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Prologue

 


 


She hadn’t come home!

He’d waited most of the night and she hadn’t
shown.

Looking around one last time, enraged because she had
slipped away so easily, he picked the brightest red lipstick from
the assortment displayed on the dressing table and left a message
on her bedroom mirror, knowing she couldn’t miss it on her return.
Satisfied that he’d done all he could for now, he scowled as he
left the room, trailing the lipstick along the pristine walls of
the main corridor as he walked.

He allowed the fancy cylinder to drop from his
black-gloved fingers, leaving a blood red spot on the pristine,
sand colored carpet, before he turned and sauntered toward the
exit.

He was invincible! He came and went as he pleased
with security none the wiser. Little Miss Perfect may have given
him the slip today, but he’d find her.

She can slow me down but she, and all her daddy’s
money, can’t stop me from getting the revenge I deserve, and it’s
overdue, way past overdue.

You won’t escape me for long. That I can promise.

 


 



Chapter One

 


 


Zakia parked her vintage Caddy directly in front of
the dry cleaning shop five minutes before its closing. She grabbed
her purse, turned around and spoke to the boys in the back seat,
“Casey, Cammy, get a move on. You know we need to hurry. Come with
me so you can carry your backpacks.”

“Why do we have to leave our friends, Mommy?”
asked Casey.

“Is this a vacation?” Cammy piped up.

“Are there any kids where we’re going?” Casey
added.

The last question latched onto Zakia’s heart,
squeezing it like nothing else could. Had Luke remarried? She
swallowed past the lump in her throat before she answered. “I don’t
know if we’ll find other kids there, Casey. At least you and Cammy
have each other. We’re going on a sort of vacation. I told you both
this morning. We’re going someplace special but it’s a surprise and
I’d like to get going before dark.” Frustration and impatience had
her mentally counting to ten to refrain from speaking too
sharply.

They entered the dry cleaning depot and she
acknowledged the petite brunette working behind the counter with a
wave. “Hi, Sam. We’re here to pick up our stuff.”

“Hi, Zak. Good timing. The staff are gone for the
day and I was about to lock up. Just let me finish hanging these
clothes. They’re due for pick-up tomorrow. Hi, boys. Ready for your
big adventure?”

“Yeah.”

“Guess so.”

“Why so enthusiastic?” Sam asked, her mouth
stretched in a teasing grin.

“Mommy won’t tell us where we’re going,” Cammy
answered.

“And we won’t have anyone to play with,” Casey
said. He scuffed lazily along behind his brother.

“Well, maybe I can perk up your interest in
traveling a little bit.”

The boys stopped and looked up, anticipation evident
in the upward tilt of their freckled faces as they waited for their
‘Auntie’ Sam to speak.

“There’s been a slight change of plans. Come with
me.” Sam passed Zakia a set of keys and they made their way down
the back stairs to the parking lot. “I couldn’t let you leave in
that monstrous car of yours. It can be detected from a mile down
the road.”

“I happen to like my car, and I already agreed to
switch vehicles with you, so what gives?” Zakia asked. She
desperately wanted to leave town as soon as possible.

“Now don’t go getting all huffy. No male in his
right mind wants to go adventuring in a purple car, even if it is a
Cadillac. Do you guys?”

“See, Zak, my friend,” Sam said as the boys shook
their heads. “The boys need a real vehicle to take their vacation
in, so I convinced a friend of mine to loan you one with all the
bells and whistles. The SUV is much better than using my old jalopy
and comes with air conditioning, a super stereo system, five on the
floor, and four wheel drive, in case you need to go off-roading. On
top of all that, the boys get to watch a movie on the portable DVD
player. We’ve even provided a few to help keep them occupied until
you get to where you’re going. Here it is! Come see for
yourself.”

Casey ran toward the truck, his brother following
close on his heels. Their gleeful shouts filled the air, but their
exuberance was almost lost on Zakia as she stared at the mammoth
hunk of metal before her.

Sam stood in front of a huge, black beast so high
off the ground Zakia felt she couldn’t possibly climb up into the
cab. She walked around the vehicle in a daze and, although she
could barely reach the door handle, noted there were side steps
plus a grab bar to hang onto. The SUV also had tinted glass all
around except for the front windshield.

“Samantha?” She walked back around to where her
friend was roughhousing with the boys. “I’m stunned you went to so
much trouble.”

