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One



“Mommy, why do we have to leave?” Sarah Allen’s six-year-old daughter, Holly, looked up at her with big blue, tear-filled eyes. “I like it here. I don’t want to go.”

Anxious to be on her way, Sarah reached down and lifted the little blonde girl into her arms. “Don’t cry, sweetie. I promise you’re going to love it. The mountains are beautiful and there are these rivers and big green forests, and you can have a puppy if you want.” At least Sarah hoped so.

Surely the owners of the cottage she had rented wouldn’t mind. The house was, after all, on a very large ranch, at least twelve thousand acres.

Holly sniffed back tears and looked up with interest. “A puppy? Can I really?”

“As soon as we get settled, we’ll drive into town and you can adopt one from the pound.” Sarah glanced nervously toward the door. The car was packed, the rest of their personal possessions boxed and shipped. She was leaving Los Angeles and she prayed she was leaving her troubles, as well.

The sooner they left town, the safer she would feel.

She set Holly back on her feet, took a last glance around the expensive Santa Monica apartment she had occupied with her late husband, surveyed the plush white carpet and chic black lacquer furniture that was Andrew’s taste, not hers. There was nothing homey, nothing the least bit geared toward a family. The condo was just for show—no substance beyond the surface beauty. Just like Andrew.

Sarah started for the door, but the phone rang before she could reach it. She considered just letting it ring, a hollow echo now that her things were gone, but she was afraid it might be important.

She lifted the receiver and pressed it against her ear. “Hello.”

“Sarah, this is Martin Kozak.” His raspy smoker’s voice grated over the line. “We need to talk.”

A shiver went down her spine. Marty Kozak was one of Andrew’s business associates. A few weeks ago, Marty had started calling, trying to set up a meeting. Sarah didn’t want to talk to him or any of Andrew’s other shady business acquaintances.

“What do you want, Marty? I told you I don’t know anything about Andrew’s affairs. He never talked to me about business. We never discussed it.”

He didn’t think I was smart enough, or savvy enough about finances, or he just plain didn’t want to.

And Andrew never did anything he didn’t want to do.


“Like I told you before,” Marty said, “Andrew had something important I need. Did you find anything in his personal belongings? A list he might have been keeping? A computer disk, maybe, or a record book of some kind?”

“No. Before he died, we were barely speaking.” That was an understatement. When they were together, Andrew did all the talking, mostly about himself. Sarah had been trying to leave him for years, but she had been afraid of what would happen if she did. “He didn’t tell me anything, and he didn’t give me anything.”

“Maybe there was something in his personal effects.”

“Not that I know of.”

“I’d like to talk to you, Sarah.”

“I’m sorry, Marty. I was just walking out the door. I’ve really got to go.” By the time she hung up the phone, she was shaking. She had no idea what sort of trouble Andrew might have been in before he was killed, but she wasn’t part of it and never had been.

Once you get out of town, she told herself, everything is going to be all right.

Things were bound to settle down. After her husband’s murder, the police had questioned her extensively, but that had been months ago and they were certain his death was a result of his gambling debts or crooked business dealings. She figured Marty had waited for the police investigation to die down before he began to press her for whatever it was he wanted.

Sarah closed her eyes and dragged in a steadying breath. The past would fade, she told herself, and in time, even Andrew’s associates would leave her alone.

Grabbing Holly’s hand and the big leather purse that carried everything from bandages to emergency food—breakfast bars this morning—she took the private elevator down to the underground garage where her Mercedes, one of the few possessions Andrew had actually put in her name, was parked.

Everything else belonged solely to him and he managed to keep it that way with the prenuptial agreement she had signed. After he died, she was only mildly surprised to discover he owed more money than he had in his bank accounts and had mortgaged or sold all of the real estate he owned. He had even let his life insurance policy expire.

Sarah had been left with nothing. She had sold everything she could to raise enough money to move out of L.A., taken back her maiden name, changed Holly’s name, and found a job over the internet in her home town of Wind Canyon, Wyoming. On a site for rental properties, she had happened upon a cottage on a ranch in the country not too far from town.

All she had to do was get there.

Still clutching Holly’s hand, Sarah opened the rear car door, set her daughter in the booster seat and strapped her in, then rounded the vehicle and slid behind the wheel. It was a thousand-mile journey to Wyoming.

Sarah thought of Andrew, his extravagant lifestyle, his gambling and the crooked deals he made to keep the money rolling in. She thought of Marty Kozak and the rest of Andrew’s so-called business associates.

She wouldn’t feel safe until she got there.








Two



Jackson Raines tightened his hold on the steering wheel of his white Ford extended-cab pickup. The temperature outside was two below, the wind howling, the heavy snow blowing sideways. A Wyoming blizzard was nothing to sneeze at, even one this late in spring. Keeping his eyes carefully fixed on the road, he was surprised to see a pair of taillights up ahead, barely visible through the blowing snow, twin dots of red flashing in hazard mode, the car pulled off on the side of the road.

Jackson started slowing way before he reached the vehicle. He didn’t want to slide into the damned thing, and on a road as icy as this one, it wouldn’t be hard to do.

There was rarely any traffic on the narrow two lanes that led nowhere except to a couple of ranches in the area. He couldn’t help wondering who would be driving out here in this kind of weather. Hell, he wouldn’t be here himself if he hadn’t been in town when the storm blew in, several hours earlier than expected. He should have known. In mountains like these, the weatherman was never right.

