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    Prologue


    Santa Fe, New Mexico


    Present Day


    Late…late…late…


    Tearing her gaze from the dash clock back to the road, Isabel Falcon raced home from a boring photo shoot that had taken longer than she’d expected. And all for a fluff piece on designer shoes. Though she preferred her tougher assignments like storms and fires and crime scenes, she was the lone female freelance photographer for the Santa Fe Courier, so of course all fluff pieces fell to her.


    Too bad four-inch heels weren’t her thing.


    Now if they had been boots…


    She jammed one of her favorite red napa cowgirl boots to the accelerator and, praying no patrol cop was lying in wait along the route, sped the last half mile to her turnoff. If she hurried, she might be able to get home just as Lucy got off the school bus. Thankfully, the rain had stopped an hour before and the spring day had grown pleasant.


    She turned onto Canyon Road and had to slow down.


    “C’mon, c’mon,” she muttered, more irritated than usual at the traffic along the strip of pricey galleries peppered with fine restaurants.


    Isabel wanted her daughter to know she could count on her being there when she got home. Lucy’s life had been thrown into a mess the past month. She didn’t need her routine broken. And she shouldn’t have to question whether or not she could count on her mother—they’d been having enough trouble as it was lately.


    Isabel turned off the main road into the quieter neighboring area, part of the Historic Eastside, populated with homes that had been there for more than a century. A half mile in, she spotted the school bus several houses past her own. Lucy must have just been let off.


    Not that she saw her daughter as she pulled in front of the neat adobe casita with its stone pathway to the portal—a covered porch that stretched across the front of the house. Lucy must have gone inside already, using the key hidden in a planter in the midst of a half-dozen others.


    But when Isabel walked up the still-wet path and got to the front door, it was not only locked, but dead-bolted. Odd. Normally they only used the dead bolt when no one was home or late at night.


    “Lucy, honey, where are you?” she called the moment she got inside. “Sorry I’m late.”


    Isabel still freelanced rather than taking a nine-to-five job so she could always be there to meet the school bus when her daughter alighted. And when she occasionally had to work in the afternoon, her mother would come by to make sure the girl wasn’t alone. Eleven now, Lucy would roll her eyes and say she didn’t need her mother to make her look like a baby by standing out where the other kids could see her. Isabel knew that Lucy needed her more than ever after the terrible traffic accident she’d been in a few months before, because she still had terrifying nightmares that replayed the incident. Remembering the scene of the crash, Isabel had nightmares, too.


    “Lucinda Falcon, where are you?”


    To honor her daughter’s pride, Isabel had started retreating to the vestibule of their casita to wait for the school bus. And once out of sight of her friends, Lucy always gave her a big hug before going to the kitchen to raid the refrigerator.


    Only Isabel had been late.


    And Lucy wasn’t home.


    Where in the world could she be?


    Okay, had Lucy decided to scare her on purpose to show her independence? They’d had a series of arguments over the past few weeks about what Lucy could or could not do. The accident had made not-so-subtle changes in her daughter. There were times when Lucy was moody…or fearful…or defiant. She was getting counseling, but Isabel couldn’t tell whether or not it was working.


    Lucy didn’t want to talk about it, not to her.


    Sighing, she called her daughter’s best friend, Brittany. Surely Lucy’s best friend would know what she was up to.


    “Did Lucy go home with you?” she asked.


    “No, Ms. Falcon. I don’t know where she is. She wasn’t on the school bus.”


    That gave Isabel a start. “And you didn’t see where she went?”


    “I’m sorry. She said she would be a minute, and I was talking to someone. I didn’t even notice she wasn’t on the bus until we were on the road. I thought maybe you stopped by to get her.”


    Isabel’s pulse picked up a beat. “Thanks, Brittany.”


    Telling herself there was a rational explanation—no need to panic—she next called the school. The woman in the office checked for her, but no one had seen Lucy there since school let out.


    Isabel’s chest squeezed tight as it had the day of the accident when, for several minutes, she hadn’t known whether or not her daughter was dead or simply trapped in the overturned bus.


    Panic filled her so she couldn’t breathe.


    Couldn’t think.


    What to do?


    She didn’t know.


    Micah would know what to do.