“No trouble. I just wanted to make sure you and
the little rugrats here enjoy a safe vacation.” She grinned as she
ruffled the twins’ hair on top of their heads. “Now get in before
someone happens to notice you back here and we lose the element of
surprise.”

Sam opened the door and hoisted the boys into the
backseat of the truck. Zakia watched as her friend buckled them in
securely and helped choose a movie for their trip. She tossed her
purse up into the cab to free her hands, laboriously scrambled up
and settled in behind the wheel.

Sam closed the rear door, running her hands
nervously through her hair as she waited for Zakia to turn the key
and put her window down. “Hand over the keys to your Caddy. I’ve
arranged for a paint job while you’re gone. Those boys can’t
continue to be seen driving around in a car that color and we need
to keep it out of sight.”

Zakia rummaged through her purse, grabbed her keys
and passed them to her friend. “How can I ever thank you, Sam?
You’ve taken it upon yourself to make this really work.”

“Of course it’ll work, and remember, some friends
of mine are joining me later to lead him on a wild goose
chase. Just keep yourself and those gorgeous boys of yours safe.
The things you stored here are already loaded in the back out of
sight. I’ve also included a box of goodies, drinks and snacks, in
case you guys get hungry.”

“You’ve thought of everything. Thank you for
being such a good friend, Sam.”

“Thank you, Zak. You believed in me when no
one else did. I figure this kind of makes things even. Don’t call
or check in with anybody here. I’ll contact you with regular
updates and notify you when the coast is clear. Speaking of which,
this vehicle is equipped with a satellite phone. I’m the only one
with the number. Give me your cell. I’ll take the battery out and
leave it in your mailbox.”

“No. Don’t go to my place. As soon as he’s aware
that I’m gone, he’s bound to cause trouble. You know that. Just
throw the phone in the garbage somewhere on the other side of town
and don’t look back.”

“Will do. The SUV is full of gas and ready to go.
Any questions?”

“None, except, what will you tell
everybody?”

“The truth of course. I haven’t seen you since
Tuesday night when you stopped in to pick up your dry
cleaning.”

Zakia reached out and awkwardly hugged her friend.
“See you when this is over, Sam. You’re the best!”

“Don’t tell anyone. I wouldn’t want to spoil my
reputation. Now, get going.” Sam jumped down off the running board
and waved good-bye in response to the boys’ excited waves as they
began their journey down the back alley with headlights turned
off.

* * * *

Sam returned inside, locked up windows and doors and
went upstairs to her apartment. She kept the lights blazing for a
long time. Zakia often came to visit, staying long into the evening
with Zak’s parents picking up the twins for an overnighter.

A couple hours later, Samantha donned a long blonde
wig and the duplicate set of clothes the girls had prepared
beforehand. She flipped the lock on the door, went to Zakia’s caddy
and popped the trunk open briefly as she fiddled around at the rear
of the car, got behind the wheel of the Caddy and drove away. Sure
enough, another car, parked a few spaces behind, pulled out to
follow.

Few people around their end of town were aware of
Sam’s stint with the armed forces, which ended early on a medical
discharge. Once a soldier, always a soldier, was the way Sam
thought. Defensive driving and strategic maneuvers had been drilled
into her along with the fight or flight mentality. She could no
longer hold her own in direct combat but she knew this city like
the back of her hand, and the purple Caddy would look black in the
dark once they were away from the glaring lights of downtown. Sam
was actually looking forward to the imminent pursuit of the
stalker.

She wondered if the idiot following her was aware of
a signal light burned out on his vehicle, making it much easier to
keep track of him. Probably not, and by the time he figured it out
Zakia would be long gone.

Coming up to the preplanned intersection, she met
two other Cadillacs identical to Zakia’s except, of course, for
color. At the next intersection, four more waited to join the
queue. They headed for the highway ramps, passing each other and
playing a kind of leapfrog once on the highway until their follower
wouldn’t have the slightest idea which car was which. They’d even
removed the license plates earlier in case he had Zakia’s
memorized.

As the first Caddy exited the highway, their pursuer
gave up, made a blatant show of speeding up to pass them, and
continued driving into the night. The Caddy drivers all wore
identical blonde wigs and honked and waved as he drove past.

Sam and her comrades met up at the garage where
Zakia’s car was to be stored for the duration. The garage, owned by
a friend of Sam’s, was also part of an auto salvage set-up and the
Cadillacs were all being allowed to ‘hide-out’ at the back of the
yard until, or if, they were needed again.

