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Chapter 1

 Ellie

The
envelope is unmarked, in the pile of cards that my wedding guests
have gifted to me. It figures my goddamn ex, Will, would choose
such a place to hide a message to me. It’s not even cryptic. No
guesswork involved. He simply says for me to meet him inside the
barn or everyone attending the wedding will die. He’s got a lot of
nerve busting up my wedding like this. And if I know Will, he’s
full of shit, and I’m in just the mood to go find him and tell him
what I think of his little plan. Despite the inherent danger, he’s
already tried to kill me twice, and by some twist of fate, and of
his own dumb luck, he's managed to escape from the county jail. And
I know that the only way he did that, since, as of late, he's too
stupid to do anything like that on his own, he must have had an
accomplice.

I want
to see all of this come to an end, and I know that the only way to
accomplish that, is to confront him, head on. Now, I know that
he'll be expecting me to bring an entourage with me, but I'm going
to trip him up, and come alone. Until I see my husband Maverick
making eye contact with me, that is. In my heart of hearts, I know
that Maverick will never let me go alone, that's how come he's had
me holed up in this ranch. But whatever plan my ex-husband has,
will be better served if he's faced with the unexpected.

Now, I’m
aware that Maverick and his brothers know how to cover bases, which
is why I'm not in the least bit scared, because I’m aware that
those boys know every inch of this land, and they’ll be ready for
anything that Will or whoever he's working with throws at them. I,
too, have decent knowledge of this ranch. Enough to know how to
slip through the back of the ranch house, and meet Will in the
barn, like he's asked. I'm also aware of the supply of guns hidden
in many of the nooks and crannies inside the barn.

As I
quickly slide out of Maverick’s gaze, I hear him shout. “Ellie!
No!”

But I
don't take heed to his warning. Instead, I take advantage of the
fact that the inside of the house is empty, and nobody will see me
sneak out the back. “Will?” I call out as I reach the barn. But,
instead of being greeted by my ex-husband, I'm surprised by an even
more unexpected situation.

 



***

Beau

I
couldn't help myself. She told me that the airport limousine had
arrived, and I just had to grasp every living second that I could
have with her, before she went out of my sight. It's silly, I know,
because the woman is headed back to Spain, where she will be
staying for an unknown amount of time, so there's really no point
wasting any of my time on her, even though, admittedly, this is the
first woman I have set eyes on that made me look twice, since my
Debbie died.

It was
one of those freak kinds of things, see. One of those illnesses
that starts off as something simple, but then snowballs into
something deadly. It was my own stupidity, and I’ll never forgive
myself. The gut feeling that I had I didn't listen to, when the
surgeon that removed her appendix, wasn't careful enough, and left
a sponge inside her body. Ironically, the surgery that evidently
saved her life, ended up killing her in the end, when her blood
clotted at the incision site, made its way to her lungs, and killed
her.

We'd
only been married for two years. But we had a long engagement,
another two years, and her folks, being as old fashioned as they
were, would not let us live together until we were married, despite
the fact that we were both in our thirties. My thought, at the
time, was that if this surgeon wasn't fit enough to remove
everything from her body, then he wouldn't be fit enough to go in
and retrieve what he left in there, either.

They
didn't watch her for blood clotting, and me being a veterinarian, I
know a little bit about pathology, both human and animal, and I
knew that night, that she was in danger. She refused to take any
help, as she hated when I thought I knew better, since I was just a
veterinarian. Debbie meant well, but she was running a fever, and
wasn’t herself, for obvious reasons. Anyway, she died two years
ago, and I’ve never been the same since. The picture from our
wedding day hangs above the fireplace at my house. It’s the same
place I keep my squawk radio, which I enjoy listening to often,
sort of a side hobby I have. That’s where I learned about the APB
out for a guy that stabbed an officer recently, and it’s also where
I heard about the man who is coming after Ellie.

Halen
Ranch has been around since before my time. I grew up riding their
horses, and now I tend to them regularly. The place I know inside
and out, having been there hundreds of times to help the animals
with births, illness, injury, and everything in between. Riding is
also one of my passions, and I do that mostly at the ranch. When
I’d been invited to the wedding, along with almost the entire town,
I admit I had to give them credit. To move on like that, with some
lunatic on the loose, only having attacked Ellie recently, that
family, in my opinion, is brave.

