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  Chapter 1
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Denice


Can’t say I blame her.  My ex-sister-in-law, Ellie, that is.  My brother, Will, her ex-husband, got himself in a heap of trouble, so now that burden’s on me, of course.  Sure, Ellie’s put up with Will’s shit for long enough.  If he weren’t my brother, I’d a kicked him to the curb, and I did, too, but when I’m the only point of contact he’s got, what else am I to do?  He is my flesh and blood, even though he’s turned into a complete idiot in the past two years.  He’s still my brother. And I know if it came down to it, and I was acting like a total jackass, he'd have my back, too. 
First, he cheated on Ellie, then he continued screwing around on her, spending all his money, buying shit for the whores he was doing, then, once Ellie kicked him out, he got involved with some loan shark and nearly got himself killed.  Then, after he threatened Ellie’s life with a gun, and then with a pair of haircutting scissors, in a more futile attempt, he landed himself in jail.  Yours truly footing the bill for his bail.  He’s lost a damn fine job, too, working at a bank. Ellie’s swimming in dough and she got him that job, he lost it in thanks for that, since he missed going back on account of him being in Vegas, sleeping with yet another whore, who just so happened to be the wife of said loan shark.
Calling it a mess would be an understatement.  But my folks would die if they found out, so that leaves me.  Luckily, Ellie’s beau Maverick, he’s a doll, and he asked the sheriff to give him some mercy in exchange for community service.  He’ll spend some time in jail, of course, since I figure it’ll do him some good.  He needs a few days being eyed by local cons to set him straight.  Not sure what’s gotten into him, but I’m sure it’s something that’s been brewing for a while. If y’all ask me, it’s to do with Ellie’s success.  Will’s always had a problem with that. Ellie knew it, too, but she figured he’d find a way.
Maverick’s a much better fit for her at any rate.  He’s a doll, like I said, and he adores her, a million times more than Will ever did.  I love my brother to death, but he’s got to shit or get off the pot. We all have our troubles in life, and we all figure out how to get through it, but this, this is excessive.  I once went through a rough patch and dyed my hair some awful red color.  Lived like that for a while, until I saw my reflection in a mirror, behind some punk kid with the same hair color.  I cut it all off and dyed it back to the original color immediately.  Difference is, I never hurt anyone but myself, and my pocketbook…and mirrors, if y’all want the honest truth.
I’ll put him into counseling.  That ought to set him straight.  A couple weeks in the slammer, and then a couple of months of therapy.  I’ll find the ugliest, toughest psychologist I can, and send him off.  That should do it. Make him live in a hostel or something, because he sure as hell ain’t living with me, no, ma’am.  This is why Ellie, her sister Sloane, and I, get along so well.  We’re all from the same cloth.  We all make very good money and aren’t ashamed of it one bit.  I’ve been working since I was thirteen years old, put myself through university and all, never asked my folks for a dime.  Got a scholarship for my first year, too, if you’re keeping score.  
There’s a new guy keeping watch in the sheriff’s office.  He seems more apt than the idiot that was working the administration stuff the other day.  The courthouse is basically a building for all local law enforcement officers, our sheriff, deputy, and there is the small county jail as well, plus, like I said, administrative personnel.  For a small town, it can be a happening place, depending on the day. While Will’s been here, I’ve come to visit him every day, making sure he isn’t climbing further down the rabbit hole, getting himself into more trouble.  The way he is lately, there’s no telling what he’s capable of.
The new guy behind the counter has a nametag that reads ‘Clay’, and he looks more professional and imposing than the last one that was here.  “Afternoon.” He says perfunctorily to me.  
“Afternoon.  I’m here to see William Borden.”
“You his wife?” he says, looking up only for a moment, from the computer screen.
“Sister.”
“Good. I was just about to give you herefore.”
“Thanks.  If I ever need marital advice, I know where to come.” My voice is facetious and I don’t make an effort to cover it up.  I hate cocky guys who think they know every dang thing, just because they’ve got some fancy pin with their name on it. That’s one of the reasons why I never married.  I’m still young enough, mind, but still.  I’m not the marrying type.  Never met a man that didn’t piss me off in under a minute.  Maverick, so far, is the only one that passed under my radar, and that’s only because he’s so sweet to my sister-in-law, Ellie.  
“I’m afraid he’s in with the counsellor, like you so eloquently requested.”
“Finally.  It only took a week.”
“You’re lucky it’s only been this long.  We don’t usually provide those types of things, but from what I understand, someone twisted an arm for you.”
The attitude drips from his tone and it pisses me off.
“Fine. I’ll wait over here if that’s allowed.” I state, with equal attitude.
