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The McKenna Legacy

 


To My Darling Grandchildren,

 


I leave you my love and more. Within
thirty-three days of your thirty-third birthday-enough time to know
what you are about-you will have in your grasp a legacy of which
your dreams are made. Dreams are not always tangible things, but
more often are born in the heart. Act selflessly in another’s
behalf, and my legacy will be yours.

 


Your loving grandmother,

Moira McKenna

 


P.S. Use any other inheritance from me
wisely and only for good, lest you destroy yourself or those you
love.


Prologue

 


THE SKY HAD SWIFTLY CHANGED from a luminous
pink to a deep copper by the time Oscar Weber arrived at the far
back reaches of the refuge. The flat was dotted with a series of
holding corrals, most of which hadn't been used in years. One
currently confined several of his patients, however.

Alighting from his pickup, he fetched his bag
and a bucket of bribery, sweetened grain mash being an effective
way of tempting the wild horses to come to him so that he could
check them out up close and personal. He hobbled into the occupied
corral.

A strange, sad sound moaned through the sharp
tortured buttes lining the flat. Gave some people the willies, he
knew, but the soughing wind was music to his ears.

As was the excited nickering of the
mustangs.

Recovering from a virus that had spread
through the small band like wildfire, the seven mares quarantined
from the rest of the herd crowded him, ready to let him inspect
them in trade for the treat. Few humans could ever get so close. It
took a special touch to tame the wildness in the heart of any
beast, especially ones who'd already been betrayed by man.

After hitching the gate, Oscar dipped his
arthritic hand into the bucket again and again, thrilled as always
by the soft noses that pressed his flesh for the sweet. One of the
mares bumped him aggressively.

"Hey, Sage, don't be a pig." He moved the
bucket slightly so the greedy mare couldn't stick her head inside
as she was trying to do. "Leave some for the others," he ordered in
a gruff voice.

A grulla, her dark gray coat accentuated by
an extraordinarily long, ragged black mane and tail, Sage was the
dominant mare of the band. She was also his favorite of the entire
herd. Though some would disagree, Oscar thought she was the most
beautiful horse he'd ever vetted.

Craftily taking advantage of his affection
for her, Sage pushed at his chest with her nose and lipped the
buttons of his shirt. Dark eyes gleaming, she whickered softly.
What a flirt! With a big sigh, Oscar caved in and gave her another
handful before getting down to business.

At least the mares' temperatures seemed to be
under control and their appetites had picked up. Unfortunately, a
few of the little ladies still coughed sporadically, making him
wonder about another round of antibiotics to suppress any secondary
bacterial infection. He was still trying to figure out where that
danged virus had come from, considering the isolation of the herd
and all.

Only one in a series of peculiar incidents
that had plagued the refuge over the past several weeks.

Late evening wrapped the high plateau with
its sooty cloak and sheet lightning sizzled across the open indigo
sky before he was done with the band. Sniffing the air, he
registered the rain that would soon fall. He sure was running late.
Normally by now he'd be home eating supper, looking forward to
watching some television in the company of Wrangler, not merely a
faithful four-footed companion, but his best buddy.

A howl resounded from the vicinity of the
buttes. Then an echoing answer from some distance away. Coyotes.
Though ranchers thought of them as pests, Oscar was as fond of the
dog-cousins as he was of all God's creatures.

"See you tomorrow, Ladies," he told the
mares, easing out of the infirmary corral.

That's when he heard the other engine.

"What the heck?"

Frowning, he fumbled with the gate latch and
hitched his bag and the empty bucket into the back of his pickup.
High beams announced the oncoming vehicles' approach on the rutted
dirt road. Staying on his side of the pasture fence, Oscar limped
into the open. Behind him, the mares whinnied, their collective
shrill sending his neck hair to attention.

No one came this far back into the sanctuary
except to mend fence or check on the herd occasionally. And
certainly not after dark.

