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				He left in handcuffs. Now it’s time to set himself free.

				Nearly twenty years after he was wrongly convicted of setting
					the fire that killed his father, Lincoln Fox returns to Rebel Ridge, Kentucky.
					There, deep in the Appalachians, the truth of that terrible night lies
					buried—and he’s sworn to uncover it.

				His plans take an unexpected turn when, in the midst of a
					blizzard, he rescues Meg Walker from her wrecked car. Suddenly Linc discovers
					another reason to clear his name. Meg, his high school sweetheart, had always
					believed in his innocence, and if he wants a future with her, he has to show the
					world proof that she was right.

				As the community chooses sides, those who once let a teenage
					boy take the fall for their crime are forced to raise the stakes. They kidnap
					Meg, leaving her to the mercy of the mountain. And a second rescue may be more
					than even Linc can manage.…
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				“Vivid, gripping…this thriller keeps the pages
						turning.”
—Library
						Journal on Torn Apart

				“Sala’s characters are vivid and engaging.”
—Publishers Weekly on Cut Throat

				“Sharon Sala is not only a top romance novelist, she is an
					inspiration for people everywhere who wish to live their dreams.”
—John St. Augustine, host, Power!Talk Radio WDBC-AM, Michigan

				“Veteran romance writer Sala lives up to her reputation with
					this well-crafted thriller.”
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				“[A] well-written, fast-paced ride.”
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				“Perfect entertainment for those looking for a suspense novel
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				“At all costs” is a commonly used phrase in our culture, but
					rarely do we consider that the true meaning often encompasses the worth of a
					human life.

				It’s what drives us to excel when by all accounts we should
					actually fail. 

				It’s what pushes us beyond physical strength to a refusal to
					let go.

				It’s what makes one person a survivor and another a victim.

				And it’s inherent in the vow in a wedding ceremony that holds
					the most meaning…’til death do us part. And is often the first one broken.

				I believe in a forever kind of love—the kind that still endures
					after death, the kind with a spirit so strong that it refuses to acknowledge
					separation and still finds a way to communicate.

				I dedicate this book to forever loves and to the people who
					hold on to their dreams at all costs.
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				One

				Rebel Ridge, Kentucky
October

				The sweet, soulful voice of a blues singer
					spilled out into the room from Meg Lewis’s radio, sharing a message of
					unrequited love as old as time.

				I can’t make you love me....

				Meg looked up from the fabric she’d been cutting and caught a
					glimpse of herself in the mirror on the other side of the table. Just for a
					moment she saw herself as a stranger might: tall, mid-thirties with dark hair
					below her shoulders and a heart-shaped face with eyes as green as new grass.

				She frowned and then returned to the cutting table.

				The last thing on her mind was finding love. Her high school
					sweetheart had gone to prison for killing his dad, and when she took a chance on
					love again and married at nineteen, within two years her husband had killed a
					man over drugs and gone to prison for life. She wound up divorced at twenty-one
					and shamed in the eyes of the residents of Rebel Ridge by association alone.

				Her saving grace had been a family who didn’t believe in
					quitting. Her grandfather Walker, who was in his last days in a nursing home,
					gave her his house. Having a place to call her own and a family that always had
					her back saved her. They were fiercely protective of each other, and she was
					grateful every day for her brothers: Ryal, a master carpenter, James, who farmed
					and was the mail carrier on Rebel Ridge, and Quinn, an army vet and a Back
					Country Ranger in the Daniel Boone National Forest.

				The only real skill she had was sewing, which was what she
					turned to in the dark days after her divorce. She went back to quilting during
					that self-imposed exile because it was a solitary task, and when she had
					finished the first quilt, in a way, she’d finished grieving for her failed
					marriage, as well.

				Her father died a short while afterward, and her mother, Dolly,
					gave up their family home to Ryal, the oldest son, and moved in with Meg. They
					were together for the next fourteen-plus years, until just over a year ago, when
					Dolly remarried and moved out to her new husband’s home. For the first time in
					her life, Meg Lewis was finally living alone.

				These days the sad song’s message had no place in Meg’s world.
					She didn’t have an unrequited love and wasn’t looking for a new one, although
					there were times when the loneliness of living alone got to her. The song ended
					just as a gust of wind popped the screens on the outside of the house.

				Though the window shades were down and the curtains drawn, she
					quickly glanced toward the window. For her own peace of mind, she had to make
					sure there was no one outside. She laid down the scissors and, without turning
					on more lights, went into a darker part of the house to look out, remembering
					the odd things that had been happening around the place.

				The first time she’d noticed something was wrong was when she
					went to feed the chickens and the feed bucket was not in the shed where she’d
					left it. At first she’d blamed herself for being absentminded, but when she
					finally found it sitting outside near the water faucet, she was shocked. Because
					of the small pinholes in the bottom, she never carried water in that bucket.

				The next incident happened days later, just before dawn, when
					she was awakened by thumping and banging outside her window. When she got up and
					looked out, she saw her milk cow grazing in the yard. She grabbed her bathrobe
					and a flashlight, slipped on a pair of tennis shoes and headed outside,
					muttering beneath her breath.

				The cow looked up, recognized Meg’s voice and then took another
					bite of the sweet green grass underneath the old tire swing.

				“Daisy! Get!” Meg shouted.

				The cow lowed softly before ceding to Meg’s insistence and
					headed back toward the barnyard at a jog with Meg right behind her, yelling and
					waving the flashlight to get her through the gate.

				The unsettling part for Meg was discovering the loop of rope
					used to fasten the gate had not broken as she’d assumed. The moment she saw the
					clean-cut ends, she remembered the bucket that had gone missing. She stared in
					disbelief, then, in sudden panic, swung her flashlight into the darkness, but
					she neither saw nor heard anything unusual.

				Her hands were shaking as she pulled the belt from her bathrobe
					and used it to tie the gate shut, then hurried back toward the house. Once
					inside, she grabbed her daddy’s rifle and a handful of shells and headed back
					out to the porch. She loaded the gun, then sat watch in the porch swing until
					the sun came up, wishing old Blue were still alive and lying at her feet.

