying to say from now on. How about that?”
I shook my head and crawled in, zipping the tent closed. Kate turned, laying on her side with her back to me. I rolled out my sleeping bag and dropped on top of it.
For a while, I stared at the poles keeping the tent together, feeling the silence stretching between us. I wished she would tell me, but one thing I loved about her was her stubborn attitude. So I’d just have to bide my time until I learned more.
“Thanks for staying with me,” Kate whispered.
“You’re welcome.” I smiled. “Come here.”
She glanced over her shoulder at me, “Why?”
“Because you want to,” I waited and lifted my arm, watching her. She sighed heavily and turned over, scooting so she was curled into my side, and rested her head on my chest. I wrapped my arms around her and closed my eyes. “There, now we can sleep.”
“You are not telling anyone we cuddled.”
“It’s no one else’s business.” Out of old habit, I kissed the top of her head.
“Lips to yourself, O’Brian,” She laughed.
“Okay, I’m sorry.”
“Don’t apologize.”
“Only if you stop trying to act so tough. I’m tough enough for the both of us.”
“Sure you are,” she was really laughing now. “Now go to sleep.”
“Not sleepy,” I yawned. “So do you have plans Sunday night?”
“Why?”
I shrugged, “Thought maybe we could have dinner.”
“You know I’m free,” she sighed. “We can talk more in the morning.”
“Nah, tomorrow you might change your mind. I like this warm, cuddly Kate.”
“Fine, what do you want to do for dinner?”
“Chase and Briar are having a dinner Sunday night, we’re invited. And don’t worry, no one will know you’re there.”
“Uh-huh,” she slipped her arm over my stomach and up to my ribs, digging in.
“Stop!”
“Still ticklish? What happened to the big bad, tough guy?” she got both hands into my ribs. “Say uncle.”
My eyes were watering. I was out of breath. So I grabbed Kate’s hands and pinned them behind her back. “Nope, you say uncle.”
She struggled, but she wasn’t getting out of my hold for anything. “Come on, let me go.”
“Hey, you started this. I’m not the scrawny kid I used to be either.”
She continued to struggle, but it didn’t take much for me to keep her held down. I hefted sacks of feed and worked full time on the ranch now. My muscles had muscles.
“Uncle!,” she finally snapped. “Now we will both go to sleep, keeping our hands to ourselves…hey!”
“Yeah, I’m not letting you go,” to prove my point I turned on my side and curled myself around her. She was flat against my chest with no wiggle room. “Now sleep.”
“Since when did you get so bossy?”
“I learned from the best.”
She was quiet for a while, and then she snorted, “Family dinner is Sunday night at Chase’s house. If I’m invited, this means Millie and Jerry know I’m here.”
I winced. “Yeah, Jerry invited me, told me to bring a friend, and then suggested I bring you.”
“How do you think they found out?” she wondered aloud.
“No clue,” I closed my eyes. “Let’s get some sleep.”
Before too long, Kate was out, and I slowly retrieved the tracker from the box in my pack. I reached around, freezing when she mumbled in her sleep. I had her locket open, and the little device concealed inside before she stirred again. I went to sleep shortly after.
And much to my surprise, it was downright peaceful.
I’d made the right choice.
For me.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Kate
 
I woke before sunrise. Dustin was sound asleep beside me, his face relaxed. He had such smooth skin, aside from morning beard stubble, and his face looked happy and peaceful in sleep.
I sat back, watching him.
I wished I could tell him everything.
But now it was clear I had to go.
Jerry and Millie knew. When Dustin told me, I panicked inside, and forced myself to stay calm. I slept restlessly, feeling comfort being with Dustin, but knowing that I’d be leaving soon. Leaving him again. It felt even harder this time, but if I was going to live through this, I had to go.
I slipped out of the tent, wiping tears from my eyes. It was so much harder to leave him. He was the one weakness I had. The only thing that made me want to cry like I did when I lost my mom. He was my everything. I don’t think there would ever be anyone else that could mean as much to me as Dustin.
And here I was, leaving the one person I wanted to be with above all others, again.
It killed me inside.
But I saddled Cupcake and began the long lonely ride across the dark hills for my house. It took nearly two hours. Good thing I’d left so early.
I put Cupcake in the stable and gave her some water. Once I was on the road, I’d call Chase and tell him where she was. She’d be fine until he came and got her.
I packed my things, set them by the door, and then took a look around the kitchen. The one thing I wanted to do before I left, was make a final batch of pancakes in my home, in case I never got to come back.
I knew it was a risk, that there was a chance I might not make it out before Dustin found out I was missing and raced back here. But I decided I had to do it.
I’d make a quick batch and pack them up for the road. My stomach was rumbling, and as I stood over the stove, I nibbled on one of the more deformed pancakes.
My phone rang.
Dustin’s name filled the screen, and I ignored the call.
My phone rang again. It was probably best if I shut it off, but I didn’t.
I swallowed, and eyed the number flashing across the screen.
Dustin.
Well I just wasn’t going to answer it. And with that, I turned back to finish cleaning up my mess. I could ignore him.
The calls kept coming, and after the sixth one, I answered knowing I owed him an explanation.
“I have to go. Please don’t come after me.”
“Oh, you sound upset today.” It was Death’s mechanical voice. He sounded irritated. I hadn’t looked at the screen to see who it was. I assumed it was Dustin.
“I wonder why?” I breathed, my upset turning to burning hatred for him. “Oh yeah, there’s some psycho out there who wants me dead!”
His laughter sent chills down my spine. “I’m getting to you.”
“Actually I could care less,” I bluffed.
“I hope you enjoy those pancakes.”
I froze. “What?”
“Are they blueberry? I love the blueberry ones you make. But the banana are also to die for.” He didn’t sound like he was kidding. Clearly, I’d made him pancakes before.
“Can you see me?” I spun around, searching the kitchen.
“Maybe,” his laugh cut through me.
“Who are you?” I demanded. “Who the hell are you?”
“I told you. I’m Death. I’m your death. Only yours. The only thing that matters in your life is me. Nothing else. Not your singing. Not your sister. You answer to me now.”
I didn’t realize I was shaking until I dropped a pancake on the floor and tried to pick it back up. “Why are you doing this? I don’t understand.”
“That’s the problem. If you understood, I wouldn’t need to do this. But Katie, you took something from me. Deprived me of my life. And I’ll have yours as repayment.” The line went dead.
I dropped my phone and sank to the floor, trembling.
This was too much. I was in way over my head.
I stared at the wall across the kitchen, dazed. Scared. Confused. I didn’t know how to get my legs moving to stand up again. I could smell pancakes burning. There was a banging somewhere…but I felt numb to it all.
What was I going to do?
He hadn’t found me yet, but knew I was making pancakes.
Was I still safe here?
Should I run?
Hide?
I didn’t know where to go.
And how had he known I was making pancakes?
There was that banging again. I heard it, kind of. I was still too dazed to register. Until…
I realized they were footsteps.
They were in the living room. Heavy footsteps. Like boots. Pounding their way toward the kitchen.
I was up in a flash, racing across the room for the broom closet. I shut the door behind me, crouching in the corner. Holding my breath.
Please don’t let him find me.
God, I’d never been so terrified in my life.
I had to call for help…but I’d left my phone on the kitchen floor.
I pushed back further into the corner when I heard the footsteps in the kitchen. I smelled smoke, probably from the pancakes.
If he killed me, I hope he burned to the ground with this house.
The sink turned on, and I heard a loud sizzle.
God, what was I going to do?
I covered my head, thinking this was it.
I heard the boots tromp out of the kitchen, and I slowly crawled to the door and pushed it open. The frying pan was in the sink. I could see the handle sticking over the edge.
I peeked around the corner, wondering if it was safe to venture out.
Something shifted to my right.
A pair of black boots.
I surged to my feet, my heart slamming against my ribs. I ran as fast as I could for the door.
“Kate!”
I stumbled into the living room, going down on my knees, and scrambled around to see Dustin standing in the kitchen doorway.
“O-oh, God,” I sank to the floor, hugging my knees to my chest. I was so relieved, I could barely speak. It wasn’t Death. He wasn’t here. He probably didn’t know where I was. I was perfectly safe…for the moment.
“Katie,” I felt him nearer, and his fingertips brushed my elbow. “Honey, look up at me. Please.”
It took me a minute, but I lifted my head and met his concerned gaze. “Hi, Dustin.”
He sat slowly in front of me, “Hey, what’s…what’s going on? I woke up and you were gone. You ignored my calls.”
I shook my head, biting my lips, “I can’t tell you.”
“Why?” he asked, now rubbing my arms.
“I can’t. I can’t.” I just kept repeating those two words over and over. Like I was a broken record.
“Kate, I don’t want to have to call for a doctor, but something is seriously wrong.” His voice was stern, and his grip tightened on my arm. “Kate, you’re really scaring me.”
I drew in a ragged breath, trying to work something out of my mouth as an explanation, when my phone rang.
I looked past him to the kitchen. Inside my head was spinning a I felt like I was going to pass out.
“Don’t answer that,” I whispered, scooting closer to him.
He grunted, let go of me, stomping into the kitchen and flipping it open the second he picked it up off the floor.
“No!” I screamed. Shoving myself up onto my feet, “Dustin, don’t!”
“Hello?” He pressed the phone to his ear. “Who the hell is this?”
I watched, panicked, as his eyes narrowed. “Dustin, hang up.”
His eyes locked on mine, and he pulled the phone away from his ear. I watched, shocked, as he grasped it in both hands, and snapped it in half. It fell in two pieces on the floor.
“Kate,” he started toward me, his jaw tight and his throat working as if he was trying to swallow. “Katie, it’s okay.”
“It’s not!” I stared in horror at my phone. “Now he’s really going to be mad!”
“He’s just a voice on the phone,” he said calmly, too calmly. “We’ll go to the sheriff. He’ll know what to do.”
No, no we couldn’t go to anyone. “Dustin, you’re not understanding something here. I can’t get help.”
He frowned. “Kate, a crazy person that calls you is not something to ignore.”
“What did he say?”
“It didn’t make sense. He said he liked listening to you talk…just a bunch of creepy stuff about your music. How did he get your number?”
I breathed deep, “Did he tell you who he was?”
“No, why?”
So Death had tricked him into thinking that he was just another run of the mill freak? “No reason, just wondering.”
He grasped my shoulders, practically lifting me off the ground and he bent to look in my eyes. “Kate, if you don’t tell me the truth, I’m going to call the sheriff, and there is nothing you can do to stop me.”
I gulped, knowing I had no choice now. I did not want to drag him into this. “He was doing that as a cover up. He didn’t want to you to know who he really is.”
“Okay, and who the hell is he?”
I closed my eyes, not wanting to see the look on his face, “Death.”
“Death?” he repeated, his voice hollow.
“Yes, and he’s going to kill me.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Dustin
 
I wasn’t sure what part of me hit the floor first. My knees or my ass. But I went down hard. I needed to sit. I couldn’t make myself look away from Kate. She looked so small. So vulnerable. I had no clue what to do, or how to make her feel better, not when she seemed so sure someone was out to kill her.
“Kate,” I reached for her but she flinched away. “Come on, there has to be an explanation. Are you sure it’s not a prank?”
“Are you kidding me?” her voice cracked. “Who jokes about killing people?”
She had a point, but still. “You were probably safer with your family and that entourage you keep. You’ve got bodyguards.”
“Dustin, the reason I left is because I am convinced it’s someone close to me.” She sank to her knees, locking eyes with me. “Whoever is doing this has access to me that only the closest people have. He knows about pancake night. He was at the award show…close enough to take Cheyenne’s phone. Then he got Jake’s phone. It’s someone I know and trust. Part of me suspects it could be Jake…but I just can’t understand why he would do that!”
I took a deep breath, “Okay, you make it sound pretty real.”
“Oh Lord, what do I have to do to convince you?” she sat on her heels across from me, frowning. “What if I told you he threatened Cheyenne? Or that he knew exactly which days Ben plays soccer in the park?”
I matched her frown with one of my own, “Kate you don’t have to convince me.”
“I feel half crazy Dustin. Wondering if I made the right choice by leaving… did I save my family by doing this? What if he finds me? Then I’m totally alone. Maybe that was his goal. To get me to leave to protect the people I love so that he can get to me easier.”
“All you have to do is let me help you.” I slid closer and laid my hand over hers. “That’s all. Let me help, and Chase and Ellie and Briar…we’re family. We’ll take care of you, honey.”
“But what if one of you gets hurt? I don’t think I could live with that,” she sniffed, wiping her eyes with her free hand.
“Since when has anyone ever gotten the drop on us?”
She laughed just loud enough for me to hear. It was almost a whisper, “Well, never.”
“See?”
“Yeah…I guess I do.”
“We just have to figure out where to go from here…” I frowned, trying to figure out how we could keep Kate safe, and possibly catch, or at least find out who, was threatening her. “My gut says to go to the sheriff, but I know you’re going to shoot down that idea.”
“At this point, I’m not sure I would argue if you called him,” she shrugged. “Maybe I’ve been stupid, running like this, when I should have sought help.”
“Not stupid. If you feel it’s someone close to you, then I think you did the right thing by removing yourself,” I said. “But you shouldn’t go through this alone.”
“Maybe we could talk with the sheriff?” she sighed. “I just…I can’t keep living like this. I need someone to help me figure out a way to get rid of him.”
“Sounds good. I also think you should tell everyone at dinner. There isn’t a reason to keep it secret. The more people that know what is going on, the safer you’ll be.”
She nodded, “Maybe we could invite the sheriff too?”
I pulled my phone out, texting Chase. “I’ll let McCree talk to Millie. Knowing how important this is, I don’t see why we can’t invite Sheriff Walters.”
Kate pushed herself to her feet and walked into the kitchen. Every few seconds she would sniffle, and then hiccup. She almost always got the hiccups after she cried.
“Chase said Millie is more than happy to have dinner with everyone tonight,” I told her once he texted back. She was quiet, so I went into the kitchen to find her remaking the pancakes that she’d blackened. “How are you holding up?”
“I don’t know…” she shrugged. “I’m really just confused right now. Death said that he wanted me to enjoy my pancakes.”
Every hair on my body stood up. “He knew what you were doing?”
“Yeah…it was really weird. How could he possibly know I’m making—” I didn’t give her a chance to finish that sentence. I turned off the stove, threw the frying pan in the sink, and dragged her out of the kitchen. “We’re not staying any longer.”
“I don’t understand… He doesn’t know where I am! He can’t. It was probably just a lucky guess.”
“Don’t tell me you actually think that.”
“Well…”
“Let’s get out of here, just for now.” She had to understand that Death probably knew exactly where she was. The chances that he was letting her get comfortable and think that he didn’t were too good for me to ignore them.
“How could he know?” she asked.
“What if he bugged you? Or something you own? Or maybe he put a tracking device on you…like in your purse, or maybe even in your cell phone?” I got as far away from the farmhouse as I could, before I felt comfortable slowing down. “Use your imagination, Kate. Pretend this is a movie or something.”
“I feel so stupid,” she put her head in her hands with a groan.
“No, you aren’t stupid. You did what a million other people would have done in this situation.” I was going to go straight to the McCree’s, but at the last second I took a sharp turn down a dirt road for a long drive through the mountains. It would be more than an hour until we reached Chase’s house. It would give me some time to cool off, and Kate some time to relax. And it would also give away anyone who might be following us.
“Hey,” Kate sat a little straighter in her seat and looked out the window. “Why aren’t we going to the ranch?”
I rolled the windows down and put the radio on low. “There is plenty of time for all of that, right now, I just want us to chill out.”
“I think that’s a good idea,” she sighed and her eyes focused on something outside the open window. “You know, I haven’t been back here since the last time you brought me.”
“It’s been too long.” I took the familiar roads slowly, just enjoying the view of Kate against the backdrop of snowcapped mountains. “I haven’t been out here either. The only person I came here with was you.”
“Oh, really?” she smirked at that, folding her arms. “Found a new place to take the girls?”
“What is that supposed to mean?” I rolled my eyes, wondering if she’d heard about Willa.
“Means, I heard some stuff from Ellie.”
“And?”
“And you shouldn’t have even bothered.” She made a sour face. “Willa? Really Dustin. You can do way better than her.”
I nodded, “After being with you, no one else compares.”
“No one else has to compare… I mean, I’m not sure how this will go.” She reached out and patted my arm. “But I’m kinda in the mood to see where it might.”
My eyebrows went up. “Are you sure you want to think about getting back together with someone out to…well, you know…”
“Dustin, were we really ever truly apart?”
“Honestly, we were physically apart, but you were always on my mind.”
“Same here. Some things I guess you can’t argue with, and we are one of those things.” She paused, “You know, I didn’t think I could do all of this. Be a singer, have two lives. I thought it would be best for me to let you go. You’d take over the family ranch one day. You need a girl who can do that with you. I didn’t think I would be the one.”
I laughed, “You make it sound like you’d have to give up everything to run the homestead. You can do whatever you want, Kate. Go sing. Go to the freaking moon. The only thing that I ask, is that when you’re done, you come back to me. I’ll be here. I’ll always be here.”
I was so focused on the road, I nearly swerved when she flung herself at me from the other side of the cab and wound her arms around my neck. “I never should have left.”
“Yeah, you should have. It was for the right reason, no matter how hard it was on us. And look, here we are right where we used to be. Granted, it’s because of Death…but…”
Her face paled and she let go of me, “He could have been listening, and watching me the whole time I was in the house.”
Way to kill the mood. I deserve the fricking idiot of the month award. “The important thing right now is that you’re safe. We can worry about the other stuff later.”
“Still doesn’t make me feel any better,” she was starting to cry again, and I felt like a jerk for piling on another thing for her to worry about.
“Me either, but it will keep us both from going crazy thinking about what Death might have done. Or if he was watching you.”
“Okay, we can talk about something else now,” she sank into the seat, staring blankly out the window.
“Sorry.”
She smiled, but it wasn’t genuine. “It’s alright, Dustin. I’m just glad I’m not alone in this. Having you on my side makes me feel like I’ve got a fighting chance.”
“You’ve got more than a chance, Kate. You’ve got me, and I’m not letting Death anywhere near you.” Before too long I pulled to a stop in the McCree’s driveway and killed the engine.
“Thanks.”
I got out of the truck and opened the door for her, “Ready?”
She looked up at the house, took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “It doesn’t matter if I’m ready or not. I don’t have a choice.”
I put my arm around her. She was probably the bravest person I’d ever met, and I was going to do everything I could to make sure she stayed well out of Death’s reach.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Kate
 