The agitated voices of other horses somewhere
along the ravine to the south drew his attention for a moment, long
enough for the truck to stop and the driver to alight. Senses
attuned to possible trouble, he turned toward the person on the
other side of the fence and squinted. He could make out no more
than a hazy silhouette between the truck's high beams and the hot
white broken lines of lightning in the distance.

"Who's there?" he demanded.

In answer, a bright ray in the driver's hand
flicked on and blinded him.

A bad feeling in his gut, Oscar shaded his
eyes. The mares he'd treated complained loudly. Unshod hooves met
fence planking, as if the wild mustangs were starting to panic. He
realized why when out of the dark, a horse and rider appeared and
practically ran him down. The mount danced tightly around him.

"Shit, Doc, what're you doing here?"

Startled by the rider's identity, Oscar had
trouble finding his voice. "I-I guess I could ask you the
same."

Though bits and pieces of suspicions that had
been growing over the past weeks knitted together in a hurry. His
heart raced and his gut knotted. His arthritic joints screamed with
tension. The truth was crystallizing in his still-sharp mind as
brilliantly as the lightning surrounding them.

A very ugly truth.

One Oscar knew he would never tell.


Chapter One

 


KATE FARRELL CHOKED BACK the threat of tears
as she watched the coffin lowered into the grave. She felt as if a
part of her were being buried under the glaring South Dakota sun.
Sweat made her silk blouse stick to her. Frizzy strands of her
bright red hair had slipped from her ponytail and clung to her
neck. A horrid day all around.

"I still can't believe I'll never see Doc
again," she murmured to her parents and brother, who surrounded her
with their support.

Oscar Weber had been like a second father to
her. He'd befriended her when she was a pesky kid demanding he show
her how to heal the injured animals and birds she found. When she'd
decided to go to vet school, he'd become her mentor. After her
marriage to Jake Nash had ended, he'd offered her a partnership.
She'd accepted, moving back to Bitter Creek for his sake as well as
hers – vetting livestock could be too physically demanding for an
aging man with arthritis.

The partnership had been a clever hoax,
however, Doc using the lure so he could retire within weeks of her
return. All along, he'd planned on turning over his veterinary
practice to her, no strings attached. Kate had agreed, figuring
she'd find a way to pay him back for his generosity. And now she
would never be able to do so.

Her mother slipped an arm around her back.
Though smaller than Kate both in height and build, she was solid
and steady and comforting as always.

"We're never prepared for death,
Kathleen."

"But, Mom, it's not like Doc was sick."

"A person can up and die at any time without
doing the things she meant to." Her green eyes went all watery and
her soft lilt became more pronounced. "You cannot be making up for
things left undone... unsaid... once you're gone."

"You've nothing to make up for, Rose," Kate's
father insisted gruffly.

"It's been thirty-five years, Charlie."

Kate didn't miss the sadness that swept
through her mother. A sadness beyond saying good-bye to an old
friend. She met the amber gaze of her younger brother. Neil was a
carbon copy of their father, from his whipcord build and solid good
looks to his too-serious approach to life. A man who normally had
control of any situation, he looked as helpless as she felt.

"Too bad Quin's not here," he whispered.

Struck with wanderlust, their younger brother
Quinlan was always off seeking whatever lay over the next
horizon.

"He always knows how to cheer Mom up," she
agreed, feeling a little lost herself.

The minister said a final prayer over the
grave, the mourners standing with bowed heads, holding hands,
wiping away tears.

Not Kate, though, despite her stinging eyes.
Unwilling to let anyone see her cry, she distracted herself with
her mother's emotional state. The poor woman was homesick for her
native Ireland and the McKenna clan she'd turned her back on more
than three decades before.

She was thinking about encouraging Mom to
follow her heart and contact her siblings, when a late arrival made
her mind blank.

A man she hadn't seen in nearly two
decades.

Dressed in black jeans and a polished cotton
shirt buttoned to the throat, he stood behind the crowd, enough
apart from the good citizens of Bitter Creek so it was noticeable.
A loner, more comfortable with animals than with people. Always had
been. And he had reason to stay away from some of those present,
she admitted.

