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Prologue

 


Lucas Manning Sr. walked toward Winnie, his wife of
three years, and wrapped her in his arms, holding her tight against
his heart. His love for this woman knew no bounds, but what he had
to tell her was going to hurt her badly. He released her, took her
by the hand and led her to the living room where they sat on the
sofa, side-by-side.

“You’re scaring me, Lucas. What’s happened? Did they
catch Zakia’s stalker? Are the kids really all right?”

“They caught him,” he admitted. “Luke, Zakia and
their twins are fine, but….”

“But? But what?”

Lucas heaved a heavy sigh. There just wasn’t an easy
way to break news like this. “It turns out that Roy was Zakia’s
stalker.”

“Roy? My Roy? No! There must be some mistake,” she
said, pulling away from him. “He wouldn’t do such a thing!” She
jumped to her feet and paced the room, her agitation plain to
see.

“Winnie, they caught him red-handed. He’s been
arrested, and they’re holding him in the Calgary jail to await a
preliminary hearing.”

“In jail? I must go to him!” Winnie rushed from the
room, Lucas on her heels.

He grabbed her arm to still her forward momentum,
the action turning her into his arms.

“Let me go! I need to see Roy.” Tears streaked down
her cheeks as she pounded furiously on his chest, but he held
tight.

“Shhh! Calm down. He’s not allowed visitors yet. If
you want to see him, I can drive you up later.”

“Why Roy? Why are they picking on my boy? He’s been
doing so good. He couldn’t have done this.” She collapsed against
him and sobbed hysterically.

He eased them back toward the living room and sat on
the sofa, pulling her down on his lap to comfort her as best he
could. He’d never been much good around crying females. It made him
feel helpless in the face of their distress, and he didn’t like
feeling that way at all. Not one little whistling bit.

Suddenly, she sat up straight, swiping a hand across
her eyes to brush away the tears. “A lawyer! Lucas, we have to get
him a good lawyer.”

“Like hell we will! He got himself into this mess,
and I’m not about to be the one to bail him out of it,” Lucas
thundered.

“But he’s innocent! He has to be! He wouldn’t hurt
anyone. Please, Lucas!”

“Nope. He terrorized my family, and I won’t lift a
finger to help him.”

Angrily, she stood and faced him. “Roy’s your
family, too. You became his step-daddy when we married.”

“Maybe so, but I’ve drawn the line.” Tiredly, he
rose to his feet. He didn’t want to hurt her but this emotional
outpouring for her no-good scum of a son was wearing on his nerves.
“He used us—used family ties to ride along with the round-up. He
intended to hurt Luke and his family, and he came damned close to
succeedin’. I know this is difficult for you, honey, but you have
to realize what’s at stake here.”

“Roy’s life is at stake here! I can’t just sit and
do nothing. I’m going up there. I need to hear his side of
things.”

“Fine, I’ll take you.”

“No, I don’t think so. You’ve made your position
quite plain. I’ll drive myself and get to the bottom of this.
They’ve made a mistake, I tell you. A huge mistake.” She turned on
her heel, went through to the kitchen, grabbed her purse and car
keys then paused at the door. “I pray they’re wrong, Lucas.”

Worried eyes sought his but he couldn’t give her the
hope she waited for. “For your sake, I wish they were. Drive
safe.”

With a nod in his direction, she left. He watched
her from the back porch as she reversed her flashy red Mustang
convertible and headed down the driveway, taking a piece of his
heart with her. Her eyesight wasn’t what it used to be, and he
worried about her. He should have insisted on driving her to the
city.

Maybe it’s for the best that he didn’t go near Roy
right now. His anger toward the man hadn’t abated one whit. How
such a gentle woman could produce the devil’s own spawn was a
mystery. Roy didn’t deserve his mother’s love. She’d bailed him out
of enough trouble when he was younger. Now this.

Even from behind bars, Roy’s latest shenanigans were
still causing trouble in his family. Only this time, it was his
marriage on the line, and he knew it.

 


 



Chapter One

 


Winnie arrived at the remand center and had to enter
through a security checkpoint. She was slightly embarrassed to have
the contents of her purse emptied into a bin, especially when they
looked at her accusingly and confiscated her nail scissors and
file.

No alarms went off as she walked through the
barrier, and she followed the guard to an empty waiting area. There
she sat in a hard, uncomfortable chair with a guard stationed at
the door, while someone went to fetch Roy.