As I stood at the McCree’s front door, I felt a sudden panic. Was I making the right choice? What if Death found out I’d told my friends? Would he retaliate and hurt Cheyenne, or Ben, or Jake?
And what if it was Jake?
I’d left my sister alone with him.
“Kate,” Dustin nudged my arm. “Snap out of it.”
“Sorry, I’m just scared.” It was nice to admit. I hated keeping how I was really feeling bottled up all the time.
“You have nothing to worry about. The McCrees won’t tell a soul that you’re here, and neither will Walters,” he reassured me. “All they’ll want to do, once they know the truth, is help.”
I nodded, taking a deep breath as he rang the bell, “You’re right.”
“Come on in!” someone shouted from the other side.
Dogs barked in excitement as Dustin opened the door and hung his hat on the antler rack by the entrance. The house smelled of fresh baked rolls and some sort of meat with herbs. My stomach rumbled and I was glad Dustin was too occupied saying hello to the small pack of dogs with waving tails to notice.
“Well,” a gruff voice came from my left. “Miss Kate finally graces us with her presence.”
I looked up from the dogs to see Jerry in the living room, standing up from the couch.
“Hi,” I smiled, feeling a little funny after being back two years later. These people weren’t just like family, they were almost my family. For me to have left without visiting was the wrong thing to do, and I was almost nervous that they’d be upset with me.
“Come over here, sweetie, and stop looking so skittish.” Jerry pulled me into a hug and I felt tears sting my eyes. “Been worried sick about you, knowing you were alone up at the farm. Should have come and stayed in your old room.”
I blinked hard and smiled, “Aw, I’ve been fine.”
His bushy eyebrows lowered, and he gave me a look that said he didn’t buy it. “Sure, of course. Stubborn Kelly. Just like your sister and your mother.”
“Yeah, it’s a blessing and a curse,” my laugh came out slightly nervous. “How did you know I was back?”
“Saw you the other day, round the property. Hiking alone isn’t the greatest idea, Katie.” Jerry grabbed his cane and led the way into the dining room. “Millie and Briar have got a real spread for you. Even the sheriff showed up.”
Dustin chuckled, “I bet he smelled the bread baking.”
“Nose like a hound that Walters,” Jerry snorted, clapping the sheriff on the back as we stopped by the table laden with a ham, a roast, potatoes, and vegetables. There was a basket of fresh bread that smelled divine, and the sheriff held a piece in his hand. Millie made the best bread in the world. She’d won enough ribbons at the county fair to prove it too.
“Well, haven’t see you in a while,” Walters said to me smiling then glanced at Dustin. “Found it kind of funny I was invited to a family reunion like this. But Chase said it was very important.”
I nodded, “Yes, it is. I really appreciate you coming.”
“I’m the one that appreciates you coming,” Millie came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on her frilly yellow apron. “Can’t believe you came back to McCree and didn’t stop by.”
I winced, “I wanted to, but something kept me from coming right away.”
She rolled her eyes and pulled me into a motherly hug. It’d been a while since I’d had one of those. “Well, you’re here now and that’s all that matters.”
“Feels like I never left,” I hugged her tightly, and part of me wished I’d never signed that recording contract and left the people I loved.
“Good,” she let go and swatted Dustin’s arm. “And I should make you eat outside with the dogs for not telling that our Katie was back. You, and Chase, and Briar. Shame.”
Briar came into the room, followed by Chase just then. She was dressed less like a cowgirl, and more like one of the girls I knew in Hollywood. Granted, they probably would have been wearing enough makeup to drown any normal girl. Briar wasn’t wearing a lick of it.
I had taken to wearing less, and none most days. Being out in the country made it seem silly. What was I trying to do, impress a jackrabbit?
“Hey, glad you guys came,” Chase nodded at Dustin, and gave me a hug.
“Yeah, it’s great to have another girl around,” Briar gave us each a hug.
Once everyone was settled, we all took seats at the table and began a dinner that would be long, and full of conversation. Something that I’d missed for too long.
“Feels like it used to,” Jerry smiled sadly and looked up and down the table at everyone. “Well, almost.”
People got quiet then, and Millie looked at me. She was happy, but the sadness deep in her eyes wasn’t hard to miss. “You know, you never should have left us. You or Cheyenne. But since you did, I want you to know you can always come back.”
I smiled, feeling like I could cry all over again, “Thanks, I appreciate it.”
She waved her hand, “Stop, you’ll make me blubber. We love you Katie, and we hate that your sister felt like she was a burden. Neither of you were, and we’d like it if you told her that.”
“Why don’t you tell her?” I said. “I’ll ask her to come up, and you can sit for a while and talk.”
Millie nodded, “That sounds wonderful. And then we can see Ben!”
“It’ll be great,” Dustin said around a mouthful of potatoes. “And it’ll be even better once you tell everyone why you came to McCree in the first place.”
I gulped. “It can wait ‘til after everyone’s done eating.”
Dustin nudged my foot under the table. “Kaitlin, just tell them.”
Jerry set his glass of beer down with a thud. “Must be serious for him to call you your full name like that. What’s going on?”
Oh dear God. It was suddenly very warm. I was feeling a little faint. Was the heat up to high? My bra was too tight, and so were my jeans. I had the sudden urge to run outside and dive into the icy lake.
I was panicking, I think.
I wasn’t sure I could make myself tell a table full of people that a voice on the phone wanted me dead.
“Dustin, why don’t we get Kate some air?” I saw Millie stand out of the corner of my eye. Everyone was watching as Dustin helped me out of my chair, led me through the kitchen, and out the backdoor. But he shut it behind me and went back to the table. At first, I thought he’d left me alone, but I realized that Millie was settling into a rocker with her plate of food, content to let me breathe, “I got a bottle of whiskey stashed under the sink if you think it’ll help.”
I stared at her. “Huh?”
She winked, “Just wanted to see if you were listening.”
“Oh.”
Millie made room beside her, patting the rocker. “So Kate, tell me what ails, and we’ll see what we can do to fix it.” She took a bite of her potatoes and hummed, “I’m good at cooking, and good at listening, if you recall.”
“It’s hard to tell…I don’t know where to start.” I took a deep breath of the cool air and felt myself calm. “It’s hard to just…say it.”
“Right,” she set her plate down on the porch and three dogs ran up to clear it off. “You pregnant?”
“Oh God, no!”
She smiled. “You got an incurable disease?”
“Er, no.”
“Then just out with it,” Millie nudged my arm. “The shortest version you can muster. If you’re not pregnant and you’re not dying, then things aren’t that bad.”
I wasn’t so sure. “It’s pretty bad.”
“Let me be the judge of that baby girl. Now out with it,” Millie gave me her sternest glare and I caved.
“Okay, a voice on the phone called Death wants to kill me,” I let out a breath.
“I think I’m hearing things…you did say a voice wants to kill you?”
“Yeah, pretty much. Crazy dude. Thinks he’s dealing out my punishment. Wants me dead…you know at this point I’d rather find out I was pregnant or something.”
“You know, I think that whiskey is calling my name. We’ll leave this problem to the men to figure out.”
“Wait!” I watched, confused as she practically ran into the house. “You told me when I was little that women were just as strong and as smart as men.”
“Oh, that’s still true. We just know when to sit things out. This is one of those times,” she smiled. “And don’t worry, I’ll castrate anyone who tries to lay so much as a finger on you.”
Millie was rarely scary. This was one of the rare times I got a glimpse at how ferocious she could really be. “Uh, thanks.”
“No need to thank me honey. I’m not doing much here. Fact is this is out of my realm of expertise, and I know Walters is the one you need to be talking too. He’ll know what we should do.” She shrugged it off as if a kind woman like her castrating a man was nothing out of the ordinary, and when we were back in the dining room, everyone stared at me.
“Hope its okay I told them,” Dustin didn’t look the least bit sorry, but I wasn’t upset.
I smiled, relieved, “I’m glad you did.”
He smiled back, “Good.”
“Okay,” I looked to Walters, who had moved next to Dustin while I was on the porch. “What do I do?”
***
Walters didn’t offer much help. The truth was, there wasn’t much he could do. A voice on the phone was tough to pin down. He needed more than that. So I was getting a new phone to replace the one Dustin broke. The key was to get Death on the line, and then to trace the call. With a trace set up on my phone, hopefully Walters would be able to get a location.
He wanted me to try and get Death to tell me something that could be useful, maybe something that would tip me off as to who he was.
The only other thing I could do was just be vigilant. I couldn’t stay alone at the farmhouse anymore. I was going to have to stay with people. And the only people I could stay with were the McCrees.
After dinner, I went into the living room for a few minutes of quiet. Dustin wasn’t too far behind, worried about how I was handling outing myself fully.
“I’m not sure this is such a good idea, just exposing yourself.” He lowered his tall frame to sit on the couch, and handed me a mug of tea.
“Hiding isn’t going to fix my problem. You said so yourself.” I stared at the steam curling over the rim. “What choice do I have?”
He shrugged. It was rare for him to backpedal, “Maybe our choices aren’t clear because we haven’t thought up enough of them.”
“Dustin, the only thing that’s clear to me now is you,” I leaned in close, thinking that I’d kiss him quick before anyone caught us. With everything going on, that should be the last thing on my mind. But, I also knew a kiss from him would make me forget everything I feared. Even if for only a little while.
“Sorry to break up the love fest, but I think you have a call to make Kate,” Millie came into the room holding the house phone. “Sisters need to tell each other certain things, and this is one of them. You can save the pecking for later.”
I tried not to smile at Dustin’s pink cheeks, and took the phone from her. The distraction of us almost being caught kissing by Millie made dialing the phone easier.
“Uh…hello?” my sister answered right before the call went to voicemail. She sounded wary, and I realized it was probably because she took one look at the number of the incoming call, and froze.
“Hey Cheyenne, it’s me, Kate,” I said, hanging on to some of the chipper feelings running around me. They were battling against the terrified ones, and so far, neither were winning, just keeping each other in check.
“Kate, what are you doing calling from Millie’s phone?” she sounded shocked, and worried, and maybe relieved?
“Well, that’s a funny story… I went into hiding at the old farmhouse.”
“And you’re telling me this because?”
“I’m done hiding. How can I get back to my life if I stay holed up? We’ll never catch the guy doing this.”
Cheyenne sighed heavily. “As much as I’m relieved to know where you are, I’m pissed that you are practically setting yourself up as bait without any protection. Cowboys aren’t bodyguards.”
“I’ve got a lot of people here to help me. Sherriff Walters being one of them.” I leaned into the arm of the couch, thinking I needed support of some sort. Dustin slid closer and put his arm around me. “Cheyenne I feel safer here than anywhere. And cowboys may not be bodyguards, but I think that someone who cares about you is going to do a much better job of protecting you than a person you hire who’s only in it for the money.”
“She makes a good point,” Jake’s voice was faint in the background, apparently I was on speaker phone, and I wondered again if it was him. If he was Death. It was crazy. I loved him like he was family. Cheyenne adored him. I just couldn’t think of a motive, not one reason why he would do anything to scare or hurt me. “So what is your next move?”
“I’m not keeping secret where I am. I’m going to act like nothing is wrong. And I want you guys to come up here. Millie really wants to see you.”
“Of course we’ll come up.” My sister was probably online looking for flights as we spoke. “But what’s this going to do? I don’t see the point.”
“Kate is trying to draw out whoever is threatening her,” Jake said to her in the background. “And although I think that it might be dangerous, she may not have another choice. From what I’ve heard about the small town you girls come from, I think he’ll be a lot easier to catch on home turf.”
“It’s not city.” I felt like Jake was on my side. I couldn’t be surrounded by bodyguards, keeping me in a bubble. Something had to be done. “And someone who comes here looking for me will stick out. Everyone here will be on alert. I’m going to make sure everyone in town knows why I’m hiding out in McCree. And hopefully that will flush out Death.”
“And if it doesn’t?” Cheyenne asked.
“Then we figure something else out,” I said. “I can’t not do anything anymore. It’s not an option.”
“Okay, I’m going to be on the next flight out.”
“Me too. I’m not letting you guys go alone.” Jake was coming. And I really wasn’t worried about it. I trusted him.
I was saying goodbye, when my sister issued an order that didn’t surprise me, “And Katie, don’t leave the McCree house. Not until I’m with you.”
“Okay.” It wasn’t hard to agree to that, but I couldn’t exactly abide by her wish either.
But when I hung up the phone and saw Millie’s determined look, I made a deal that I would stay, as long as I could go get some of my things.
So I said goodnight to the sheriff, who said he’d be over as soon as Cheyenne and Jake were here, to talk about what he was going to do.
I could only hope that what he did was enough.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Dustin
 