				Once she could see, she got dressed, made herself some
					breakfast, then went outside, still carrying the rifle, and began looking for
					tracks.

				She found them coming out of the woods behind the barn and then
					going back the same way. From the size of the shoe print, it was hard to decide
					whether it was a teenager or a small man. She wanted to believe it was some
					stupid kid thinking how funny it would be to bug her since she now lived
					alone.

				The problem was that there weren’t any teenagers within five
					miles of her place, which shot a big hole in that theory. She didn’t know of a
					one who would willingly trek through five miles of forest in the dark just to
					play a trick. Drive, yes. Walk, no.

				Later, as she was doing the morning chores outside, she kept
					trying to decide what to do. Once she told her family, her brothers would raise
					hell until this was solved. She hated to disturb their lives over something that
					most likely didn’t amount to anything, but, at the same time, she didn’t like
					feeling uneasy in her own home. By the time she took the fresh milk into the
					house to strain up, she’d calmed down and convinced herself it was nothing to
					bother anyone about.

				Still, when dark came she put the loaded rifle near the
					headboard of her bed, just in case. The next four nights came and went without
					incident, and she convinced herself that whatever had been going on was
					over.

				Now she wasn’t so sure. She hated that just the noise of the
					wind had rattled her sense of security. She looked out through all the windows
					but saw nothing that seemed to warrant concern.

				The yard was as dark as the night sky. No moon. No stars. Just
					an occasional flash of distant lightning—a promise of the storm to come. She
					paused to watch as a possum waddled up the steps and onto the porch, sniffing
					around the pots of plants and then checking beneath the porch swing before
					waddling back down the steps.

				She smiled. The swing was her favorite site for a retreat from
					work, the place where she often drank her iced tea and ate a snack, which was
					usually a couple of her homemade cookies. The possum was obviously looking for
					cookie crumbs. After a final sweep of the yard, she felt confident that all was
					well and went back to the sewing room with an easier feeling, anxious to finish
					what she’d started before going to bed.

				A few days ago she’d been digging through some old quilt
					patterns and found one called Storm at Sea that had belonged to her granny
					Foster. She’d never seen that pattern made into a quilt and was anxious to see
					what the top would look like once it was pieced together.

				The fabrics she had chosen were washable cottons—a plain,
					bright white, two different shades of solid blues and three different shades of
					blue prints to give the wavelike imagery needed for the design. The feel of
					fabric in her hands was, for her, the equivalent of running her fingers through
					jewels.

				She picked up a length of fabric with tiny navy blue flowers on
					a pale blue background and unfolded it, sliding it onto her cutting table,
					smoothing it out, folding it just so, methodically laying on the pieces of
					pattern.

				Over the years her fascination with color and texture had
					garnered her a reputation as a craftswoman of some note, and now her name among
					quilters was synonymous with quality. But it had come after years at the task.
					She had four special orders finished and waiting to be shipped, and one still on
					the quilting frame.

				The wind popped the screen again. She shuddered but made
					herself focus. She’d never been afraid to be alone and wasn’t going to start
					now. After cutting out the last of the pieces for the new quilt top, she locked
					up the house, took a shower and crawled into bed.

				* * *

				Meg woke just after daybreak but lay in bed with her
					eyes still closed, thinking about the day ahead. She was considering the idea of
					rolling over and catching another hour of sleep when she heard a board creak.
					She’d lived in this house long enough to know that the only time that sound
					happened was when people walked just behind the kitchen table.

				Someone was in the house!

				Panic shot through her so fast she almost lost her breath as
					she threw back the covers and grabbed the rifle. She ran out into the hall in
					her nightgown and bare feet, carrying the rifle waist high and ready to fire.
					All of a sudden she heard the sound of breaking glass and then the back door
					slam.

				Whoever it was had heard her coming and was making a run for
					it!

				She ran down the hall, through the living room, into the
					kitchen, then out the back door as fast as her long legs would carry her. She
					caught a glimpse of movement at the edge of the tree line and fired, then leaped
					off the porch, firing as she ran, until the rifle was empty and her heart was
					hammering against her rib cage so hard she thought she was going to pass
					out.

				The sound echoed within the quiet of the morning, sending the
					milk cow racing toward the pasture and the chickens flying about inside the
					coop.

				“Run, you coward, run!” Meg screamed, and then stopped near the
					fence and began to shake.

				It wasn’t until the bottoms of her feet began to burn that she
					looked down past the hem of her nightgown and saw blood between her toes.

				“Just what I need,” she muttered, then gave the trees one last
					look and headed back to the house, limping from the pain.

				As soon as she stepped up on the porch she saw that the lock on
					the back door had been jimmied. Once inside, she shoved a chair beneath the
					doorknob, then turned to scan the mess the intruder had left behind. The floor
					near the dining table was scattered with water, wildflowers and broken
					glass.

				What the hell? He’s breaking into my house
						to leave flowers? What’s next...climbing into my bed?

				She’d run right through the debris without feeling a thing,
					which said a lot for what a surge of adrenaline could do to a body. But this
					time there was no question of whether she would call for help. She hobbled
					across the floor with the rifle, leaving bloody footprints as she went. Her
					fingers were still trembling as she picked up the phone. Her mother and her new
					husband, Jake Doolen, were too far away to be of immediate help. James and Quinn
					would already have left for work. That left Ryal, who worked from home.

				She made the call, then closed her eyes and took a deep breath,
					willing herself not to cry. But when she heard his voice, her best intentions
					were not enough.

				“Hello.”

				“Ryal, it’s me. I need you. Can you come over now?”

				Ryal heard the fear in her voice. “What happened, Meggie? Are
					you hurt?”

				“A little.”

				“Do you need to go to the hospital?”

				“I don’t know...maybe.”

				“I’ll be right there, honey. Hang on.”

				“One more thing,” she said.

				“What’s that, Meggie?”

				“Bring your gun.”

				She heard a swift intake of breath, and then there was a growl
					in his voice that made the hair rise on the back of her neck.

				“What the hell happened to you?”

				“I’ll tell you when you get here,” she said, and then hung up
					the phone.

				* * *

				Ryal’s heart skipped a beat as he disconnected. “Beth!
					Beth!”