    As much as she hated to involve Micah Wild in anything that had to do with her, Lucy was his daughter, too. Putting aside her own feelings, she picked up the phone and called him.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter One


    Damn cell phones!


    Micah Wild could feel his cell vibrating deep in his jeans pocket just as he was about to bring another stray back to the herd. Whoever it was could just cool his heels until he was done here. Working in mud from a hard spring rain was a mess he could have done without.


    The vibrating stopped.


    Sitting Domingo, a gelding experienced in moving cattle, Micah approached the cow just out of her flight zone but from the side so she could see him and not panic. Though the horse might appear to be low-key to someone else, Domingo was ready to charge the cow, and Micah held him with a firm rein. The horse’s ears stood straight up, and he lifted himself a hand taller as Micah gradually worked him in toward the cow, which was “hiding” in some brush. He kept the horse nice and quiet-like so as not to stress the cow any more than necessary. As expected, she moved away from him—from the held-back aggression of the gelding, really—and started inching toward the herd.


    And then the cell vibrated again, startling him.


    Micah let go of control for just a hair, but that’s all it took for Domingo to take advantage. With a rabbit-like bounce, the gelding took off after the recalcitrant cow, kicking up mud. Suddenly Micah had a herd of complaining cattle running as if a predator were after them. Though within seconds he regained control and slowed Domingo, that wasn’t fast enough to stop the panic. Mud spewed everywhere, including on him.


    “Hey, what the hell, Micah!” his brother, Seth, yelled.


    His men were all scrambling to control the herd now, but even getting in the way didn’t stop the stampede. Heading for the river, the cattle took down the fence and went straight on through, not slowing until they hit the water. By the time the beasts got to the other side, they calmed and started foraging for grass.


    Micah was already calculating the loss when he pulled the phone from his pocket. One look told him the call had been from Isabel.


    His gut twisted just for a minute before he gritted his teeth against the old pain and shoved the damn thing back in his pocket. Better to wait till he got back to the barn. Or to the house.


    By then maybe his frustration would ease, and the moment he heard her voice, he wouldn’t bite off her head.


    …


    The only one in the house when the telephone rang, Caleb Wild took the call from Isabel, and when he heard what she had to say, for the second time in a few months he thought his old heart might just stop dead right then and there.


    He looked around the huge room with a fireplace big enough to roast a cow set in a stone wall. The other walls and high peaked ceiling were wood, and cowhides covered several areas of planked wood underfoot. None of this fake stuff they used nowadays. The century-old house was as strong as his family.


    As strong as his family should be, he thought, his gut in a knot.


    Lucy…his sweet, innocent great-grandchild was missing.


    This never would have happened if not for the feud.


    “We’re to blame, Hector. Our fault. Yours and mine,” he muttered.


    He found himself talking to Hector a lot these days, something he hadn’t done for more than fifty years—even while Hector was still alive—unless it was in disagreement. The feud had started with them. And now look at the results, all these decades later. The animosity between families had separated two people who’d loved each other, had kept a father from his child except for scheduled visits. A child who should be living on Wild Ranch under the protection of the people whose hearts she filled.


    Our fault…our fault…our fault…


    His imagination took over for a moment as he thought with horror about the monsters who preyed on innocent children, about the terrible things that could happen to them. That could happen to his precious Lucy.


    If they didn’t get her back good as new, he would never forgive himself. Or Hector.


    In the meantime, he had to give Micah the bad news. Once the bane of his family, running wilder than any Wild before him, Micah had settled after Isabel had taken him in hand. His grandson had changed because of her, and then had changed again because of losing her. Now Micah was the straight arrow in the family, the respectable and responsible Wild, who rarely smiled and whose only joy in life was his daughter. He didn’t deserve this kind of grief, and it broke Caleb’s heart to have to serve it up to him.


    But Wilds didn’t shirk from duty, so Caleb gathered himself together and headed out of the house and into the barn, where he went straight to the tack room. He would ride out and give the news to his grandson face-to-face, like a man. Before he could saddle up, he heard riders coming in. Recognizing his son’s voice—Jonah was grousing about something, as usual—Caleb sighed, put the saddle down and stepped back outside. Normally, seeing Jonah and Micah and Seth—all big, strong men—riding in together gave him a burst of pride. But not today. Father and sons were arguing, and what he had to tell them would only darken their moods further.