“Are you sure you don’t want help, Kate?”
She shook her head, “Nope, I’m good.”
“If I were you, I’d bring more than a day’s worth of stuff.” I was sitting on the bed, watching Kate toss clothes into a backpack on the top of the dresser. She raced around the room like a ferocious little tornado.
“Way ahead of you. I know Millie isn’t going to let me leave until Death is either dead or in jail.” She dove under the bed and dragged out another backpack. Her first was already packed full. Even before being a country star, she’d always been a clotheshorse. She had more accessories than I could wrap my head around. It wasn’t fancy stuff, she just liked matching; boots, hats, jackets…it all needed to go together.
I’d never understand.
I flopped back against the pillows and closed my eyes, “What kind of name is that anyway? Death…why not pick something a little more…original?”
Kate was silent, and I opened my eyes to see her unamused stare from across the room. “Sorry.”
“No problem. Just keep those thoughts to yourself next time.” She zipped up the pack and gave a nod. “I’m ready. Let’s go.”
I helped her make sure the house was locked up, and on our way to my truck she seemed distant, lost in her thoughts. As we drove, she glanced at me every few seconds, then away, like she wasn’t sure how to say what was on her mind.
“Just say it,” I said, knowing that she was going to keep fidgeting until she blurted out whatever it was.
“I want you to take a left up here,” she pointed at the next road, and though I knew it was in the opposite direction of the McCree’s house, I put on the blinker and turned anyway. “And right, two streets up.”
I frowned, “And where is it we are going?”
She lifted a shoulder, “Uh, I just want to pay a visit to someone really quickly. You know, since I’m not keeping it secret that I’m here.”
I let out a breath, “Okay, who are we going to see?”
“My grandfather.”
I nearly slammed on the breaks. “Kate, really?”
“What?” she groaned. “I haven’t seen him in years.”
“Yeah, and I thought you wanted to keep it that way.”
She shifted her weight, staring out the truck window. “He’s family. And I don’t have a lot of family left.”
“But Kate, the man is a bastard. You said it yourself too many times to count.”
“He’s in a wheelchair. I don’t think he’s much of a threat.” She told me where to turn next. “I feel like I should see him, at least one more time. He’s older. Maybe he’s changed.”
I pulled into the parking lot of the only nursing home in McCree, and found a parking space. Kate got out of the truck and waited by my door, crossing her arms and looking at me expectantly.
It was clear she didn’t want to go alone, so I followed her, but I really didn’t want to see the bastard.
“I feel like this is a bad idea.” A blast of warm air hit me as the doors whooshed open, and I pushed my sleeves to my elbows. Kate pulled off her jacket, and I took it from her, tucking it under my arm. She glanced at me quizzically, but gave me a smile that said her thanks.
“Hello, I’m here to visit Isaac Kelly,” Kate stopped at a desk to speak to the woman with a pencil stuck in her puff of gray hair.
“Relation?” she rasped, barely looking up.
“He’s my grandfather.”
“Visiting hours are over in thirty minutes. And you?”
I hadn’t realized the woman was looking at me, until I felt Kate nudge my ribs. “Oh, I’m a friend.”
The woman frowned, “Like I said, thirty minutes. Please sign your names on the sheet and take an ID. It must be pinned where we can see it at all times.”
We followed her rules, and were pointed to a long hallway. I kept right behind Kate, letting her take the lead in this adventure. We searched the ground floor, and then went up to the second, where there was a lively game of bingo. But her grandfather wasn’t there. He hadn’t been the most friendly person, so it didn’t surprise me one bit.
Trouble was, where was he?
One of the orderlies checked his room, and he wasn’t there.
So we waited and kept walking around. Eventually an old woman waddled over to tell us Isaac liked to visit the pond in the back. So we went out the glass doors at the back of the retirement home and followed a paved path through a garden, down to a duck pond.
Kate stopped short. I ran into the back of her, nearly knocking her over.
“What?” I asked, my eyes focused on the top of her head.
“There he is,” she whispered.
I looked up, and found a small, very frail-looking man in a wheelchair. He was parked at the edge of the path by the pond, alone, watching the ducks paddle around.
I felt Kate’s hand searching for mine, and she laced our fingers together. “I can’t do this.”
“Katie,” I stepped in front of her, my eyes meeting hers. “Honey, then why did we come?”
She lifted a shoulder, “I-I want to talk to him.”
“Why?” There had to be a reason.
“He’s family. I haven’t seen him in years. And part of me doesn’t believe he could do what he did…even though he did do it.”
I smiled as she talked in circles, “You got this.”
With a firm nod, she let go of my hand, and started around me, “Stay with me?”
“Of course,” I said, giving her a little distance, but followed close enough that she’d sense me.
Her blonde hair bounced as she neared her grandfather, contradicting the stiffness in her shoulders. She stopped, and I saw her draw a deep breath, “Excuse me, Isaac Kelly?”
“Who’s asking?” He didn’t look up from the ducks.
“It’s Kaitlin Kelly. Your granddaughter,” she sounded pretty happy, like she was excited to see him. Her body language said different though. She stood stiffly, almost as if it were business.
Isaac tilted his head back, turning to see Kate. His eyes went wide from surprise, and his face brightened just a tiny bit. Maybe this had been the right idea. Maybe age had changed him.
“I was in town, and I wanted to see you.” Kate smiled, and held out the little tin of peanut brittle she’d bought from a gift shop downstairs. “I remember you loved this candy.”
He accepted the gift with a mystified shake of his head. “What are you doing here?”
“I wanted to see you.” She took a seat on a small bench next to the pond and folded her hands in her lap. “How are you?”
He smiled, “I’ve been better. Darn legs don’t work like they used to…but I get to cut in line with this chair.”
“That’s nice… Do they treat you well here?”
“Oh, yeah. Folks here are honest and hard working.”
Kate nodded, “That’s what I like to hear.”
“How’s the music business; lucrative and exciting?”
“Yeah, can be a little overwhelming, but I’m getting used to it.”
His eyebrows drew together, “So tell me, what brings you all the way out here to see me? Could have just called.”
“Well, I was just passing through. I thought I’d see how you were.” She frowned. “And maybe we could talk?”
“About?”
“I don’t understand a lot of things…about what happened.”
Isaac gave a nod, reaching out to pat her hand. “It was a messy time, Kaitlin. Bad blood and bad business.”
Kate frowned. “Could you tell me? That is, if it won’t upset you?”
He nodded, “Of course, I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”
“Okay, my first question is, what happened between you and Cheyenne?” she sighed. “Why won’t she visit you? She wouldn’t tell me.”
Isaac tapped his fingers on the candy tin and his jaw worked, “Your sister disgraced our family by having a child out of wedlock with some cowboy named Perry.”
Kate went rigid, and I bet her face went red to the roots of her blonde hair, but from where I was standing, I could only see her back. “That’s why you guys started fighting? Because of Tom?”
He nodded, eyes narrowing, “Your sister was hurting from the loss of her mother. I can understand why she sought out physical comfort, but she ignored my request that she terminate the child.”
I felt sick listening to him. To think he wanted Cheyenne to have an abortion. That Ben wouldn’t have been born?
“Is that all that happened?” Kate prodded, too sweetly. She was being an angel, when I knew she wanted to scream and yell at the old man.
“When Cheyenne refused to terminate the child, I suggested she marry the man and at least patch up the mistake,” he huffed. “She refused. Perry was willing, but Cheyenne would go on to have a child without a father for it. And I would no longer call her family.”
Kate bowed her head, “Grandpa, Perry wasn’t a great guy. He didn’t love Cheyenne, and they never would have lasted.”
“Well, your sister should have thought of that before running around like a cat in heat.”
I had to force myself to keep my mouth shut, and looked away to draw a calming breath. He’d gone too far, talking about Cheyenne like that.
“I’m glad she didn’t marry Tom. He was never nice to me, and something about him didn’t seem right. Even as a kid I knew this.” Kate slid back, her hands clutching the bench. I didn’t realize I’d walked closer until I was close enough to touch her. “Cheyenne is so happy now. Ben’s a great kid. And she found the right man to marry Grandpa.”
He snorted, glancing up at me, “Another cowboy?”
“No, a retired marine who is now a very wealthy businessman,” she sighed. “She’s got everything she wanted. And she never would have been happy with Tom.”
Isaac tilted his head to the side, “Really? Seems I underestimated her.”
“Yes, you did.” There was a scolding tone in her voice that made me smile. “Is that all that happened, or is there more?”
“Now you know all of it.” He nodded absently, his eyes going back to me. “And who might you be?”
I reached out to shake his hand, but he never offered it to me. I pulled back, thinking he was just going to be a rude bastard, no matter who I was. “Dustin O’Brian.”
Isaac sniffed, looking sourly at Kate, “A Kelly with an O’Brian?”
“Things are different now, Grandpa,” Kate said.
“That’s exactly what Cheyenne said to me when she decided to have the bastard child of a cowboy,” Isaac looked mad enough to spit. “And I seem to remember that the O’Brian’s coveted Kelly land for the last eighty years.”
“The only thing I covet is Kate. I could care less about land.” I couldn’t wait to get out of this place. If he wasn’t so sick and frail looking I might have accidently tossed his peanut brittle in the lake. Or maybe I’d toss him in the lake.
“I would have a moment alone with my granddaughter,” he said, not looking at me.
I glanced down at Kate, ready to protest, but she nodded. “Fine, I’ll be at the entrance waiting for you,” I said as I turned to go.
I walked away, without looking back, mostly because I didn’t want to see the bastard again. I ripped off my name tag and handed it to the lady at the front desk, signing out.
“Did you have a nice visit?”
I nodded, putting on my most charming smile. “Yeah, thanks. I do have a concern though.”
The woman whipped out a pad and pen, hanging on my every word, “Anything we can do to make your family member’s stay more comfortable.”
“Great,” I grinned. “Seems Grandpa is a little constipated. He’s complaining something awful.”
“Oh,” her face went tight. “That’s terrible.”
“Maybe you can ask the nurse to give him an enema? A nice big one?”
She frowned, “I’m not sure what our policy is on that, but I’ll pass the message on.”
“Thanks,” I winked at her and her cheeks went pink.
“Ready?” Kate breezed past, practically tossing her ID at the attendant and didn’t even bother to sign out. I quickly signed her name, tipped my hat to the older woman at the desk, and hurried out the door.
“How’d it go?” I asked, unlocking the truck.
Kate must not have heard me. She was in the cab before I could even open my door.
I got in, started the engine, and got us on the road. She was silent, just staring at nothing.
“Kate?” I asked, debating pulling over to see if she was still breathing. She looked…well, she didn’t look good. “Hey, what’s up?”
“He is the most…the most…he’s such an asshole!” she shouted, her hands smacking the seat. “He told me I had no business being with an O’Brian. Then, then he threatens to disown me if I wind up pregnant like Cheyenne. Selfish bastard! He thinks my sister is trash, and is worried I’m heading down that path to be just like her.”
“So the whole thing about her and Jake, and the fact that he’s a wealthy, upstanding guy didn’t faze him?”
“No, he told me the only reason Cheyenne was keeping Jake around was because of…well, she’s a loose woman. He said Jake would never marry her. Cheyenne isn’t the marrying kind. He called her a whore.” She covered her face with her hands and groaned, “I got so mad, I did something terrible, Dustin.”
I slowed the truck, debating pulling off the road. “What?”
“I tossed his peanut brittle to the ducks.”
Laughter burst from me, “Really?”
She nodded, “You should have seen his face!”
“I told the lady at the front desk that he was constipated and needed an enema,” I confessed, bracing myself, thinking I’d crossed a line.
But Kate laughed, “I would pay good money to see the look on his face if she actually listened to you.”
I reached out and took her hand, giving it a squeeze. “It’s okay.”
“I know… thanks for taking me to see him.”
“You’re welcome.” I headed for McCree Ranch, feeling like every minute Kate and I were together, brought us closer. It was like it used to be in some ways, but different too. We were older and had been through a lot more. I knew now, with even more certainty, that Kate was the right girl. My girl. The one that I could be with, that would make me smile every damn day. Rain or shine.
Now all I had to do was convince her.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Kate
 