				His wife came out of the kitchen drying her hands. “Ryal, what
					on earth?”

				“Something’s happened to Meg. Get the baby and our first-aid
					kit.”

				“Oh, my God. Oh, no...should we call Dolly and Jake?”

				“Not until I know what to tell them,” he said, and started out
					of the room.

				“Where are you going?” she asked.

				“The last thing Meg said was to bring my gun.”

				Beth’s face paled, but she spun into action. She filled the
					diaper bag with stuff she might need, grabbed their toddler, Sarah, who was
					still in her high chair, eating breakfast, and picked up the first-aid kit on
					the way out of the house.

				Ryal took the baby out of Beth’s arms and buckled her in the
					car seat as Beth tossed the other stuff onto the floorboard of their SUV. The
					baby was unhappy at being separated from her food and started to cry, stopping
					only when Beth handed her a cookie.

				Ryal drove as fast as he dared. He couldn’t imagine what the
					hell had happened, but he knew it was serious. Meg was the oldest of his
					siblings and not the kind of woman who panicked.

				He glanced at Beth. She was tight-lipped and staring out the
					windshield. He knew she was remembering a time when she’d been in danger and on
					the run. His family had come through for her then, and they would come through
					for Meg now, whatever was going on.

				“Do you want me to call Dolly now?” Beth asked.

				“Let’s find out what happened first, but call Quinn.”

				“What about James?”

				“He’s on his mail route, and his cell phone only works
					intermittently out there. We’ll talk to him later.”

				“Got it,” Beth said, and quickly put in a call to Quinn, hoping
					it would go through.

				Moments later she heard him answer.

				“This is Walker,” he said shortly.

				“Quinn, it’s me, Beth. Hang on. Ryal needs to talk to you.”

				She handed the phone to Ryal and turned her attention to the
					baby in the back.

				“Hey, Quinn, where are you right now?”

				“Just leaving headquarters, why?”

				“Meg called me a few minutes ago. She’s hurt, and Beth and I
					are on the way there now. I don’t know what happened, but she sounded rattled as
					hell, and you know how much it would take to make that happen.”

				“I’m in the truck. I’ll meet you there.”

				“Uh...one more thing,” Ryal added.

				“What?”

				“She told me to bring my gun.”

				He heard Quinn grunt, and then the line went dead in Ryal’s
					ear. He tossed the phone into the console and accelerated as much as he dared.
					He had precious cargo riding with him, and on the narrow winding roads of Rebel
					Ridge, driving too fast could get them killed.

				It seemed that the drive took forever, but it was actually less
					then fifteen minutes. He pulled into the driveway and braked hard only a few
					feet from the front porch.

				“I’ll get Sarah,” Beth said. “You take the first-aid kit and
					the gun. We’ll be right behind you.”

				He nodded. Moments later he was running across the yard. The
					front door was locked but, being family, he had a key. He quickly unlocked it,
					then left it ajar as he ran inside, calling Meg’s name as he went.

				* * *

				Meg was dizzy and beginning to get sick to her stomach
					from the pain. The hem of her nightgown was soaked with blood, and she had moved
					from the chair to the floor and was leaning up against a wall for fear she would
					pass out. Her feet were still bleeding, and she couldn’t quit shaking. She knew
					it was shock, but knowing why didn’t make it stop.

				When she finally heard her brother’s voice her vision suddenly
					blurred. At last! Now she was safe.

				“I’m in the kitchen!” she yelled.

				Ryal burst into the room and took one look at the chaos and
					blood. He dropped to his knees beside her and grabbed her by the shoulders.

				“What the hell happened here?”

				“Someone broke into the house. I heard him and grabbed the gun.
					I guess he heard me coming down the hall and ran out.”

				“Did you get a look at him? Could you tell who it was?”

				She shook her head. “By the time I got to the porch all I saw
					was movement inside the trees. I followed all the way to the fence, shooting as
					I went, and didn’t stop until the rifle was empty.”

				“Son of a bitch.”

				Ryal sounded like she’d felt at the onset: mad and frustrated.
					But she didn’t feel that way now. She was scared, and her feet were hurting. She
					shoved a hand through her hair, unaware that she’d just smeared blood across her
					forehead.

				At that moment Beth came hurrying into the room. “I got the
					playpen out of the back bedroom and put Sarah in the living room.” Then she saw
					the broken glass and Meg on the floor bleeding, and she went into action. “Do
					you know if there’s any glass in your feet?”

				“No. I was running and shooting, and didn’t even know I’d cut
					myself until the gun was empty and the guy was gone.”

				Beth rocked back on her heels. “What? Someone broke into the
					house?”

				“It’s a long story,” Meg said.

				“Save it for when Quinn gets here,” Ryal said. “Right now we
					need to see what you’ve done to your feet and whether or not we need to take you
					to the doctor.”

				Meg groaned. “You called Quinn?”

				“Yes, and I’m about to call Mom and Jake,” he said.

				“Oh, my Lord,” Meg said.

				“We’d never hear the end of it if we didn’t,” Beth said, and
					gave Meg’s arm a quick squeeze. “I’m going to get a pan and some water so we can
					see how bad the cuts are, okay?”

				Meg nodded, then leaned her head against the wall and closed
					her eyes. There was no need to be afraid anymore. Her family was here.
					Everything was going to be all right.

				A few minutes later Beth came back over, carrying a basin of
					warm water with a couple of towels and a washcloth. Ryal was cleaning up the
					blood and broken glass. Beth knelt beside her and proceeded to wash Meg’s feet
					to assess the damage.

				“I’ll try not to hurt you,” she said softly.

				“It’s okay,” Meg said. “I’m just glad you’re here.”

				Ryal was still sweeping when they heard Quinn drive up.

				He came inside on the run, calling Ryal’s name.

				“In the kitchen!” Ryal called back.

				Quinn was in his ranger uniform—and armed. He quickly eyed the
					room and what his brother was doing, and then got down on one knee beside Meg,
					touching Beth’s shoulder as he knelt. The cuts on Meg’s feet were obvious, but
					not how they got there. His voice was gruff with emotion.

				“What happened, honey?”