    A wild whoop from behind them made the men go silent and turn in their saddles.


    Then Jonah yelled, “Slow that damn horse before you break your neck, girl!”


    Riding a grulla as wild as she was, Zia passed them at breakneck speed and stopped her mount on a dime, right in front of Caleb, where she dismounted, her long, dark hair escaping the braid that hung halfway down her back.


    “Grandfather.” Zia stared at him with those odd violet eyes that seemed to glow against her burnished skin. “What is it?”


    “Nothin’ good.” He shook his head. Zia’d only been nine when Jonah had brought her to the ranch after her mestizo mother died. Though Jonah had offered, her mother had refused to marry him, choosing instead to remain on the pueblo with their daughter. Zia hadn’t taken to many people outside of the Tres Placitas Pueblo, but she adored Lucy. “I’m so sorry, honey.”


    “Sorry about what, Gramps?” Micah asked.


    Caleb couldn’t hide his stricken emotions when meeting his grandson’s worried gaze. Micah was a tall man with rugged features in contrast to those same soft violet eyes he shared with his half-sister. Eyes that seemed to register his grandfather’s pain. Frowning, Micah flew off his horse, Seth and their father following suit.


    “Gramps?”


    “Dad?” Jonah said quietly. “What’s wrong?”


    It was all Caleb could do to keep himself upright and his voice from shaking when he looked Micah straight in the eyes and said, “Isabel called. Lucy’s gone.”


    …


    “What do you mean Lucy’s gone?” Micah yelled at Isabel as he whipped out of the driveway. He’d handed Domingo’s reins to Zia and headed straight to his pickup truck. “How can you be sure? Maybe she decided to walk home, or took a detour with some other friend.”


    “You call when you know anything!” Gramps yelled after him.


    Micah hotfooted the truck toward the main road that would take him straight to Santa Fe.


    “You know how responsible Lucy used to be, Micah,” Isabel said. Her voice shook a bit before she got it under control. “She would have called me if she wasn’t going to be on the bus. But since the accident, she’s changed. I’m not sure what she might have gotten herself into.”


    The tears beneath Isabel’s defensive answer were magnified by the truck’s speakerphone. Micah’s chest twisted into a tight knot. He’d just been given the news five minutes ago, and he was already in hell with worry. He couldn’t even imagine what Isabel had gone through for the last hour while she’d tried to scare him up. That he’d put off calling her back—and therefore put off finding his daughter—made him sick with guilt.


    “Is anyone there with you?”


    “No, Mama is out of the country with my stepfather. I didn’t want to call her or Poppi and alarm them if it wasn’t necessary.”


    Micah only wished it wasn’t. “I think you need to let them know. Reyna and Cruz, too. They’ll be hurt and angry if you don’t.”


    Isabel’s voice caught, but she said, “I’ll let them know right away.”


    But Micah wasn’t ready to disconnect. “Did you call the police?”


    “Right after I spoke to Caleb.”


    “Are they issuing an Amber Alert?”


    “Not without confirmation that Lucy was abducted. Someone would have had to have seen it happen, have a description of whoever took her, or at least of the car.”


    Isabel was sobbing now, and, despite their having been at odds for so many years, Micah wished he could take her in his arms to comfort her. Not that anything other than seeing Lucy’s shining face would make her feel better.


    Finding his little girl was the only thing that would make him feel better, too.


    He glanced at the photograph of Isabel and Lucy that he’d hung from his dash. It was clear they were mother and daughter, both with the same mahogany hair and hazel eyes.


    They should be with him.


    Lucy should be safe.


    How had he let things go so wrong?


    “What are the police doing to find our daughter?” Micah asked.


    “Detective Frank Ochoa has her cell number. I downloaded a special app before I gave her the phone. He can track down her location through the GPS.”


    “Great.” If she still had her cell phone on her.


    “In the meantime, they have several patrol units out scouring the neighborhood between here and the school. Another unit is at the school. They’re questioning everyone who is still there.”