Though his dark eyes were hidden by his hat's
wide brim, Kate could feel them fixed on her. The skin along her
neck crawled. She tried to ignore the sensation that quickly
overcame her, but she couldn't.

Her world suddenly narrowed to a tunnel with
her at one end, Chase Brody at the other.

Two decades felt like yesterday.

He was taller, topping six feet. More
muscular. More male.

Two decades and he still made her pulse
thrum...

"Kate?"

Neil was frowning at her. "It's time."

Flushing, she forced her mind from past to
present. This was a funeral, not a reunion. She approached the
grave and picked up a clot of earth.

"Bye, Doc." She forced the words past the
lump in her throat. "I'll never forget you."

Eyes stinging more fiercely than before, she
flung her handful of soil atop the coffin, only with great
difficulty keeping her tears to herself. They could wait until
later, when she could mourn alone.

Only after she had a chance to join Ellen
Weber, Doc's daughter, a lab technician who lived in Rapid City,
after she herself had accepted the condolences of myriad people who
respected her special relationship to the deceased, did she
remember Chase Brody.

She looked around for him, wondering if he
would make a point of speaking to her.

But he was gone. He'd slipped away
unnoticed.

Just as he had the last time.

 


 


AFTER LEAVING THE CEMETERY, the mourners
crowded Doc's rambling old house and filled the dining room table
with casseroles, fried chicken, salads, jello molds and homemade
cakes and pies until the old wood groaned under the weight. Kate
had no appetite, but she forced herself to eat a few bites.

When she set down her half-empty plate, Doc's
daughter took her aside and suggested she might like to move into
the house, at least temporarily, so that the place wouldn't sit
empty until she could see to her father's effects. Ellen had to get
back to her job in Rapid City as soon as possible.

A whole house instead of the two rooms behind
the practice?

A chance to feel close to Doc a while
longer...

Kate accepted the offer and volunteered to
help go through Doc's things.

Afterward, wandering through the study alone,
Kate considered the shelves loaded with books, walls in-between
crowded with photographs of animals Doc had cared for, and every
available horizontal surface stacked with literature – some of
which featured the places he always meant to visit after he retired
but never had.

Kate noticed the silly-looking patchwork mutt
who lay in a corner like a Sad Sack, bushy tail curled under his
body, long nose on his paws. He'd been sick and starving when Doc
had found him. He was mourning, too.

Moving closer to the dog, Kate crouched to
give him a quick scratch behind the ears. "Hey, boy, you and me are
going to be roomies. What do you think of that?"

Wrangler merely gave her a melancholy
expression and whistled softly through his nose.

And Kate straightened, her gaze alighting on
the nearest framed photograph – wild horses on the Bitter Creek
Mustang Refuge. The sanctuary founded and run by Chase Brody. The
place where Doc had died in a stampede.

She could hardly give the incident credence,
not after everything Doc had told her about the way he'd gotten the
mustangs to accept him in the few short months he'd been working
with them. But the facts were irrefutable. Something had spooked
the recuperating horses – the sheriff had put it to that crazy
storm – and they'd broken out of their corral. His arthritis hadn't
allowed Doc to move too fast. He'd probably fallen and had landed
right in their path.

Nobody's fault.

So why keep questioning the
circumstances?

"The place could use you with Doc gone."

Kate whirled to face Nathan Lantero. He was
nearly six foot now, his medium build tight with muscle. A striking
if not handsome man with long black hair, black eyes and a straight
blade of a nose.

"Do you ever not sneak up on a
person?"

"Only when I'm trying to do the
unexpected."

She rolled her eyes at Nathan's sly humor.
More Lakota than white, having lived on the rez much of his life,
he made light of his heritage when it suited him.

"You're not sucking me into this one."

"No guts, huh?"

"I learned my lesson. I can't win with
you."

"Your trying was always interesting."

Nathan's father Delbert had worked for the
Farrell

Ranch until his death a few years back. When
the mood had struck him, Nathan would sneak off the reservation,
even ditching school, to hang out at the ranch. He'd been jealous
of her. Competing for Delbert's attention, they'd been at each
other's throats from the first. Kate had often gotten into both
verbal and physical scraps with the boy who was older if not
bigger. And he'd always had a way of winning.