Having
said that and knowing all the trouble that this family had
encountered, I had my back up. Seeing as I’m so far removed from
the bunch at the ranch, not being a blood relative, I decided I
would be best served keeping watch more than anything. Sure, the
horses have a sixth sense, and I know that they were all counting
on the beasts to alert them of any trouble, but I figure that
there’s no harm in being a second layer of protection. Also,
keeping watch in the barn would mean that I could walk this lovely
lady Kayla out to the airport limo. The second I see her off, I see
a car pull up, with a lady in it that I don’t recognize. Having
grown up in these parts, I know every face, and this one doesn’t
belong.

“Can I help you, ma’am?” I ask, airing on the side of caution,
using polite curtness.

“I’m here for the wedding.” She lies.

“Are you one of the bride’s relatives?” I ask, knowing that
the ones that were invited are here already.

“I’m a friend.” She says, voice icy.

“Y’all missed the ceremony, I’m afraid. And she’s opening her
presents right now. Can I interest you in signing the guest
register?” I offer, knowing that that was a clever tactic, seeing
as the register is inside the barn, with the horses, and that way
the beasts know who’s supposed to be here, and who’s not. Half of
me is worried that this’ll give them a false signal, but this is
the best solution I can come up with, to keep this stranger away
from all the guests, who have consequently already signed the
register.

“Sure.” She says, but her nose might as well be in the clouds,
she’s got such attitude. I look back at her car and I swear I see
someone’s head poking up from the back seat. Blake, Ellie’s now
brother-in-law, sees me leading this strange woman into the barn,
and I give him a look. It’s an inherent code in these parts; a
not-so-subtle flick of the head, a certain look, either way, living
in a small town lends a vernacular in body language that I’ve never
known anywhere else.

The hair
on the back of my neck is standing up. I know this woman is
trouble. And my knowledge is solidified in the next moment, when I
see the car that she arrived in, tear off as if it's going to burst
into flames otherwise. She sees the vehicle peal up the street, and
she tries to make a run for it, but I catch her, by the elbow, and
I see Zach catching on, hopping into his truck, which is parked on
the road, smartly.

“Just where are you running off to?” I ask her. “I don't
believe I caught your name.”

She
plays a game that I'm not in the mood for playing. “It's none of
your damn business, and I’ll thank you for taking your hands off
me. I was just about to go and run and find out where my ride is
going, since he's just abandoned me.”

“You know as well as I do that that young man was in the back
seat, hiding, since I saw you come out of that driver seat
yourself. Who have you got in that car? Why are you hiding him?
Just what in the hell are you up to, lady?” I use the term lady
loosely, seeing as word around town is that Will has been hanging
around with some woman who has zero scruples, in fact, she beat the
hell out of a deputy in the county jail. So, Will isn't the only
one who is being sought after.

“That’s none of your damn business, like I said.”

“You would be smart to give yourself up, lady, the sheriff is
here at this wedding, and it'll be nothing for me to go over there
to get him, doing this whole town a big favor.”

The next
moment, Blake walks into the barn. “You want me to go fetch the
sheriff, Beau?”

“Not if it means busting up the wedding, no. I can hang on to
her, and we can take her up to the Sheriff's Department, to keep
things quiet.”

She
tries to wriggle her way out of my grasp, just as Ellie trots into
the barn, calling out Will’s name. A split second later, my lady
friend has managed to get one of her arms free, and that's when she
pulls a small handgun out of the opened handbag she had around her
shoulder. It's then that I kick myself for not checking her over
first.

Ellie
gasps, but Blake is one step ahead, as he pulls his pistol out of
his vest, and I grab mine out of my vest. I wait to see if Ellie’s
got one hiding somewhere in her dress, but I figure that's false
hope, even from a cowgirl such as herself. Maverick, Ellie’s new
husband, runs in, with his pistol at the ready, and this woman,
despite the fact that she knows she’s sunk, she keeps her handgun
pointed at me.

“Where’s Will.” Ellie demands.

“I don’t know who you’re talking about.” She lies
again.

“Someone was hiding out in her car.” I explain. “He took off,
but Zack went after him.”

Maverick
looks at Ellie. “Baby, stay back.”

“No. Nobody moves a muscle.” The lady with the gun says. Even
though there are three other guns pointing at her.

“Lady, you’re outnumbered, I’m afraid.” Blake states, just as
the sheriff comes into the barn, likely getting word from one of
the other guests that saw Zack tear out of here like a bat out of
hell, following Will, also peeling away like his car is on
fire.

