
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




[image: tmp_af5973d554c9372ed071e69754062e9b_LCLIH4_html_52e532f.jpg]

 



 


[image: tmp_af5973d554c9372ed071e69754062e9b_LCLIH4_html_767cf5ac.jpg]

 


 


Published by Evernight Publishing at
Smashwords

 


www.evernightpublishing.com

 


 


 


Copyright© 2013 Lorraine Nelson

 


 


ISBN: 978-1-77130-599-0

 


Cover Artist: Sour Cherry Designs

 


Editor: Cheryl Harper

 


 


 


ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

 




WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction or
distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. No part of this
book may be used or reproduced electronically or in print without
written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied
in reviews.

 


This is a work of fiction. All names,
characters, and places are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual
events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is
entirely coincidental.

 


 



 


DEDICATION

 


I wish to dedicate this
novel to my family. They've always been there for me offering up
encouragement and support. 

Love you all!







A BRIDE FOR THE TAKING

 


Thunder Creek Ranch, 6

 


Lorraine Nelson

 


Copyright © 2013

 


 


 



Chapter One



Rena Kerrigan sat with her family,
ostensibly watching the news, but with her heart and mind, her
entire being, centered on the man sitting beside her. Michael
Grayson was everything she’d ever wanted in a man…handsome, honest,
morally strong…and those muscles. Never had a man filled out jeans
and T-shirts as beautifully as he did. She could sum up the man in
one word—sexy. So sexy she found it hard to keep her gaze from
constantly landing on him.

Determinedly, she glanced out the window to
get her hormones in check. They’d had another storm the previous
night, rain and snow mixed, which left the field beyond the window
glistening and pristine. How could a place so beautiful and serene
hold such terror for her family? Why couldn’t she see who was
terrorizing them? What good were her visions if she couldn’t save
her father? Despite all the trouble they’d faced, she loved it here
in Thunder Creek. She missed Ireland, but not as much as she’d
thought she would.

Again, her mind strayed to Michael. As chief
investigative officer with Fort Macleod’s RCMP detachment, he
worked many long hours. Tonight he was here visiting with his
mother and stepfather, Winnie and Lucas Manning Sr.. Lucas was also
her father’s brother, which made him her uncle. Technically, she
and Michael were cousins by marriage, but there was no blood
relation, so she could dream to her heart’s content. The fact that
Michael flirted with her at odd moments told her he was interested
too. Maybe once they cleared her father of the murder charge
hanging over his head…

“Earth to Rena,” said her sister Lynne as
she elbowed her in the side. “Are you going to help me serve
dessert or what?”

“Oh, yes, of course.” Rena stood and, with
one last longing glance toward Michael, followed Lynne from the
room.

****

Michael sat deep in thought, absorbing the
tension and undercurrents in the room. Did his family blame him for
not being able to prove Cam’s innocence right away? They knew he
had to follow the evidence, regardless of where it led. Cameron was
innocent. There was no question of that in his mind. Never had he
met a more honest and selfless man.

Now that he’d found Lacey again and
convinced her to make the trip from Ireland, Cam deserved to enjoy
some time with her and their daughters, Rena, Lynne, and Abby.

Whoever concocted this elaborate scheme to
frame Cam for murder had certainly done his homework. The entire
community was in an uproar, insisting he make an arrest. How much
longer could he hold off?

He heard a vehicle coming up the driveway
and stood to cross to the door as did Cam.

Blake Northrup stood outside, hat in
hand.

“Come on in, Blake. It’s too cold to stand
around out there.”

“Thanks. The temperature has dropped
drastically since this afternoon.”

“Did you come to bring us news?” asked Cam
as Lacey stepped up beside him.

“Of a sort. The DNA results came back
positive for a Manning male again.” Blake sounded almost apologetic
as he spoke to Cameron Manning, the uncle of his best friend, Luke.
“By now you must realize that an arrest is inevitable.”

Cam nodded as Lacey gasped in alarm,
grasping his hand and holding it tight.

“Since the majority of the evidence points
to you, the commissioner is forced to make an arrest. We have no
choice but to take you in, and although Michael would’ve done that,
the commissioner didn’t feel it was fair for him to have to arrest
a member of his own family.”