He slowed even more, downshifted until the pickup was moving at a crawl, then pulled in behind the stranded auto. California license plates. Through the blinding wall of white, he recognized the car as a newer Mercedes. 500S gleamed in chrome on the left side of the trunk.

Jackson pulled on a pair of leather work gloves and climbed out of the pickup. He should have figured it would be some rich guy with more money than common sense.

Tugging his worn cowboy hat down over his forehead, he walked up to the car and rapped on the window. The driver flinched at the sound as if he’d been shot. He pressed the button and the window eased down, and Jackson frowned as he realized the driver was a woman. And in her lap, she was holding a little girl.

“Thank God you stopped,” the woman said, her teeth chattering.

“What in blazes are you doing out here?”

“I thought we could get where we were going before the storm came in.”

He could hardly argue with that since he had done the same thing.

“What’s the problem?”

“Flat tire. My cell phone’s out of range. I thought about trying to make it on the rim, but I was afraid I wouldn’t get there and just ruin the wheel, then no one would be able to put on the spare.”

He nodded. “You did the right thing.”


“Can you help us?”

There was something familiar about the woman’s voice. He leaned down, trying to get a better look at her, but she was wearing a fancy fur coat and she had the collar pulled up over her ears, hiding most of her face. “Open the trunk.”

She pressed a button somewhere inside the car and the trunk popped open.

“Should I get out and help?” she asked.

His eyebrows went up. He hadn’t expected her to be the type to put herself out, especially not in the middle of a snowstorm.

“Nothing much you can do.” He looked at the little girl, blond hair and big blue eyes, and he could see she was frightened. “I’ll do what I can. Roll the window back up before you freeze.”

Jackson pulled up the collar of his heavy down jacket and crunched through the snow toward the back of the Mercedes, silver, he saw, now mostly covered by at least an inch of fresh powder. He pulled the jack out of the trunk, walked around and stuck it under the frame. As he shoved the handle into the slot and started cranking, he thought about the woman.

He could only see enough of her to know she had thick, chestnut-brown hair about the color of her fancy mink coat and eyes as blue as her daughter’s. Her skin was smooth and he thought she had a nice straight nose but he couldn’t really be sure.

Still, there was something about her….

Jackson pulled off the flat tire, got the spare out from under the luggage in the trunk, eventually got it on and replaced the lug nuts. It was ball-freezing cold and he wanted to get back to the ranch before the storm got any worse. When he finished putting the jack away, he reloaded the luggage, closed the trunk and walked back to the window, which slid open with a soft electric hum.

The woman stuck out a slim hand encased in a brown kid glove holding a twenty-dollar bill. “Thank you so much. I really appreciate your help.”

“Keep your money,” he said, only slightly annoyed. Out here people helped each other because it was the right thing to do. “It was only a flat tire.”

“Are you sure? You must be freezing. I wish I could pay you more, but—”

“Consider it a favor. Where are you headed?”

“Just down the road.” She checked the map that lay open on the console. “It’s just a couple more miles.”

It had to be one of the ranches up ahead. There wasn’t much else out here. “I’ll follow you to the turnoff.”

She nodded and fired up the engine. The Mercedes didn’t have four-wheel drive, but it was a good, heavy auto, and if she took her time, she could make it to where she was going. As if she were still on the freeway back in California, she put on her left turn signal and pulled cautiously onto the road.

Jackson felt the tug of a smile as she navigated the big car carefully down the lane. Again, he wondered who she was and what had brought her twenty miles from Wind Canyon, the nearest town.

Back in his pickup, he cranked the engine and followed them at a safe distance until her turn signal went on again and she made a very slow turn onto the private road leading to the Whittaker Ranch. He watched until he was sure she was close enough to the ranch to make it, then gave her a wave she probably couldn’t see and drove on down the road toward home. It was only a couple miles farther. Olivia would have a pot of coffee on the stove and if he was lucky, stew and biscuits for supper.

Jackson pressed down on the gas pedal, eager to get in out of the weather.

 

Sarah rounded a corner and saw the sign for the Whittaker Ranch. Biting back a swear word she couldn’t say in front of Holly, she cautiously stepped on the brake.

“What’s the matter, Mommy?”

“I turned too soon. This is the Whittaker Ranch. We’re looking for the Raintree Ranch.”

“Do we have to turn around?” Holly gazed worriedly out the window into the storm.

“We’ll turn around as soon as I can find a wide enough spot in the road.” She wasn’t taking any chances. The next time she ran into trouble, her old classmate, Jackson Raines, wouldn’t be there to help her.

Sarah released a shaky breath that turned white inside the car, even with the heater running full blast. Though he looked older, more rugged than he had when he was a senior at Wind Canyon High, she had known him instantly. She had kept her head down, hoping Jackson wouldn’t recognize her, and she didn’t think he had.

She knew he’d left town after high school. According to her friend, Nancy Marcus, he had gone to the University of Wyoming on a boxing scholarship. Everyone in Wind Canyon had watched the Barcelona Olympics the year Jackson had competed in the light heavyweight division, and though he hadn’t won, everyone in Wyoming had been proud of the effort he had made.

Sarah had never heard any more about him.

She certainly didn’t know he had returned to Wind Canyon. Maybe he was working as a hand on one of the local ranches. She remembered he had done that during the summers when he’d been in high school.