“That’s fine.”
I sit my butt down on the wooden stool next to a door marked ‘Staff Only’.
“You must know Kate and Zack then.” He states after a beat.
“I do.  My ex-sister-in-law, Ellie’s marrying Maverick, Zack’s brother.”  I mutter to myself. “Say that twice without effort.”
He overhears me, surprising me.  “I’m Kate’s brother, Clay.” He says, pointing to his nametag.  
“Denice.  Like I said, I’m Will’s sister.” I say fairly.  He’s dropped the snark in his voice, so I figure I might as well, too.  If I play nice, he might let me sit closer to the room where I presume Will is, and perhaps eavesdrop.  What I wouldn’t give to know what’s been going on inside that brother of mine’s head.
“Y’all think it’s the divorce that messed him up?” Clay ventures.
I shrug.  “No.  He was screwing up long before that.”
“He’s too young for a midlife crisis, although I’ve heard of that, too.”
“Yeah, same here.”
“My sister’s had her share of troubles, so I can relate.”
I’m confused.  “Kate has?”
“No, our other sister, Kayla.” He explains.  Then he purses his lips and murmurs, as if it’s a big secret.  “Drugs.”
“Shoot, I’m sorry about that.  I hadn’t heard.  Is she still around?”
He waves.  “Oh, yeah, she’s cleaned herself up and all, and took a job out in Spain.  That’s how come Kate’s got Myra now.  Better life for the little one in my opinion.  Especially now that Kate’s married and has a little boy with Zack. Myra’s on cloud nine now.  She probably doesn’t even remember her proper mother anymore, and that’s a good thing.  No disrespect to Kayla, of course.”
Well, I’ll be damned. A man with a heart.  “You close to Kayla?”
“As close as you can get to something like that.  It’s not easy, you know, when they’re addicts.  Not sure if y’all can relate.  You can love them to death, but until they get past it, they hate themselves.”
“I can’t imagine.  I guess I’ll take Will’s troubles over that any day.” I lick my lips and muster some gumption.  “Y’all mind if I sit closer to the door?  I’d like to see if I can hear what’s going on in there.”
He gestures with his hand, pulling a chair over.  “Knock yourself out.”
I take steps towards him, while he minds his own business, shuffling through paperwork, entering more information into the computer.  He doesn’t say a word more to me, which I like.  But I admit, I can’t hear anything through the thick door, not even voices.  I suppose part of that is because Will is so soft spoken, if he’s even speaking at all, that is.  
“They should be wrapping up in a few minutes.  Y’all mind signing some paperwork for me?” Clay asks.
“Sure, what’ve you got?” 
He sets some documents in front of me, marking with an ‘X’ where I need to sign, and I do so.  “There’s one more document that’s not ready yet. I’ve got to get the sheriff’s signature on it first, but I’ll get it to you tomorrow, in case I’m not here.”  He slides a business card to me, with a title on it.  “That’s the name of the paper you need, in case I’m not here.”
“You don’t work here every day?”
“No, ma’am.  I’m just filling in.”
“Where do you normally work?”
“Dallas.” He names some long title that he has, which sounds much more important than what he’s doing now.  “We’re severely understaffed on account of a big wave of illnesses going through the office, so being here is sort of a blessing in disguise, as much as it’s a step down.”
“Why would they bring someone of your calibre all the way down to this pissant little county?”
“No choice in the matter.  I don’t mind.” He looks down at my paperwork, noting my address.  “Looks like you’re out of your neck of the woods, too.”
“You could say that.  I’m in Dallas, too.”
“And what do you do there?”
“I’m self-employed.  I run a small investment firm.  It’s mostly mobile, which is why I’m here, also because nobody else will deal with my brother anymore, least of all his ex-wife.”
“Can’t say I blame her there.” He says honestly.  “I’ve seen my share of bad eggs and I steer clear of them.  Probably why I’ve never married.  When you’re in this business, y’all can’t get close enough to someone to trust them.  You just never know about people.”
“I agree.  I’m never getting married.  Never met a man who could deal with my success, including my own damn brother.  That’s half the reason why he and Ellie couldn’t stay together.  The male ego has always pissed me off.  No offence.” I raise a hand in good faith.
He frowns.  “None taken at all.  But I’ll correct you to a point, if you’ll allow me.” He reasons.  “I don’t think it’s just the male ego.  I think it’s the human ego.  When y’all let that get in the way, no matter if you’re a man or a woman, that’s where the trouble lies.”
I nod.  “Well, I’ll agree with you there.  I’ve seen both, I suppose.”
“Same.”