Millie was sitting on the front porch with a mug of cocoa when we got back. It wasn’t her usual spot. Normally she sat in the living room by the fireplace. She’d been waiting for us. “What took you so long? I was worried so much my gray hairs have gray hairs now.”
“Sorry, Kate had to see someone,” Dustin offered, since I didn’t want to tell anyone where we’d gone. The McCrees couldn’t stand my grandfather, and now I knew why.
Millie smoothed the tight bun of hair on her head as she stood from the rocker and opened the door. “Pray tell, Miss Kate, who did you see?”
I sighed, looking up at her, “My grandfather.”
Millie stepped back, “Why?”
“He is family…” I grabbed my overnight bag from Dustin. “But don’t worry. I threw the peanut brittle I bought him in the lake.”
“You would have been proud, Millie.” Dustin grinned as we went inside, “And then I recommended he get an enema.”
“I’m not sure proud is the word you’re looking for, Dustin.” Millie shook her head. “Briar has a guestroom all ready for you, and since I figure Dustin wouldn’t want to leave, there’s one for him as well.”
“Thanks,” I said.
Millie eyed me, and then Dustin, “And his room is on the other side of the house. No funny business.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Dustin said as he followed me upstairs.
“Hey,” Briar met us at the top and grabbed my bag. “You’ll have the room next to mine. Millie said it used to be your old room, actually.”
“Yeah.” I went inside, and was relieved to find it had been redecorated. Typical ranch style. Just like the rest of the house. “Looks great.”
Briar wrinkled her nose, “It’s good, but I think we could modernize it just a touch.”
I flopped back on the bed and closed my eyes. It was perfect. “I’m so tired.”
“Then I think you should get some sleep,” Briar’s voice had a smile in it. “Come on Dustin, I’ll show you your room.”
I heard them leave and thought I’d get up and change out of my clothes, but I couldn’t move. I stayed right where I was, sinking in to the mattress. I must have fallen asleep, because I was jolted awake by someone tugging at my boots. I cracked an eye open, saw it was Dustin, and closed them again.
“Could have told me it was you,” I mumbled.
“Yeah, and then I would have woken up the most beautiful snoring angel.” He let one boot drop to the floor, then the other.
“I don’t snore.”
“When you’re really tired you do,” he laughed. “Don’t worry, I find it cute.”
“Well that’s a relief.” I turned and crawled up the bed to settle into the pillows. “I thought you had your own room?”
“Yeah, but no one’s around to see me sneak out, so I thought I’d come share yours.”
I smiled, “Millie will kill you if she finds out.”
“I’d love to see her try.” I heard his boots hit the floor and the bed dipped. He was right next to me, throwing an arm over me and hugging me close. “Get some sleep. Got a big day tomorrow.”
I nodded, “Yep, my sister and Ben will be here.”
“I wonder how that’s going to go…”
A few minutes later, I heard him snoring softly, and smiled again. Never would I have thought I’d be sharing a bed with Dustin, or that I’d be hiding from Death. Things seem to turn out the way they are supposed to though, and I settled into knowing that Dustin and I were probably going to end up in some sort of relationship. It didn’t scare me, but I was a little worried my music career would make things tough for us.
The next morning Dustin was gone and so were his boots. He probably snuck out so no one would see him leaving my room, but I was still a little disappointed. I showered, threw on a fresh pair of clothes, and opened my door to see Chase leaving Briar’s room.
I raised my eyebrows, and he actually blushed!
“I know Dustin was in your room, so you have no room to talk,” he shifted, uncomfortably.
“Yeah, I just hate to think what Millie will do if she finds out.”
He gave a fake cringe, “I don’t even want to think about that.”
I glanced at Briar’s closed door, “So what is it with you two? I never thought you’d fall for a city girl.”
He smiled, his eyes going warm and happy. It was a new expression for him. “She’s my match, Kate. I can’t explain it any other way.”
That made me smile. “So she’s living here now…and then what?”
“I’m going to marry her.” He pounced on me, giving me a big hug. “I’m going to marry that girl one day.”
I hugged him back. “And I’ll be front row to see it.”
“Hey, break it up,” I heard Dustin, and glanced around Chase to see him smiling. “Good thing you two got the brother sister thing going on, or I’d have to fight you for her, Chase.”
I shook my head, “Fighting over a girl is…”
“Romantic,” Dustin winked at me.
“Right…” I smiled.
“I’ll see you two later, I’ve got some work to do before company comes.” Chase went into his room, leaving me alone with Dustin.
“Now, let’s get going. We got work to do.”
“What kind of work?” I let him take my hand, pulling me behind him.
“We’ve got to get you back to the old Kate.” He glanced over his shoulder to smile. “This fancy city girl is kind of growing on me, but scrappy Kate is going to fare a lot better.”
“What?”
“I mean…let’s get you some shooting practice, a gun, and a dog.”
I glared at him as we left the house and went into the backyard, “Are you saying I’ve lost my touch?”
“No, but you’re probably a little rusty.”
I saw what he had in mind, toward the back of the property. A practice range with a few different guns was set up.
I’d show him.
I pulled my hand free and charged ahead, grabbing the first gun on a folding table. I hit each target, reloaded, then hit each one again. Then for good measure, I grabbed the biggest shot gun on the table, and aimed past the targets.
“What the hell are you doing?” Dustin tried to grab the gun from me, but I held it tight.
“I’ve never been one to let my reputation be called into question.”
“But…” he searched the yard, his face in shock. “What did you shoot?”
I pointed at a tree pretty far away, “Third limb from the top.”
“Damn.” He snatched the rifle from me, using the scope to see where I pointed. “Kate, that wasn’t a challenge.”
“Oh, but you thought the city changed me into some pampered little poodle. You were asking for it.”
“Yeah, I guess I was,” he sighed, shaking his head. “And that was a damn good shot.”
“Hey, you two want to make yourselves useful?” We both turned when we heard Millie shouting at us from the porch.
“Sure!” I shouted back.
She waved us over, “I need help preparing lunch.”
Dustin frowned, “Cooking?”
“Come on.” It was my turn to pull him along. “You’ll have fun.”
“Yeah, if I don’t burn the house down.”
I shook my head, trying not to laugh. It might seem a little backward or sexist, but the families here tended to keep to tradition. Men working outside, women working in the house. At least, that’s how it was mostly. Times were changing, and I knew Dustin just sucked at cooking, but he didn’t shy away from house work.
Millie had never been one to work with the cowboys, but she fully encouraged any girl who wanted to…though there were times, like this, when she gathered up all the girls and dragged them into the kitchen.
And sometimes she roped the boys into helping too.
Case in point; I got to watch Dustin make dinner rolls. And although they turned out more like lumpy logs, he did a pretty good job.
“Wow!” Millie peeked out the kitchen window, ignoring Dustin as he started to sneak out of the kitchen. “You never told me Cheyenne caught herself a hunk like that. He reminds me of Jerry in his younger days.”
“A hunk?” Briar laughed, running over to peek out with her.
I glanced up from the cookies I was setting on a tray, “They’re here?”
“Right,” Millie giggled. “They’ve been talking to Jerry for about five minutes now. Oh, and there is Dustin and Chase.”
I wiped my hands on a towel and ran for the door; Briar and Millie were right behind me. “Cheyenne!”
My sister dropped her bags, throwing her arms around me in a tight hug. “Thank God.”
I returned the fierce hug, feeling so much better now that she was here. “How was your flight?”
She pulled back and grimaced, “Ben got sick. He threw up all over Jake.”
I glanced around her at my manager, who, much to my surprise was holding my sleeping nephew in his arms. “Wow, and Jake looks like he isn’t fazed.”
Cheyenne beamed she was so thrilled, “He just cleaned it up and didn’t complain or anything. He was wonderful.”
I waved hi to Jake, so I didn’t wake up Ben, and he sent me a smile and a wink. I noticed Marco was unloading the taxi.
I half expected him to tag along. He went everywhere with us. However, on the ranch surrounded by armed cowboys and miles of wilderness, it seemed like he could have taken some time off.
“I told him we’d be fine without him, but Jake wanted the extra protection ‘til we got here.” Cheyenne grabbed her bag as Millie ushered us all inside. “I figured Jake was right to play it on the safe side. And Marco hasn’t had a vacation in a while, so he’s catching a flight out to stay in Jersey with his family for a week.”
“Well, I won’t argue with extra protection.” Not ever.
“So,” my sister glanced back at Dustin, “He’s certainly grown into his arms and legs. They’re not too long for him anymore.”
“Ha, very funny,” I rolled my eyes.
“No, he’s actually kind of handsome…you know, for a young man,” She laughed. “If I were you, I’d be all over him.”
“Down girl,” I patted my sister’s arm. “There’s plenty of time for that later.”
“Who wants lunch?” Millie asked, with a huge smile on her face. “The more people in this house, the more I like it. I’m counting ten mouths to feed, if I don’t invite everyone on the ranch. I got a pot of beef stew, and sandwiches warming in the oven.”
“I’m starved,” Cheyenne smiled and hooked her arm through mine. “Let’s go help Millie, and she and I can air out the past.”
That sounded like a fabulous idea.
I watched Jake carry Ben upstairs for a nap as Jerry led him to the room he’d be sharing with my sister. Marco carried in the bags, then found the closest chair, and plopped down for a nap. Seemed his vacation was starting early.
“Something wrong?” Dustin asked, coming up beside me, as I hung back while everyone else went into the kitchen.
I glanced at him, “No, everything’s fine.”
“Sure, that’s what you say when everything is not fine and you don’t want to share.”
I glanced around to make sure we were alone, and lowered my voice, “Okay, you know how I said that I had a feeling Death could be someone close to me?”
“Yeah.”
“What if it’s Jake?” I regretted it the instant I said it out loud.
Dustin looked thoughtful for a moment, following my gaze to where Jake had taken Ben. “In my opinion, everyone around you is a suspect that was with you in California. This includes Jake. But you and I know Cheyenne though, and if there was anything about the guy that was the tiniest bit off, she wouldn’t be so crazy about him.”
“I’m thinking the same thing you are.”
“You have any idea what his motive would be?”
I shook my head, starting for the kitchen, “No, nothing. He’s the only person that comes to mind though…unless…”
Dustin stopped when I stopped, his brows pulling together, “What?”
“The other person that I didn’t think to look at as a suspect is Marco.” I breathed deep, my eyes searching the room to make sure no one was listening to us. “He’s in the center of everything going on. He knows everything.”
He stole a glance at my sleeping bodyguard. “Can you think of why he would do something like that?”
I felt overwhelmed as I accepted a plate from Millie and began filling it. “No, I can’t think of one for him either.”
“Then you just have to keep thinking, until you feel like you may have an idea of who it could be.”
“Yeah” I sat at the table with him. I was barely hungry, but still managed to clear half of my plate somehow. I watched Jake, going back to the fact that I knew in my heart that it couldn’t be him. There was no way he could be Death. And Marco. I watched him wake from his nap to follow his nose to the smell of yummy food. He was so nice. He never complained, or had any problems. He had a glowing recommendation from another singer he used to work for…
So if neither of them were Death, then who was?



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Dustin
 
Later that afternoon, while everyone was socializing and snacking like it was a holiday, Chase and I stole a couple beers from Jerry’s stash and walked out back to the small lake behind the house. We sat on the dock in silence mostly, enjoying our drinks, and watching the dogs run and play in the yard.
“So what are you thinking?” I asked, eyeing the green bottle in my hand.
“About?” Chase tossed a rock in the lake and watched it sink.
“Everything…Jake and Marco?” I shrugged. “I don’t know what to make of it. Kate knows it’s someone close to her.”
“And she’s worried about Jake and Marco.” He said.
“Yeah, I mean, it’s got me wondering too.”
“I like Jake. He seems like a good guy. I can’t get a read on Marco. So I can’t say whether I like him or not.” He nodded, “But I agree, it’s someone close. It could be someone in my house now. I don’t like that at all.”
“Keep your friends close,” I said.
“Enemies closer.”
“Hey boys,” Jake was coming down the dock. He, too, had one of Jerry’s beers in hand, and didn’t say anything to us about ours. “Seems like this is the place to get some peace.”
I nodded, “Yup,”
Jake sat on the edge of the dock on my left, dangling his legs off the side. He looked like he could be a guy’s guy, but right now he was way too polished in his pressed khaki pants and fancy shirt to look anything like he was an ex-marine.
“So…” Jake said. “What’s the topic of conversation?”
I sent Chase a look, one he shared with me. It was of confusion. We didn’t’ know this guy, and he was coming in here, acting like he knew us.
“I don’t’ know what you mean,” I said.
He snorted, “Okay, let’s just lay it all out. I know you and Kate have something going on, I can see it.”
I nodded, “Okay.”
“And Chase, you are like family to Kate, opening your house up to everyone. I’m a complete stranger.”
“Yeah,” he said.
Jake’s eyebrows went up, “So I don’t think you two cowboys are out here, talking about cattle, or whatever it is you talk about. I want to know what’s going on? I’ve been too far out of the loop.”
I took a swig of my drink, choosing my words carefully, “Should I tell you what’s going on?”
“I’m Kate’s manager, and maybe even one day her brother-in-law. I think I deserve to know.”
“Yeah,” Chase agreed. “But I’m not sure we want you to know.”
Jake looked offended at that, “Really, why?”
“Kate seems to think Death is someone close to her. Maybe even you.”
Understanding filled Jake’s face, “So you two are protecting her.”
“Look, I don’t know who is behind this, and this is nothing against you personally. We’re just being careful,” I said, hoping that if Jake was Death, our conversation didn’t piss him off. I didn’t want him going crazy in Chase’s house around his family.
“It’s not me. I know you probably don’t believe me, but I love Katie like she’s my own family. I love her sister, and Ben too. I will do anything to keep my family safe, just like you two. So, if you can find it in you somewhere, to at least hint at what’s going on around here, if there is anything else I should know, I’d really appreciate it.”
I felt like the guy was genuine, and from looking at Chase, he seemed to think so too. It was a risk, but I was thinking we could trust Jake.
“Look, I’m not sure there is much else to know. We’re just trying to figure out who it could be. This person has access to you guys, and knows things that only someone really close would know,” I shrugged, feeling lost. “Kate can’t figure out who it is. The reason she thought it was you, was simply because of how much you know.”
Jake rubbed the back of his neck, “Anyone close to her could be Death.”
“What about Marco?” Chase asked. “How well do you know the guy?”
“Well, he came highly recommended from another one of my clients. It’s hard to think he would have anything to do with this…” Jake glanced behind us and waved.
Jerry was headed down the dock, lugging a case of beer with him. “Hey, thought you boys could use a refill or two.”
I was thinking of hiding my bottle, but Jerry laughed. “Look, you’re working a man’s job, and you’re responsible. I don’t see why you can’t have a man’s drink once in a while.”
Chase laughed, “Don’t’ tell Millie.”
“Ah, she’s all bark and no bite,” Jerry eased onto the dock next to Chase. “So what’s the word?”
“Kate,” I said, taking a fresh beer from Jerry. “And who Death could be.”
“Yeah, that’s going to be a tough one to figure out.” Jerry set his cane next to him and cracked open a bottle. “Poor kid, but it’s good she has her family here now. Cheyenne and Ben, and you Jake. Hell, even Marco.”
“Marco,” I said. “Maybe we should invite the guy out here for a drink?”
“Too late,” Jerry said. “He was leaving as I was coming out to see you.”
“Really?” Jake asked. “His flight isn’t until tomorrow.”
Jerry shrugged, “Said he found an earlier one.”
“One less person we have to worry about,” I glanced at Jake. He knew a part of me was wary about him, but didn’t seem to mind and gave me a nod.
“We can sit here all night if we have to and think,” Jerry said to himself.
“Yeah, I don’t think there is much more to think up.” I finished off my beer and thought about grabbing another.
“Oh, you can tell Jake about the tracking device you planted on Kate,” Jerry smiled. “Brilliant idea.”
Jake looked stunned. “Really? She’s going to hate that.”
I pulled my phone out and logged on to the website with the password Chase had given me. “Yeah, Chase and I figured, since she never takes that locket off, it’d be smart to know where she is at all times, just in case.”
“Yeah, I was telling Marco about it,” Jerry added. “Since he’s her bodyguard and all.”
I glanced at Chase, then Jake. They both seemed to be feeling the same way I was, that maybe that hadn’t been the best idea. But we were on the ranch and there were too many people around for anything to happen.
“Hey, give me that,” Chase took the phone out of my hand and stared at the screen. “Something’s wrong.”
I frowned down at the screen, wondering if the tracker wasn’t working or something. “What?”
Chase pointed at the screen, “According to this, Kate’s not on the property anymore. The tracker’s heading north.”
I took it from him and looked at the map. The little green dot was moving fast. “What the hell? Is it broken?”
Chase stood, and I followed him back up the dock to the house. We went into the living room where Millie was sitting with Cheyenne by a roaring fire. They were flipping through magazines and chatting, nursing steaming cups of tea. They used to do that when Cheyenne lived with the McCrees.
“Hey, where’s Kate?” I asked them.
Millie pointed upstairs. “With Ben. She went to check on him.”
I ran up to the second floor, and was nearly mowed over by Chase and Jake, who were right behind me. I burst into the guestroom to find Ben sleeping soundly, but he was alone.
I glanced down at the phone in my hand, “She’s gone.”
Jake cursed. “You are sure of that?”
“Why else would the tracker be moving so fast?”
Chase grabbed the phone, “No, she’s stopped. Let’s go get her.”
The closest car to the house was the fancy sports car Jake had rented at the airport. We piled in it, and Jake flew down the road. We slowed on a deserted stretch of the highway, and the tracker said Kate was twenty feet from the car.
Only, she wasn’t.
“Are you sure it’s not broken?” I asked. Chase reloaded the page to see if something had changed.
He grabbed the phone out of my hand and got out of the car, walking in the middle of the street until darting to the right, near the shoulder of the highway. He bent over, and lifted a gold necklace out of the grass.
Kate’s locket.
“It was Marco,” Jake cursed, slamming his fist against the steering wheel. “I can’t believe I brought him here. Right to Kate.”
“Oh, what have I done?” Jerry doubled over in the front seat. I tried to console him, but all we could do was take him back to the ranch and hand him off to a very distraught Millie.
I called the sheriff, telling him the worst had happened.
Death had Kate.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
Kate
 