Her guard finally led her to a long narrow room,
divided by partitions that kept the inmates separate from visitors.
Roy sat at one of the stations, drumming his fingers nervously on
the counter in front of him. She rushed over, threw her purse on
the floor and dropped into the chair facing him.

“Roy, what’s going on? Why are you here? Did someone
set you up? I know there’s been a mistake. It has to be a
mistake.”

He shook his head and motioned for her to pick up
the phone, which she hadn’t even noticed in her hurry to talk to
him.

“Hello?” she said, a little more calmly now the
initial surge of relief at seeing him was over. “Roy? Are you all
right?”

“Ma, I’m in jail. How all right could I be?” he
answered in a sarcastic tone.

“Please tell me this is all a mistake. You didn’t do
all those things, did you?”

“Of course not! You have to get me out of here.”

With a sigh of relief, she smiled and said, “How?
Tell me what to do. Do you want me to call a lawyer?”

He smiled back and spoke into the receiver. “No, I
have a lawyer. Spoke to him already. The preliminary hearing is
Monday morning at nine a.m., and I need you to be there. Bring as
much cash as you can get your hands on and be ready to bail me
out.”

“How much are you talking about? Our money is all
tied up in the ranch. You know that, Roy.”

“Maybe so, but marrying a rich husband should have
given you access to Thunder Creek funds. Use that.”

She gasped. “Lucas would never agree to that.”

“So don’t ask!” he said in a hard tone, then
softened his voice to a pleading whine that tugged at her
heartstrings. “Mama, I need to get out of here. My cellmate is a
big, burly guy I don’t dare turn my back on. I’m scared, Mama.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” she promised. “Is there
anything you need?”

“I don’t intend to be in here long enough to need
anything. Just make sure you’re in court Monday morning.”

“All right, dear, I’ll be there. I love you,
Roy.”

The guard stepped up beside her. “Time’s up.”

“I have to leave now. See you Monday and take
care.”

“Bye, Mama,” he said, then hung up the phone and
turned away from her, only to be handcuffed and escorted out of the
room.

She hated to leave him here. She sighed. There was
nothing she could do until Monday. Her mind churned with questions.
How could she get her hands on some money? She had a few thousand
in her savings, but would that be enough? She didn’t dare ask
Lucas–did she?

****

Lucas walked over to the corral to lean against the
railing and watch the horses chase each other. He sighed, wishing
he had half their energy. Tonight, he felt his age, all forty-seven
years of it.

How could he reassure Winnie of his love and
devotion without lifting a finger to help her son, Roy? Damn it!
Roy was family, although it sorely strained him to admit it. What
he’d done was unforgivable, yet Winnie stubbornly held onto the
belief that he was innocent. Could he be? Surely Blake, as head of
the R.C.M.P. detachment in Fort McLeod, wouldn’t make a mistake
like that. His son, Luke Jr., and Blake Northrup had been best
friends since childhood. Lucas wondered for a brief moment if their
friendship had influenced a too quick resolution to the case. No,
the evidence had to point to Roy in order for him to be arrested
and charged.

Lucas pushed away from the fence and walked the
short distance to the ranch house. He washed up at the outside tap
and toed off his boots, leaving them on the back porch. Winnie had
made tea and sandwiches for their night lunch, and he crossed to
where she sat at the old oak table, her head in her hands.

“Hello, luv. Were you waitin’ on me?”

She gasped and sat upright, bumping her head against
his chin as he bent to nuzzle her neck. “Lucas! I didn’t hear you
come in.”

He rubbed his chin and smiled. “Heavy thoughts?”

“Yes, I’m so worried about Roy.”

Her face pinched and pale, she looked up at him, her
eyes pleading for understanding. He hated that she worried so much.
“I know you are, but there’s nothing we can do until Monday.”

“We, Lucas?”

“Yes, we. We’ll go to the hearing and see what
evidence they have against him. If it sounds like he’s
innocent and if he’s allowed out on bail, we’ll discuss it
then.”

She jumped up and threw her arms around his neck,
kissing him and holding him tight. “I knew you wouldn’t let me
down. I just knew it!”

He held her and leaned in for another kiss, his
heart in his throat. He didn’t ever want to let this woman down,
but a niggling feeling in his gut told him they’d arrested the
right man. Why hadn’t he prodded Blake for more details? For
Winnie’s sake, he hoped the evidence against Roy was
circumstantial.

The intensity of his thoughts caused the kiss to
deepen and passion ignited a roaring flame. His erection pressed
against the zipper of his jeans, straining to break free. Winnie
rubbed against him, letting him know without words that she was
aware of the effect.