The door opens, and I nonchalantly rise, as my brother emerges, head down, tail between the legs, and I inch the chair away, making it look less obvious that I was trying to eavesdrop.  Will still has prison scrubs on, and his beard is starting to make him look like my daddy, which irks me to no end.  My daddy is a respectable man, and God strike me dead if he ever knew what kind of trouble his only son was into.  I’d rather die than let him find out.  Thankfully, mama and daddy are vacationing in Florida, and they have no idea what’s been going down.
They know that Will and Ellie divorced, but everyone saw that coming.  It was no shock to anyone, what with the fights and such that was going on before mama and daddy went away. But it would break their hearts if they knew that Will had lost everything, and was now outside of the law, to boot.  His face is forlorn, but I’ve never been a sucker for that, neither has Ellie, and I’m glad for it.  She’s a good person, and to be around Will requires a thick skin, something Ellie has.  “Well?” I say to him, using my ‘I’m not impressed’ tone that he’s familiar with.
“I go again tomorrow.” He states.
I look at the therapist, and I can tell right away that she’s no slouch.  Her lips are set and her eyes are hard.  There isn’t a soft part of her.  I suppose a therapist in the penal system would have to have a hard shell and it shows.  “Do you need to discuss anything with me?” I ask her.
“Not at this time, no.” she says.  A firmness to her voice tells me that he didn’t try to fuck with her.
“Y’all let me know.” I nod.
She gives a perfunctory nod, and I feel like she’s going to add a ‘yes, ma’am’, obediently, like I’m a drill sergeant, but she doesn’t.
Will looks at Clay.  “What’s the judge say?  When can I get out?”
Clay is about to answer, and I intervene.  Hell, if I had my way about it, I’d pay his way to stay here for a while, to knock some sense into him.  “Let’s not worry about that yet, little brother.  You’re lucky you haven’t been sent to prison, for what you did.  Remember, you put Ellie’s life in danger…twice.” I remind warningly.
He sets his head down, defeated, but I don’t take the bait.  He can pout all he wants.  This is the best thing for him.  Clay pulls at a small keyring hanging from a lanyard around his neck and opens a chest of keys on the wall by the small walkway leading to the cells, where he removes a key.  We walk with him, as I nod thanks to the therapist, and she walks out the front door.  Will is brought to his cell and he sits down on the bench, while I take a seat on the metal chair in front.
“I’ll leave you two alone.” Clay says.
“Thank you.” I say to Clay.
Will sets his head in his hands, raking them through his hair, looking every bit as anxious as he should.  He sighs and then sniffs as I notice that he’s bitten his fingernails down to the quick.  “You get anything off your mind in there?” I venture.
He swallows in the silence before speaking.  “Some.”
“Anything y’all want to tell me?”
He’s silent for a beat, thinking it over.  “I wish I could turn back time.”
“What would you do different?” I ask, thinking that maybe, just maybe, this time someone got through.
“It was this…stupid thought in my head.  When I turned thirty-three.  You know, they say that there’s one age that always hits hard, and I suppose that was it for me.”
“What was the stupid thought, Will?”
“That I missed ten years of my life.”
I furrow my brows.  “What do you mean?”
He lifts his head and gives me a ‘let me level with you’ look.  “Now, I love Ellie, always have, since the moment I met her.  You know that.”
I nod.
“But we got together when we were so young.  And I got this stupid thought in my head that I’d missed out on so much since we got together.”
“Will, I love you, but that’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” I say, semi-kindly, semi-‘are you nuts?’.  “Ellie was the best thing that ever happened to you.  Unless you mean that you missed out on sewing wild oats, I think you’re mistaken.”
“Well, no, that’s exactly what I mean, Denice.  I was only ever with Ellie.  I hadn’t been with anyone else.  And I guess that just, sort of…got to me.”
“One of your jock friends put that idea in your head, Will?”
“Not exactly.  But when I saw this one girl, I knew I’d made a mistake.”
“What girl are we talking about here, Will?  One of them whores that you cheated on Ellie with?”
“Yeah.” He says, his tone apologetic.  I give him credit for opening up to me and all, and being honest for once, but he’s making no sense.  If it weren’t for Ellie, Will wouldn’t have reached nearly as far as he did before he totally screwed his life up.  Will went to college, but his grades weren’t noteworthy by any means, and he had no passion for anything, until Ellie hooked him up with the job at the bank.  He was doing so well, and then this happened.
“And when did this happen, Will?”
“When I got my promotion.”
“Well, they say that at your highest point, look out, because that’s when the devil is watching you.  And he sure was, little brother, and you took the bait.”
The place is completely silent.  Even the police radios are quiet.  It’s almost eerie.  “I know.” Will says, resting his head in his hands again.