Seven victorious women high-fived and hugged each
other at their successful mission, then piled into a nondescript
black van and headed downtown to celebrate their victory. Zakia had
vetoed their original plan to surround the stalker and force him
off the road. She’d made Sam promise that none of the girls would
get hurt, which was more than likely if he fought back. So they
played their game instead. Sam hadn’t had so much fun since leaving
the army and she entered the bar in good spirits, ready to
celebrate with her friends.

* * * *

So she wanted to play games now, did she? She hadn’t
learned anything if she thought she was in control!

With all the messages and presents he’d given her,
she should be afraid.

Doesn’t she realize yet who’s boss?

She had a lot of nerve, trying to trick him this
way.

Doesn’t she realize I can get to her anytime?

She was a creature of habit. He didn’t have to
follow her every day to know what she did and where she went, but
he so enjoyed watching her as she looked over her shoulder,
frightened and confused.

He would attack her through the children. That would
be more fun. Spoiled little brats! She’d listen to him then. No one
to distract her anymore.

But where was she heading tonight? She may have
outsmarted him this time but her luck was about to run out.

He’d have a nice surprise waiting for her when she
got home.

She’d pay for this. She’d pay dearly.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


Zakia did not need to follow a map. She’d been over
this road many, many times before. Except this time she needed to
take a circuitous route that led southeast to Medicine Hat then
west to Lethbridge. She circled around for a while before heading
north toward the ranch.

She drove slowly, allowing other vehicles to pass
her. As far as she could tell, no one followed, so their plan had
worked. She was so glad Sam and her friend thought to install the
DVD player and movies. With her mind overrun with questions and her
nerves strung tight as a drum, she wouldn’t have been able to deal
with two rowdy boys and drive, too. The questions alone were enough
to drive her crazy.

Had Luke remarried? Did he have other children?
Would he be glad to see her? Probably not. Would he help her? Urgh!
With no one else to turn to and nowhere else to go where her and
the twins would be safe, she hoped so.

She wondered if he regretted not spending more time
with her. Did he ever come to realize how much she hated all those
long, lonely days with him out working the ranch? At first, the
nights more than made up for it but later… well, she just couldn’t
handle the isolation, or being treated like an outsider, as if she
was unimportant alongside the running of the ranch. The ranch cook
was the only person she saw from sunup to sundown, sometimes later
if there was a problem on the range or one of the animals were
birthing.

What kind of reception would she get when she showed
up on his doorstep? He’d be furious, would be her guess. What could
she tell him to appease his anger when he found out about the
twins? Better to stick to the truth, if he was willing to listen.
Would he agree to help them? What would she do if he ordered her
off the property? Where would she go?

She glanced back at the kids. They’d finally dozed
off. Good!

The Luke she remembered always treated everyone
fairly. What if he’d changed? What if he didn’t even give her a
chance to explain? Could she blame him? Almost six years had
passed, after all. He wouldn’t turn his back on the boys. Would he?
No, he couldn’t. He wouldn’t. He loved kids.

Many times she’d picked up the phone to call but
chickened out at the last minute. He was sure to think she was
calling because she couldn’t handle being a single parent, when in
truth she missed him desperately and believed he should know of the
twins’ existence. But she was the one who’d left. Pride paid a big
price when the time came to fess up. She was just as unprepared to
face him today but necessity dictated. Bottom line, they needed his
help. He had to help them… he had to! Please, God, don’t let
him be married.

Casey and Cammy were sound asleep when she pulled
into the ranch yard. She had driven around for hours, trying to get
up the nerve to approach Luke’s ranch. Her hands held a
white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel as she peered into the
darkness of the yard. She couldn’t tell much by the glow of the
headlights, but the house and yard seemed unchanged.

She hoped for at least one welcoming light to shine
through the house windows as she studied them, but none appeared
and she belatedly remembered how early ranchers went to bed. Luke
always rose before the sun. It was now nearing midnight and she’d
resigned herself to sleeping in the truck when a faint light coming
from the barn drew her attention. She thought it strange at this
time of night and opened the door to get out and investigate when
his silhouette appeared in the now open barn doorway.

She’d know that stance anywhere. Zakia slid down to
the ground to stand on shaky legs, closing the door softly so as
not to awaken the children. Her pace slow as she rounded the front
of the truck, she paused for a moment to let reality sink in. She
was home.