“Put the gun down.” The sheriff says, almost bored, observing
the odds against her. He’s in his uniform, so he pulls the
handcuffs off the side of his belt, nonchalantly disarming her,
tucking her gun into the other side of his belt. “Just what in hell
did you think you were going to get away with here? The whole town
is in the backyard. Ain’t no way in hell that you were going to
walk out of here without someone seeing you, you fool.”

“Will’s on the run again.” Blake tells the sheriff. “But Zack
is chasing him.”

“Anyone see which way he was headed?”

I
gesture with my chin. “South. I reckon he’ll jump on the
highway.”

“I’ll call for backup.” The sheriff says, and then he speaks
into the radio clipped to his shoulder, doing just that. Then he
addresses Ellie. “Sorry, love, but I'm not going to be able to stay
for the rest of the festivities.”

“That’s okay, Sheriff.” She says, giving him a weak smile.
“Just make sure you catch that ex-husband of mine, and we’ll call
it even.”

“I left y’all a decent gift at any rate. It’s with the rest of
the envelopes.”

“Thank you, sir.” Maverick says, tipping his head.

The
sheriff looks at me. “Thank you, Beau.”

“You’re quite welcome, sir.”

I see
Clay watch the sheriff take the lady away. He was working at the
jailhouse when this whole thing went down. In fact, he was manning
the desk when Will was behind bars, and when his lady friend helped
him to escape. He looks at me and I know him now also as Kayla’s
brother. I expect him to give me herefor for speaking with his
sister. Not sure why, but he looked awful protective of her earlier
when we were introduced.

“What’s happened here? Did y’all catch Will?” Clay asks
me.

“We caught his accomplice. But Zack is chasing Will down right
now.”

“I’d say this cowboy is a hero.” Blake states, patting me on
the back. “How did y’all know this was the lady the sheriff was
looking for?”

“I didn’t, actually. I just knew that she wasn’t from around
here and I put two and two together.”

“Well, good on you, Beau.” Maverick says. I’m still watching
Clay’s expression, waiting for him to tear me a new one, despite
the fact that Clarkstown is now minus one criminal, a certain
thanks to me. Not that I take credit for it, of course.

“You’re the veterinarian, right? We met earlier?”

I sigh a
breath of relief. He doesn’t even remember exactly who I
am.

“That’s right. I look after the horses.”

“Well, I'm glad that you were invited to this shindig. I’m
sure that the sheriff is mighty relieved as well.”

“That depends on how Zack does in his pursuit, I'm
afraid.”

Blake
interjects. “My brother’s chased down a perp or two in his time. I
wouldn’t worry too much about it, especially if the sheriff’s men
show up to help out.”

Maverick
speaks under his breath. “Yeah, that’s debatable.”

I change
the subject. “The sheriff didn’t say anything about us giving
statements. Do you suppose we should head on over to the
station?”

Clay
waves. “I can take them.”

I nod.
“Oh, right. I forgot you’re one of them.”

“Not exactly. I was rented there for a short time. It was just
unfortunate that Will was technically in my care when the escape
happened, even though I’d left temporarily.”

Another
lady arrives and puts an arm around Clay’s waist. He seems to relax
instantly. “I don’t believe we’ve met.” She says. “I’m
Denice.”

I shake
her proffered hand, thinking that her name sounds awfully familiar.
She answers my questioning gaze. “I’m Will’s sister.”

My eyes
widen before I can stop them. “Oh, ma’am, I'm sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’ve just about given up on my brother, frankly.
It’s just too bad that he’s chosen my best friend’s wedding to pull
a stunt like this. And Ellie’s his ex-wife to boot. My brother is
the scum of the earth, so nothing you or anyone can say about him
can offend me.”

I nod,
my eyes are downcast. “All the same, ma’am, I'm sorry about all
this. It can't be easy, you know, dealing with a difficult
sibling.”

Clay
gets a strange look on his face. I put two and two together and
realize that I may have just insulted him, seeing as Kayla, the
beauty that I was speaking with earlier, is his sister. I didn't
get that impression from her when we spoke, but I figure maybe he
could have been the difficult one of the two. All the same, I
figure I better smooth things over. “No offence
intended.”

After a
very slight hesitation, he raises a hand, and frowns, indicating
that there was none taken. He takes statements, recording them into
his phone, telling us that we will need to go down to the station
at some point in time tomorrow, to sign off on our statements. Soon
after, we see Zack pull up in his truck, and the expression on his
face tells us that he was not able to capture Will like we had
hoped.