Driving carefully, she continued along the road and finally found a turnaround spot, her thoughts still on Jackson, the gangly teenager he had been and the lean, broad-shouldered, rugged-looking man he had become. With his high cheekbones, dark eyes and nearly black hair, he had been a good-looking boy. Now, at thirty-five—three years older than she—he was a man, with an air of confidence that made him even more attractive.

Focusing her attention on getting back to the main road, Sarah used the circular turnaround made for just that purpose. It was nice and wide and she was able to change direction without a problem, even with the building layer of snow.

She had taken Holly out of the backseat when the tire went flat so they could huddle together and stay warm. For the few miles left to their destination, the six-year-old was strapped into the passenger seat with the air bag turned off.

Sarah kept the car going slowly all the way to the entrance gate, then turned right, back onto the two-lane road. The next two miles felt like ten, with the car slipping on the ice beneath the snow and the wind making an eerie moaning sound.

Then she spotted the big sign, Raintree Ranch, hanging from a gate framed by huge pine logs. The name was different now, but the ranch had been there for as long as Sarah could remember. She had driven by a dozen times over the years but never actually been on the property—which was, after all, privately owned, and the no-trespassing policy had always been strictly enforced.

Sarah had left Wind Canyon two days after graduation. Having taken out a student loan, combined with the money she earned from a part-time job at a small café, she was able to attend UCLA. She had a cousin in Westwood named Betsy, who had offered her a bedroom, which Sarah gratefully accepted. She majored in literature with the goal of becoming a journalist, a goal that had never been reached.

Until now.

“Are we there yet, Mama?”

Sarah smiled. “Almost. It’s only a little ways farther. Keep your eyes open for the ranch house.”

Holly sat up straighter in the seat, trying to see through the heavy snowfall. In the distance, the main house came slowly into focus until it took the shape of a shadowy fortress, a big, rambling, two-story wooden structure with a balcony off the second floor. It was built sometime in the twenties, Sarah recalled, by the descendants of the ranch’s original owners. There were a couple of lights on downstairs, but Sarah didn’t stop.

It was after eight o’clock. When she sent in her rent deposit on the cottage, she had told the housekeeper, Olivia Jones, that she wasn’t sure of the date or time of her arrival. The letter she received in return said it didn’t matter, that she should just go directly to the cottage, which was another hundred yards down the road. There was a map, as well as the location of the key—beneath a flowerpot on the front porch next to the door.

The snow was getting worse. The main house sat some distance off the lane she was traveling, and as the Mercedes drove slowly past, no one seemed to notice. Though Sarah looked forward to meeting the woman who had been so kind to her when she had called about the rental, she was grateful for a quiet night to settle into her new home.

Sometime in the next few days, the rest of her meager possessions would arrive, not much since most of her things had been sold to raise money for the move from California. Thankfully, the cottage was furnished, so she didn’t have to worry about that. Tonight she and Holly would eat the sandwiches she had picked up in Wind Canyon and go straight to bed.

Sarah smiled. She was back where she had been born, a town she had once wanted desperately to escape. But she was a grown woman now, not a schoolgirl. Wind Canyon was the perfect place to raise a child and she was incredibly glad to be home.

Still smiling, Sarah pulled the car up next to the little batten-board cottage and turned off the engine. But as she sat there working up the courage to climb out into the storm, the sweet feeling of homecoming began to fade. She had a lot of regrets about her life. One of the biggest was the way she had treated Jackson Raines.








Three



A brilliant Wyoming sun shone down on eight inches of fresh snow that blanketed the landscape. In the distance, the branches on the pine trees climbing the sides of the mountains drooped with their heavy burden of white. Already it was melting. It was mid-May, a little late in the year for a storm this size, though it wasn’t that uncommon, either.

In the mountains, the weather was always unpredictable. It was one of the things Jackson liked best about living here, the fierce storms and wild winds, the sun so bright it hurt your eyes. As he walked toward the barn, pulling on his work gloves, he smiled. When he’d left Wind Canyon sixteen years ago, he wasn’t sure he would ever return.

Now he was home and he was damned glad to be back.

He glanced ahead, his steps slowing as he spotted the Mercedes with the flat tire he had worked on last night. What in blazes was the car doing parked at the cottage?

Jackson turned in that direction, each step leaving a deep boot print in the snow. He had almost reached the house when he heard his housekeeper, Olivia Jones, calling from behind him.

“Jackson, wait! Jackson!” She was breathing hard as she hurried toward him, a woman of sixty, broad-hipped, thick-waisted and gray-haired. She’d been a real beauty in her day, still had the dimples in her cheeks to prove it, and the same sweet smile she’d had when she worked at the ice-cream shop in town when he was a boy.

She wasn’t smiling now. “Jackson!”

“Take it easy, Livvy. You’ll give yourself a heart attack.”

She cast him a look, then drew in a panting breath and slowly released it. “I forgot to tell you—I rented the cottage.”

“You what?”

“We talked about it, remember? You said we ought to do something with the place instead of just letting it sit there and rot into the ground.”

“I didn’t say we should rent it. My brothers stay there whenever they come back to town.”

“Which is almost never. They’re too busy making money.”

“Yes, but—”

“You said do something, so I did.”

He lifted his cowboy hat, then settled it back down on his forehead. “All right, I guess that’s fair.” He looked over at the cottage. The gabled roof had just been replaced and the slight sag in the porch had been repaired, making it nice to sit outside where you could watch the small, rushing stream that passed by the house. “So what’s that car doing parked there?”