Strange to feel that way when she’d been gone so
long but she now realized how much she’d missed the place, the
country air, the smell of fresh cut hay… and the man. Once the
shakes and numbness subsided, she strode purposefully in his
direction.

She felt his eyes on her as she approached, the
stream of light provided by the bare bulb hanging behind him
highlighting her journey yet keeping him in shadow. Only a few feet
away from him she paused, her husky voice cutting through the quiet
of the night as she simply said, “Hello, Luke.”

Brisk and to the point, he acknowledged her
presence. “Zakia. What brings you out here? Slumming these
days?”

Zakia sighed, hurt but unsurprised by his words. “I
never considered living on the ranch as slumming, Luke. My leaving
had nothing to do with the ranch.”

“It had everything to do with it. You left for a
better and brighter social scene. Why are you here now?”

“We’ll talk about my reasons for leaving later.
Right now I have a long story to tell but the short answer is
this…” Looking him in the eye as best she could in the near dark,
she put all the emotion and desperation she could into her voice
when she replied, “I’m in trouble, Luke. I need your help.”

“Hah! If that’s all you came for you might as
well head back to town. Daddy’s money always seemed to be more
comfort to you than I ever was.”

“That’s not true, Luke! As miserable as I was
living way out here with only the bunkhouse cook to keep me company
during the day, I was just as miserable alone in the city. I was
packing to come back when the divorce papers came. I thought you
didn’t want me anymore.”

“Nice try, but I’m not buying. You left without a
word or a warning and you show up again the same way. I don’t want
or need you in my life. Now go. Get off my property.”

* * * *

Turning his back on her was the hardest thing he’d
ever done, other than watching her drive away. She’d been sick that
morning and he’d rode home on Prince at noon to check on her, only
to pull up short as he’d seen her car pull onto the road. Frantic,
he’d dismounted and ran into the house hoping to find a note,
something, anything to tell him where she was going and when she’d
be back. Nothing greeted him except an empty dresser and
closet.

Now she was back. Damned if she wasn’t more
beautiful than ever. Her delightful teenage curves had filled out
nicely, fulfilling the promise he remembered from their time
together.

“Luke, please! I came here because you’re the only
man I trust who can help. I can’t leave until you hear me out.
Then, if you still want me to go, I’ll be out of here so fast,
you’ll wonder if it was all a dream.”

As hard as it was to refuse her anything, even now,
he had to for his own sanity. It had almost killed him when she
left the first time. She wasn’t going to have the chance to do it
again. “Trust? You wouldn’t know the meaning of the word. I don’t
have time to listen to some trumped up story, Zakia. I’m busy.”

“Fine. I’ll talk while you work. What are you
doing out here at midnight anyway?”

“What do you care? You’ve never set foot in the
barn before. Why now?”

“If that’s the only way you’ll hear me out, then
I’ll follow and explain while you work.”

“I’m not interested,” he lied, wanting her all
over again… wanting to know what brought her back to him in the
dead of night. But he wasn’t about to make things easy for her. “Do
us both a favor and leave before you get those dainty heels of
yours covered in manure.”

“No. I’m not leaving until you listen to me. These
damned shoes are the least of my worries. So just listen, will you?
I’ve never begged you for anything, Luke, but I’m begging now. You
know the situation has to be desperate for me to come crawling
back. Take time to enjoy the thought of my groveling, if nothing
else, but hear me out. Please!”

The truck door opened unexpectedly and one single
word made Luke’s sarcastic retort die in his throat.

“Mommy?”

“Yes, sweetheart. I’m right here.”

“Where are we? Why is it so dark out? Are we
there yet?”

“Cammy, get back in the truck. I’ll be there in a
minute.”

“But I gotta go. Where’s the bathroom?”

“Go behind the truck, then get back in and watch
another movie.”

Luke could hear the boy giggling, probably at the
thought of peeing outside. The childish voice warmed the darkness
in Luke’s soul as Cammy said, “Okay, Mommy,” and disappeared behind
the truck.

“You named him Cammy?”

“Cameron Lucas actually.”

The meaning of the name was not lost on him. Both
anger and disbelief exploded in his chest and he struggled to find
his voice. “He’s mine?” At her nod, the anger exploded
again—combined with something else he struggled to identify. “What
kind of game are you playing? If he’s mine, why didn’t you tell
me?” he asked, his voice menacing yet quiet in deference to the
child within hearing distance.