    But how many people would still be around more than an hour after the last bell? The principal. The office staff. A coach or two. Students who’d been in the locker room changing for practice rather than in the schoolyard where they might have seen Lucy.


    Not promising.


    Despite his skepticism, he said, “Good.” He had to give Isabel hope. “I’m on my way. I should be there in half an hour.”


    A little sob and an “Okay,” and she disconnected.


    Micah felt as if his heart had been shredded to bits all over again. Isabel never cried. At sixteen, she’d been so damn tough, she’d been able to handle whatever came at her.


    Of course, he’d never had anything to do with her or with any of the detested Falcons.


    At least not until that fateful day that seemed like just yesterday…


    …


    “Yee-haw!” Micah yelled, swatting his horse’s rump with the brim of his hat. “Go, Slade, go!”


    Slade’s muscles bunched and Micah lay along the horse’s neck as they raced up Suicide Hill, a half length ahead of his nearest competitor. He was doing a damn fool thing and the old man would threaten to whip the skin off his hide if he knew what they were about, but being eighteen, he was up for any challenge. He would get away with it, too, just as he always did.


    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw another horse’s nose edging closer from behind. Micah dug his heels in Slade’s sides a little sharper. The horse’s neck was already wet with sweat, his breath heaving, steam coming from his nose. Slade responded with a powerful lunge that almost unseated Micah. Laughing, he grabbed onto the thick mane, tightened his thighs around the horse’s barrel and did his damnedest to hang on until they crested the top of the hill in front of his buddies.


    “Woo-hoo!” he yelled, straightening in the saddle and bringing Slade to a dead stop.


    The Soto brothers, Bobby and Hank, caught up to him. Though a few years younger, Hank was nearly as big as Bobby. They had the same blue eyes, olive skin, and ink-black hair. Bobby wore his hair longish, in what was little more than a stub of a ponytail at the back of his neck. He also sported a skull tattoo that peeked out from the neckline of his shirt.


    “I won,” Micah informed them. “You each owe me a case of beer!”


    “As if we’re old enough to actually buy beer,” Hank groused.


    Bobby laughed. “Fake ID, bro.”


    Hearing hoofbeats behind him, Micah turned in the saddle to see an incredible sight approach—a mahogany bay that had to be seventeen hands or better. The young woman who had complete control of the horse, despite the fact that she was riding bareback, brought him up short.


    “What the hell do you boys think you’re doing?” she demanded.


    Hank looked uncomfortable, but Bobby laughed again and asked, “Who wound you up, little girl?”


    But damn. Isabel Falcon wasn’t little, Micah thought. Not anymore. She’d grown since he’d last seen her. He couldn’t remember when that was. He’d just graduated from high school and she was going to be a junior, so they hadn’t been in the same classes or anything. Even with her sitting a horse, he could tell her hips had widened. Her breasts had definitely filled out. And with the sun behind her, her hair glowed an incredible halo-red, though it was in fact a dark mahogany, nearly the same shade as her mount’s coat.


    “Are you trying to kill your horses or yourselves?” she asked. “There’s a reason this is called Suicide Hill.”


    Before Bobby could say anything, Micah asked, “So you’ve never tried besting it?”


    “I’m not that stupid.”


    Obviously meaning she thought they were.


    Bobby edged his horse closer to hers, and in a threatening tone said, “You oughta watch that mouth of yours, Isabel, or maybe I’ll shove something long and hard in it to shut you up.”


    Bobby and Hank’s father was a friend of Micah’s father, Jonah, and as such had enthusiastically supported the Wilds in their feud against the Falcons. Bobby was just following suit with Isabel.


    About to talk him down, Micah started when, like magic, a knife appeared in Isabel’s hand. “Try it, Bobby, and I’ll cut it off.”


    Bobby turned to Micah. “Are we gonna let her threaten us like that?”


    “Hey, Bobby, maybe we should get going.” Hank backed his horse away from the confrontation. “Mess with her and we’ll get shit at home.”


    But Bobby was paying his brother no mind. “Micah?”


    “I think you need to cool down, Bobby.” Bobby might be a buddy of his, if not a close friend, but no way would Micah let him do what he appeared ready to do. Still, he wanted to ease the situation, give Bobby a way out, pride intact. “Isabel’s scared of you and defending herself, is all. Let it go.”