The last thing I remember was walking into Ben’s room to check on him. He’d eaten a little bit of toast and one piece of the roast Millie made, then decided to go back to sleep. My nephew slept like the dead whenever he wasn’t feeling well. Cheyenne was certain he’d caught a stomach virus that was going around the boys he played soccer with.
The slightly paranoid side of my brain wondered if he’d been sickened, or even poisoned, by Death. But that was crazy. It was just a normal virus, and Death hadn’t been anywhere near my family.
I hoped.
As I was leaning over Ben, making sure he was tucked in and had his favorite teddy bear, I felt something move behind me.
“Miss Kelly?”
I turned. It was Marco. “Yeah?”
“Dustin is asking for you out back. He’s down by the lake with the rest of the guys.
I smiled, “Thanks.”
I quietly left Ben, tiptoeing out and down the hall to the back stairs that would take me to the back porch and out into the yard. When I got to the door, Marco was right behind me, opening it.
“Thanks…” I stepped outside, taking a refreshing breath of cool mountain air. “It is gorgeous out, isn’t it?”
He nodded, his face as serious as it always was. “Kind of miss the city though.”
I walked to the edge of the porch, frowning when I saw the black SVU rental that Marco had idling by the railing.
I was about to ask him if he was leaving, when I felt his hand come over my mouth and his free arm grab me from behind.
I kicked, aiming for his legs, hoping to trip him. His grip was too firm over my mouth. It was no use trying to scream - no one would hear me. He was too strong. I cried as he dragged me into the backseat of the car and slammed the door.
“Go!”
I stared at the back of a brown haired man that I’d never seen before.
It was happening.
I’d actually been kidnapped.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” I screamed, beating my fists against Marco as he tried to tie me up. I managed to get away twice, but the third time he caught my hands and bound them. My flailing feet were next.
I was done for.
“Floor it. Get us out of here,” Marco said to the man, who didn’t reply. He just did what he was told.
“Hey!” I shouted when Marco took my mother’s locket from around my neck. “That’s mine. Give it back!”
He rolled down the window and tossed out. I watched helplessly as it landed on the side of the road.
Tears filled my eyes, and I wanted to hurt him - to really make him writhe in pain. “That belonged to my mother.”
He glared at me. “It won’t matter once Death takes you. Besides, it was bugged.”
I blinked, wondering who else had it out for me. “Bugged?”
He snorted, climbing up into the front passenger seat. “Stupid boyfriend of yours put a tracker in it. Just in case something happened to you.”
“Dustin put a tracking device on me?” I stared incredulously at him, wondering if I should be mad because he did it without asking. But I wasn’t really upset over it.
I mean, okay, Dustin putting a tracking device on me was a little weird. But I know he did it to keep me safe. He would only do it because he loved me.
And hell, I loved him too.
I didn’t think I’d ever get the chance to tell him though. Not with the necklace gone, and Marco taking me to Death.
“What are you going to do with me?”
Marco didn’t answer and picked up his phone. He made a call, “I’ve got the package. Meet you at the drop off.”
What?
I screamed and struggled against the ropes, “Let me go!”
Marco hung up and continued to ignore me. So I pleaded with the driver, but he didn’t so much as flinch.
I couldn’t believe I trusted him - that I actually thought he was a good person.
“I’m going to kill you!” I shouted at him.
Still, he was silent.
“Wait, I’ll let Dustin kill you.” I kicked the back of his seat with my bound feet, sending him flying forward. “He’ll, make sure you beg. He’ll…”
Marco whirled around, his hands flying at my face with a thick piece of tape to shut me up.
I still tried to scream, but it wasn’t working. I sat in the backseat, scared beyond belief. I was dead. I was gone. No one would be able to help me or find me.
The car jerked to a stop shortly after he taped my mouth shut. The door opened, and Marco slipped a scratchy black sack over my head and hefted me out. I struggled and kicked, but he was too strong.
I counted the seconds. Minutes passed. I lost count after about ten minutes. The smells around me were hard to make out; mostly just the scent of the musty sack, and it was so nasty, that at first I almost threw up. I heard water rushing over rocks in the distance, and the sound of a coyote calling.
Then it got quiet.
I heard a door shut.
Marco dropped me in a chair. And then he tied me to it.
I really wasn’t moving at all, unless I turned my head from side to side.
“Have a nice life,” Marco laughed. “At least what’s left of it.”
I sat there alone. It was damp and cold. More smells assaulted me. They were familiar. Like hay, and dirt, and…horses?
I didn’t know where I was, but it was somewhere I’d smelled before.
Without warning the hood was whisked off of my head, and the tape ripped from my lips. I screamed as loud as I could. Hoping someone would hear me.
My eyes took time adjusting to the dim light. I blinked the blur away to find I was in a barn of sorts, or maybe stables. A figure moved on the outside of my vision. It was hard to follow his pacing, but it was clear he was studying me.
This had to be Death.
It seemed like forever before he spoke.
But it only took me a second to realize who he was.



CHAPTER TWENTY
“It was you?” I stared in disbelief at Ben’s biological father, Perry. He didn’t look much different from the last time I saw him, which was shortly after Ben turned two. Still tall, and lean, and blond. Not much special about him. “You’re Death?”
“Yes, it’s nice to finally get reacquainted with you. Phone calls are so cold and impersonal.” His gray eyes were flat and emotionless. He didn’t really look at me, more like through me.
“Why have you been torturing me? What did I ever do to you?” I was beyond confused. Seriously, I forgot how scared I was trying to understand why this person, who I really didn’t even know, wanted to kill me.
He shrugged, leaning against a stall like we were two old friends catching up, “I told you Katie. You just don’t listen.”
“You said a life for a life. But I never took anyone’s life from you!”
He snorted, shaking his head. “See, that’s where you’re wrong. You took Cheyenne and Ben out of Montana, out of my reach. I couldn’t watch them anymore, since my parole officer says I can’t leave the state. See, I went to jail for a couple years. Cops don’t like it when you get drunk and hit them, or their dogs. They don’t like me stealing from them either.”
I wanted to kick him right between the legs, but my foot wouldn’t move. “So by coming back I walked right into a trap?”
“Not exactly. Marco would have gotten you here sooner or later. It was just divine luck that brought you too me,” he said. “I’m telling you Katie, you should never have become so famous. You took the only woman I ever loved, and our son, to some God-forsaken state full of snotty rich people, and then I hear from Marco that you encouraged this relationship between Jake and Cheyenne.”
Wait, back up a second. “How do you know Marco?”
He grinned, “It was a well thought out plan. I met Marco about ten years ago at a bar. We shared similar views on the world. Luckily he went into the bodyguard business, and when you struck country stardom, I called in a favor from him.”
“You can’t be serious. You put one of your slime ball friends in my life, just to get back at me for something that I really don’t think affects you in any way?” I lowered my voice. “Look, Cheyenne left you. I didn’t make her do anything she didn’t want to do. You should talk to her about all of this.”
“I’ve tried to talk to her, but she won’t hear me. I called and wrote emails. Hundreds of emails that went ignored for years.” He growled, his voice becoming almost demonic, “She took my boy from me! I’m not allowed to see him because I’m unfit to parent. Stupid courts. Stupid lawyers. They can’t fucking tell me that I can’t see my son!”
Holy God. Cheyenne never told me about any of this. She always made it seem like Perry wanted nothing to do with Ben. I thought he was a deadbeat who could care less about his kid. Now, thinking back, no wonder she jumped at the chance to move out of Montana. He was nuts.
“Perry, look, I had no idea that she was keeping you from Ben. I’m sorry.” Apologizing never hurt, maybe I could reason with him.
He shrugged, “What’s done is done. I can’t make the bitch answer me. So now I’m going to do the only thing that will get her attention.”
I gulped loudly, “What’s that?”
“I’m going to take the one person away that she relies on most.” He laughed, “And that lucky person is you, Katie.”
“So first this is about me ruining your chances with my sister, and now it’s about getting back at my sister by hurting me?” I was thinking his MO was a little all over the place, considering he couldn’t stick to one reason why he had me tied to a chair in an old barn. But I guess once you crossed over into the land of crazy, any reason to hurt someone else must be a good one.
I barely registered what he said next through my haze of panic.
“I was mad when you took her away. Before that, I was mad at Cheyenne. I can’t get to her. She just ignores me. I know that she’ll stop ignoring me if something happens to someone she loves. I can’t hurt my own son, so the obvious choice is you. Once I had Marco in place, I decided that my plan would work perfectly. I’d punish you for taking Cheyenne from me, and by doing that she would be punished for treating me like shit.”
“My death is her punishment.” What a twisted son of a bitch.
“It’s like killing two birds with one stone,” he laughed, tilting his cowboy hat back to study the roof.
“What…” I wasn’t sure I wanted to ask this, but I had to know what he had planned. “What are you going to do to me?”
“Well, considering I’ve never been one for blood…makes me queasy, I figured I’d let you sit here, get good and scared—then I’ll come back and burn the whole thing down.” He pulled a bandanna out of his pocket and stuffed it in my mouth, and then thick silver tape went over my lips.
I cried, kicking my feet, pleading with my eyes for him to stop.
“Aw, don’t be so sad. I’ll come check on you in the morning. Have a good night Katie.”
I watched in horror as he walked calmly out of the barn door, and closed it. The sound of chains hitting it and locking me in shot dread into my heart. I struggled against the ropes, but the knots were too tight.
I drew a deep breath and tried to scream.
Nothing came out.
And night started to close in around me.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Dustin
 