“I swear the damn troopers and the deputy did more hindering
of that chase.” Zack admits, clearly very disappointed. “Those boys
are supposed to be trained to drive in those conditions, but I was
doing more dodging them, than I was chasing after that
sumbitch.”

A little
girl, I believe her name is Myra, runs to Zack, with her arms wide
open. Kate, her mama, follows her, carrying their new infant son in
her arms. Zack picks her up, like she's just won the World Series,
twirls her up in the air and sets her back down under his waist,
holding her tight to him. “I wanna ride Buttercup.” She
says.

Kate,
her mama, chides her good naturedly. “I told you, sugar, we need to
leave the horses in the barn tonight.”

“Oh, there ain’t no mind now, Kate.” Zack says. “Will won't
try to show his face around here again tonight. I can take the
little one out for a ride if you like.”

Kate
smiles at him, and he gives her an adoring wink, as he takes Myra
over to the other side of the barn, to Buttercup. They stand there
admiring the love that those two have for each other, and I can't
help but say out loud. “Now there’s a father-daughter love y’all
don’t often see.”

Blake’s
gaze goes to the floor but he’s smiling warmly. “That there’s
something all men should be proud of.”

“All daddies ought to love their youngins like that.” I argue
kindly.

Blake
nods. “No, I understand.”

I give
him a look like I’m missing something. “Myra’s not his, see. That’s
how come it’s so special.”

“Oh yeah? And where’s her daddy at?”

Blake
ignores my question but nods to me to follow him. When we’re out of
earshot he says. “I know y’all mind your business, so you wouldn’t
know the truth. I just don’t want y’all making a fool out of
yourself after what you’ve done for this family
tonight.”

“Oh?” I fold my arms over my chest
conversationally.

“You see Myra don’t belong to Zack or Kate. Kate is her
aunt.”

I almost
put it all together and then he hits me with something I’d never
expect to hear. And when I hear it, my jaw nearly drops right out
of the socket.

“Myra is Kayla’s.”


Chapter 2

 Kayla

What a
day. As I sit in the airport limousine, I find myself ruminating
and rewinding all the things that happened at the wedding. Namely,
meeting Beau.

 


“Oh, let me take that from you, dear.” Emma says, taking the
tray from my hands, as we reach the food table in the tent. “This
is Beau. He’s our equine veterinarian.”

“Pleased to meet you.” Beau says, sticking his hand out for me
to shake, which I’m glad of. I always find it a little bit creepy
when men take your hand and kiss it, no matter how gallant they’re
trying to be.

“Likewise. So, do you fix other animals, or is it just
horses?”

“I’m trained to look after them all, actually. And what do you
do?” He asks, and I can’t help but pick up on the polite edge of
his casual tone, as he looks at me, with a warmth in his eyes that
is almost immediately disarming.

“I’m an actress.” I pause, to make sure that I don’t sound
pretentious, like I would sound if I immediately diving into my
projects, and my most noteworthy recent project.

“Really. In, like, plays?”

“No, I’m right in the middle of shooting a film in Spain. My
director called a spontaneous hiatus.”

“Does that happen often?”

“This is the first time. But we’ve also been working on this
film for so many months I've forgotten what month it
is.”

“Is it almost finished?” He asks, the warmth still in his
eyes. It hasn’t yet been replaced with that glazed over, bored
haze, the way that Kevin used to look at me after more than thirty
seconds of talking about my job or my aspirations.

“Not quite. But the director and writers keep changing their
minds. The premise of the film is a little...sensitive.”

He lifts his brows. “Sensitive?”

I really don’t want to get into this here, especially with
Myra zipping around here in her little dress. God love her. She’s
grown into such a beautiful girl. Emma gives me a wink before
walking away, leaving us. And, luckily, Zack starts coming around,
asking us to take our seats, so I gracefully get to sidestep his
question.

“Are you here alone?” I ask him.

“I sure am. How about you?”

“Yes.”

“In that case, would you like to sit with me?” He asks,
gesturing with his hand, towards the seating area.

“If you don’t mind.” I say, walking where all the other guests
are walking.

Once we’re seated, Beau and I look at each other, and smile.
He is the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen. I’m not one to ogle
anyone, either. My Kevin, he’s the only love I'll ever know, and I
lost him. But as long as this man sitting beside me is being kind
and polite, I might as well enjoy that. Most of the time men ignore
me, or I ignore them, I’m not sure which one it is, or if it’s
both. If I’m honest, Kevin ignored me, even when I wasn’t high.
Counsellors at rehab told me that it’s a coping
mechanism.