				Meg sighed. Quinn was the brother who’d been to war. From the
					look in his eyes, he was ready to go back.

				“Someone broke into the house,” she said.

				“She couldn’t see enough to tell who it was, but she emptied
					the rifle at him just the same,” Ryal said.

				“Which direction did he take when he ran?” Quinn asked.

				Meg wasn’t fooled by the soft tone of his voice. The family all
					knew that the quieter he got, the angrier he was.

				“The first time he was here, he came and went behind the barn,
					but this time he went left of the house into the trees.”

				“What the hell do you mean, this
						time?” Ryal asked. “You didn’t say this had happened before.”

				Meg’s eyes welled with tears. “I didn’t think it amounted to
					much. From the size of the first footprints I found, I thought it was a teenager
					just messing around, trying to rile me up because I’m alone.”

				“I didn’t mean to raise my voice, Meggie. Don’t cry,” Ryal
					said. “Just tell us what’s been happening.”

				Beth put a clean towel under each of Meg’s feet and went to
					pour out the bloody water while Meg began to explain, telling them about the
					bucket going missing in the barn, then the cow getting out and the rope latch
					being cut. By the time she got to what had happened that morning, she couldn’t
					stop shaking.

				“Shock,” Quinn said. “Hey, Beth! Bring a blanket,” he yelled,
					then eyed the cuts more closely. “You need stitches. Has anyone called Mom?”

				“We were waiting for you to get here before we made any further
					decisions,” Ryal said.

				“Call her. Tell her you’re taking Meg to the E.R. in Mount
					Sterling.”

				“What are you going to do?” Ryal
					asked.

				“I’m going hunting,” Quinn said, and stood abruptly. “Don’t
					worry, sister, we’ll find the son of a bitch and make him sorry, okay?”

				“Be careful,” Meg said.

				Beth came back with an old quilt and wrapped it around Meg’s
					shoulders. The warmth of the quilt was secondary to the feeling of shelter that
					swept through her as she tucked it under her chin.

				A look passed between the brothers as Quinn went out the back
					door, pausing to look at where the lock had been jimmied. Moments later he was
					gone.

				The baby started to cry in the other room.

				Meg felt like joining her, but it would solve nothing and only
					add to the confusion.

				Beth gathered up the first-aid supplies and put them back in
					the box. “Ryal, you go on to Mount Sterling with Meg. Sarah and I will stay here
					to wait for Jake and Dolly. Quinn’s already on the hunt, so we’ll be fine. In
					the meantime, I’ll finish cleaning up in here, and we’ll have everything all
					shipshape by the time you two get back.”

				Ryal hesitated and then picked up Meg’s empty rifle.

				“Where’s the ammunition?” he asked.

				“In the hall closet on the top shelf,” she said.

				“I’ll be right back,” Ryal said, and went to get the ammo and
					reload the rifle. He didn’t like the idea of leaving his wife and child alone in
					a house that had just been vandalized, but Meg had been bleeding too long as it
					was, and Beth was right. Quinn was already after the perpetrator, so there was
					no chance of him coming back here. Still, he wasn’t going to leave them
					defenseless.

				He paused in the hall and hung the rifle on the gun rack, then
					went back to the kitchen.

				“The rifle has been reloaded. If it wasn’t for Sarah, I’d say
					leave it in a corner somewhere in here. It’s hanging on the gun rack in the
					hall, okay?”

				Beth nodded. “We’ll be fine.”

				“You better be,” he said softly, then picked Meg up and headed
					for the front door with Beth leading the way. They settled Meg in the front
					seat, then buckled her up.

				Ryal turned to his wife and kissed her goodbye. “We’ll be back
					as soon as possible. Be careful. Pay attention.”

				“I will. I’m going to go call your mother now. It won’t take
					them long to get here. You two drive safe and hurry home.”

				Beth hurried back inside to console her baby, only to find out
					that she’d fallen asleep in the playpen. She covered her with a blanket and then
					picked up the phone to call Dolly.

				* * *

				Quinn found the tracks easily enough and saw that Meg
					had been right. They were on the small side for a grown man, which meant nothing
					in the grand scheme of tracking. It could even be a woman. Not everyone was the
					size of the Walker clan. Another thing he noticed was that the man made no
					attempt to hide his tracks, and from the length of the stride, he had been
					moving fast. Quinn smiled grimly. That would be because his sister had been
					emptying the rifle at his ass. Too damned bad she’d missed.

				He lost the trail twice when he ran into a patch of rocky
					ground but picked it up again within minutes. The man was still moving uphill,
					but Quinn noticed from the length of his stride that he was also slowing down,
					and that was when he found the first sign of blood. Meg had gotten a piece of
					the bastard after all.

				A mile up he came out into a clearing and realized he’d walked
					up on the old Fox homestead. There was nothing left of the house and
					outbuildings but a chimney and a pile of rotting lumber. He seemed to remember
					hearing that it had taken a bad hit one year during a storm after old man Fox’s
					death, but he hadn’t been on this land in years. Obviously the story had been
					true. The storm must have blown the roof off, and the ensuing years of weather
					had rotted what was left. The place was grown up with weeds and grass, so he
					began looking around, trying to pick up the trail again.

				The first thing he saw that was out of place was an old rusty
					door in the side of the mountain. He guessed it was some kind of storm shelter
					and tried it, but it wouldn’t open. It was either locked or rusted shut, and
					from the amount of undisturbed weeds and brush around it, the man couldn’t be
					hiding in there.

				After circling the area and finding what looked like tracks
					from a dirt bike, he had to accept that he’d lost the trail. The thought of
					going back to Meg without good news was frustrating, but there were still things
					they could do to ensure her safety. He made a quick call to his boss, filled him
					in on what was happening and then headed back down the mountain.

				* * *

				There was a hole in his coat. It and his shirt were
					soaked with blood when he finally pulled it off. The damn bitch had nicked him
					with her first shot. The pain had been a shock, but it had lent speed to his
					exit. The last thing he’d expected was for her to come out shooting. There was
					more fire to Meg Lewis than he’d expected, and he was regretting his decision to
					fool with her awhile before making his approach. He had a big question, and she
					had the answer. He should have just knocked on her door and found a way to trick
					her into telling him. The only reason he’d decided to tease her for a while was
					pure meanness on his part, and it was a mistake that had almost cost him his
					life. He wouldn’t make that mistake again.