Too aware of their uneasy adult truce, she
said, "That was ages ago."

"So was Brody." Nathan lifted a dark brow and
waited for a response he didn't get. Finally he asked, "So what
about it? You gonna take over where Doc left off?"

She knew he was currently working at the
refuge as were a few other people she knew who'd attended the
funeral.

"I'm sure he can hire some other vet."

"Not without money."

She started. "What about the BLM?"

Doc had told her the haven had come into
being only with the backing of the Bureau of Land Management, the
government agency responsible for the wild horses.

"Their funding ended a coupla years ago now,
as agreed. The place would be closed down if not for the
volunteers. Only a few of us draw a paycheck – me and Merle and
Buck. Brody stinks at fundraising. He's a long way from making that
place independent like he figured he could."

"Like that should matter to me," she
muttered.

Nathan's penetrating black eyes held
understanding. "The horses matter. They need you."

Guilt wormed its way into her resolve, but
she tried to ignore the unwelcome sentiment. Doc had told her about
the money crunch, and about Chase's plans to renovate some log
structures on the property so he could rent rooms to
vacationers.

"When you finish working on those old
buildings there'll be enough cash from tourists to pay a vet."

"Don't see it, not with the way things have
been going lately. Besides, tourists won't be staying on the
property till next spring. What about now?"

"Did Chase put you up to this?"

Nathan shook his head. "Hasn't mentioned you
since you got back."

No big surprise, though she'd been living in
Bitter Creek for several months now. In all that time, she'd never
run into Chase once. Not that she'd asked, Doc had told her he
didn't come into town unless he had to. Remembering how badly he'd
been treated by the townspeople as a kid, Kate guessed she didn't
blame him.

Only... why had he returned?

Not wanting to be pressed any further, she
said, "Look, I'll give the suggestion some thought. Just don't go
making any promises to anyone."

Nathan's full lips pulled into a grimace
resembling a smile. "Don't worry, I won't say a thing to
Brody."

With that, he left her alone.

 


 


EXHAUSTED BY THE TIME SHE entered the paneled
room that served as her general living quarters – a single bed was
crammed in a much smaller space that must have been meant as a
supply closet – Kate was tempted to crash. The clack-clack
of Wrangler's nails on the linoleum behind her was a reminder that
she couldn't only think of herself.

"Hungry?" she asked the dog.

Legs spread, tail drooping, Wrangler focused
his sorrowful gaze on her. She pulled out two plastic bowls and
filled one with water.

"C'mon, you must be thirsty."

She patted the dog on the side when he came
for the water. Then she left the room and entered the combination
surgery and infirmary where she kept food for the occasional
stay-over patient. But Wrangler merely sniffed at the bowl of chow
she put out for him and walked away, groaning and throwing himself
at the base of the couch.

Kate joined him on the floor, where she sat
cross-legged. She smooched the air and patted her thigh. "I could
use someone to hug."

Wrangler crawled into her lap. Arms wrapped
around his compact body, she pressed her cheek to his fuzzy
forehead. He whimpered.

"That's all right. You cry if you want to,"
she urged the dog, uncensored tears gathering in her own eyes.
"Nobody here to laugh at you."

Remembering Chase had liked that about her –
a girl who didn't cry – made her feel worse.

Whistling through his nose, Wrangler freed
his head enough to lick the salty tears from her cheeks. Kate
closed her eyes and ran her hands along the dog's face. She
concentrated on the animal... touching... focusing... sensing his
grief for his master.

As she'd been able to do ever since she could
remember, she became one with the animal, his emotions merging with
hers.

A hazy and somewhat distorted image formed in
her mind.

Doc, paunchy and balding, bending over with
arthritic hands outstretched. He was mouthing words she couldn't
hear, but she could feel the love in his heart for the dog whose
life he'd saved.

Suddenly she was in Doc's face, making him
laugh. He was happy...