Beau is tall and lean, but built in the shoulders and arms,
probably from working with horses and other larger animals, I’m
guessing. He’s got short, curly hair, under his Stetson, that he’s
removed and placed in his lap, out of respect, during the ceremony.
His brown hair makes his blue eyes pop, and I find myself staring
into them whenever he looks my way. With a face that looks like it
was chiseled from a piece of artwork, he is utterly gorgeous, and
that’s saying a lot, considering how many attractive male actors
I’ve worked with.

But I try not to hold too much thought into a man that simply
offered to sit next to me. I’ll chock his gaze from the window up
to him wondering who I am, since I’m not around the ranch often.
Being Kate and Clay’s younger sister, I’m less known in these
parts, despite the fact that I grew up in Clarkstown, just like
they did. “Can you see the altar fine? Would you like to switch
seats?” Beau offers.

“No, I’m fine, thanks.” I grin. “How about you?”

“Oh, I can see just fine. But I worry about the folks behind
me. It’s why I seldom go to the movie theater. I’m too tall and
nobody can see around this big head of mine.”

“My brother Clay has that problem, too. When we were little,
he used to hike me up onto his shoulders, even though he was only a
year older than me. Kate was shorter, but she grew nice and tall
when she was a teen.”

“I was a shrimp until I was fifteen and then I shot up like a
dart.” he chuckles. “My mama was afraid I'd never stop growing
after that.”

The music starts as does the procession. Ellie is a princess
in her simple dress, but elegant enough to be her taste. I’ve
always been secretly envious of brides, since I never got to be one
and always wanted to. Of course, after having Myra, I knew that no
man would ever want me again. And after learning of my past, that
would only serve to put a nail in the casket.

I watch Myra sitting in Emma’s lap, happy as a clam, and I
smile. Beau quietly murmurs small comments to me as the ceremony is
underway. It’s quick and sweet, and before we know it, the pastor
is announcing Ellie and Maverick are husband and wife. We sit and
wait for guests to start making their way out of the seating area,
and Beau gestures for me to go ahead first. “Thanks for the
company.”

“No. Thank you. That was lovely.” I tell him, meaning the
ceremony, and I realize my folly as it slips out of my
mouth.

“I know what you meant, darlin’.” Beau smiles, and my heart
skips a beat. He’s very polite but he also seems very down to
earth, which is a rare combination. Normally, at least in
Hollywood, the men that I meet are either mannerly and stuffy, or
down to earth but slobs. And then you have my Kevin, who is neither
mannerly nor down to earth, but I loved him all the same. “Since we
both seem to be the only singles here, y’all care to grab some grub
and sit with me? Or do you have a seat saved with your brother or
your sister?”

“To be truthful, I wasn’t sure if I was going to make it here
today, so I told Ellie not to save me a seat anywhere.”

“Well, then, that settles it.” Beau says. “Are you
hungry?”

I nod, grinning. “Thank you, I’m starved.”

We follow each other through the food tent, picking up what
we want. Beau being as gallant as ever, helping me pick out food
and serve it to myself. Once our plates are full, we find a place
to sit. “So, how does it work for you, with your job? Are you on
call twenty-four-seven?” I ask him, as I take a bite of food from
my fork.

“Basically, yes. But I usually know when I’m going to have a
night call, like when a mare is about to deliver. It’s not often
that I get called in the night for much else. But I am available if
I’m needed.”

“Do you help with the breeding, too?”

He nods, as he chews a mouthful. “If it’s needed, yes. Most
of our ranches don’t breed naturally. They use insemination, but it
depends. I’ll help with that process as well, but I do come around
and ultrasound the mares, to let the ranchers know when it’s time
to inseminate.”

“That sounds very interesting. What made you decide to do
that?”

“I grew up on a farm, see. And whenever the animals got sick,
it tore my heart out. I wanted to help them, and I didn’t have much
of a clue how. Now, before me, there was no equine veterinarian
here in Clarkstown, so when I went for my schooling, I made sure
that I could cover all bases. That was important to me.” He looks
at me. “What made you decide to become an actress?”

“I fell in love with so many movies and actors when I was a
kid, and my mama used to always tell me that the only way to find
myself mixing with anyone of that sort was to become an actress, so
I did.”

“Do you enjoy it?”

I sigh. “I love it. This is my first major role and now, more
than
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