“Shall we lock up and hit the hay?” Lucas whispered
in her ear.

“Morning does come early for a rancher,” she teased,
“but I have your tea ready.”

“My appetite is veering toward other things at the
moment.”

“Then you’d better stay hungry while I put the tea
things away.” Winnie gave him a shrewd once-over and palmed his
shaft, giving it a gentle rub.

“You’re not helping matters any,” he groaned.

“Is that a compliment or a complaint?”

“Argh, woman! You drive me crazy.”

She giggled as she pulled away to clean up the
kitchen then joined hands with him as they went down the hall
toward the front of the house. Lucas ducked sideways to lock the
front door, and she halted to wait for him.

“Come on, woman. We can’t stand around here all
night.”

“I didn’t intend to, dear.”

She sashayed ahead of him, her buns still firm and
lush. His passion rose at the provocative sway of her hips. Closing
the bedroom door, he hauled her into his arms and kissed her
properly, running his fingers through the short, sassy curls
adorning her head.

Her hands worked the buttons on his shirt loose,
baring his chest for her exploring touch. When she tweaked his tiny
nipples, he groaned and pulled back, wanting to free her breasts so
he could do the same.

Not bothering with the fasteners, he slipped the
blouse over her head and had her bra undone in a heartbeat.
“Beautiful,” he said as he cupped their fullness, bending to suckle
each puckered nipple in turn. He dropped to his knees and pressed
his face to her belly, easily undoing her jeans to slide them down
over her hips. His lips rained kisses on her exposed skin and he
delighted in inhaling her fresh, feminine scent.

She rested her hands on his shoulders and stepped
out of her jeans, her silky panties the only barrier to his rapt
gaze. He stood, picked her up, and carried her to the bed, laying
her down atop the covers to wait as he disposed of the rest of his
clothes.

He sniffed the air. “I smell like the barn. I’ll go
have a quick shower.”

“Want me to wash your back?” she asked, her voice
soft and sexy.

“Well now, darlin’, I thought you’d never ask.” He
smiled as she rose to her feet then, taking her hand, led her
through to the en suite bath.

The warm water sluiced over their hot bodies in a
rushing stream as they stood entwined in the tiny stall. Her kisses
tasted like chocolate mint from the candy bars they’d snacked on
earlier.

She poured a liberal amount of his shower gel into
her palm. “Turn around.”

He did as requested, and she dutifully soaped his
back. As her hands moved to soap his chest, she rubbed her breasts
against him, and he shivered in response to the sensations rioting
through his body. When her hands reached to soap his cock, he
gasped, taking in a mouthful of water, which he promptly spewed
out.

“Lady, you sure are full of surprises,” he said as
he turned to face her, rinsing off under the spray before turning
the taps off. He grabbed a towel and dried her body, his
ministrations causing exquisite little moans to escape her lips.
Quickly drying himself, he tossed the towel aside and wrapped an
arm around her waist.

Side-by-side, they walked through to the bedroom
where he could make love to her in comfort. He loved this woman.
He’d shown her every day in every way he could, but the words
themselves didn’t come easy, not since his first wife died and took
a piece of his heart with her.

As they lay down, he cuddled close and worshipped
her body with his hands and mouth, old memories pushed to the
farthest recesses of his mind.

Her breasts spilled from his hands as he massaged
their silky softness. “So damned soft. I could play with them all
night long.”

She clutched his head urging him forward to taste
her rosy buds. “Be my guest.”

He laved a tongue over a nipple, teasing before
pulling it into his mouth, his hand pinching the other one. Her
soft murmur of delight spurred him on. He let go of her breast,
with a light bite, trailing kisses down over her abdomen to reach
the honeyed prize nested in reddish curls. Her legs spread for him,
the most feminine part of her open and waiting for his
attention.

She tasted like honey, her essence sweet on his
tongue as he lapped at the wetness. Soon, he had her writhing in
readiness, eager to join her body with his, but he held off,
wanting to make this a special night for her to remember.

****

When the climax seized her, she screamed his name.
He rose to his knees, straddling her, entering her in one huge
thrust, his mighty shaft filling her completely. Gone were the days
of do-it-yourself pleasure. This man satisfied her needs better
than any who’d come before.