“Come on, there has to be a clue.” I paced on the porch, listening as Jake spoke to Walters.
The sheriff had raced over, determined to help us get Kate back. The problem was, we had nothing to go on. Not a hint as to where she could be, or who Death was.
Jake shook his head, “Nothing. It’s like Kate vanished.”
“But, she can’t just be gone?” Chase sat in a rocker and stared at the ground.
I swallowed the lump in my throat, “I never should have left her.”
Walters didn’t hide how upset and sick he was over losing her. Not that she was lost. Not yet. I wasn’t going to sleep, or eat, or even think about doing anything but find her. “Just keep your head cool, and call me if you hear anything or get any information.”
“I will,” I choked around a wave of tears that I couldn’t hide from anyone.
“Same goes for you Jake,” Walters said. “Be careful, and keep me posted.”
He nodded, “We appreciate anything you can do.”
“You know I can’t promise anything, but I will do everything I can to find her,” Walters added before walking over to his car and driving away.
When we went into the house Millie was with Jerry in their room, trying to console him. He was blaming himself for Kate’s kidnapping. Cheyenne was checking on Ben, who was still a little under the weather.
I wiped my eyes with my sleeve. “We need to be out there looking for Kate.”
Jake came up beside me with a firm nod, “I feel the same.”
“You any good with a gun?” Chase glanced sideways at him and I knew exactly what he was thinking. We weren’t the kind of guys to sit and wait.
He nodded, “I was training to be a sniper when a knee injury cost me my career.”
This was music to my ears. “Jake, what do you say we start our own investigation?”
“Count me in.”
We all turned to see Cheyenne standing at the top of the stairs, pissed off and more determined than I’d ever seen her before.
“I think you should stay here with Ben,” Jake’s voice was very gentle, and he had a point, but Cheyenne wasn’t hearing him.
“Briar is with him. My sister is out there somewhere. She could be dead. And damn it all, I am not sitting here wringing my hands like some old ninny.” She marched down the stairs, and I found myself backing up, with the rest of the guys, to let her through. “I’m either going to save her, or be the one that finds her, and you don’t want to stand in my way.”
Jake put his hands up and nodded, “I won’t stand between you and finding your sister. I just want you to be safe.”
Cheyenne walked past us to the gun rack Jerry kept by the stairs. She grabbed a rifle and nodded, “Good, then you can cover me.”
“So, where do we start looking?” I asked, thinking Cheyenne looked scary as hell. Jake was smiling at her with pride. She was pretty tough, just like Kate.
“Farmhouse,” Cheyenne didn’t let anyone get a word in. “What else do we have?”
“Nothing, other than the fact that the direction Marco was driving was toward the farmhouse.” I opened the front door.
Jake nodded, “So hopefully that’s where he was headed. If not, we need to think fast. The longer Kate’s gone, the worse her chances are of being found alive.”
We piled in a truck and peeled down the drive. People were coming onto the property, passing us at equally fast speeds. News of Kate’s kidnapping had spread through town like wildfire. Soon every willing and able body would be at the ranch doing everything they could to find her. Hopefully, we wouldn’t need their help.
Hopefully.
When we pulled up to the old farmhouse, I half expected to see the light on in Kate’s window upstairs. I was so used to seeing it by now. Thinking that she could be dead or hurt made me so angry, so sick.
I was not expecting to see a light on in the living room, and neither was anyone else. We slowly made our way up onto the porch and to the front door.
“You leave lights on?” Chase asked, his voice hushed.
“Nope, shut it all down.”
“Then maybe we’ll get lucky and Death brought her here,” Cheyenne sounded really hopeful, but I wasn’t so sure this was where he’d bring Kate. It would be too easy to find them. Unless that’s what he wanted.
I mentally prepared myself for what I might find on the other side of that door.
“I have an idea,” I said, waving for them to stay back. “Keep out of sight.”
I turned for the door and rang the bell. “Kate?”
No answer.
“Katie, it’s me, Dustin. Come on, we’re going to be late.” I wasn’t sure if whoever it was on the other side of the door would fall for it, but it was worth a shot.
“Cheyenne!” Jake roared loud enough that I nearly had a heart attack.
I turned to see him race down the porch with Chase, around the back of the house. Thinking the worst, I followed, only to round the side and find Jake pulling her off some guy who was face first in the dirt.
“I knew they’d try and sneak out the back,” there was a triumph in Cheyenne’s voice.
Jake grinned, no doubt impressed with her takedown, “Nice job. Now let’s find out who the trespasser is.”
He gave the man a nudge, keeping his gun aimed at him, and the guy rolled over. I didn’t recognize him. Never seen him before. Chase seemed just as stumped. He frowned and shook his head.
“Perry?” Cheyenne on the other hand, stood there glaring at him.
He groaned and waved up from the ground, “Hey babe, how you been?”
She growled, “Don’t hey babe me. What the hell are you doing in my house?”
“Uh…just trying to help.” He sat up and dusted the dirt off his jeans. “Heard about your little sister.”
Chase caught my gaze and I nodded. He was thinking what I was thinking. That Perry wasn’t totally honest. Or even here for the right reasons.
“And what were you thinking? That breaking and entering would somehow help find her?” Jake sounded disgusted with the man. He’d gotten our hopes up. Kate wasn’t here.
“No, I wanted to make sure you and Ben were okay,” He said this to Cheyenne, his face earnest.
“Okay, thanks but we can handle this.” Cheyenne crossed her arms. “And you can’t see Ben.”
“Unless you are okay with it. Maybe just from a distance?” Perry stood slowly, his hands raised slightly. “I can see you need some time alone. How about I stop by the ranch later and we can chat?”
Cheyenne dismissed him with a curt nod, “Once I find my sister I’ll think about sitting down with you for a talk.”
I felt like it was the wrong thing, to be letting him go. I watched his retreating back, wondering. Why was he at the Kelly house?
Then something hit me. No one seemed to realize it.
“Hey!” I shouted. “Wait, Perry!”
He stopped, turning back to look at us. “What?”
“Mind telling me how you knew Cheyenne was in town?”
And that was all it took. Perry spun, running down the drive. We took after him, and I knew we were too far away to get him before he’d make it to a car hidden in the bushes by the road. Sneaky bastard. He’d made it halfway when Walters came screaming up in his cruiser and cut him off.
“How did he know to come?” Jake limped to a stop. He wasn’t kidding about his bad knee.
Chase took a second to catch his breath, “I texted him. Breaking into a house is a crime, and it was too much of a coincidence.”
“Hands up!” Walters leapt out of his car. “High, where I can see them, Perry!”
The sheriff knew him by name?
Perry wasn’t an upstanding member of McCree, but whether or not he was Kate’s kidnapper remained to be seen.
Cheyenne nearly jumped Perry as Walters stuffed him in the back of the car, but Jake held her back. “He might know something about Kate!”
Chase and I looked at each other with grim expressions.
If he did, he wasn’t talking.
I walked up to Walters as he was getting ready to leave. “What if he knows something?”
He leaned on the open door of his cruiser, studying Perry. “Once I get him to the station I’ll question him.”
“What if we don’t have that much time?” Jake asked.
Walters sighed, “Look, you follow me and I’ll see what I can do. But I cannot let you talk to him. Clear?”
Jake stayed on his ass the whole way into town, and it was like a circus as we invaded the waiting room at the station. Walters’ secretary tried to keep us quiet, but considering Kate’s life was on the line, she didn’t have much luck.
We waited for an hour before Walters emerged from the back, with several cups of coffee, and invited us to squeeze into his tiny office. We gave Cheyenne the only chair facing Walters’ desk, and stood behind her for support.
It took the old sheriff a while to start talking, and he wouldn’t meet our eyes. He stared at a picture of his wife and daughter next to his computer. “Perry knows where Kate is.”
Cheyenne gasped, grabbing Jake’s hand, gripping it like she was going to fall right out of her chair, “And?”
Walters shook his head, “And he’s not telling.”
We were silent. Walters rubbed his eyes, and I noticed he was trying to hide tears. What kind of person let themselves get caught, and then hold back on where their victim was?
A sick son of a bitch, that’s what kind.
“What does he want?” Jake looked as desperate as I felt. “There has to be something we can give him.”
“He wants Kate dead to make Cheyenne suffer for leaving him. Nothing would make the man happier.” Walters glanced up at us, “I can’t beat it out of him, as much as I want to.”
Cheyenne held back a sob,. “So that’s it? I leave him, and he takes Katie to get back at me? Let me talk to him! Maybe I can reason with him.”
Walters shook his head, “Perry doesn’t want to see you. He said that this was your punishment. He’s happy to serve his time, knowing you shall share the purgatory with him.”
“Isn’t there anything you can do?” I demanded.
He nodded, “I’m calling in help. Perry is crazy, and it’s going to take someone trained to try and get the information out of him.”
“If this wasn’t a free country I’d suggest torture to make him talk,” Jake grimaced. “But like you said, you can’t beat it out of him.”
“No. Until help arrives, we’re going to get as many people together as we can and comb the county. Perry’s parole officer says he hasn’t left McCree, and that must mean Kate is somewhere in this town.” Walters picked up his phone, and three hours later, there was a meeting at the town hall. Every person in McCree was present, wanting to do everything they could to help find Kate. Teams were made, maps were given of the town, and slowly people started venturing outside, doing everything they could to help.
With word that the famous singer had been kidnapped, and that we were running against the clock to find her, it didn’t take long for it to spread to the neighboring cities and counties. People were piling into their cars and driving from hours away just to help.
It was around midnight, well after the search started, when Walters and Jerry started talking. They were in the back of a massive tent that had been set up as a base of sorts on McCree Ranch.
I was lucky enough to overhear them.
“It isn’t looking good.” Walters sipped a steaming mug of coffee Millie had provided. “We don’t even know where to continue looking. Kate could be anywhere.”
“Perry still not talking?”
“Not a word. He just laughs and mumbles to himself about how great his plan is.”
I was restless, and damn impatient to find Kate, and my next idea was probably going to get me arrested. So, I kept to myself and walked down the drive to where my truck sat. As I was pulling down the dirt road, the side door opened and Chase leapt inside.
“What the hell are you doing? Trying to get run over?”
He rolled his eyes, “No, I’m going to be your accomplice.”
“Damn it, what do you think I’m doing?”
“Exactly what I would do if it was Briar missing. I’d be going to interview the asshole that knew where she was myself. Especially now that he’s probably sitting in an empty sheriff’s office since everyone’s out looking for Kate.”
“Chase you can’t help me. We don’t know what the consequences will be once Walters finds out I snuck in to talk to Perry.”
“That’s all you’re going to do? Talk to him?”
I rolled my eyes, “Maybe, but that’s my choice. Briar isn’t going to like visiting you in prison.”
“We’re not going to prison, Dustin. We’re going to get Perry to talk to save someone’s life. If they send us to prison for that, then I have lost hope for mankind.”
What Chase said made sense, and yet it didn’t. What we were doing was still illegal. At this point, I didn’t care what I had to do, as long as Kate was found alive. I just didn’t want to bring anyone else down with me when I did it.
“Okay, but I hope you’re able to live with the aftermath.”
“It will be fine. Now drive faster before someone realizes we’ve left.”
I flew down the highway, making it back to town in half the time it usually took. We parked two blocks down from the station, careful to avoid being seen by anyone. Instead of using the front entrance, we used the side door that Mrs. Smith, Walters’ secretary, liked to sneak out for a secret smoke.
“Now where do we go?” Chase whispered. “I’ve never been in the back of the building before.”
We were in a long hallway, and ahead of us was a bathroom. We could go left or right. Right would take us toward the front of the station, left was leading back…so I went left, very quietly, hoping we didn’t bump into a deputy, or surprise Mrs. Smith. She might be a sweet woman, but I didn’t doubt she’d knock us upside our heads.
When we reached the end of the hallway there was a door. On it, beside the handle was a thin black box to swipe a keycard.
“Looks like we’re not getting any further.” Chase cursed. “I guess Walters isn’t as behind the times as everyone thinks.”
I nodded, leaning against the wall, “At least there aren’t any cameras.”
Chase glanced around, “Not ones we can see…is that what I think it is?”
I followed his gaze, and on the floor, near the front of the building, was a little white card.
“This is too much of a coincidence.” I ran for it and scooped it up off the ground. The symbol in the top right corner matched the logo on the black box on the door.
“Let’s not ask why or how. Let’s just get in and get this done.” Chase snatched the card out of my hand and swiped it. There was a soft click, and I pushed the handle. The door swung inward, and we closed it quickly behind us. Chase pocketed the card and I led the way deeper into the building.
On the right were some offices, an interrogation room, and then there was another door with the same black box. We swiped the card again. It opened. Inside were six jail cells. All empty but the very last one.
“Well, looks like I’ve got some unexpected company.” Perry stood from his bench and smiled, “What can I do for you boys?”
“We want to know where Kate is,” I said.
He smirked, “Sorry boys, no can do. My lips are sealed.”
“What kind of sick bastard are you?” I charged his cell, trying to shake the bars. They didn’t budge. Lucky for him.
Perry shrugged, “One that didn’t plan on getting caught. Now I have to play crazy so they don’t suspect anything.”
Chase was behind me, hovering, watchful. “Why were you at the farm?”
“I wanted to leave a message for Cheyenne,” He grinned, “Something to taunt her.”
Sicko. I grabbed for him but he was out of my reach. “I’m going to get this door open, and when I do, you’re gonna wish you’d answered my questions.”
“Yeah, and you’ll end up in the cell beside me.” He sat on the bench, smiling. “I’ve won, admit it. You can’t make me talk. No one can. The men in suits will be here soon to cart me off, and I can’t wait to play them like I played your stupid sheriff. They’ll try to reason with me, bribe me with less prison time or some shit like that, but I ain’t telling a soul until I know Kate’s dead.”
Chase pushed past me, “Name your price.”
Perry tilted his head to the side, “You’re going to bribe me?”
“I’m paying you for information that I consider very valuable. To me, that isn’t bribery.” Chase sounded cool, but I could detect desperation in his eyes, in the way he tried not to move. He was so still. It was almost spooky.
“How much we talking?” Money was a big motivator, and though I suspected Chase wouldn’t give him a penny, I hoped just the thought of a lot of money would make Perry consider his offer.
“Ten,” Chase didn’t blink.
“Thousand?” Perry looked unimpressed.
“Million.” That was a lot of money for him to offer to a loser like Perry, but I’d pay more than that if I had it to get Kate back.
“Seriously? You’re really going to give me that much money just to find out where that spoiled brat is hidden?” Was he even considering it? Maybe he was. I hoped to God he was.
“I don’t think it’s enough,” I glanced at Chase. “Maybe you should make it fifty million. Cheyenne has a thing for rich guys. If Perry is richer than Jake, she will definitely go back to him.”
Chase nodded, right on board with where I was taking this, “Good idea.”
“Think about it Perry,” I shrugged. “More money you have, more attractive you’ll be.”
Perry really seemed to be thinking this over, “The problem is I’m in jail. I can’t use that money locked up.”
“I have access to some the best lawyers in the country. I’ll have you out of here in no time. All we need is to know where Kate is,” Chase said, trying not to sound like he was begging for Perry to accept his offer. “But I can see you’re set on what you’ve planned, so we’ll leave you alone.”
I wanted to argue at first, but I knew Chase was playing Perry. So I nodded, and followed Chase toward the door. We’d just stepped over the threshold, when we heard Perry shout, “Wait!”
I turned, trying to keep from smiling, or acting like we’d won. “Yeah?”
“As much as I’d love to keep the little brat’s location secret, I have to say this is just too good an offer to pass,” Perry sighed, straightening up. “All I need from you boys is a guarantee that you won’t screw me over.”
Chase pulled out his cell phone, in seconds had his lawyer and financial advisor pulled out of bed. They set up everything to satisfy Perry, and Chase even handed him the phone at one point to make him feel ever more secure in our deal.
Once the call ended, Perry smiled, “Kate’s at the old cattle camp on the edge of town. Down by Willow Lake.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Kate
 
Whenever I opened my eyes it was pitch black. Most of the time they stayed closed. I was tired from struggling against the ropes, so I drifted in and out of a restless sleep. There were strange sounds and smells. I wondered if Perry really would come back in the morning to check on me. Maybe he just said that, and maybe I hoped he was truthful, so I had another shot at convincing him to let me go.
Whatever happened to me, I hoped someone found me, even if I didn’t survive. The thought of my family never knowing what happened to me made it even harder to bear than the thought of them always wondering.
The person I was most worried about was Dustin. He was going to beat himself up over this for the rest of his life. I could almost see his anguished face as he did everything he could to find me.
I doubted he would even know where to start looking. Perry was too slick to get caught, and even if he did, he’d never talk. No one would ever find me.
The only choice I had was to keep fighting to stay awake, and somehow escape.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Dustin
 
Chase and I were in the truck faster than I thought was possible. We left the keycard on the floor in the hallway where we found it, and I secretly thanked whoever had dropped it.
Willow Lake was a thirty-minute drive, but we cut it down to fifteen. The truck reached ninety on the highway, but there was no one to pull us over, because everyone was on the other side of town slowly working their way north in search of Kate. At this rate, they wouldn’t get close to finding her ‘til morning.
We left the truck about a mile up the road from the old cow camp and started in on foot. I didn’t trust Perry, even with the money as a bribe, so I brought a shotgun, and a small revolver for backup. Chase was armed too, and we very carefully covered the mile, keeping our eyes peeled.
“You think he set traps?” Chase asked behind me.
“I’m not sure. Part of me thinks he felt confident no one would find her. Though being that crazy…I wouldn’t be surprised.” When the barn came into view, I peered into the scope on my rifle and took a good look around the area. “What do you think?”
“I have no idea.”
I wasn’t too keen on walking right out into the open, but what other choice did we have?
“Okay, cover me,” I stepped out from the cover of the trees, alert and ready for anything.
Except being shot at.
There was a loud crack - searing pain, like fire, lashed my right arm and I hit the dirt. Chase fired back, cursing and shouting for me to take cover. I ignored him and kept hold of my rifle, crawling on my stomach. I was halfway to the barn when bullets peppered the ground just feet from me.
I scrambled for the cover of a bush and fired back.
“Dustin?” Chase shouted.
“I’m good!” I called back so he didn’t come out of his hiding place and risk getting hit. “Just a graze.”
“Better be, or I’ll have to kill the bastard.”
“He’s mine!” I shouted, knowing that I wasn’t giving up until I had a clear shot at the person trying to keep me from getting to Kate.
I pushed to my feet, edging around the building until I reached the doors. There was a heavy metal chain and lock keeping me from opening them.
Kind of stupid though. The barn was half rotted. I kicked it. Wood crumbled around my feet, and I used the butt of my rifle to make the hole bigger. In a few seconds, I was crouching to slip into the barn.
It was almost too dark inside to see, but I carefully walked further in, thinking that it couldn’t get much worse. I’d been shot. I think I could handle whatever that asshole threw at me next.
“Kate?” I peered through the scope on my rifle, the night vision giving me a clear view of the barn. So far I didn’t see anything. “Katie?”
The second time I called her name I inhaled something other than dust, and hay, and dirt.
Smoke.
“Dustin!” Chase’s voice carried in from outside. “Fire!”
“Damn, Kate if you’re in here answer me!”
The smoke was getting thicker, and I didn’t know who Perry had working with him, but it was clear he didn’t want me to find Kate. She had to be somewhere close or he never would have shot at me, or set the barn on fire.
Ignoring Chase’s shouting, I went further into the barn. There were some old stalls toward the back. The smoke was thickest there. I couldn’t get a decent breath, and decided that it was probably best to turn back before I passed out from lack of oxygen.
I still had another area of the barn to search, and I was making my way toward it when I heard something heavy hit the floor.
I took a deep breath and forged deep into the thick smoke. My eyes burned. It was getting hot. Almost too hot to bear. Red and orange flames consumed the stalls on my right, but I searched each one until I came to the last.
“Kate!” She was tied to a chair, struggling to get out of the ropes. She had one arm free. But instead of helping her, I went past her for the barn wall and began kicking it open, and beating it with my rifle until the wood gave way. I turned back and grabbed Kate, along with the chair and ropes, and dragged her through the opening I’d made. I stopped as far from the barn as I could get without putting us out into the open.
I used the knife from my boot to cut the ropes, then I grabbed Kate’s hand and led her toward the trees and a safer spot. I thought we’d made it, until gunshots rang out again, and I flung both of us on to the ground.
“Are you hit?” I asked her.
“No, you?” she rasped.
“Not this time…” I glanced around for my rifle. It was just out of arm’s reach. I’d have to leave our cover to get it. “Chase?”
He shouted back, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying.
“Come on, let’s get out of here!” I reached for Kate, but she screamed and I turned to look up at a man coming out of the bushes not five feet from us. I surged to my feet in a split second decision and threw myself at him, knocking him to the ground. His gun fired twice, and missed. He was massive. Just huge. I hit his face, and even went so far as to knee him in the balls, doing everything I could to take him out.
He still had the damn gun, and I grabbed his hands, forcing him to aim it away from me. He was big, using his flab against me to roll me on my back.
I pushed at his hands, but my right arm wasn’t at full strength. He was aiming for my face.
A shot rang out, and for a second I thought he’d fired at me.
But then, he dropped to the side, clutching his shoulder.
I grabbed his gun, keeping him in my sight in case he moved.
“Bastard,” Kate said, drawing my attention to where she was standing with my gun still pointed at him. “I hope you rot in hell.”
I stood, slowly, and held my good arm out for the gun, “Give it here, Kate.”
“That’s my bodyguard, Marco.” She didn’t lower it and looked at me. “I want him to spend the rest of his life in jail with Perry.” She didn’t hand me the gun, but let it drop to the ground.
I picked it up just as Chase came running toward us. “Him too?”
“What? Was there a second guy?” I wondered if there was another.
He nodded, “Yeah, he was the one that set the fire. Never seen him before. Tried to shoot me when I surprised him, but I was faster.”
“Dead?” I asked.
Chase nodded grimly, “It was him or me.”
I kept an eye on Kate, wondering how she was holding up, and asked Chase to call Walters. We needed him out here, and an ambulance. Marco was bleeding something fierce, and I was starting to wonder if my being dizzy was from adrenalin, or the graze of a bullet.
I sat at the base of a tree, clasping my hand over my arm. “Damn.”
Kate sat beside me, trying to get a look at it. “You two are crazy.”
I smiled at her, “Yeah, and we saved you. So our kind of crazy works.”
She nodded, eyes watery and voice thick with emotion, “Thanks…I had this horrible feeling I’d never see you again.”
“I’d never let that happen.” I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath, “You’re my Katie. I gotta’ take care of my girl.”
“I think you’re worse off then you let on,” She laughed, but there wasn’t any humor to it. “How much blood have you lost?”
I shrugged, wincing as the gash in my arm throbbed, “I don’t know. I don’t care. I’ve got you back. That’s all that matters.”
I felt her fingertips smooth across my forehead, and her lips press against my cheek, “Just keep your eyes open for me, okay?”
“Fine,” I opened them, giving her a lazy smile. “You have the prettiest green eyes. Like gems. Like some sort of…shiny gem.”
“Emeralds?”
“Those too.”
“Dustin,” she slid closer, her warm hands framing my face. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”
“Nah, it was nothing,” I tried to laugh it off, but my arm hurt too much. “Anything for Kate Kelly, country star.”
She rolled those pretty eyes, “I could care less about being a star.”
“You’re my star. That shiny little thing every guy wishes for. That he could keep forever.” I tried to keep my eyes from drooping closed. “I love you, Kate. I always have…always.”
“Dustin… hey!” She shook me. “Keep your eyes open!”
I blinked hard, “It’s cool, Kate. I understand if you don’t feel the same. I’ll love you…forever.”
“You big idiot. Stay with me!” She was shouting now, and I don’t know why. I was right in front of her. “Chase, where the hell is that ambulance?”
“I’m fine…” Somewhere in my head though, I wondered if I wasn’t. Kate sounded frantic. And before I could tell her it was okay, I was being loaded onto a gurney by some swarthy guy with a gold earring.
I was in and out. Floating on a cloud of some meds they gave me. Kate’s face swam into view every so often, but mostly I dozed off. My arm didn’t hurt anymore, and I figured that was a good thing.
So, I told Kate I loved her one last time, and closed my eyes again.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Kate
 