				He grimaced as he shifted in front of the bathroom mirror to
					eye the wound. Thankfully it was just a graze and had almost stopped bleeding.
					He grabbed a bottle of alcohol from the medicine cabinet, dousing the wound
					liberally, cursing loud and long from the pain. With no gauze or tape to make a
					bandage, he ripped up an undershirt, folded it into a pad and stuck it down with
					a half-dozen Band-Aids.

				As soon as he was satisfied that the makeshift dressing was
					going to hold, he got a long-sleeved shirt out of the closet. It wouldn’t be
					wise for anyone to see the bandage or the wound and start asking questions. He
					moved quietly through the house, dodging sleeping dogs. Thankful that his
					brother was a heavy sleeper, he took some pain pills out of the cabinet and a
					cold beer from the fridge, and he dosed himself as he headed for the door.

				It was almost ten in the morning and not a bite of food in the
					house to eat. It was time to go down to Boone’s Gap, pick up some groceries and
					grab some food at Frankie’s Eats.

				
			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				By the time Quinn got back to the house,
					not only were Jake and his mom there, but so was his wife, Mariah. He found
					Dolly scrubbing and sweeping the kitchen floor all over again, and Beth feeding
					Sarah a snack. Except for remembering all the blood and Meg’s pale face, it
					would seem like old times in this house. But the moment he came in, they began
					bombarding him with questions.

				“Give me a minute,” he said, and hugged Mariah, who gave him a
					careful look. They were both veterans of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, and each
					other’s monitor on the PTSD that came and went in their lives. After he winked
					at her, she relaxed.

				“I brought Moses. He’s tied up on the front porch,” Mariah
					said. With Jake’s help, she was teaching their dog, Moses, to track. “Want me to
					put him on the trail?”

				“Maybe,” Quinn said. “We need to talk first.”

				His mother set the mop out on the back porch to dry and then
					came back in and joined the conversation.

				“Talk to me, Quinn. Who did this?” she asked.

				“I wish I knew,” Quinn said. “I lost the trail up around the
					old Fox place. He got away on a dirt bike, but I found blood. Meg got a piece of
					him when she fired.”

				“Damn shame it wasn’t his head,” Jake said.

				Quinn silently agreed. “Has anyone heard from Ryal and
					Meg?”

				“I did,” Beth said. “He called about a half hour ago. They’re
					on their way home. She has six stitches in her right foot and three in her
					left.”

				Quinn’s eyes narrowed angrily. “I’m so upset with her for not
					telling us about what’s been going on.”

				Dolly’s face crumpled as a fresh set of tears slid down her
					cheeks. “It was because she was living on her own now and didn’t want anyone to
					think she couldn’t handle it.”

				Mariah frowned. “Meg is the most resourceful woman I’ve ever
					met. She’ll always be fine on her own if the playing field is level.”

				“You’re right, honey.” Quinn nodded. “I called my boss and told
					him I’d be off all day. I’m going into Mount Sterling to get some
					motion-activated security lights and an alarm system. I also need to fix the
					lock on the back door. When that bastard walks up on this house again he won’t
					have the convenience of hiding in the dark to jimmy a lock. I’m getting the
					loudest damn alarm I can find, and next time he tries breaking in, maybe he’ll
					die of a heart attack and save me the trouble of killing him.”

				Mariah grinned. “My hero.”

				Beth laughed. “No one ever accused Quinn of being the family
					pacifist.”

				Quinn eyed his wife. “Mariah, if you intend to put Moses on the
					trail, don’t take him into the woods by yourself.”

				Jake spoke up. “I’ll go with her. I brought my rifle. We’ll see
					what happens.”

				Beth tested the floor to see if it was dry and then put Sarah
					down to play. “Dolly and I will wait here for Ryal and Meg. You should meet them
					coming back on your way down.”

				“Okay,” Quinn said. “Oh, did anyone call James? He’ll be
					seriously pissed if he finds out what’s happening from someone other than
					us.”

				Beth nodded. “I tried his cell a couple of times but only got
					voice mail, then just called his house and told Julie everything. She’ll fill
					him in when he gets home.”

				“Okay, so call if you need me, but I won’t be gone any longer
					than I have to,” Quinn said. “I’ll have this place wired like a prison before
					the sun goes down tonight.”

				“Jake and I are spending the night with her,” Dolly said.
					“We’ve already decided. And I’m staying here with her until her stitches are out
					and she’s able to get around again.”

				“I’ll be right here with them every night,” Jake said. “My boys
					can watch our place while we’re here.”

				“Meg isn’t going to be happy about that,” Beth said. “She’s
					going to think we don’t believe she can take care of herself.”

				“She’ll get over it,” Dolly said shortly.

				“So Mom’s still in charge, huh?” Quinn said, and winked at his
					mother.

				A few minutes later he was on his way down the mountain, while
					Mariah and Jake took Moses outside and set him on the intruder’s trail.

				* * *

				As they left the hospital in Mount Sterling, Meg felt
					light-headed from the pain meds and realized it was because her stomach was
					empty. She would rectify that after she got home, but for now all that mattered
					was that her feet were blessedly numb. She glanced over at her brother, grateful
					for his presence but at the same time worried about how she was going to cope.
					She wasn’t supposed to walk until the stitches came out, except when it was
					completely necessary, and she had chickens to feed, a cow to milk and a quilt to
					finish, although she could work on that sitting down.

				Her head was spinning, trying to figure out how to make
					everything work, when Ryal glanced over at her and smiled.

				“You doin’ okay, sister?”

				“As good as can be expected, but what a mess I’ve made of
					everything. If only I’d seen that glass on the floor.”

				He frowned. “You’re not responsible for any of this. The sorry
					bastard who broke into your house is responsible for all of it, and speaking of
					sorry bastards...can you think of anyone who would do this to you?”

				She shook her head. “No, but since he was on foot, I think it
					must be someone who lives fairly close. We know everybody on this side of the
					mountain, but I’ve never looked at my neighbors and thought of them as possible
					stalkers.”