“That’s the new tenant.”

“Tell me you didn’t rent the place to some rich society woman from the city out here for the summer.”

“Of course not.”

“I changed the lady’s tire last night and that’s what she looked like to me.”

“She’s not some society woman. She used to live in Wind Canyon when she was a girl. She recently lost her husband. She wanted to come home and I thought this would be the perfect place for her to recover from her loss.”

Jackson frowned. “What’s her name?”

“Sarah Hollister.”

“Doesn’t sound familiar.”

“She was Sarah Allen when she was a girl.”

Jackson took the news like a sucker punch to the stomach. Sarah Allen. Damn, he had known her voice sounded familiar. Sarah had been two grades behind him in school, though he was three years older. He thought she was the prettiest, sweetest girl he had ever seen.

Man, had he been wrong.

Oh, she was pretty. From what little he could see last night, she still was. But even back then, Sarah was a social climber, a middle-class girl who wanted to be part of the in crowd, to socialize with the kids whose parents had money.

It had taken him weeks to work up the courage to talk to her. That first time, she had seemed almost shy. A few weeks passed while he madly saved his money. Like a lovesick fool, he had asked her to his senior prom.

Sarah hadn’t just said no. When she realized some of her friends were watching, she had pointed at him as if he were something stuck on the bottom of her shoe, and started laughing.

“Jackson wants to take me to the prom!” She ignored his red face and the hands at his sides balled into fists. “How would we get there, Jackson? In that old, beat-up car of yours? Or maybe your brother could loan us his bicycle.”

He had turned and walked away when he wanted to punch something, maybe hit the guy laughing even harder than she was, the school’s pretty-boy quarterback, Jeffrey Freedman. Jeff was the guy who gave him and his younger brothers, Gabe and Devlin, more grief than any of the other kids in school.

He and Freedman had gone at it once before and Freedman had come out the loser. Jackson might have hit him again except that by then he’d started team-boxing and his coach, Steve Whitelaw, had taught him that the street fighting he was so good at would only get him into more trouble. He was learning to channel the talent he had with his fists into a sport that eventually won him a scholarship.

Jackson glanced back at the cottage. He was no longer that same insecure boy who had left Wind Canyon sixteen years ago. But he would never forget the girl who had made him feel less than a man.

“You remember her, don’t you?” Livvy asked, breaking into his thoughts. “She was real pretty, thick dark brown hair and big blue eyes. She was kind of shy back then.”


“Shy? I’m afraid that isn’t the Sarah I remember. And I don’t want her here.” He started toward the cottage, but Livvy caught his arm.

“What are you doing? I’ve already taken her money.”

“Then give it back.”

“She doesn’t want it back. She wants a place to raise her little girl. I thought it would be nice to have a child around—and maybe some female company once in a while.”

“Fine, but not here.”

“Why not?”

“Because I said so. Go back to the house, Livvy. I’ll take care of this.”

“But…but…”

Jackson just ignored her and kept on walking. He tried to tell himself he wouldn’t get the least satisfaction from throwing Sarah Allen off his land.

But he knew it wasn’t the truth.

 

Sarah hummed as she worked in the quaint little cottage, unpacking her and Holly’s things. She had tied a bandanna around her head to hold back her heavy dark hair and though the place was immaculately clean, busied herself lining drawers with the shelf paper she had found in one of the closets and generally taking inventory of what was in the house.

She glanced around the larger of two cozy bedrooms, one with twin beds, the other with a queen-size four-poster, each covered with what looked like handmade quilts. Surprisingly, considering the age of the cottage, there were also two bathrooms, which Sarah viewed as a major bonus.


She was on her way back into the living room—wide-planked wooden floors, a stone fireplace, a comfortable sofa and chairs—when she heard a brisk knock at the door. For a instant, fear gripped her. Living with Andrew had instilled a defense mechanism that set her adrenaline rushing in an instant.

She forced herself to relax. Assuming it must be Olivia Jones, the lady who had rented her the property, she hurried over, lifted the wrought-iron latch and pulled the door open.

Her eyes widened. It wasn’t Olivia; it was Jackson Raines.

And he didn’t look happy to see her.

“Hello, Sarah.”

She wet her lips, which suddenly felt stiff as paper. “Hello, Jackson.”

“You don’t seem surprised to see me. I guess you recognized me last night.”

“I…umm…figured it out.”

“And you must have been headed here and not the Whittaker Ranch.”

“I made the wrong turn.” She tipped her head back a little farther to look at him. He was even taller than she remembered, somewhere around six foot three. He had certainly changed in sixteen years. Each of his features seemed more distinct, his dark brown eyes more intense, his cheekbones more sharply defined. She remembered the slight cleft in his chin, but now there was a faint scar along his temple and another bisected one of his nicely shaped eyebrows.

A little tremor of awareness went through her that she was surprised to feel. It had been years since she had felt any sort of attraction to a man. After Andrew, she thought maybe she never would again.

“Do you…umm…work here on the ranch?” she asked.

The corner of his mouth edged up. “You might say that.” He looked over her shoulder into the living room, surveyed the boxes on the sofa and the suitcases on the bed he could see through the open bedroom door. “I’m afraid we have a problem.”

“We do? What is it?”

“Mrs. Jones made a mistake. The cottage is not for rent.”

Her stomach tightened. “That…that can’t be right. It was listed on the internet. The details have all been worked out.”