On the defensive, Michael straightened to
his full height and asked, “Did she think I would let him escape?
Or intentionally botch it somehow?”

“No, she is genuinely concerned for your
well-being. She wanted to remove you from the case altogether for
the same reason. I convinced her otherwise. Who better than family
to ferret out the truth?”

“Why would she want to take me off the case?
I’ve done my job. Would’ve done the right thing even if Tory hadn’t
gone over my head with that last bit of evidence.”

“I know that, Michael. We all know that, but
making the arrest would have been on your conscience. For the
record, Cam, I don’t believe you are guilty, but we have to follow
the evidence.”

Cam nodded. “Thanks for that, Blake.” He
looked around him at his family, a worried expression crossing his
features. “So if I’m under arrest, who’s going to protect
the women? I take it the department won’t approve man-hours if they
think the guilty person is behind bars.”

“No, they won’t. Michael’s here, and if it’s
all right with you, Sam and I will move in for the duration. As you
know, her military background has come in handy on several
occasions.”

“Yes, I’ve heard all about her help last
year. Quite a woman you have there. She’s more than welcome.”

“Thanks, and now that’s settled, we have
some thinking and planning to do.”

“I want to access the evidence,” Rena said.
“Maybe I’ll learn more by actually touching the things those guys
held or wore.”

Michael shook his head, not liking the idea.
“If the killer is someone in our department, making your
involvement known could prove fatally dangerous for you.”

“What if she goes there to visit me?” asked
Cam.

Blake seemed amused at the question. “Uh,
Cam, the evidence is not allowed to be in your possession
either.”

“Oh, yeah. I guess that wouldn’t work.
Sorry, still thinking of myself as a visitor and not an
inmate.”

“I need to read you your rights.
Technically, I should have done it sooner, but I wanted our
conversation kept off the record. I believe in your innocence, Cam.
We will solve this case, but it’ll take time.”

Cam held his hands out in front of him. “Do
what you have to do.”

“Put your hands down. I’m not going to haul
you out of here in handcuffs.”

“I’m a murder suspect. Isn’t that required?”
Cam asked as he lowered his arms.

“Usually, but not in this case. Now go say
good-bye to your family while I have a chat with Michael. Five
minutes enough?”

He nodded. “Thank you.”

****

Cameron walked as if on wooden feet as Rena
ushered him into the relative privacy of the living room.

“I’ve had such hopes for our time together,”
he said.

In his mind, for her ears only, she heard
him say, “I want to cry for all the opportunities now lost to
us. I’d like to grab my girls and make a run for it, but that
scenario isn’t plausible.”

“I know, Daddy.” Rena kept her head downcast
as she walked between him and her mother. Lynne and Abby jumped to
their feet. Lucas and Winnie stood more slowly, their concerned
expressions showing they knew what was coming.

“It’s time for me to leave,” Cam informed
them.

The family rushed him. Hugs, kisses, and
whispered words of love and assurance rang in Rena’s ears.

“I’ve never felt as loved as I do at this
moment.” Tears pooled in his eyes as he spoke.

Rena sensed him pull away, untangling
himself from their loving arms, when Blake and Michael appeared in
the doorway.

“I’m ready.”

She didn’t know how her father managed to
choke out the two most difficult words anyone would have to
say.

Blake nodded and donned his coat. “Michael
will stay here until I can make it back with Sam.”

Her mother nodded, tears streaming down her
cheeks. “When can we visit him?”

Blake seemed apologetic as he answered.
“I’ll let you know. It probably won’t be tonight.”

“Do I need to hire a lawyer?” she asked.

Cam glanced at her and wrapped his arms
around her one last time.

“No need. I have one I can call. See you
soon, and try not to worry. The boys will sort this out, and I’ll
be home before you know it.”

Cam pulled on his coat and boots and turned
toward the door just as Lucas gave him a slap on the back.

“We’ll have you out afore you have a chance
to get too comfy in there.”

“Thanks, bro.” Cam preceded Blake from his
house, the quaint log cabin he’d built with her mother in mind. How
had his efforts come to this?

Blake held the rear door open and Rena saw
Cam climb in and buckle up. He glanced back at the house and all
four of his girls were standing, peering out the front window.
Behind them stood Lucas, Winnie, and Michael.