He paused, as he always did, allowing her body to
adjust before beginning to move. Time and again, she moved to meet
him as he pushed forward and withdrew, in and out in an
ever-increasing rhythm. She dug her heels into the bed trying to
lift her body closer, to feel him deeper and deeper still. Her
insides convulsed around his cock in a second climax as Lucas shot
his load, spilling his seed deep inside.

For a moment, he slumped on top of her then rolled
to the side, holding her tight against him as his hand played with
her breast.

“Mmmm, that feels nice,” she said. She moved her
hand to his chest, stroking in light circles so he could feel the
same. “Relaxing.”

“Relaxing, is it? Yes, I suppose so. I love the feel
of your soft hands on my skin—almost like having my own personal
masseuse.”

“I love touching you and being touched by you,” she
said, rising up to plant a kiss on his lips. “And I’d better be
your only personal masseuse.”

He chuckled. “Lady, you’re all I can handle.”

“Good!” She curled up to his side, her head on his
chest, thinking over the day’s events.

“Lucas, do you really think Roy is guilty?”

“I don’t know, luv. Blake seemed certain, and it’s
not like him to falsely accuse.”

“Maybe not, but he is Luke’s friend. He could have
acted too hastily in charging Roy to tie up loose ends, you know?
Put Luke and Zakia at ease.”

“I’m not sure I like that idea. If Roy wasn’t
responsible, that means the threat to them is still out there.”

“You’d rather believe Roy is guilty?”

“Not at all. But if he isn’t, it sure puts a
different spin on things.”

“I wish we knew more. This waiting is driving me
crazy!”

“Want me to call Blake and see if I can find out the
details?” he suggested.

She took a quick glance at the clock. “No, it’s too
late to call now. I wouldn’t want to bother him just to ease my
mind. Besides….” She allowed her voice to trail off, not wanting to
speak the words aloud.

“It may not be what you want to hear.”

“No, but why would Roy lie to me?” She grabbed the
sheet, twisting the edges into a knotted mess.

“Could be he had to watch what he said with the
guards listenin’ and all.”

“Umm, maybe.”

“There’s no use worryin’ yerself sick. We’ll find
out the truth of the matter come Monday mornin’.”

“I’m afraid for him, Lucas.”

“As any parent would be. Go to sleep now. The rest
will do you good.”

He hugged her tight, and she felt him brush the hair
back from her forehead before he kissed her. This man was so gentle
and caring, but what if Roy was guilty? Could she depend on him
then? Would he even want her around—a daily reminder of the terror
his kids had gone through these past months?

With a tired sigh, she pushed her worries away and
took comfort in having him near. Tomorrow could take care of
itself. She’d worry about it then.

****

Lucas feasted his gaze on his wife’s naked body as
she flung back the blankets, prepared to rise. “Not so fast,
woman.” He reached over and pulled her against him, his erection
hard to miss as it prodded her belly.

“But Lucas…the chores.”

“Let ‘em wait. I intend to have me some lovin’ this
mornin’.” He kissed her then, a long, passion-filled kiss that had
her clinging to him in response.

“Oh my, yes! Love me, Lucas.”

“Always, my darlin’, always.”

He rolled to his back, pulling her on top of him as
he went. “Ride me, sweetheart. Let me watch you as you ride herd on
my cock.”

She stroked his erection, driving him almost over
the edge before she mounted him, impaling herself on his hardened
length.

“See what you do to me? One look at that beautiful
body gilded by the sun and I had to have you.”

She starting rising up and lowering herself down on
him, her breath coming in short pants as she replied, “Lucas, you
say such wonderful things, but shut up and get busy. It’s not fair
to make me do all the work.”

“Glad to oblige.” He chuckled and raised his upper
body to suck on a turgid nipple. In response, she rode harder,
faster. His hands fastened on her waist as he hugged her upper body
closer. The climax, when it came, forced him backward on the bed,
and he thrust up into her warmth a few more times to bring her
release. Sated at last, they collapsed in a worn heap, still joined
together.

“Wow!” She mouthed against his chest.

“Uh, huh,” he agreed, unable to find his voice, his
breathing harsh and ragged.

“Can we get up now?”

“Thought I was already up.” He joked as she raised
her body to a sitting position.

“Well, there’s up and then there’s up, up.” She
giggled. “I much prefer the former but I have to do the grocery
shopping, and it gets too busy later.

He feigned a long-suffering sigh, pulling her back
for one last kiss before she could get away. “Yeah, and the chores
won’t do themselves, more’s the pity.”

“You love ranching so there’ll be no pity from
me.”

“You’re a hard woman, Mrs. Manning.”