“I’ll see your money is returned. And I’ll pay for any extra trouble this might have caused. Just tell me how much and I’ll write you a check.”

Her voice rose. “I don’t want a check! This is going to be our home. Holly and I…we need this place. We love it here already.” Tears welled in her eyes. She couldn’t stand to think of being uprooted again, of searching for somewhere else to live, of disappointing Holly. Just then the little girl raced into the living room.

“Mommy—there’s a nest of baby robins under the roof right outside my window! The mother bird is feeding them!” She slid to a stop just a few feet away from Jackson. “You’re the man from last night.”

“That’s right.”

“Holly, this is Mr. Raines. Jackson, this is my daughter, Holly.”

“You saved us. Mommy said she didn’t know what we would have done if you hadn’t come along. Maybe we would have frozen right out there on the road.”

His lips twitched. “I don’t think you would have frozen but I’m glad I could help.”

“Please,” Sarah pleaded, “isn’t there any way you could speak to the owner, tell him how important it is for Holly and me to stay?”

His eyes drifted over her turtleneck sweater and jeans, the white sneakers she wore that would be worthless out in the snow. “Just how important is it?”

A lump began to swell in her throat. Being here meant everything. Since the moment she had walked through the door of the cottage, for the first time in years, she had felt as if she were home.

“I have a job in town, working for the Wind Canyon News. It’s freelance, so it’s only part-time and I’ll be able to take care of Holly. I had to pull her out of school two weeks early but I figured it would be worth it. She’s never lived anywhere but the city. I want her to know what it’s like to live somewhere free and open—a place where there are trees and animals and birds, where the sky is blue and clear.” She glanced away, afraid he would notice the glitter of tears in her eyes. “She just lost her father. She needs this, Jackson. Please…I need it.”

He was frowning. He looked down at Holly, who was staring at him as if he were a real-life hero—which, to her, being a cowboy and their savior last night, he was.

He took a deep breath and slowly released it. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt if you stayed for a while. Just don’t get too comfortable. If things don’t work out, you’ll have to find another place to live.”

Relief hit her so hard her knees went weak. A bright smile broke over her face. “Things will work out. We won’t be a problem, I promise.”

He nodded.

“So you’ll talk to the owner? You’ll make sure it’s okay for us to stay?”

He made a scoffing sound. “I’ll take care of it.” Then he turned and started walking away, out the door and across the porch, out into the snow.

Sarah ran after him. “I meant to ask…” she called out. “What’s the name of the man who owns the ranch?”

He kept on walking, his boots crunching in the snow. Over his shoulder he called back to her. “Jackson Raines.”

Sarah just stood there staring. Jackson Raines owned the ranch where she and Holly were going to live. Of course, after the way she had treated him all those years ago, no wonder he wanted her to leave! She dragged in a breath and slowly released it. Sooner or later, she would have to talk to him, apologize and try to explain why she had behaved so badly—not that there was any real excuse.

“He’s a really nice man, Mama. I like him.”

She managed a smile. “It was kind of him to let us stay.” But clearly, it was only a temporary reprieve. He would be looking for a reason to get rid of them. He didn’t want her here, and she couldn’t really blame him.

Still, she wouldn’t make it easy.

She intended to keep to herself, do her job in town and not cause any trouble.

Surely that wouldn’t be a difficult thing to do.

 

Two days later, Jackson stood at the kitchen window, watching as a car hauler drove down the lane past the ranch house and rolled to a stop in front of the cottage. There was an old Toyota pickup on the flatbed, rusted and at least ten years old. The driver unloaded the little truck that looked like a miniature version of a real pickup, then pulled Sarah’s fancy Mercedes up on the carrier and began to strap it down.

Jackson frowned. What the hell was going on?

Taking a last swig of coffee, he tossed the rest down the drain, grabbed his jacket off the coatrack beside the door and headed toward the cottage. Most of the snow had already melted, leaving the ground a muddy, soggy mess. His old work boots squished with every step. As he strode toward the cottage, he spotted Sarah standing on the porch, dressed in jeans and the same white sneakers she’d had on the last time he saw her. He wondered why she didn’t have the good sense to buy herself a decent pair of boots.

“All set, Ms. Allen.”

“Thank you, Mr. Roderick.”

The driver waved, got back into his truck, turned the carrier around in the open space between the cottage and the barn, and headed back down the lane toward the road.

“Car trouble?” Jackson asked, wondering if she would explain or tell him it was none of his business.

“I sold my car. It wasn’t any good for country living, anyway.”

He walked over to the little Toyota pickup. The first thing he noticed was that all four tires were bare.

“I know I probably shouldn’t say this, but you realize those tires have got to be replaced.”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”


“I mean they aren’t safe for you to drive on, let alone haul your little girl back and forth to town.”

She started toward him down the steps, the white sneakers instantly sucking down in the icy, slushy mud. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.” He walked around the pickup, saw that the leather seats were cracked and the carpets worn. “Did you have anyone look at this truck before you bought it?”

“I didn’t know who to ask. I don’t know anyone around here anymore. It looked like it would get good gas mileage and it has four-wheel drive.”

“The damned thing’s ten years old.”

She stiffened. “It was all I could afford. Now if you will excuse me—”

“Whoa—wait a minute.” She turned back to him. He tried not to notice how pretty she looked in the morning sun with her dark hair pulled into a long gleaming braid and her skin glowing as if it were lit from within.