“Tell your mother I’ll be back. That
bastard may have won this round, but his turn is coming. I’ll be
back.”

Rena heard his thoughts. She smiled and
waved to convey that she’d gotten his message. Their bond had
strengthened to the point that they didn’t have to be in the same
room to communicate by telepathy.

“See you soon, sweetheart,” Cam said
without any sound leaving his mouth.

“See you soon, Daddy. I love
you.”


Chapter Two

 


Why hadn’t she seen this one coming?

They stood at the window, watching long
after Blake’s truck disappeared from view, as if this was a mistake
and Blake would turn around and bring her father home again. And it
was a mistake. Her daddy hadn’t killed Walt Carson. Now it was up
to her to prove it.

“Michael, will you take me to the precinct?”
she asked as she turned to him.

“Now?” he asked, clearly puzzled by her
request.

“Yes. Why not?”

“Because I don’t want to leave any of you
unguarded. We know the killer is still out there.”

“We can all go, can’t we, Mama?”

“Are you sure you want to do this, Rena?
It’s certain to make you a target for the killer,” Michael
asked.

“Yes, I’m sure. Mama?”

“If you’re that determined, we’ll all go. I
don’t want you doing this alone, and if we’re all there, no one
will be able to tell who the psychic is.” Lacey spoke firmly, her
Irish stubbornness coming to the fore as she readied herself to
protect her daughters as always.

“But that will make all of us targets. I’m
not sure I like that idea.”

“Take it or leave it, Rena, but you’re not
going without us.” Lacey glanced toward Abby and Lynne. They nodded
their heads in agreement.

“We’re all in this together, sis,” Abby
said.

“And like Mama always says, there’s safety
in numbers,” Lynne stated.

“I have the best family ever. Thank you for
being so supportive. I don’t know why I’ve gotten these visions
since coming to Canada, but I’m hoping they can help me find out
who the killer is and clear Daddy.”

“That’s what we all want, honey,” said Lacey
as she enveloped her in a hug. “I’ll get the house keys.”

“I’m coming with you,” said Lynne. “No one
goes anywhere alone, except maybe to the privy.”

They left the room and Rena stood, undecided
if she was doing the right thing by allowing them to tag along. She
felt the murderer had some kind of personal ax to grind with her
father and hoped that if she touched something the killer had
touched, she’d know more.

“I can’t help but think that we’ve
overlooked the obvious somewhere along the line,” said Michael.
“This all ties in to a vendetta of sorts. Framing a man for murder
makes it very personal.”

“Agreed, and I don’t want Daddy in a jail
cell any longer than he has to be. We have to solve this,
Michael.”

“I’ve been trying, Rena, but this guy is
good at manipulating evidence.”

“Do you think it’s someone who works in your
forensics department? Could it be the guy who went over your head
to report evidence to the commissioner?” she asked.

“Could be, but I honestly don’t think so.
She said she felt she was doing me a favor.”

“Ha! Some favor.”

“Well, in a way, he’s right. I didn’t have
to make the decision to arrest Cam. And I might have tried
to garner a little more time to investigate. I’ll never know for
sure, but I would’ve had to take Cam in if nothing else
surfaced.”

“What about when this guy watched us at
Luke’s? Daddy had an alibi. He was in the office with Luke and his
boys,” Rena stated.

“Yes, but how did his DNA get on the cup and
those cigarette butts? A good lawyer would argue that he could’ve
been out there earlier.”

“No, he couldn’t. He was with us,” said
Abby. “And Papa doesn’t smoke.”

“This is quite a dilemma we find ourselves
in, and from where I’m standing, my visions are our best bet.
They’ve proved accurate so far.”

“Yes, and I’m thankful you shared them with
me. It gave us clues we wouldn’t have had otherwise.”

“My visions also gave us the dead body that
just got Dad arrested. Maybe they’re not such a gift after
all.”

“Better to find a frozen corpse now rather
than a rotting one come spring.”

“Eew,” said Abby. “Gross.”

“Gross, but true,” said Michael.

Lynne called from the foyer, “We have the
keys. Let’s get this show on the road.”

It didn’t take long for them to pull on
their winter gear and climb into Michael’s squad car for the drive
into Fort Macleod. Rena looked around as they entered the station,
as did the others, but there wasn’t any sign of Blake or Cam.