Opening her eyes so that tears streamed down
both cheeks, Kate remembered how deeply Doc had felt about all
animals. How much caring for the wild horses had meant to him in
the last months of his life.

She could spare some time here and
there.

The question was... did she want to?

Doc would expect it of her, at least until
some other arrangements could be made. Not that he'd ever prodded
her to step foot on the sanctuary. He knew what had gone down
between her and Chase and respected her feelings.

She may have avoided the reality of Bitter
Creek Mustang Refuge since returning home, but she hadn't managed
to avoid thinking about the man who ran it. Chase Brody had invaded
her thoughts plenty over the months, and now that she'd seen him,
had felt the old spark, she sensed it would be in her best
interests to stay away.

But she could imagine how saddened Doc would
be if anything terrible happened to what he'd thought of as
his wild horses because they were deprived of the proper
medical care. And she owed him, had always meant to pay him back if
not in money. Certain he was watching over his old domain from his
place above, she was torn.

How could she deny someone who'd done so much
for her?

That Chase could make her consider
disappointing Doc angered her.

So much so, Kate knew she had to at least
check out the refuge before deciding.

 


ANNIE SABIN STEPPED OUT of the refuge office
onto the screened porch, a teenage couple in tow. "Head for that
truck down the hill," she said, pointing. "Buck's due to take off
with the next tour in about three minutes."

Watching from the table, Chase felt his late
breakfast lump in his stomach. Not that Annie's cooking wasn't a
hell of a lot better than his own.

But nerves chewed at him, and a growing
uncertainty about the fate of the place that had become his life
had him tied in knots more often than not. And he couldn't help but
notice that nearly half of the second-hand theater seats lining
both sides of the old pick-up remained empty... and this during the
height of the tourist season.

"Thanks, Miss," the young woman was saying.
She was practically doing a tap-dance in her excitement. "C'mon,
Jimmy, or we'll be too late. Wild mustangs! Yee-hah!"

Jimmy closely shadowed his girlfriend, who
threw open the screen door and fled outside.

Blue eyes lit with laughter, Annie spun
toward Chase, her straight chin-length black hair sweeping her
broad cheeks. "Such enthusiasm makes everything we do worthwhile,
doesn't it?"

He sucked on another mug of strong black
coffee despite the growing heat of the day. "The horses are what's
important."

She gave him a reproving look. "Anyone who
loves them are important, too."

"Especially anyone who loves them as much as
you do," he said agreeably.

This was the third year in a row that Annie
had volunteered her whole summer vacation to run the office and to
deal with the tourists, the last being a task Chase had abhorred.
During the rest of the year, she was a remedial reading teacher,
working with some of Phoenix's roughest high school kids. Of
average height, slim and cursed with a baby-face (her words), she
seemed a whole lot younger than her thirty-one years, hardly the
type Chase had figured for being able to handle gang members. But
that was before he got to know her.

Annie Sabin was strong-willed, tireless, and
had a way of manipulating people into doing what she wanted.

Downhill, a good-natured "All aboard!" caught
his attention. Buck Duran was rushing toward the truck, his limp
becoming more pronounced the faster he went.

Shame stealing through him, Chase quickly
shifted his focus back to Annie. "Buck's not going out with a full
load. How far down is our count?"

"Actually, the numbers are up overall. First
thing this morning, we had so many people show, I had to add two
extra tours to accommodate everyone. I took one of them out myself.
It seems the news of Doc's death has been a boon to business."
Annie threw herself into a seat opposite him and poured herself a
mug of coffee from the insulated carafe. Her eyes melted into his
when she said, "Crummy that something so rotten had to happen to
make business pick up."

"Sensation seekers. They probably hope the
tour will take them to the spot where Doc packed it in."

"Maybe we should figure out how to take
advantage of the situation, though," Annie said, even if she
sounded reluctant. "If we put our heads together, I'll bet we can
come up with some ideas."

Chase hated having to open the refuge to nosy
tourists at all, but he knew they were an economic fact of life if
he was going to keep the place running.

"We could talk about it over dinner," Annie
suggested.