Stupid, crazy, stubborn cowboy.
He had to go and tell me he loved me, then pass out.
I was sitting beside Dustin’s hospital bed, wondering when he was going to wake up. He’d been shot twice. Not just in his arm, there was also a bullet in his thigh. It’d taken surgery to get it out. Fortunately, he was going to be fine. It hadn’t damaged anything that needed major healing time.
He’d been lucky.
We were all lucky.
When they got me to the hospital, I was very hungry and dehydrated, but I was more concerned about Dustin. I knew I’d be fine, but my heart was so wrapped up in that reckless cowboy, I was nearly inconsolable.
I paced outside the operating room, and refused to wait anywhere else.
Once he was out, the nurse tried to take me to a room to rest, but I refused again. I stayed right by his side. So she let us share a room. I wasn’t going anywhere until he opened his eyes and said those three words that made my heart feel so full and happy.
He loved me.
It was at least an hour that I stared at his closed eyes. His family was right outside, wandering into the room every few minutes. He was somewhat awake, but not really ‘with it’. Soon enough he started to move, and tried to pull the IV in his arm.
I leapt out of my chair, hovering over him. “Hey, lay still.”
Dustin smiled up at me, “It’s my star.”
“Yeah,” I laughed. “Drugs make you very mushy. I’m going to film this. I just need a camera…”
He tried to kiss me but I pushed him back, “You need to rest. You were shot twice.”
“I feel fine,” he laughed like a little boy, and gave a whistle. “Man, I’m starving. I’ve never had the munchies like this.”
I glanced behind me when I heard his mother laugh, and saw her hurry outside to tell everyone he was awake.
Great, now that she was gone, how was I going to keep him in bed? “I’ll call for the nurse, and she’ll put you to sleep again if you don’t chill out.”
He pouted, “Fine.”
“Good. Want to watch some TV?” the doctors came in to check on him just as I said this, and I was shooed out of the room. I waited with his family. His mom and dad were seated by the door with phones glued to their ears, calling everyone to let them know Dustin was going to be okay.
When I was finally let back into the room, after his parents had gone in to visit, Dustin looked upset, and glared at me. “What’s wrong?”
“I told you I loved you.”
“Yes, I know.” I smiled, hoping to tell him the same when he wasn’t hopped up on drugs.
“But you don’t love me?”
He looked so sad.
“Oh, Dustin.” I smoothed his hair off his forehead, thinking he was even cuter when he was hopped up on drugs. “You’re just a little loopy right now, so I thought I’d save what I wanted to tell you ‘til you woke up fully.”
He groaned, “Kate, I almost died. You should tell me everything now. I’m in bad shape.”
I laughed, “You didn’t almost die. Stop being so dramatic.”
He started to laugh, “Right, me, dramatic…think we can get some mashed potatoes?”
I shook my head, fluffing his pillow and grabbing the remote. “Let’s just watch some TV.”
“Still waiting over here…” he said impatiently. “Need to know how you feel, in case I don’t make it.”
“I don’t think you’ll remember this conversation, but Dustin, I love you.”
“Knew it.”
“Cocky,” I kissed his cheek.
He smirked, “Happy too.”
***
Two days after Dustin was sent home from the hospital, he ended up on my front porch. I was at the farmhouse, alone. Cheyenne, Jake, and Ben were staying at the McCree’s since our house wasn’t fully furnished yet.
I didn’t mind being around everyone, but after what had happened, I needed some quiet. All the people wanting to know how I was, overwhelmed me.
“You aren’t supposed to be up and around yet.” I helped Dustin over to the couch, and propped his leg up like the nurse showed us before we’d left the hospital.
“Yeah, mamma got sick of me,” he looked embarrassed and shook his head.
I frowned, “What did you do?”
“I kept talking about you— too much apparently,” He chuckled, grabbing my hand and squeezing it. “She said you could watch me for a while.”
I tried not to laugh, but it was hard. Dustin did not make a good patient. “Must have been really annoying, for her to dump you on me.”
“Yeah, she dropped my duffle on the porch and everything.” He wouldn’t meet my eyes. “So when are you going back?”
“To L.A.?” I asked, already knowing that’s what he meant.
“Yeah…”
“Well, once the sheriff tells me I can go. But I don’t think that’s going to be for a while. I’ll have to come back for Perry’s trial anyway, so I think I can just stay here.” I watched his expression fill with surprise. “Jake’s going to find a recording studio, or maybe I can build one in the shed out back. I’ll do my second album here, then I’ll tour for a few months and come back.”
“Really?” He stared at me as if I had two heads. “Kate, why not just go back to the city? I’m sure you’ve got fans and stuff waiting for you.”
I scooted close to him on the couch, and locked my arm with his. “I love my fans, but I am not in love with them.”
“Kate, I would love it if you stayed, but don’t feel like you have to…” I slapped my hand over his mouth.
“Will you be quiet?” I let out a huff and felt him smile against my palm. “I talked to Cheyenne last night about it. I belong here. She wants to go back with Jake. That’s what makes her happy. And, if my career suffers a little, so what? I’ve got enough money to get the farm up and running, and keep it running for the rest of my life.”
“Kate, I just want you to be happy.” He pulled my hand from his mouth, putting his good arm around me. “If staying makes you happy, please, stay forever.”
“Oh, it does,” I smiled up at him. “And I think I’ll be even happier if I converted you from cowboy to farmer.”
He frowned, “What?”
“How would you feel, being here with me on a farm, and not on a ranch?”
He chewed his bottom lip, “Yeah, I’m not good with chickens.”
“Neither am I,” I laughed. “I was thinking cows.”
He snorted, “Kate Kelly, are you going to go and turn rancher on me?”
“What if I was?” I smirked. “Think you could handle me?”
“Hell yeah,” he swooped in for a kiss. “I’d be happy to farm cattle with you.”
I wound my arms around his neck, hugging him tightly. “Good, because your ancestors are about to have their wish come true.”
“Really?”
“O’Brian’s have been after the Kelly land for years. Wouldn’t it be sweet if a Kelly willingly partnered with an O’Brian?” I pulled his hat off and flung it across the room.
“I don’t inherit the ranch until my dad retires…” he sent mine flying with it.
“So?” I leaned back and hugged him tighter. “Our pieces of land fit together perfectly, who says we gotta’ wait ‘til then?”
He smiled, pulling me in for another kiss, “No one…but we may have to rename it.”
I smiled, “I’m sure we’ll think of something.”



Epilogue
Dustin
 
Seven years later, the Kelly farm and the O’Brian ranch, had merged into one big spread. It took some legal work, and some negotiating, that included my mother begging for grandchildren, but it was done.
The farm and the ranch had merged.
It was called the OK Ranch. We used the first letters of Kelly and O’Brian to come up with the new name. Everyone knew it for being the product of two crazy kids that fell in love, and decided to stick it out through gun fights, country music awards shows, and the occasional visit from fans trying to get onto the property.
I was still a cowboy. Still a rancher. But things changed not long after I showed up on Kate’s porch. For one thing, I didn’t really go home again after that. The Kelly house became my home, and eventually, I was there with Kate, full time. We painted it, fixed loose boards, and argued about which pancakes to make for dinner. And in doing that, we made the Kelly house more than just a house. It was a home. Our home. It was our place where no one could peer in and ask questions.
That’s what Kate’s fans did. They asked a lot of questions. Wanted to know all about me, and her, and our life together. But we told them nothing. They saw what the tabloids put out, and they read about us when we traveled for Kate’s tours, but that was it.
We were the second largest ranch in McCree, and today Kate and I were at the largest ranch, seated on an old bench under a tree, watching Briar walk down the aisle to become Chase’s wife.
“She looks beautiful,” Kate said, admiring Briar’s lacey dress.
I nodded, eyeing the green dress she wore with a pair of worn boots. “Almost as pretty as you.”
Kate hushed me, swatting my arm, “Stop it.”
“You know it’s ture.”
Throughout the ceremony, I felt myself sweat. Nervous and wondering if anyone would object, or if the bride would faint, or if McCree would be able to get the ring on her finger without the thing dropping from his shaking hands. He was nervous, poor guy, but really happy. His grin was so big, I wondered how much his face would hurt later tonight.
“So, what do you think?” I asked Kate as we took to the dance floor after the ceremony. Chase and Briar were posing with family for pictures, and a few dogs raced around with one of the flower girls.
“About?” she asked, wrapping her arms around my neck as we swayed to a slow song.
“About this,” I motioned around me. “Cake, fancy clothes, people staring…you know, I could do it.”
She smiled, “Dustin, are you trying to propose to me?”
“What if I was?” I gulped. Man, I didn’t think it would be this nerve-racking. I let out a breath, “I love you. You love me. This seems like the next step.”
I grabbed her hand and pulled her away from the crowd of possible onlookers and down the hill toward the creek. “Look, you know I’m not all poetic and stuff. I’m having a hard time putting it to you like it’s going in my head. I’m nervous.”
She smiled, shading her eyes against the sun, “Dustin, this is me. You don’t have to be so worried about what I’m going to say. You already know what my answer will be.”
“Hey, no man wants to get his proposal shot down,” I said, rubbing my hands on my pants. I was sweating something awful. “I don’t have a ring yet. I wasn’t sure what kind you like.”
“I’ll like whatever you get me, you know that.”
“Why are you making this so easy on me?” I loosened my tie. For some reason I couldn’t make my knees bend. I was afraid if I knelt down, I wouldn’t get back up.
“Because I love you, you big goof.” She sat on a rock and looked up at me. “Now propose before I get down on my knee and ask you.”
I took off my hat, and drew a deep breath, as I knelt in front of her. “Kate, I love you. Will you marry me?”
She smiled, “Sure will.”
I glared at her. “What about yes? What’s this, sure will? That’s not romantic.”
“Dustin!” she flung her arms wide and sighed dramatically. “You are the love of my life, and my knight in shining armor. Of course I will do you the honor of becoming your blushing bride. Is that better?”
I sat next to her on the rock and laughed, “It was horrible.”
She hooked her arm with mine and we watched the people dancing and congratulating Briar and Chase. “You and me, we work. That’s what it is when you get right down to it. I can’t see myself talking to anyone else like I talk to you. I’d never see me loving them either.”
“Yeah, so I guess it was just a matter of time.” I kissed her cheek. “I knew you’d say yes.”
“But darling,” she peered up at me, “I never actually said yes.”
“Horse shit. You just said you’d be my blushing bride.”
“Please, you know I’m no blusher,” she said. “And honestly, we don’t have to get married. We know we’re going to be together; a couple of rings and a piece of paper don’t mean anything, except that we’re legal.”
“You’re telling me you don’t want to get a dress and do it up fancy?”
“No, I’d love to do that, so we’ll get married.”
“Confusing woman.”
“Honey, you’ve got the rest of our lives to figure me out.” She gripped the front of my shirt and pulled me closer, “Now kiss me before I change my mind.”
I grinned. “Yes, ma’am.”
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Chloe
 