				Ryal sighed. “It doesn’t have to be someone within walking
					distance, honey. They could have a vehicle stashed somewhere nearby. I was
					wondering if anyone had been coming on to you at church, or maybe trying to hit
					on you down in Boone’s Gap and you turned him down. Anything like that ring a
					bell?”

				She snorted softly. “I haven’t been asked out in so long I
					can’t remember the last man who tried.”

				“I’m sorry,” he said.

				“I’m not. There’s not a man, single or married, living on Rebel
					Ridge that I’d give a second look at, and that’s the truth. My first boyfriend
					wound up going to prison for manslaughter, although to be fair, I never thought
					he did it. As for the man I married, he did kill
					someone, and I’m glad he went to prison for it. I’ve never had the guts to give
					it another try.”

				Ryal glanced at her, eyeing the closed expression on her face.
					“I had forgotten all about you and Lincoln Fox.”

				She shrugged, ignoring the pang of regret she always felt when
					she heard his name. “We were teenagers. It was a long time ago.”

				“Your ex wasn’t a bad guy when you married him,” he added.

				Meg shrugged. “No, but he was a weak one. The first time
					someone waved money under his nose, he caved. He was making meth in the back
					pasture just like his granddaddy used to make moonshine up in the hills, and
					when he began cheating his customers, he wound up killing one who dared to
					complain. Lord. Even divorcing him after he went to prison wasn’t enough to live
					that down.”

				“Damn it, Meg, that’s on him, not you.”

				“Yes, well, Mrs. White probably had a different opinion, God
					rest her soul. It was her son Wendell who Bobby killed.”

				“Yeah, Wendell, the oldest of the three losers she gave birth
					to, and the druggie who spent his mama’s social security check on meth before
					she even got a chance to buy groceries. This sounds a little harsh, but if you
					ask me, your ex did her a favor.”

				Meg knew she should be shocked, but the smirk on Ryal’s face
					made her smile.

				“I guess there’s a case to be made there,” she said.

				He nodded. “However, I do remember their financial situation
					had turned around before Wendell was killed. One day they’d been bordering on
					losing everything, and then suddenly they were fine. By the time Mrs. White
					passed, the place was a little showpiece...flowers in the yard, a new barn and
					even a small tractor. Then the property passed to Prince and Fagan, and it’s
					gone downhill ever since.”

				“You’re good for my soul,” she said.

				“Well, I don’t want to hear any more crap out of you about any
					shame falling on your shoulders. You did nothing wrong, so don’t go and turn
					yourself into some damn martyr, do you hear me?”

				“Loud and clear, brother.”

				“Good. And now you’re home,” he said, eyeing the number of cars
					in the yard. “Looks like the only ones who have yet to arrive are James and
					Julie.”

				Meg pointed. “Oh, Lord. Here comes Mom, and she’s crying.”

				“If this had just happened to Sarah, I’d be crying, too, so get
					over it,” Ryal said.

				“Point taken,” she said, and opened the door.

				“Hang on. You’re not getting out on your own, remember?”

				She sighed. “Actually, I’d already forgotten.”

				“You won’t forget when the pain meds wear out. Just hold your
					horses.”

				Moments later she was enveloped in her mother’s teary hug
					before Ryal picked her up and carried her into the house. Dolly chastised her
					all the way inside for not telling them what had been happening. Before Meg
					could get in a word of explanation, Jake finished up the scolding by telling her
					that he and Dolly were staying there until she could walk on her own again, and
					they didn’t want to hear a word about it.

				“I hear you, and I thank you,” Meg said, trying not to cry as
					Ryal put her down in the recliner and pulled out the footrest. As he did, the
					quilt that had been wrapped around her in the car slipped down to her waist.

				Dolly took one look at the nightgown Meg was wearing and
					gasped.

				“Oh, Lordy be, Margaret Ann, you actually went to the emergency
					room in your nightgown? What did people think?”

				“Well, Mom, just be glad they didn’t have to take the nightgown
					off to treat me, because I’m not wearing anything under it, either.”

				Dolly gasped as the rest of the family burst into laughter.

				* * *

				Quinn was back from Mount Sterling. He’d already fixed
					the lock on the back door and was outside hanging the first of the
					motion-sensitive security lights when Moses came bounding out of the woods with
					Mariah and Jake behind him. The dog saw Quinn on the ladder and began barking to
					signal their arrival. Quinn waved at the trackers, and then kept on working as
					the dog bounded up onto the porch and flopped down in the shade, his tongue
					hanging out of the side of his mouth, panting from the exertion.

				Mariah and Jake stopped to talk.

				“How did it go?” Quinn asked.

				Mariah looked disappointed. “We lost the trail in the same
					place you did.”

				Jake took off his cap and combed his fingers through his thick
					gray curls. “I found bike tracks right where you said they’d be. I’m thinking he
					had it stashed there for a getaway.”

				“That’s what I thought, too,” Quinn said. “Regardless, I’m
					putting in some security here. If there’s a next time, I’m making sure Meg has
					light to aim by.”

				“Are she and Ryal back?” Mariah asked.

				“Yeah, she’s inside.”

				“I’m going to go see her,” she said, and tied Moses up before
					going inside.

				“Need any help?” Jake asked.

				“I’m good,” Quinn said. “I helped set up communications in
					Iraq, so most of this is familiar territory.”

				He kept on working, and when he was finished with the first
					light he gave Moses some water before moving the ladder to the front of the
					house. He installed another light on the front porch, and just as he was
					finishing up, the last Walker brother arrived.

				James was alone, which meant Julie had been able to contact him
					before he’d gone back home. He got out on the run, without the jovial smile he
					usually wore. He looked as deadly as Quinn felt.

				“What the hell happened to Meg?” he asked.

				Quinn frowned. “Someone’s been stalking her. She’ll fill you in
					on all the details. Everyone else is inside.”

				James bolted up the steps, letting the door slam behind him as
					he went inside, but not before Quinn got a whiff of chicken frying and corn
					bread baking in the oven. It was almost noon, and his mom was obviously on a
					mission. She couldn’t fix what had happened, but she knew how to feed the people
					who could, and she was hard at it.