Chase knew Annie hated to eat alone. Her
being stuck in the middle of nowhere with no friends for a whole
summer had to be hard for her. And she was trying to be helpful as
she'd been through all the recent difficulties. Still, taking
advantage of anyone's death was repugnant to him.

"I don't know, Annie."

"Consider the horses. Remember how important
they were to Doc," she said, touching his hand. Her eyes were
filled with compassion when she said, "I'll bet he would approve of
turning a tragedy in our favor."

Chase said, "Let me think about it," though
he didn't figure he'd change his mind.

"Great." She grinned. "I'll run into town for
some steaks."

Not wanting to dwell on anything so dark,
Chase rose. "I've dawdled long enough." Though in reality, he'd
read the outline on applying for a new grant before leaving his
cabin earlier. "I'm going out to work perimeter fence in the far
north pasture with Merle."

"In this heat?"

"Do I have a choice?"

Especially since they had to repair fencing
that had collapsed. He didn't know when it had happened exactly.
Merle had spotted the downed posts only late yesterday, but
considering they rarely checked the far sanctuary fence other than
when moving the herd to fresh pasture, the problem could be weeks
old. An opening that size would be an invitation for a number of
the mustangs to wander off the property... if they hadn't already
done so.

Someone would have to check the herd as soon
as the repair was finished. Several someones including himself if
he wanted the count done efficiently and accurately.

But first, the fence.

Hoping the physical effort would blunt his
frustrations at trying to make a go of the place, he left the
porch, rounding the corner to get to the water spigot on the side
of the building. There he filled a large thermos, grabbed another
of coffee that Annie left on the stoop for him, and jumped into his
Bronco. He took off down a side road closed to tourists that cut
across the property.

Chase paid no mind to the ruts jolting him,
nor to the dry dust swirling around and into the open vehicle. Used
to the discomfort of ranch life, he sped toward the red cliffs on
the other side of Bitter Creek, slowing only to ford the ribbon of
water that was barely a few yards wide and little more than a foot
deep at this crossing. A good-sized carp did a backflip in the air
away from the vehicle.

Soon he was winding around hills, traversing
a canyon, continuously achieving higher elevation until he was atop
the undulating plateau. To the east, a band of mares grazed on
black root grass. Ears twitching at the sound of the approaching
vehicle, they lifted their heavy heads and stared, then seeing his
truck – a familiar sight – one-by-one they resumed munching.

He took a deep breath and felt some of his
muscles unknot. They were what it was all about. Taking
responsibility for the tough little feral horses that no one else
wanted gave his life meaning.

When they'd arrived on the refuge, they'd
been scrawny, ribs poking at their hides. Worse, they'd been
despondent, having spent months or years crowded into feedlots.
Seeing their sides filled out with flesh, knowing they were healthy
and comparatively content if not as free as they once were, gave
worth to his daily struggle.

This good health was due in part to Oscar
Weber's generosity in donating his services. Poor Doc. His mind
wandered back to the funeral.

Kate Farrell.

He remembered how Kate had stared at
him...almost as if she'd never gotten over him. Ridiculous,
considering how long it had been.

Old guilt washed through him. And something
else. Something more immediate.

Despite the familiar ponytail – her
near-futile attempt to confine that wild red mane of hers – and the
freckles nearly hidden by her tan, Kate was all grown up. And she'd
developed into quite a woman, he thought, voluptuous curves
softening her athletic build, wide mouth and full lips equally
feminine.

A mouth he'd once kissed.

And, no matter how hard he tried, he couldn't
put Kate's dazzling green eyes from his mind. For a moment, he'd
felt lost in them. Their intensity. Their depth. The memories they
forced on him.

Determined, Chase forced his mind away from
the woman he couldn't have.

Overhead, soaring on an air current, a hawk
wheeled with its wings spread wide. The Bronco passed under the
bird and picked up speed.

A few minutes later, he spotted Merle Zwick,
the hired hand who was as adept with horses as she was with fencing
or plumbing or replacing glass in a broken window. Hard work had
added muscle to her tall and wiry frame encased in ripped jeans and
a sweat-soaked white T-shirt.