Under the fragrant limbs of a magnolia tree, an unofficial meeting was held. The meeting’s subject matter was nothing related to science. It was dedicated to one person, a special person, or so the attendees thought.
I knew the truth—that the meeting was a waste of time and a show of stupidity.
From my seat high in the bleachers I watched, feeling like an outsider. I haven’t been to an unofficial meeting since the fifth grade, the day I wised up, and now it was nearing spring break of my freshman year of college.
It’s been a long time. Sometimes I think it hasn’t been long enough.
I’m friends with a lot of the girls…until they gather for their meeting and I’m forced to make a choice: Be part of the craziness or pretend to ignore it.
Normally I was good at ignoring it.
This was not the case today.
Despite my dislike of the meeting’s reason for existing, I felt a little nostalgic. This was the last chance I’d have to attend an unofficial meeting. After today, no one could ever know about my association with the club. It was imperative.
I closed my eyes, warring with choices and the potential repercussions of them. But I knew when I once again looked on the group that the decision had been made. I was only stalling.
For old time’s sake, I’d join them, and while I was at it, hopefully talk some sense into them.
I grabbed my backpack and climbed down the metal walkway from the bleachers and walked across freshly mowed grass. The group was chattering excitedly, hushed giggles tumbling toward me.
There were about thirty girls from all walks of social life sitting in the grass under the tree. Band geeks, theater kids, cheerleaders, physics majors, a few seniors, and normal girls like me…all gathered harmoniously.
In this club, everyone was equal.
“Well, look who it is,” one of the cheerleaders said, drawing attention to my presence. “This, ladies, is Chloe Baker.”
A couple of the girls gasped, and I winced uncomfortably. “Hey.”
“The Chloe Baker?” a little blonde questioned.
“Yep.”
My friend Lana beamed. “She is the reason why we gather every week.”
Oh, God. I might as well have a plaque beneath the tree with my name on it.
Lana continued, “Once upon a time there was a girl who had an enormous crush on a boy, but she wasn’t the only one, so she started a fan club for the girls who worshiped him.”
“The Unofficial Zack Warren Fan Club!” they all cheered.
“And I never thought it would last.” I sank to the ground cross-legged, wondering what had possessed me to attend this meeting, and how it had followed me half a state away to college.
Nostalgia was for idiots and Zack Warren was trouble.
I knew it the first time I saw him in second grade. The boy had heartbreaker written all over him. He was two years older, wiser. He did a backflip off the jungle gym, landing right at my feet with a cocky grin, and getting dirt all over my new pink Keds.
He didn’t apologize.
Instead, he’d dropped a lizard on my head and called me prissy.
Despite the fact that we hadn’t hit it off on day one, I harbored a huge crush on Zack, my first ever. In the third grade I started a club. Girls only. We dubbed it an unofficial club because we thought some powerful person, like Oprah, had to deem it official.
We had since discovered that this was not true, but the name had a nice ring to it.
During our unofficial meetings we talked about Zack, spied on him, and risked being found out on a regular basis. What a rush, seriously. It was going great. The group accepted new members, and we even drew up plans for a clubhouse. I invented a fun game and made new friends.
Then, when I was in the fifth grade, Zack stole the streamers off my bike.
I cried, and made the very rational decision to hate him until the end of time. This effectively ended my reign as leader of The Unofficial Zack Warren Fan Club.
Which, last I heard, was still accepting unofficial members.
I glanced back at the pitcher, Zack Warren himself, and wondered why all these smart girls were attending a silly club, playing a game I had started when I was eight.
“Chloe, don’t say it,” Lana snapped, reading the annoyance on my face.
“I have to go home.” I was about to stand, but one of the girls grabbed my arm. Marcy. She played the tuba; last I heard, she didn’t attend meetings. “Don’t tell me they sucked you in, too.”
Her frizzy brown hair flew in her eyes and she had to push it back. “Just take pictures.”
“Oh, Lord.”
“It’s like we have a spy on the inside,” Christy Stillwater, the drama club president, cried through her headgear. She’d been in a boating accident last month and broken her jaw. Some of the girls had taken to calling her Chomper.
“I hear he wears nothing!” a cheerleader squealed. “Not boxers, briefs, or boxer briefs. He’s goes commando!”
A freshman girl blushed. “At lunch, someone told me he had to use two rulers to measure his…um, thingy.”
“It’s called a penis, honey,” one of the senior girls said.
“It can’t be that long,” another girl said. “Where would he put it in those pants?”
Across the field, Zack was practicing in his baseball uniform, and now every girl was staring at his crotch.
I wanted to crawl into a hole and hide. “Stop!”
“Bigger than average,” someone concluded.
“Oh!” Lana gasped. “Chloe, I want you to be the first to have one.” She pulled a plastic bag from her backpack and fished out a shiny pink object.
I stared down at a button. My nightmare manifested in real life.
 
Proud Member of
The Unofficial Zack Warren Fan Club
 
“Each one of you is certifiable.” I glared at them, feeling the blood whooshing in my ears. This couldn’t be happening! “You’ve managed to keep this club a secret, but what happens if you lose a button?”
Lana snorted. “We won’t.”
I tried a different approach. “What if Kyle finds them?”
She shrugged, examining her purple nails. “I’ll keep them hidden.”
“Like the club schedule he found?”
“He didn’t know what it was for!”
“He climbs through our dorm-room window every Friday night while I’m at study group. Don’t deny it. All it’s going to take is for you to leave a button where he’ll see and you’re screwed.”
“I’m already screwed.” She laughed.
“Since when have you and Kyle started sleeping together?” Christy asked, proudly pinning a button to her shirt.
“Since winter break.” Talk about a lack of modesty, but that was Lana. “I’m in love, Chomper.”
“Am I the only person here who thinks this club is morally wrong? Seriously creepy?” No one said a word. I rolled my eyes. “Fine, whatever. Just keep the buttons hidden. I really have to go.”
Marcy pouted. “At least snap some covert pictures, Chloe. You know what it would mean to us.”
“No.” I pushed to my feet. “This is a child’s game, and for some reason you’re all still playing. It feels weird drooling over Zack now. He’s not a piece of meat.”
“You’re right—he’s a hot piece of ass.” I didn’t dare look at the person who said that, because it was a guy.
“And why are you here?” I asked Lana. “You have a boyfriend. Doesn’t that mean something?”
“It’s not like I’m cheating on Kyle.”
“No, just undermining his value.” The decision to cut myself off was final, and they had to understand that. “From now on, my affiliation with this club is history. Make up some other girl. Say she started it. I’m going back to the dorms.”
“Don’t listen to Chloe,” Lana said to the group. “She can be so dramatic.”
“I’m not.”
“Zack’s never going to find out. You don’t need to be worried.” Marcy grabbed two pins and stuck them in her purse.
“The reason she’s pissed is because she likes Zack.” Lana smiled. “Admit it.”
“Wrong. I hate him.” I left them to finish the meeting. To moon and drool over the baseball player that, more often than not, went out of his way to annoy the absolute crap out of me. Zack probably got some sick pleasure from watching me squirm.
The club was like my own personal curse or something. I’d been able to put up with the immature high school antics. When Zack went away to college, I thought the bullshit would stop. Lana and her little followers would grow up. But they hadn’t. They worshiped him from afar for two more years. So I figured it was a high school thing. No self-respecting college girl would join a fan club for a baseball player, no matter how hot. By the time we graduated, they would have grown out of this phase.
I was so freaking wrong.
Lana and I applied for Eckerd College. It’s a private liberal arts school in St. Petersburg, Florida, on the Gulf of Mexico, and only a couple of hours from home in Naples, Florida. When we got accepted to the same school, Lana and I were thrilled. We were even allowed to be dorm mates.
I honestly didn’t think going to the same college as Zack, who was now a junior, would be a problem. Why should I let his presence keep me from going to the school I wanted?
My first day on campus, I realized there was a chance I’d never escape from the fan club. Lana started talking about having meetings, continuing the club. I ignored her. I figured her enthusiasm for worshiping a jock would be laughed at. Not that I wanted her to be shunned or anything. I thought a nice dose of the real world would be good for her.
It was now two days from my spring break as a college freshman, and in that time, Lana had cultivated almost fifty followers for the club. It was ridiculous.
I felt an acute annoyance, with a side of steaming, childish frustration and confusion. For some reason, smart, beautiful girls spent a few minutes listening to Lana about how great the club was, and they signed right up.
He was just one of those guys. Zack Warren walked into a room with a cocky strut and a wicked glint in his eyes. Guys wanted to be him. Girls wanted to be with him.
As I stomped past the god of baseball, it wasn’t hard to understand why so many girls loved Zack. Sure, he was intriguing and strong, and so what if he had a killer smile? I just couldn’t bring myself to like him.
Ever since the fifth grade, Zack and I have hated each other, and that’s never going to change.
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Inside he was tense, coiled, but calm and resolve.
Then I felt him falter, his worry ratchet up.
Our gazes locked.
He would not sacrifice himself for me.
I wouldn’t allow it.
 
 
Henry
 
The darkened hallway stretched out like a lazy black river. I listened to the sound of my footfalls echoing off the marble floors, wondering if other men who’d walked this path before me felt half my trepidation, or the immense amount of excitement coursing through my veins.
I stopped on the threshold of an open doorway at the end of the hall, trying to imagine the next thousand years of my life.
I was excited, of course, about to enter a world I’d been groomed for. Since I was a kid I’d dreamed of attending one of the important meetings held in this very room. Now that I’d turned eighteen, I’d finally “officially” be part of it.
“You gonna stand there all day, or close the bloody door?” My cousin Davy poked his head out of the room, grinning like a fool. “Come on, Henry. No need to be nervous about your first Council meeting, even if it is an emergency one.”
I straightened. “I’m not nervous.”
Normally there was a ceremony to welcome a new member of the Council. But I’d found out by text message from Davy that the ceremony wasn’t going to happen. He’d told me to get my ass to the Council chamber because the shit was hitting the fan.
He wasn’t one to mince words.
So not only was I nervous about my first meeting, I was also nervous about what was going to happen in it.
He smiled. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone.”
With a grateful nod, I slipped inside, shutting the door behind me. The chamber was dimly lit, but I could see the outlines of three men standing around a white marble table. They were talking in low voices, careful not to let their conversation carry. As I drew nearer I studied the men, each dressed in black, their faces obscured by the low light.
Davy took his place on my left at the table and let out an anxious breath.
I stood next to James William Langley. The Warlock King. My father.
He looked formidable in his black uniform. Gold buttons adorned his coat and a saber was sheathed at his side in a black scabbard. His white gloves were a stark contrast to the dark colors of his uniform.
When I was little, my father had looked larger than life to me. He was the king, and the most powerful warlock, aside from my grandfather. It seemed he was capable of carrying the weight of the world on his great shoulders, just as he’d carried me.
“I would like to welcome Henry to his first Council meeting,” my father said. He smiled proudly and clapped me on the back.
“Thank you, Your Majesty.” I bowed out of respect. If we had been alone it wouldn’t have been so formal. “I am honored to be here.”
“And I am equally honored, son.” With a wave of his hand, my father lit the torches lining the walls, shedding much-needed light in the room. “Now, I should like to call this meeting to order. If there are no objections because some of our party are absent?”
“James, I do not object, merely wonder at your haste.” The Vampire King, Vladislav, chuckled. His deep blue eyes filled with amusement as he looked at my cousin. “That was a very cryptic message, Davy.”
I eyed my cousin. “You didn’t.”
Davy shrugged, hiding a grin. “It got their attention.”
My father leaned forward to see Vladislav’s phone as he held it out. “I guess I couldn’t have put it better myself.”
There was a rumbling growl from across the table and all eyes went to King Andrew. “It was a very funny message, I get it. Now, let’s get down to business.”
Vladislav nodded. “Is your son to join us, Andrew?”
“Unfortunately, no. Quinn is handling a dispute between clans.” King Andrew was the least vocal of the kings, one of those strong, silent types, until the werewolf in him reared its head.
I’d known Andrew and Vladislav all my life. I was thankful I didn’t have to worry about the group dynamics or having to prove myself to the kings.
“And your son?” my father asked.
“Dmitri is in Russia, taking my place at a dinner I regretfully backed out of to be here.” Vladislav looked more relieved than anything to be spared an evening of schmoozing.
“Then we shall begin. I advise you to prepare yourselves, gentlemen. For as horrible as you imagine my news to be, it has the potential to be devastating.” My father motioned for us to sit in the black, high-backed chairs surrounding the table. No one spoke. They watched patiently. “The Resistance is back.”
“Black of black,” Andrew whispered.
Black eyes, black soul.
Black of black.
When one of us went over to the dark side, a void spread through the immortal like a disease. From the inside out. Consuming the soul. Turning the eyes black. There was nothing that could be done to reverse it.
The last time the Resistance had challenged the Council, five hundred years ago, they had been annihilated. A group of extremists, they wanted nothing more than to take over the world and enslave the humans.
I didn’t think it was all that inventive, but at least they’d set a goal for themselves.
Then they decided that taking over the world wasn’t enough. They wanted to open a portal to connect our world to the plane ruled by the Demon King, Reagus.
The leader of the Resistance, Craven, thought humans were weak. He believed we were hiding from them, cowering. He tried opening the portal, and almost succeeded. My father had challenged him, and with the help of Vladislav and Andrew, had defeated him and saved the world.
The three men were already highly respected, but a call for order amongst the magical communities helped them to solidify the Council. Thus it had been officially formed five hundred years ago. We have kept peace and order, together, since.
Eight years ago, Craven had returned. He gathered power and support, but was betrayed by someone he was very close to. A woman, I think. It’d been so long since I’d heard the story.
“So, are you saying Craven is back?” I wasn’t quite sure what all of this meant.
“His body was never recovered.” My father’s eyes flashed a brilliant green. All immortals’ eyes glowed with the strong emotions we had. Happiness, sadness, anger…this hit close to home for all of us.
“What information do you have that suggests the Resistance is returning?” Vladislav asked. “There are no signs of a third uprising.”
“Your Majesties,” Davy said, gaining their attention. “Last night my men arrested a man for terrorizing humans in Central Park, New York City. We’ve identified him as Samuel Price. Warlock. Six hundred and thirteen years. No mate and no children.”
I picked up where he left off. “He is the son of Maxwell Price. A man you all knew to be a traitor and murderer.”
Vladislav met my gaze. “A man is not guilty because of the life his father led.”
I hadn’t meant to imply that Samuel was guilty because of his father, but I could see how Vladislav would take it that way.
Not many people were aware of the vampire king’s origin. He was the illegitimate child of Vlad the Impaler—AKA Dracula. His familial roots did not dictate who he had become, and with Dracula having been killed just after his birth, Vladislav had grown up without the influence of a monster to shape him.
That being said, once you saw past his outside appearance of leathery, tanned skin, white-blond hair, and sharp fangs revealed by the curl of his upper lip, the vampire king was pretty cool. He particularly liked bowling, every Wednesday night, disco style.
“Sir, I am aware of that, and I meant no disrespect.” I continued at his nod. “Maxwell was involved with the Resistance, some say second in command. When our men arrested Samuel last night, he claimed his name was Bane.”
Maxwell had called himself Bane. He’d slaughtered seventy innocents in one night, both magical and human. For Samuel to use his father’s name, knowing what it meant…
Davy drummed his fingers on the table. “Samuel has no trouble voicing how deep his hatred for the Council runs. He would see each of us dead.”
“We did execute his father for treason,” I said. “Samuel made it clear he wants retribution.”
“He must not value any kind of revenge if he allowed us to arrest him,” Vladislav said.
“I sat with Samuel,” said my father. “At length, I gathered that he has a message for us, and he is waiting for a specific time to deliver it.” The concern in his expression brought new worry. In all my life, I had never seen him look so forlorn. “The man is insane, make no mistake. But he is merely the messenger, and so very loyal. He will not betray his master’s confidence.”
The question I knew everyone wanted to ask was, who was his master?
Was it Craven?
“Which is why we must prepare to fight the Resistance and focus on preventative measures.” Vladislav pounded his fist on the table. The sound vibrated through the room, shaking the floor and walls. “Damn it. We’ve fought them successfully before, and we will not concede this time.”
“Yes,” Andrew growled.
“I move we keep this information from our people—for now.” My father met each set of eyes fiercely in the firelight. “It is a new world we are living in, gentlemen. One of cell phones and the Ethernet.”
I grinned. “Actually, it’s the Internet.”
“Right, and if the information spreads too quickly, or is misinterpreted, our people would panic.”
Andrew managed a smile. “I learned how to update my status last night. My youngest, Garret, showed me.”
Davy nodded. “Welcome to the twenty-first century. You’re gonna love it.”
My father rolled his eyes and glanced at me.
“I don’t think we’re at risk of anyone tweeting about a magical war,” I said. “But I agree. Keep it secret for now.”
“Then it is decided.” Vladislav stood. “The Council shall prepare for war.”
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