“He’s probably being officially
interrogated. Don’t worry,” Michael said as he ushered them down a
long hallway.

At the end was a locked door with a window
that opened. Michael pushed a button that sounded a buzzer and an
officer appeared. He opened the window.

“Hello, Michael. What can I do for you?”

“Hi, Davie. Could you get me the evidence on
the Carson case?”

“No can do, Michael. Forensics collected it
earlier to have another go at the testing.”

“When is it due back?”

Davie shrugged his shoulders. “Your guess is
as good as mine. They work all hours so I don’t expect it until it
gets here.”

“Okay, thanks.”

He ushered them down the hallway to an
elevator.

“Where are we going now?” Rena asked.

“To our forensics lab. It’s upstairs.”

“Will they allow us in?”

“They have conference rooms up here,” he
said as they stepped out on the second floor. “I’ll take you to
one, collect what I can, and meet you there.”

“Okay,” Rena said as they arrived at the
room. She crossed to the window and looked out. It was an amazing
view of the city. She hadn’t realized it was so big and busy. Her
gaze landed on the parking lot below. Something wasn’t right. She
scoured the area, but couldn’t pinpoint the reason for her
unease.

The door opened behind her, and she
turned.

“Ready, Rena?” Michael asked.

She nodded and crossed the room to take a
seat at the long conference table.

“I have to ask you to wear gloves so your
fingerprints don’t interfere with the evidence.”

“Yes, I understand, but what if it doesn’t
work that way?” she asked.

“Let’s just pray that it does. We’ll start
with Walt’s stuff. All right?”

“Yes.” Michael handed her a pair of blue
latex gloves, and she put them on. He passed her an evidence bag
containing the dead man’s bloody shirt. She glanced up at him.
“There’s nothing like making me dive in at the deep end,” she said
in a wry tone. “I’m not one of your police dogs.”

He shrugged his shoulders in an apologetic
manner. “Might as well get the worst over with first.”

Rena nodded and opened the bag to extract
the shirt. She laid it out on the table, placed her gloved hands on
top, and waited a few minutes. Nothing. She turned it over,
noticing blood on the neckline. As soon as she touched the
bloodstain, her head started aching. Before long, the vision came.
She closed her eyes and spoke aloud what she saw.

“Walt is standing outside. It’s
dark…snowing. He’s alone, smoking a cigarette, and stumbling
around. He appears to be angry. It’s an alley or something, between
two buildings. He staggers, falls, and lies still. His cigarette
falls beside him. I see it sizzle in the snow, and the red glow at
the tip goes out.

“Wait. Someone else is there now. A man,
dressed in black. Tall, broad shoulders. He reaches down to help
Walt up, but Walt doesn’t budge. He checks for a pulse, then walks
away, leaves him there. His hood is pulled low over his forehead,
the collar fastened up to cover his lower jaw. I can’t see his
face, but the eyes…they’re so dark.

“He just left Walt lying there. Snow is
blowing, covering his body. He still isn’t moving.

“The man is back. He’s dragging Walt by the
feet. A trail of red on white…blood…so much blood.” Careless…no
remorse…no respect for the dead.

****

Rena squeezed her eyes shut tight only to
open them and stare up at Michael, her expression one of horror.
Michael admired her tenacity in sticking with the vision, but he
wished he could spare her the terror of what she was seeing.

“Enough,” said Michael in a hushed voice.
Tears were streaming down her cheeks but she seemed unaware.
“That’s enough for now.” He passed her a glass of water. She
drank.

“Are you all right, Rena?” Lacey asked.

Rena set the glass down and rubbed at her
temples. “Just a headache, Mama. I’ll be okay in a minute.”

Rena rose and went to the window, looking
troubled and uneasy. Michael glanced at Lacey, saw worry reflected
in her eyes. He wondered if Rena’s visions were getting to be too
much for her. She wanted to help clear her father, but how would he
know when to call a halt?

“Rena, have you had enough? Do you want to
stop now?” he asked.

“Michael, come here.”

He crossed the room to stand beside her at
the window.

“Look down at the parking lot. Is there
anything out of place? Anything that doesn’t seem right to
you?”