    “Whose side are you on?”


    “Ours.” Micah was talking to Bobby but watching Isabel. Her anger was palpable but, thankfully, she was keeping her mouth shut. He changed tactics and looked straight into Bobby’s eyes. “You don’t want to get into it with her brother, Cruz, anyway. You touch his sister and he’d split you open and feed you to the coyotes to get rid of the evidence.”


    “I’m not afraid of Cruz Falcon.”


    Somehow, Micah kept his cool, which he wouldn’t do if Bobby actually tried to carry through with his threat.


    “Bobby, c’mon. Leave it.” He kept his voice friendlier than he was feeling now. “Just go on home.”


    “Without you? What about the beer Hank and me owe you?”


    “Beer?” Isabel echoed. “You’re not even legal, Bobby, and your brother is just a kid, younger than me. What kind of an influence are you on him?”


    Micah cringed inside—did Isabel really want to chance raining trouble down on herself?—but kept in bluff mode as he stared Bobby down. “The two of you don’t even have to buy me the beer you owe me if you just leave well enough alone.”


    Bobby thought it over for a moment and then said, “Well, as long as there’s something in it for me…”


    Taking the easy way out, Bobby shrugged, gave Isabel one last angry look, and to Micah’s relief, rode off.


    Hank was right behind him.


    “Walk those horses!” Isabel yelled after the boys. “You need to cool them down!”


    “I know you’re an expert on horses, and all.” It had been a point of contention between their families that the Falcons ran a horse ranch directly next to the Wilds’ cattle ranch. “But you could stir up Bobby again.”


    “I’m not afraid of him.”


    For a moment, he almost believed her. Then he caught a glimpse of doubt in her thick-lashed hazel eyes. And her full lower lip trembled before she caught herself and clenched her teeth together. She really was afraid and determined not to let him see it.


    “Sure you are,” he said reasonably, “as you should be. You’re just too stubborn to admit it.”


    “Am not.” Isabel returned her knife to the sheath attached to her belt. “And you should be walking your horse, too, to cool him down.”


    Like he had to be told.


    When she turned her gelding, clucked, “C’mon, Crank,” and walked him off, Micah followed on Slade.


    “What do you think you’re doing?” she asked.


    “Making sure you get home safely.” He was almost disappointed when she didn’t argue. For some reason, he enjoyed her prickliness. “At least to the Falcon property line.”


    He didn’t dare ride onto Falcon land without expecting some kind of retribution.


    They rode in silence together for a few moments, before she said, “You had to work there to call Bobby off. Thanks.”


    “No problem.” As an afterthought, he added, “You know I wouldn’t have let him touch you.”


    Isabel glanced at him and something in her expression caught and held him. He felt as if a vise were gripping his throat, making it hard to swallow. She was gazing up at him like he was a hero or something. But Micah knew damn well he was nothing but Trouble-with-a-capital-T, as Dad and Gramps kept telling him.


    Shaking away the weird feeling, he asked, “You always carry that thing on you?”


    “The knife? When I ride out, absolutely.” Then Isabel smiled at him, a smile that showed her perfect white teeth and made his pulse rush a little faster, and said, “After all, I never know when I’ll run into a snake.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Two


    Isabel hadn’t been able reach Mama, so she’d left a message on her voice mail to please call her. She hadn’t wanted to leave the bad news, and hoped that by the time she heard from her mother, Lucy would be safely home. Then she’d called Poppi and told him. After which she’d cried herself out.


    She was back in control well before Micah’s truck pulled up on the other side of the adobe wall that surrounded the house—she could see the dust-covered black vehicle through the walkway opening. She had never let Micah see her tears, and she wasn’t about to start now. A quick look in the mirror revealed that her eyes were a bit red. The tip of her nose, as well. Nothing she could do about it but tough it out.


    Going to the window, she watched her daughter’s father get out of the truck and take off the short oilskin duster and hat he’d probably been wearing out on the range. He threw them in the back, then started up the stone path. Taller and broader than his brother and father, Micah exuded the kind of power only a man with his assertive nature could claim.