Maverick, Ellie’s beau, comes from Halen Ranch, a wonderful place, so I’ve heard, where he grew up and works at, with his brothers and his mama.  They’ve had their share of troubles over there recently, as I’ve heard about from Ellie, not including the strife that my brother Will has caused them.  He could have killed Ellie.  He tried to do it twice.  But even with Will behind bars, it seems like the family is still in danger as I hear over the police radio mere feet away…
…“We’ve got a man being held at gunpoint over at Halen Ranch.”







  
  Chapter 2
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Maverick


Then it all makes sense to me.  This Ava girl really is nothing but bad news.  As if we need more.  This family has seen enough strife for years in just a short time since daddy died.  And now, as much as Ava, Gunner’s new girl, is as sweet as sin, clearly she’s brought trouble with her, whether it’s intentional or not.  I knew mama asking her to come live with us, when we barely knew her, was a bad idea.  Gunner told me that she left her home, because her folks were abusive, but there’s gotta be a price to pay for that somewhere.  And lo and behold, here it is. 
“This your daddy?” I ask, unable to avoid the tiny squeak of shock in my voice.  I thought daddies were supposed to be nice and sweet, like mine was, but I guess, after I heard what Ava’s daddy’s done to her over the years, I suppose that’s not always true.
“Yes.” She answers, shaking worse than me, and I’m the one with the gun pointed at my head.  
“Sir?” Gunner intervenes.  “It’ll take one call to the sheriff’s office to end this.” He states, holding his phone in his hand.
“You dial that number and this man gets some lead in his head.” The man holding the gun says.
“Mr. Long?  Sir?  I don’t know what you’re trying to pull, but nothing is going to get accomplished with that gun.” Gunner reasons, and I watch him push something on his phone, knowing full well that since we’ve all seen our share of trouble lately, that we have the sheriff’s number saved on each of our phones.  
“I just want my daughter back is all.” Mr. Long says.
“Well, sir, she’s not going back with you, I’m afraid.” Gunner says.  “Now, put that gun down before you do something you’ll regret.”
“I will do no such thing.” The man seethes.  “You are holding my daughter here hostage.  Probably taking advantage of her, too.” He looks my baby brother up and down, like he’s a leper.  
Ava gasps, tears falling down her cheeks.  “Daddy, please stop.  What will mama do if you go to jail?”
I hear the hooves of our horses approaching, and I hope like hell that this lunatic doesn’t lose his head and start shooting.  Little Tucker stirs in his stroller, and I go to pick him up, and Mr. Long pushes the barrel closer to my temple.  “Make a move and I blow your brains out.”
“Daddy, no!” Ava whimpers.
“Now, look.” I say.  “The way I see it, there’s no way out for you, my friend.”
“I find that amusing, since I’m the one holding the gun.” Mr. Long replies.
“That may be well and true, sir, but here’s what I see happening.” I lick my lips, as baby Tucker starts to cry.  “You see, this baby’s mama’s coming in here any second to tend to her child.  Tucker’s daddy’s just ridden in on that there horse y’all heard, and I hate to tell you this, but you’re going to be severely outnumbered, partner.”
“Daddy, let me take the baby.” Ava cries.  “He doesn’t have to get hurt.”
Shocking me, as soon as Ava takes a step towards the stroller, Mr. Long points the gun at his daughter.  It takes me a split second to figure out that if he’s willing to shoot his only daughter, that he’s capable of hurting any one of us.  With the second that I have where he’s not watching me, I pull the gun I have out of my vest and point it at him, while I see Gunner doing the same.   
“There, see?  I told you you’d be outnumbered, partner.” I say, as I hear sirens approach. 
“You grow up in Clarkstown, buddy?” Gunner asks, pulling the gun out of Mr. Long’s hand.  “You should know that everyone here carries.  I suppose that’s what you get when you hide out in the boonies and forget about reality, huh.”
“Fuck you.” Mr. Long seethes.  “Ava, you’re coming home with me, you hear!”
Her father’s harsh and likely foreign words shock her further, as she covers a gasp with her hands.  Ava doesn’t heed her father’s threat, and instead grabs Tucker, who is now wailing, while Kate walks into the barn.
“Jesus Christ!” Kate growls. “What the hell is going on in here!” she says, taking the baby from Ava.
A whimpering Ava answers.  “That’s my daddy.  He wants me to come home with him.”
“Sugar, you aren’t going anywhere with a man like that.” Kate states.
This is the moment when Zack trots in quickly, with the sheriff and deputy in his wake.  “We got it under control, sheriff.” I say, pushing Mr. Long towards the mouth of the barn.  “I took his pistol from him.” 