“Have to be to handle a hard-headed man like you,
Mr. Manning.” She stepped into the bathroom, and a moment later, he
heard the shower running. He rose and dressed, knowing he’d return
for his shower after mucking out the stalls. Maybe he could even
talk her into washing his back again. Smiling at the thought, he
left the room, went to the half bath to wash up and then walked
into the kitchen to start coffee.

He was just taking his first sip when she appeared
in the kitchen. She had a gorgeous figure and filled out her jeans
better than she had a right to…and that cleavage—he salivated with
the barest glance at the V of her curve-hugging T-shirt.

“I’ll have breakfast ready in a jiffy,” she said as
she hauled food out of the fridge, her derriere stuck up in
invitation.

He walked up behind her and placed a hand on her hip
as she straightened back up, nuzzling into her neck for a quick
hug. “Great! I’m starving! You look and smell so delicious, I could
eat you.”

She laughed, and Lucas heard her whistling as she
worked, happy to be in control of the kitchen. “You Manning men are
always starving,” Winnie said, smiling to take the sting out of her
words. “I don’t know where you put it all.”

****

Winnie found herself in her husband’s arms again as
soon as breakfast was over. She liked that he was so spontaneous in
his loving. After a scorching, mind-numbing kiss, he said, “Just a
little something to tide me over.” Smiling, he left for the
barn.

She set to work tidying up the kitchen, removed her
apron and hung it on a hook in the pantry, and grabbed her purse,
ready to go.

They only needed a few things to tide them over for
the weekend so it didn’t take long to complete her shopping, but as
she returned to the car, Blake pulled up alongside. She bristled
with rage when he lowered his window.

“Hi, Winnie! How are you?”

“As good as can be expected, seeing as how you’ve
got my boy in jail.”

She could tell that her answer caught him off guard.
Had he expected her to praise him for a job well done?

“I wish it had been someone else, anyone else, but
the evidence all points to Roy.”

“I don’t care what evidence you think you have. He
says he’s innocent, and I believe him.”

“Then we’ll make certain he has a fair trial. Is
there anything I can do for you?”

“Sure there is! Drop the charges!”

“Sorry, Winnie. I can’t do that, not even for
you.”

“Then there’s nothing left to say. Good-bye,
Constable Northrup.”

She didn’t give him a chance to respond, just stowed
the groceries in the trunk and pulled away. Half-afraid she’d
broken some eggs in her hurry, she tried to calm down, forcing back
tears of fear and abject misery. It wouldn’t do to arrive home with
reddened eyes from crying.

Spying a drive-thru up ahead, she pulled in and
ordered an iced tea, parked the car and sat sipping her drink until
she felt capable of coherent speech. She knew Blake had only done
his job, but what evidence could they possibly have against him?
Roy was innocent, wasn’t he?

She finally calmed enough to put the car in gear and
drive home then sat behind the wheel deep in thought. Questions
still reverberated through her mind in a constant rotation. She
cringed at the thought of visiting Lucas’s family at Thunder Creek
and agitated over what Luke Junior would say.

Did he blame her for Roy’s misdeeds? Did Zakia? She
was such a lovely, young woman. Well brought up and caring to those
around her. Why would Roy target her? Had she done something to
provoke him? Maybe she wasn’t as gentle a soul as she seemed.

Her door opened, and she started nervously, having
been unaware of her husband’s approach. “Lucas! You nearly
frightened me to death.”

“I heard the car pull up and thought I’d help unload
the groceries.”

His chuckle grated on her frayed nerves. “They’re in
the trunk, not up here,” she snapped.

“Since when is it a crime to hold a door open for my
lovely wife?”

She felt the rush of color suffuse her face as she
considered his words. “Ah, Lucas, I’m sorry. I’m wound tighter than
a spinner’s wheel.”

“Want to escape to our room for a massage,” he
asked, mischief sparkling in his deep-set brown eyes.

She giggled at his nonsense, her anxiety lessening
for the moment. “Groceries first.”

“Ah, darn! And I had my hopes up, too!” He took her
hand and helped her out of the car, then hauled her up against him
for a breathtaking kiss.

“Lucas! The wranglers!”

“Everyone on this ranch knows how much I love you,
woman. If’n I want to steal a kiss or two, I’m a goin’ to.”

He kissed her again then sauntered around to the
back of the car as she pushed the button control to open the trunk.
He reached in and passed the lighter bags to her before loading up
with the rest. She put the groceries away, put on a pot of
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