“What do you mean, ‘all you can afford’? Word around here was you married some wealthy guy in L.A. If he just passed away, you ought to be pretty well fixed for money.”

“Well, I’m not. By the time the estate paid Andrew’s debts, there wasn’t much of anything left.”

“Couldn’t tell by that fancy fur coat you were wearing when I saw you on the road.”

Her chin inched up. “That’s sold, too, if it’s any of your business.” She turned and started walking and when he looked at her mud-covered sneakers, it occurred to him that she really might not have any money. He should have been elated by this little crumb of pay-back but he wasn’t.


Christ.

No wonder she wanted to stay in the cottage. It was all she could afford. Which could be the reason she didn’t seem particularly grief-stricken by her husband’s death. She had probably married the guy for his money and then found out he didn’t have any.

Sarah disappeared inside the little house. Against all his better instincts, he followed. He rapped on the door, and an instant later, she pulled it open.

“Was there something else you wanted?”

“I just thought I’d check, see if you’re getting settled in all right.”

“The rest of our things are supposed to arrive tomorrow.”

“The rest?”

“There isn’t all that much. I sold everything I could to get enough money to come out here.” She sighed, looped a wisp of dark hair behind her ear. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this. It’s hardly your concern.”

“Maybe not.” But somehow it almost seemed as if it was. “How’s Holly doing?”

“She loves it here.”

“Mr. Raines!” She spotted him on the porch just then, bolted through the door and slid to a halt at his feet. “Mama said the next time I saw you I should ask you if it’s all right if I get a puppy?”

He couldn’t help a smile. His foreman, Jimmy Threebears, and his two boys had a couple of mutts. One more could hardly hurt. Still, it would just make things harder if he decided to send them packing.

Holly was looking up at him with big blue eyes so full of hope Jackson groaned inside. He loved kids. There was no way he was going to say no to this sweet little girl.

“It’s all right. Matter of fact, my foreman’s dog just had a litter. They’re border collies. You want to take a look? You might like to have one of the pups.”

Holly whirled toward her mother, her long blond ponytail swinging out behind her. “Mommy, can I, please?”

Sarah smiled. She had pretty white teeth and full pink lips. Jackson remembered that smile and his jaw tightened. That same warm smile had been deceptive in the past.

Likely, it still was.

 

The UPS truck delivered the boxes with the rest of Sarah’s clothes and personal items the following day. Olivia Jones, the housekeeper she had met the day after her arrival, came over with a hamburger-mac-and-cheese casserole that smelled so good her stomach growled.

“Looks like you got plenty of work ahead of you. I figured with this you wouldn’t have to stop and cook dinner.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Jones. It looks wonderful.”

“It’s just Livvy, same as when you used to come into the ice-cream shop.”

Sarah remembered her from back in those days. Livvy had always been friendly and smiling, just as she was now.

Livvy set the casserole down on the kitchen table. “I figured macaroni might be something your little girl would like.”

“Holly likes just about everything. Except avocados.” Sarah laughed. “She calls them squishy green things.”


Livvy chuckled. “I’ll remember that.”

For the rest of the day, Sarah unpacked and put things away while Holly played with the puppy Jackson had given her, a black-and-white border collie Holly named Rags.

Sarah had gone with them out to the barn so that Holly could choose which pup she wanted. They met Jackson’s foreman, a big Sioux Indian named Jimmy Threebears. Jimmy had two boys, one ten and one twelve, but no wife.

According to Livvy, Annie Baylor Threebears, a waitress at the Wind Canyon Café, had left her husband and sons five years ago and never been heard from since. From what Sarah could tell, Jimmy had done a good job raising his boys.

Eventually, the long day came to an end and Sarah surveyed her work in the cottage, pleased with all she had done. Tomorrow would be her first day working at the newspaper. She had found a day-care facility not far from the office and Holly was excited at the prospect of making new friends. Sarah was excited to be starting her first real job as a reporter.

Oh, it wasn’t anything big. Not much happened in a town the size of Wind Canyon, which was one of the reasons the job appealed to her.

She smiled as she broke down and stacked the last of the empty cardboard boxes. Writing stories about everyday occurrences, working to make them interesting and entertaining, was going to be fun. She had done something similar when she had written for the Daily Bruin at UCLA—before she had dropped out in her senior year to marry Andrew.

An image of her husband in one of his rages popped into her mind and a shudder ran down her spine. God, what a fool she had been.

She shook her head, dislodging the memory. A few years after the marriage, she had started taking correspondence courses and eventually gotten her Bachelor’s degree, which had helped in getting her the job in Wind Canyon. Andrew wouldn’t let her take night classes or she would have finished sooner.

Sarah thought of the husband she had once believed she loved, the cruel, hateful man he had become, and resisted an urge to shiver. She walked over to the window and stood in the sunshine pouring through the glass, hoping to erase the chill.








Four



Sarah pulled her blue pickup over to the curb in front of the Busy Bee Day-Care Center. Holly waited on the porch, along with a couple of other kids. The little girl ran around to the passenger side and climbed into the truck, settled herself in her booster seat, and Sarah helped her fasten the seat belt. The pickup was sporting a new set of tires, thanks to the small amount of room she had left on her credit card, so she wasn’t worried about getting safely home.

She turned the vehicle onto the street leading out of town and settled in for the drive back to the ranch. She looked over at her daughter, who peered at the thick growth of forest passing by outside the window.

“How was your first day, honey?” Sarah asked.