He glanced out over the parking lot and then
studied it in detail. There…a news van. What was it doing here? He
moved away from the window and put his finger to his lips for her
to say no more. “Nope, same old, same old,” he said as he headed
for the door. He motioned to her that he’d be right back and for
them all to remain quiet.

Michael went into the soundproofed room
forensics used for shooting and comparing bullets. He palmed his
cell and called Blake. “Where are you?”

“In the lunch room. Why?”

“I have Lacey and the girls in the small
conference room upstairs, and there’s a news van in the back
parking lot. It’s making Rena nervous.”

“What would a news van be doing here? Do you
think they’ve heard of the arrest already?” asked Blake.

“Maybe, but I thought we’d better have
someone check it out.”

“I’m on it.”

“Good. I’ll keep an eye on it from up here.
It could be wired to gather any new leads we may have on Walt’s
case.”

“And you have Rena here going over the
evidence. Not good.”

“Yeah, modern technology at work.”

“I’ll let you know what we find out.”

“Right. Thanks.” He pocketed the phone and
went back to the conference room.

How to let the women know what was going on?
Michael took out his notebook and wrote down his suspicions, then
passed it around. When he showed it to Rena, he glanced down at the
van. It wasn’t there. Damn!

“Do you remember seeing a news van leave?”
he asked Rena.

“It didn’t leave, just parked closer to the
building. There.” She pointed. “Why?”

“What were the call letters for the station?
Did you see them?”

“KJAX20 or something like that.”

He wrote it down. “Good girl.”

His cell phone rang. “Grayson.”

“We found two men unconscious, tied, and
gagged in the back of the van. From their IDs, a journalist and
photographer with the local paper.”

“Are they hurt bad?”

“Not sure at this point. No blood, so I
don’t know how he subdued them. Both are big men. Paramedics are
here. Vitals are good. That’s all I know.”

“Good. Thanks for checking it out. Keep me
posted.” Michael disconnected the call. “Our killer just upped the
stakes. A news team was found unconscious in that van. It was wired
to eavesdrop on conversations. Forensics will determine the range
of hearing, but it seems as if our killer knew we’d be here.”

“So he knows about me?” asked Rena.

“I’m afraid so, Rena. But the three of you
are identical, so he’d still have a difficult time choosing a
target.” He winced at his choice of words.

“If he heard about Cam being arrested, it
would only make sense that we’d come here to see him at some
point,” said Lacey. “Is the news team going to be okay?”

“They’re on their way to the hospital, but
their vitals were good. Blake is checking with the station to find
out when the team last reported in. That will give us a timeline of
sorts as to what he overheard.”

“All of it,” said Rena, a note of regret in
her voice. “I felt something wrong down there when we first
arrived, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. I should have told
you.”

“You are one amazing lady. How do you pick
up on these things?” he asked.

“I honestly don’t know. It’s just that I
stood at this window earlier and felt uneasy.”

Her voice sounded tired, defeated.

“Well, better late than never. I’m hoping he
left some clues behind this time.”

She glanced back at the evidence bags on the
table. “Shall we resume?”

“If you want to.” He held her gloved hands
in his as he faced her, searching her features for any sign of
strain. He wished they were somewhere—anywhere—else, and that he
could spare her this torment. To hold her in his arms and kiss away
the stress of the past weeks. “You don’t have to put yourself
through this, Rena.”

“Yes, I do…for Daddy.”

She sat and removed the coffee cup from its
protective plastic bag. Almost immediately, she started speaking as
if in a trance.

“Double-double. His coffee has gone cold.
His backpack is heavy. Same jacket as before. Black parka with a
hood pulled up. Black ski mask. Evil eyes. Angry eyes. Full lips,
like Daddy’s, curled in a sneer. He’s lighting a cigarette. Takes
off one glove. A ring. He’s wearing a ring on his right hand. Ring
finger. Looks like a high school grad ring. He smokes the
cigarette. Stubs it out. Black cowboy boots. Puts the glove back
on. He sees something. Ducks and takes off.

“Now he’s in Daddy’s truck. Lights another
cigarette. Shoves the pack under the seat. Takes the boots off and
opens his pack. Pulls out another pair and puts them on. Winter
boots, hiking boot style. Crushes the cigarette in the ashtray.
Flashing lights. He ducks down in the seat. He’s getting out. Runs
toward the barn. Now he’s walking down
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