				He finished with the last outside light and then proceeded to
					install the alarm system inside the house, putting sensors on both the doors, so
					that once the alarm was set it would go off if either door was opened. If he
					could, he would have dug a moat around the house and installed a drawbridge, but
					this was the best he could do for the location they were in.

				As Quinn headed for the bathroom to wash up, he saw the local
					sheriff’s car coming up the drive. Ryal, who was standing head to head with
					James, must have called him.

				“Hey, Ryal, Sheriff Marlow just pulled up,” he said, pointing
					toward the door, and then kept on walking.

				Ryal handed his daughter to James and went outside to greet the
					sheriff.

				Marlow promptly shook Ryal’s hand as he came up the steps.
					“Good to see you, Ryal. Sorry it’s under such circumstances. How’s Meg?”

				“She’s okay, no thanks to the man who broke into the
					house.”

				“Is she up to giving a statement? I’ll need to talk to her to
					file the report.”

				“Sure, come on in,” Ryal said, and led the way to the living
					room. “Hey, everybody, why don’t you go see if Mom needs any help? The sheriff
					needs to talk to Meg.”

				They left the room as the sheriff chose a chair beside the
					recliner where Meg was sitting.

				“You’ll have to ignore my clothing,” Meg said. “Mom is already
					horrified that I went to the emergency room in my nightgown, so when it dawns on
					her that I’m giving my statement to the authorities in the same condition, she
					won’t be happy with me.”

				Marlow chuckled. “You’re just fine, Meg.” But the smile ended
					when he got down to business and took out his notepad. “So, talk to me. Ryal
					mentioned when he called that you’re being stalked, so start from the
					beginning.”

				She nodded, then once again repeated her story, from the
					missing feed bucket to the squeaky floorboard in the kitchen and chasing him out
					with the rifle. At that point, Quinn returned.

				“I’ll add a little note to the story,” he said. “I think one of
					Meg’s shots hit the target. I found blood on the trail, and I also think he had
					a dirt bike stashed up on the old Fox place for a getaway.”

				Meg looked startled. “Really? I hope the shot was in his
					ass.”

				Her brothers grinned.

				The sheriff chuckled. “You’re certainly a chip off the Walker
					block. Where is that glass vase he brought in with him?”

				Ryal groaned. “Swept up and in the trash. Sorry.”

				“So what happens now?” she asked.

				“Since you couldn’t identify him and we don’t have any
					witnesses, there’s not a lot I can do, since the glass will be too compromised
					for prints. But the report will be filed, and that’s the first step. What I
						will do is notify medical clinics and hospitals
					in the area to let me know about any gunshot victims. If any of the patients
					live on Rebel Ridge, they’re gonna have some explaining to do.”

				“So you think it’s someone local?” Ryal asked.

				Marlow shrugged. “It makes sense that only a local would know
					Meg lives by herself now. Of course, that’s not an accusation, but it’s
					definitely a thought to consider.”

				At that point Dolly came in, her face pink from the heat of the
					kitchen, and saw the sheriff.

				“Hello, Mel. It’s good of you to come so quick.”

				“Part of the job, Dolly. How’s new-married life treating
					you?”

				She blushed. “Just fine, thank you. If you-all are through
					here, dinner is ready. Mel, you’re welcome to stay and eat. There’s plenty.”

				Marlow reluctantly rejected the invitation. “It all smells
					really good, and I appreciate the offer, but I’d better get back down to Boone’s
					Gap and file this report.” He glanced down at Meg as he stood. “If there’s a
					next time, I expect you to call me first.”

				“I will,” she said.

				“I’ll walk you out,” Ryal said, and left the room with the
					sheriff.

				Dolly eyed Meg’s attire but said nothing. “Honey, do you need
					to go to the bathroom before we eat?”

				“Actually, I do,” Meg said. “And, Mama, if you’ll get me
					something clean to put on, I’d appreciate it. I’ve had about all I can stand of
					this bloody nightgown.”

				Dolly headed to Meg’s bedroom with a relieved smile on her
					face.

				Quinn scooped Meg up out of the recliner and carried her toward
					the bathroom.

				“We need to get you a wheelchair,” he said.

				Dolly heard him as she came back up the hall. “I think I know
					where we can borrow one. I’ll make a call after we eat.”

				* * *

				The day that had begun in such a traumatic fashion ended
					on a quiet note as Jake wheeled Meg to her bedroom in the borrowed wheelchair
					and then bade her good-night.

				She thought about the nearly finished quilt on the frame but
					was too weary to seriously consider working on it. Instead she took out a couple
					of pain pills and reached for the glass of water on the bedside table. Her feet
					were hurting, but there was nothing to be done but get through this day by
					day.

				She swallowed the pills, slid down beneath the covers and
					closed her eyes while listening to the murmur of voices beyond her door. She
					hated to admit it, but she would never have been able to relax without someone
					with her tonight. She fell asleep listening to crickets chirping outside her
					window and the sound of a coyote yipping somewhere on the ridge above the
					house.

				* * *

				His arm was infected and he was running a fever, but
					going to the doctor wasn’t happening. They would know immediately that it was a
					gunshot wound and would be bound by law to report it. He needed some medicine,
					but he was going to have to lie to get it. Luckily he knew right where to go.
					Aunt Tildy Bennett was the resident herb woman on Rebel Ridge, and she had all
					manner of ointments for all manner of conditions. She wasn’t really his aunt,
					but it was what everybody called her. He had a story all ready to explain away
					the injury and knew she would be none the wiser. When his brother left to work
					his marijuana patch, he got dressed and left the house.

				A half hour later he pulled up in Tildy Bennett’s drive. He
					grabbed his cap just before the wind took it and made a dash toward the house.
					The only good thing about the cold day was that the wind felt good on his
					feverish face.

				He knocked, then waited for her to come to the door. As soon as
					it opened, he quickly yanked off his cap and put on his best manners.

				“Aunt Tildy. I’ve gone and hurt my arm on a piece of broken
					sucker rod, and it got infected. I was wondering if you’d take a look at
					it.”