His fists clenched and unclenched spasmodically.
Confusion thrummed through him. Why the hell hadn’t she told him
about the child? How could she have kept this from him for so long?
The impulse to pull her close and welcome her home remained, but
now it was joined by a strong urge to throttle her.

“If, Luke? Of course he’s yours,” she replied. “I
told you so in my letter. Who else would have fathered him? Like I
said before, whether you believe me or not, the divorce papers came
and I thought you didn’t want me… us.” She shrugged her shoulders.
“I hoped and prayed with all my heart that you loved me enough to
follow so we could talk things out, but you never did. Who knows
why things happen the way they do? I sure don’t. I picked up the
phone to call you hundreds of times, but always talked myself out
of it, so I wrote you instead.”

Cammy banged on the truck door, averting their
attention as he hollered for help. “Mommy, I can’t reach the
handle.”

“Coming, sweetheart. You’d better come with me so
I can introduce you,” she said, “but brace yourself for another
surprise, Luke.”

“We’re not finished with this, not by a long shot.
You’ve got a lot to answer for in keeping my son to yourself.”
Angry, stunned and confused, he followed her to the truck where
Cammy waited.

Luke feasted his eyes on the boy, taking in every
feature of this small person he could now call son. Anger at Zakia
intensified and he took a deep breath to steady himself, but before
it had a chance to work another face popped up in the car. Shock
punched Luke again and he looked from one child to the other.
Clearly Cammy’s banging on the truck door had awakened his
brother—for what else could the boy be—and as Zakia deposited him
inside, both boys looked at Luke and then at her with questions in
their eyes.

Two sons! He could barely comprehend it.
“Zakia…”

“Boys, remember when I told you we were going
someplace special?” she said, ignoring his muttered word. At their
nods, she continued, “Well, we’re here and this is the person we
were coming to see. This is your Daddy. Luke, I’d like you to meet
Cameron Lucas and Lucas Casey, your sons.”

“My sons?” he choked out. “Twins?” His chest
filled with pride as he looked at the two little boys. “Identical
twins? How can you tell which is which?”

“Sometimes, they make it almost impossible, but
you’ll learn… that is… uh...”

“Are you really our Dad?” asked Cammy.

“Hey, your name is Luke, too,” said Casey.

“Yeah. Hi, guys, glad to meet you,” he managed in
a strangled voice. He looked back at Zakia. Everything had changed
now—as she must have known it would the moment he saw the boys.
“Take your things into the house. I’ll be up as soon as I finish in
the barn.” She looked puzzled and he understood why. It was late
for barn work. “Remember Rounder, our round-up dog?” At her nod, he
continued, “She’s giving birth and seems calmer when I’m with her.
So go in and make yourselves comfortable. I’ll be there as soon as
I can.”

He was almost grateful to the dog. A moment away
from Zakia was needed. A chance for him to deal with all the
emotions whirring through him. The knowledge that he was a father.
Twice over. Her return… he didn’t know how he felt about any of it,
or why the anger was dissipating slightly to be replaced by…
joy?

“Puppies?” the twins asked in unison.

“Can we go see?” asked Cammy.

“Please, Mommy?” Casey begged.

Their voices ran over Luke and his heart swelled. He
needed a moment alone but how could he deny them this request?

Zakia waited for Luke’s nod before she answered.
“You can come back to the barn after we take our things into the
house.”

“Ah, Mom,” protested Cammy.

“Do we have to?” Casey asked.

“Bring the boys into the barn. I’ll help unload
the truck later,” he offered. Yes, he needed some time alone to
figure out how he felt about being a father, but now that he knew
about his sons, he didn’t want to let them out of his sight
either.

A chorus of “Yes!” and “Yipee!” followed from the
boys.

Watching their antics as they jumped and danced
around, Luke couldn’t help but be amazed at their exuberance. He
was also surprised when Zakia agreed to accompany them into the
barn, although she admonished them to behave in a stern voice.
“Rounder needs to be kept calm so you need to be quiet. Can you sit
quietly while you wait?”

“Why don’t you let them run off some energy while
I go check on Rounder? If she’s okay, we’ll go up to the house for
a snack and come back after. How does that sound, boys?”

“Yeah! Let’s go Casey.”

“Why do you call him Casey?” Luke asked once they
were out of earshot.

“Because Lucas the Fourth is such a
mouthful.”

“I take it he was first born?”

“Yep. By a whole two minutes. They came bursting
into this world almost side by side. The doctor had to rearrange
them slightly for ease of delivery.”