“I met a girl named Alice. Everyone calls her Allie. She showed me how to play a really cool card game called Go Fish.”


Sarah smiled. “That’s great, baby.”

She thought of her own first day. She had been introduced to the owner of the paper, Smiley Reed, an older, pudgy, balding man with a penchant for cigars. And just like in the movies, everyone called him “chief.”

The paper’s only other reporter, Mike Stevens, was a couple of years younger than Sarah but had more experience. He was tall, sandy-haired and not bad-looking. Mike covered the headline news, weather and sports, while Sarah was assigned to personal interest stories, and pretty much anything newsworthy that she could come up with.

“To start with, just get out there and get acquainted with the town,” Smiley had said, handing her a box of business cards he’d had printed especially for her. “Stop in the stores and meet the owners, see who’s doing what. You’ll be surprised what you might find out.”

Sarah proudly held on to the cards, the first she’d ever had. She was fine with the idea. She’d had to come up with news for the college paper. This shouldn’t be any more difficult.

She spent the afternoon milling around town, getting reacquainted. Wind Canyon looked just like a Wyoming town should, with a long main street that still had old covered boardwalks running along both sides. Bars, restaurants and boutiques lined the street, a lot more of them now that the quaint little Western town had been discovered by tourists.

Wind Canyon had grown quite a bit in the years Sarah had been gone and now there were shops and restaurants on the side streets, as well. She was surprised to discover some of the people in town still remembered her.


“I sure was sorry about what happened to your folks,” Fred Wilkins said, owner of Wilkins’ Mercantile. “They were real nice people.”

“Thank you.” Sarah fought a wave of sadness she hadn’t let surface in years, not since the awful news of her parents’ death had reached her when she was in college. Her overwhelming grief and loneliness were part of the reason she had married Andrew that year.

Sarah left the mercantile, leaving a card with Mr. Wilkins, as well as Mrs. Potter at the antiques shop and a number of other business owners, asking them to call her if they had something of interest for the paper. She smiled to think how well she had been received.

Sarah was still smiling when she arrived back at Raintree Ranch and she and Holly drove up in front of the cottage. Then she saw the front door standing wide-open and her smile disappeared.

“Who’s in our house, Mommy?”

“I don’t know.” She cracked open the car door and climbed out. “You wait here, okay?”

She walked toward the house, wondering if the wind or an animal might have pushed open the door. The lock was old. Maybe it had just given way. As she climbed up to the porch to inspect the lock, she caught a glimpse of the living room through the front window.

“Oh, my God!”

She forced herself to walk inside, her legs beginning to tremble. The entire cottage was a shambles, the sofa cushions ripped open, the curtains torn down from the windows, pots and pans tossed out of the cupboards, broken dishes all over the floor. “Oh, my God,” she repeated a second time.

Holly raced through the front door. “Mama! Someone tore up our house!” The little girl started crying and it was all Sarah could do not to join her. She lifted Holly into her arms and turned at the sound of a man’s deep voice.

“What the hell…?”

“Jackson…” Of all the people she didn’t want to see in that moment, Jackson Raines topped the list. She had promised there wouldn’t be any trouble. This looked like very big trouble to her.

She set Holly back on her feet and the little girl clung to her waist. Sarah swallowed. “Someone…someone broke in.”

“I can see that.”

She covered her mouth with her hand to hold back a sob.

“You stay here,” Jackson commanded. “I’ll make sure they’re not still around.” He left her there and went through each room in the house, then returned to the living room.

“Whoever did it is long gone. You have any idea who it might be?”

Sarah shook her head. She looked at him and her eyes filled with tears. “Why would someone do this?”

Jackson’s gaze held a trace of pity. It was overshadowed by anger. “I don’t know, but I’m sure as hell going to find out.” He surveyed the overturned sofa and chairs, then the destruction in the bedroom, which looked as bad as the rest of the house.

“What are we gonna do, Mama?” Holly stared up at her with tears in her big blue eyes.

Jackson strode toward the little girl, crouched down in front of her, and she went into his arms as if she had done it a thousand times. “Don’t you worry, honey. We’ll put this place back just the way it was.” He looked over at Sarah, must have noticed the pallor of her face and the way she stood there trembling.

He came to his feet, but kept hold of Holly’s hand. “That goes for you, too, Sarah. I’ll get Livvy over here to help and between the three of us we’ll have this place back in shape in no time.”

She just nodded. Her throat was too tight to speak.

Jackson let go of Holly’s hand and she ran back to Sarah.

“Nothing like this has ever happened on the ranch before,” Jackson said. “We’ll find out who did it and make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

Sarah made no reply. Nothing like this has ever happened before. The words sent a chill down her spine. Surely this had nothing to do with her, nothing to do with Andrew and the past she had run from in L.A.

Surely her problems hadn’t followed her.

But as she looked at the destruction in the cottage, Sarah felt sure they had.

 

Jackson met Sheriff Weber in front of the cottage and they walked inside together. Livvy had taken Sarah and little Holly up to the main house and was distracting them with milk and cookies.

Weber, a tall, heavyset man with iron-gray hair, lifted his brown felt cowboy hat and scratched his head. “Worst case of vandalism I’ve seen round these parts in years. Any idea who might have done it?”

“No, but a woman and her little girl just moved into the place. I imagine they aren’t feeling real safe right now.”

“Who’s that?”


“Sarah Allen. Her family used to live here. Livvy tells me her folks died about ten years ago in a car accident. Husband died not long ago.”