As she set a post in a newly dug hole, she
yelled, "Hey, boss, you finally rolled outta your bunk!"

Removing her Stetson, her hand protected by a
heavy leather work glove, she wiped the back of a deeply tanned
bare arm across her forehead. Strands of light brown hair that had
escaped her long braid glued themselves to her damp face.

He cut the engine and jumped out of the
truck, and fetched the thermos of water. "Thirsty?"

"That filled with beer?"

Merle knew he never took a drink any more. He
kept the joke going. "Sure is. Cold and foamy."

"Mm-mm. Let me at it." Slapping her hat back
on her head, she freed him of the heavy thermos. "I ran out a while
ago." She lifted the spout to her mouth, guzzled some water and
smacked her lips. "Never tasted better."

He noted that she'd staked the locations for
the new posts along the entire length of downed fence, nearly fifty
feet worth, but had only managed to drill a few of the holes so
far. Not having been on site to see the damage before this, Chase
crouched and inspected part of the old wood that was rotted in
places.

He couldn't tell what had spelled the
fencing's death knoll, though he figured the wind could be
capricious enough to do the job. So could a herd of frenzied
mustangs – Doc's death being uppermost in his mind – though he saw
no sign of it. The recent rains had done a good job of obliterating
whatever clues the earth might have held. Still, fencing didn't go
down easy, not this much of it, not before anyone could notice,
even if they didn't patrol the north border regularly.

How weird.

Too many weird things going on lately, not
the least of which was Doc's death.

Shaking away the edgy feeling that not
knowing for sure gave him, he rose. "How's it going?"

"It'll go a lot faster now that the real
expert at digging post holes is here," she said, her flippant
remark setting off a memory that could still make him cringe.

Her quirking eyebrows and flirtatious smile
were automatic. Despite the bits of the old nightmare flashing
through his mind, Chase gave way and grinned.

Razzing a man, any man, was just Merle's way.
Always had been. A handsome rather than a pretty woman, she'd
nonetheless never lacked for male attention because of her
boldness, though he also knew that men used her rather than taking
her seriously as she deserved. He had to watch himself not to get
too close.

As for the post hole digger...he couldn't
avoid it.

"You get behind the wheel of the tractor, and
I'll deal with the shaft."

He never let anyone else near the hydraulic
power shaft when he was on the job. How dangerous the equipment
could be was too vivid to forget.

"You're the boss. Nothing like watching a
big, strong man working with heavy machinery."

"Showtime," he muttered, getting started.

For the next couple of hours, they worked
together efficiently, their rapport almost surprisingly easy.

Merle was one of the few residents of Bitter
Creek Chase felt comfortable being around, maybe because she'd come
from a background similar to his own. She, too, had been "trailer
trash" to the town's finer citizens. She'd been without a father,
and her mother had had the reputation of being a "loose" woman.

"Hey, boss, did you hear the one about the
hooker with the heart of gold?" Merle yelled over the noisy
machinery. "She used the Wall Street Journal to set her
prices."

Chase groaned, though he enjoyed Merle's
occasional spicy jokes because they kept him amused despite the
drudgery of the work. Concentrating on the job, he suddenly
realized Merle was yelling at him.

Chase yelled back, "What?" and turned to see
what she wanted.

Only to face his past up-close and
personal.

Kate Farrell had been an incorrigible kid,
and in her faded jeans, red cowboy boots, turquoise shirt, and
unruly bright red hair haloing her striking features and a dogged
expression aimed directly at him, she appeared wilder than
ever.

As untamed as the mustangs on this raw
land.

As a teenager, he hadn't properly appreciated
her potential, but as a man...

Merle suddenly cut the power to the tractor.
For a moment, the stillness made his ears hurt.

And then Kate's lips parted, mesmerizing him.
"Chase. It's been a long time."

Gut tightening at the sound of her voice, the
melodic tone tempered with deserved sarcasm, he forced out the only
return he could manage.

"What the hell do you think you're doing out
here?"
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