He’d missed so much! “I wish I’d been there.”

“Me, too, Luke. Me, too.”

Taking one last look at the boys—his sons—Luke
scowled at her again then went back inside the barn to check on
Rounder. She was in the midst of birthing her first pup, so he
calmed her down and went back for the boys. “Snacks will have to
wait. Rounder can’t. She’s already birthed her first pup so come
with me. Quiet now.”

The trio followed him back to Rounder. They perched
on a nearby bale of hay as directed and watched in awe as she gave
birth to five more pups. Four were black and white like Rounder and
two little ones were mostly golden brown with black and white
markings on ears, tails and paws. They were all adorable and the
boys hadn’t said a word as Rounder birthed and cleaned them up,
until the pups nuzzled in and started nursing. The questions came
tumbling out then and Luke watched as Zakia answered them, her
voice maternal, filled with love and patience. It was a side of her
he’d never seen before and, despite his anger, it touched something
in him.

“We should leave Rounder to her pups,” he said,
after a moment.

Zakia nodded and the boys left the barn, racing
toward the truck. Zakia and Luke followed behind slowly. He turned
off the lights as they left the barn, closed the door and
accompanied her to the truck where he loaded up with suitcases then
led the way to the front porch. The twins followed with their
backpacks while Zakia carried her purse and the box of goodies from
the front seat.

Luke set the cases down at the foot of the stairs,
took the box from Zakia and turned to the boys. “You guys can leave
your backpacks here until we go upstairs. The kitchen is this
way.”

He flipped a switch as they entered the room and the
kitchen flooded with bright light. Setting the box on the counter,
Luke filled the kettle and put it on to boil. “Everyone like hot
chocolate?” Shy nods from the boys had him rummaging around in the
cupboard until he located mugs, spoons and a tin of hot chocolate.
A bag of miniature marshmallows from the pantry and he was good to
go.

He spooned hot chocolate mix into the mugs and added
hot water, smiling as he topped each mug with marshmallows. Zakia
unpacked the box of goodies and when she passed around a package of
Oreos, his smile widened at the happy looks on the boys’ faces.

“Are you really our Daddy?” asked Casey around a
mouthful of cookie.

“Well, you look like me and you’re named after
me. You don’t think your Mom would lie about something as important
as this, do you boys?”

“No, sir. Mommy don’t lie,” Casey answered with an
accusatory look at Luke.

“Doesn’t,” she corrected.

“Well, that settles it then. I’m your Daddy and
I’m real glad you’re here. I just wish I’d met you sooner.”

“You’re glad we’re here? Really?” Cammy
asked.

“Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I be?” he replied,
immediately suspicious, wondering what Zakia had told them up until
now. How had she explained his absence from their
lives?

Casey looked down at his half-eaten Oreo. “Mommy
told us how busy you are. We don’t want to bother you or
nothin’.”

“Now that we’re here we can help,” Cammy
said.

“Yeah, so you won’t be too busy all the time,”
Casey said, a serious tone to his voice.

“I reckon I could use a little help around the
place.” He cast a swift glance at Zakia then turned his attention
back toward the boys. “Do you know how to ride a horse?”

Casey nodded. “Yep. Mommy tooked us for riding
lessons since we were four.”

“She learnt too,” added Cammy.

Zakia didn’t even attempt to correct the boys’
language this time, and he watched the red heat of a blush staining
her cheeks as she studied the marshmallows floating on top of her
hot chocolate. He had to give her credit. It seemed she’d tried to
prepare the boys as much as possible for meeting their father one
day.

“Did she now?” Luke mused. “Well, an important
part of ranch life includes knowing how to ride. Us cowboys need to
get up early. Can you handle that?”

Zakia spoke up with a laugh, “Can they ever! They
haven’t slept beyond six in the morning since they were born. When
one is awake, they both are.”

“It’s now past two in the morning so I’ll let you
off the hook for tomorrow. If you do get up early, you can explore
the house and barn with your mom but stay out of the corrals and
the pasture. I don’t want you spooking the horses or getting Old
Red riled up.”

“You still have that ornery old bull? He
should’ve been dog meat a long time ago.”

Luke chuckled at the truth of her words. “Yeah, and
he probably would’ve been if he didn’t make so many beautiful
babies.”

“Casey, Cammy, stay away from the bull pen,” Zakia
warned.

“What’s a bull-pen?” asked
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