“I remember the accident that killed her folks. Some drunk crossed the center line out on the highway coming into town. I’ll talk to Sarah, tell her we’re looking into this. Odds are it was a bunch of teenagers, maybe someone whose family is camped around here. I’ll take a drive through the campgrounds, see what I can come up with.”

“Thanks, Ben.”

The sheriff went out and got his camera, took a string of photos documenting the damage. “Insurance gonna take care of this?”

“Only the building’s covered.”

“Figures.” The sheriff walked back outside and the two of them went up to the main house so Ben could speak to Sarah.

As soon as Weber left, Jackson led the small group back to the cottage to begin cleaning up.

“Looks like you’ll need a new sofa and chairs,” he said to Sarah. “Some new curtains, too. Soon as you get time, we’ll go into town and get whatever you need.”

She gazed up at him in surprise. “You’re going to replace everything?”

“You didn’t think I would? What happened wasn’t your fault.”

Sarah glanced away. “Thank you.”

When she looked back at him, there was something in her face… It had never occurred to him that Sarah’s presence might have anything to do with the vandalism. Watching her now, he wondered.

Jackson made a mental note to call his brother, Devlin, have him do some digging. Dev owned a chain of security companies in the Southwest, including one in L.A. Mostly he managed them from his house in Scottsdale, close to the Phoenix branch. These days, his employees did most of the legwork, but Dev was still one of the best investigators in the business.

Jackson would ask Dev to sniff around, find out what he could about the young widow and her daughter.

 

Dev wasn’t home. His brother was off somewhere with one of his lady friends, or so Devlin’s Phoenix office manager said. Jackson wasn’t surprised. A few years back, his youngest brother had suffered a bad breakup with the girl he planned to marry and since then, had become a dedicated bachelor.

“Can I take a message?” the manager asked.

“Tell him Jackson called. Tell him I need to talk to him.” Jackson hung up the phone. He’d get a return call sooner or later, but he wasn’t holding his breath. Dev liked to live big and he usually did just that.

Instead of waiting anxiously to hear from him, Jackson spent the morning in the basement, working out on the weights, punching the heavy bag, then spending some time on the speed bag. He liked the physical exercise that had come to be a habit, liked to keep in shape. When he finished, he showered and pulled on his jeans and headed down to his foreman Jimmy Threebears’s house, part of the original ranch compound, three bedrooms with a wraparound, screened-in front porch.

The residence, which sat on a knoll across from the barn, had been remodeled a number of times, and Jackson had done a bit more modernizing of the old wooden structure when he bought the ranch four years ago. As he approached, he saw Jimmy’s boys playing ball out in front.

“Where’s your dad?” Jackson asked.

“He’s up on the ridgeline, sir.” Sam, the twelve-year-old, shoved a hand through his gleaming black shoulder-length hair. He was a good-looking kid—both of them were. They got good grades and were very good athletes. Jimmy had a right to be proud of them.

“Dad says those loggers are filling the stream up with mud again. He went up to take another look.”

Jackson’s jaw tightened. He had actually thought he’d had problems when he’d worked in Houston. After high school, he had used his boxing scholarship to earn a degree in geology then landed a job with the small, newly formed Wildcat Oil. He had taken part of his salary in stock—the smartest move he ever made.

When the company expanded, then went public, he made enough money to retire from the oil business and live in comfort, buy the old Simmons ranch and become a cattleman—which had been his lifelong dream.

One thing he’d learned—a rancher faced just as many problems as an oil company and made a whole lot less money.

And now the damned logging companies were making things worse. They were cutting down trees in the national forest that bordered the ranch and causing him all kinds of trouble.

He shook his head. He still couldn’t believe the taxpayers paid to build roads so the bastards could cut down trees. They were taking out those big seven-hundred-year-old ponderosas as if they had a right. Only God had a right to those trees as far as Jackson was concerned. Somewhere along the way, the politicians had sure as hell gotten things screwed up.

He looked over at the older boy, who was nearly as tall as his dad but lean and lanky instead of muscular like Jimmy. Sam tossed the baseball into the air and caught it.

“I could use a little help,” Jackson said. “You boys game?”

“Sure.” Gibby grinned, a ten-year-old version of his older brother with slightly shorter black hair. “Just tell us what you need us to do.”

Always ready for a little diversion, both boys followed him off toward the barn. Half an hour later, they had loaded the old sofa he remembered storing in the loft into the back of his truck, dusted it off real good, then the boys jumped up in the bed and he drove the load down to Sarah’s cottage.

Sarah’s. Jackson blew out a breath, amazed he already thought of the place that way and none too pleased about it.

“Found a couch you can use,” he said when she opened the door. “Hope this’ll do till we can buy you a new one.”

“Anything we can sit on will do.” She gave him one of her pretty white smiles and he felt the same kick in the stomach he used to feel in high school. He wished he could believe that smile was real.

With the boys’ help, they situated the sofa in front of the fireplace. With the rest of the house cleaned up, the place was again in fairly livable condition. He made a mental note to have Livvy bring down a few of the extra dishes, enough to make do until he could buy some to replace the ones that were broken.


The boys took off, leaving him with Sarah.

“So when can you get away?” he found himself asking, wishing like hell he wasn’t so eager to hear her answer.

“I’m working in town tomorrow, but I’ll be done by three. Holly can stay at the day-care center while we go shopping if
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