The sheriff takes the pistol from me and inspects it.  “This thing ain’t never been fired.” He looks at Mr. Long.  “What’s your business here?”
Gunner intervenes.  “He’s Ava’s father.  There’s a…history there…and he wants her to come home with him.”
“She the one who’s been staying here?  I was talking to your mama about her the other day.” 
“Yes, sir.”
“She’s my daughter.” Mr. Long says through gritted teeth.  “She’s not even legal age.  This boy is taking advantage of her and holding her against her will.  I have proof.”
I lift a brow.
The Deputy tips his chin.  “Just what sort of proof are we talking about here?”
“I have a photo…in a safe place.” Mr. Long states.
Another brow lift.
“It’s in my shorts.”
Gunner furrows his brows.  “Just what kind of pervert are you, anyway?”
“I’m serious.” Mr. Long insists.  “I can clear this all up.  I promise.”
My gut tells me not to heed him, but, stupidly, the Sheriff lets him fish something out of his shorts.  How he does it, I have no idea, but the sumbitch pulls out a knife, and in one real lucky move, he tosses it into the air, just so, and it pierces the Deputy in the gut.  For another split second, my grip is loosened, and the sumbitch makes a run for it, while the rest of us have our attention on the Deputy.  For an older fella, Mr. Long can sure run, and he makes a break for it into the brush.  
“I’ll get him.” Gunner says, running for the horse that Zack just returned.
The Deputy is on his radio, calling for an ambulance, but I can tell that the wound is superficial.  With just a four-inch knife and a thick shirt, Mr. Long didn’t do much more than create a diversion.  He’ll still get fried for attempting to do it, and to an officer, no doubt.  But luckily, it doesn’t appear that he’s seriously hurt.  Ava is a mess, but Kate is comforting her, using little Tucker as leverage, which seems to be working.  I can hear Gunner galloping into the brush, and another set of hooves, indicating that Gunner’s got backup, and I can hear mama directing them, likely having seen the sumbitch run.
The Sheriff pulls his shirt open, revealing a tiny spot of blood on his abdomen, but nothing worrisome.  “We’ll get you checked out, sir.” The Deputy says.
“It’s nothing.”  The Sheriff waves.  “It’s a shame he’s gone and done it though. He’s added insult to injury.”
“A man like that deserves what’s coming to him.” Kate says.  Then she looks at Ava.  “Sorry, love.  I know he’s your daddy and all.”
“That’s not my daddy.” Ava sniffs.  “Not even the daddy that raised me.  He’s changed.  Both he and my mama have changed so much, they’re practically unrecognizable.”
Mama walks into the barn.  “Everyone okay in here?”
“The Sheriff’s got a bit of a gash here is all.” I explain.
“It ain’t nothin’.” The Sheriff repeats.
Mama takes a look.
“I called an ambulance at any rate.” The Deputy says.
“A little bonder’ll clear that right up.” Mama says.  “I’ve got some if y’all want it.”
Mama has this bonding glue for skin that we use a lot.  It’s great if you have a gash that isn’t deep enough for stitches, but the wound bleeds like a sumbitch.  Depends where y’all get cut, sometimes the skin doesn’t want to stop oozing.  “Na, it’s fine.  I’ll have to write it up anyway.  At this rate, at least I’ll get the hospital to do it.”
“Did y’all call for backup?” Mama asks, noting that the perpetrator is still at large.
“I don’t think it’s necessary.  Your boys’ll catch him.” The Sheriff says.  Mama gives him a look like he’s just insulted her.  It’s not like the Sheriff’s department hasn’t skulked out of stuff before.  Sometimes I feel like it’s pointless to even call them, case in point, now, where he’s relying on my brothers to catch the scumbag.  Truth be told, I think as a family, we’re more apt at catching criminals than they are, and we have paid the price for it, too.  Countless times. This is no exception.
The sirens sound from afar.  The Sheriff closes his shirt slightly, and walks out of the barn, to meet the ambulance.  “I’ll go see if they need a hand.” I say to mama.  She nods, the sour expression is still on her face.  I know mama’s not impressed with this whole situation, especially with Ava looking like she’s just lost her best friend.  Her face softens as she goes over to Kate and sees Tucker.  Chocolate is in the pasture, ears flicking, so I know that he can hear what’s going on in the brush, so I climb on him and gallop towards the sounds of hooves.
“I think he climbed up the goddamn tree!” I hear Zack shout.  “Where in the hell is the sumbitch!”
“Keep looking!” Gunner calls.
“I’m over here!” I shout. “I’ll
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