				The old woman’s eyes narrowed as she eyed the man on her porch.
					He had a terrible reputation, but it wasn’t in her nature to judge.

				“Come inside out of the cold. I need to see it before I know
					what to do.”

				“Yes, ma’am.” He stepped inside, then followed her to the
					kitchen.

				“Just take off your coat and hang it there on the chair. You
					don’t need to take off your shirt all the way, just take your bad arm out of the
					sleeve,” she said.

				He did as she asked and waited for her reaction.

				Her eyes narrowed as she eyed the wound. “You say you hurt this
					on a piece of pipe?”

				“Yes, ma’am. It was a thin piece of sucker rod.... The end of
					it was all broken and ragged, and, well...I admit...I was drunk as a skunk when
					it happened. I fell on it with all my weight. It gouged this big hunk outta my
					arm, and now I got myself into a fix, what with it getting infected and
					all.”

				Aunt Tildy’s attention shifted to the wound. “You’re right. It
						is infected, but not to the blood-poisoning
					stage. Have you had a tetanus shot recently? If that pipe was rusty, you’ll
					likely get yourself a case of lockjaw. You can die from that.”

				He was getting worried and then remembered the lie. It hadn’t
					really been a rusty pipe. It had been a hot bullet.

				“Yes, ma’am, I’m good on that. Had one just last year when I
					got a fishhook cut out of my leg.”

				Tildy turned to a cupboard and began shifting bottles and tins
					aside until she found what she was looking for, then got a pan of hot water and
					some antiseptic soap.

				“This is likely gonna hurt,” she said, and began cleaning the
					wound with short rigorous swipes.

				“Holy crap, excuse my language,” he said as tears sprang to his
					eyes. “That hurts.”

				“I warned you,” Tildy said, and kept working.

				A half hour later he was on his way out with a tea to brew for
					fever and a tin of ointment to put on the wound three times a day. He was twenty
					dollars lighter in the pocket, but it was all worth it as he got back in his
					truck and drove away.

				* * *

				The week passed without incident. Meg finished the quilt
					on the frame, added the binding around the edges, and got it and the four others
					ready to ship. After Jake took them down to Boone’s Gap to drop off with FedEx,
					she breathed a little easier. Without any pressing orders, she could take a
					little downtime.

				Once word began to spread on Rebel Ridge about the attack on
					Meg Lewis, every widow woman in the area began sleeping with a loaded gun beside
					her bed. Despite the security system Quinn had installed at the house, Jake
					still worried about what might happen once they were gone. He solved the problem
					by giving her a dog.

				Her name was Honey, a year-old hound with a light brown coat,
					who’d been born with a crippled paw. She had big brown eyes and long legs, but
					had yet to fill out to her adult weight. She would never be any use for
					tracking, but her bloodline was pure, and, as Jake claimed, she was as sweet as
					the name he’d given her.

				For Meg and Honey, it was love at first sight. Meg thanked Jake
					profusely and immediately felt safer, knowing no one could sneak up on her
					again.

				Having the motion-detector light go off every time a possum or
					a raccoon wandered through the yard was going to take some getting used to, but
					Honey would bark loud and long if a human approached, especially in the
					dark.

				The real test would be when Jake and her mom finally left, but
					Meg was ready for her world to get back to normal, and once they took the
					stitches out tomorrow, she would be on her own.

				* * *

				It was just after dinner when they headed for the
					doctor’s office in Mount Sterling. Meg had the backseat to herself as Jake and
					Dolly manned the front, talking quietly to each other. She couldn’t help but
					notice the lilt in her mother’s voice and the joy in her laugh. Dolly was happy.
					Meg was happy for her but ready for them to leave. The honeymoon phase they were
					still in kept reminding Meg of what was missing in her own life, but as her
					mother was fond of saying, “this, too, shall pass.”

				It felt good to be out of the house, and it was the time of
					year when the leaves were beginning to turn. The sun was shining, but there were
					days when there was a nip in the air, and today was one of them. When they
					reached Boone’s Gap, Jake pulled in at the gas station.

				“I need to gas up. You ladies need anything?”

				“Nothing for me, thanks,” Meg said.

				“I think I’d like something cold to drink, but I’ll get it
					while you pump the gas,” Dolly said, and got out of the car, leaving Meg inside
					on her own.

				Meg watched her mother enter the minimart and then leaned back,
					absently watching traffic come and go while thinking about the Storm at Sea
					quilt blocks she’d had to put aside. She was itching to piece them together.

				She watched a woman come out with a baby on her hip and two
					kids following behind her. When the woman saw her and waved, Meg quickly waved
					back, but it was just another reminder of how behind she was on living life. No
					husband. No kids. No prospects. God. How pathetic could she get?

				A pickup truck pulled up on the other side of the pumps. She
					saw the driver get out. Heard him speak to Jake and tease him about starting on
					his second marriage when neither of Jake’s sons had even begun a first. Jake
					laughed. Meg looked away.

				All of a sudden someone knocked on the window behind her. She
					turned to see her ex-husband’s younger brother, Claude, smiling at her. As she
					rolled down the window, he leaned partway in, casually giving her the
					once-over.

				“Hey, Meg. Just wanted to say hi and tell you how sorry we all
					were to hear what happened to you. You doin’ okay?”

				Meg wasn’t crazy about any of her ex in-laws, but they’d never
					done her any harm and didn’t seem to hold a grudge against her for divorcing
					their kin.

				“I’m fine, Claude. Tell your family I said thank-you for their
					concern.”

				“So that fella who broke into your house didn’t hurt you
					none?”

				“Nope. I did it all to myself when I ran through broken
					glass.”

				Claude Lewis frowned, making his narrow-set eyes almost
					disappear. “Well, I’m real sorry that happened, and I hope they catch the
					bastard soon.”

				At that point Dolly came back to the car just as Jake was
					putting the gas nozzle back in the pump. She gave Claude a cool look, which
					ended the conversation, but Meg knew everyone was talking about her, and once
					she was out and about again, this wouldn’t be the last time she got grilled.

				Claude thumped the window as a way of ending their conversation
					and gave her another big smile.

				“I guess y’all are ready to
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