    Indeed, as a mature man, he was an even more potent eyeful than he’d been that day she’d fallen in love with him at Suicide Hill. His shoulders strained his stonewashed denim work shirt and his muscular thighs filled the mud-splattered denim of his jeans. His dark hair straggled around his rugged features, making him look downright dangerous.


    Feeling hollow inside, as she had since their breakup, Isabel opened the door for Micah. She hated that he still made her chest squeeze tight every time she saw him. The reason she’d tried her best not to see him at all over the years. She would drop Lucy off at the ranch on his weekends when she was sure he’d still be out on the range. Or if he picked up Lucy here in Santa Fe for some reason, she got Mama to be here while she disappeared. Every time she saw him, she was reminded of what they could have had. Sometimes the memories were too much to bear.


    “Any word?” he asked.


    She shook her head. “No. Nothing yet. I feel like I should be doing something, but I don’t know what.”


    “We could drive around the neighborhood, see if anyone spotted her. Better than sitting around and waiting, right?”


    Just staring into Micah’s thick-lashed violet eyes, so at war with the rest of his face, made her angry and determined and sad and unfulfilled. Without him, she still felt lost after all these years. But no matter how much he still stirred her, she couldn’t ever let him know it, couldn’t ever trust him again. Not after what had happened between them.


    At least, she couldn’t trust him with herself.


    Lucy was a different matter. Their child loved her father unconditionally. And she knew Micah would do anything to protect their daughter.


    She nodded. “All right, but you drive. I’m too shaky.”


    They spent the next hour cruising the vicinity, stopping to ask any neighbors they spotted if they’d seen Lucy. The answer was always the same. Disappointing. Someone had to have seen something. If they didn’t get a break soon, Isabel thought she might lose her mind.


    Before heading back to the house, Micah pulled the truck onto a stretch of wooded area that bumped up behind her property. Private land, but not occupied. They got out to walk through the piñons and cedars and Chickasaw plums, looking for anything that might belong to Lucy, like her book bag or a hair clip. As her boots squished over the still-wet ground, Isabel refused to think of anything more sinister. She wanted to believe that Lucy had just gotten sidetracked and had forgotten to call. That she’d decided to walk home. She’d taken the long way. Maybe she’d gotten lost, but surely she would find her way home soon.


    Even as Isabel tried to rationalize, to make things better so she could deal with the situation, horrific images like the stills she sometimes took at disasters or crime scenes for the Santa Fe Courier flashed through her mind.


    Remembering that teenage girl they’d found facedown in the Acequia Madre that cut through the Historic Eastside, she lost her footing and stumbled.


    Micah grabbed her arm and steadied her. “You okay?”


    “No.”


    Seeing her panic mirrored in his eyes for a brief moment, she froze. They were in the same place for once in their lives. And what a horrible place to be.


    “What can I do?” he asked.


    You could take me in your arms, tell me everything is going to be all right…


    Not something she could say to him aloud.


    Still, she was grateful she wasn’t doing this alone. “Keep looking for any sign that she came this way.”


    Please let Lucy have come this way…please let her be home when we get there…


    They searched every inch of the land, peering beneath bushes, pushing away native grasses, avoiding prickly cacti.


    Nothing…nothing…nothing…


    “Has Lucy said anything odd about anyone lately?” Micah asked.


    “Odd?”


    “Anything to alarm you?” he clarified. “Any kids giving her a hard time? Any threats?”


    Isabel frowned. “Not that she’s said, and I would know if something was going on. Lucy has been pretty emotionally transparent since the accident.”


    “What about the opposite? Maybe some boy has been paying a little too much attention to her?”


    A thought that cut through her. “If so, she hasn’t said anything. Micah, she’s only eleven!”


    “A mature eleven.”


    “Still…too young to be involved with a boy.”


    “Kids don’t always see things the way adults do. We didn’t.”


    Skirting a sumac, she remembered all too well. “I wasn’t eleven, though. I was nearly legal.”


    The nearly part having been the problem.


    “Have you given her an opening to confide in you?”


    Isabel stopped and confronted him. “What are you saying, Micah, that I’m not paying attention?”


    “No, of course not—”


    “Because that’s what it sounded like. That you blame me.”


    “I swear I’m not pointing fingers, Isabel. It’s just that it’s been hard for me to get anything out of her for a while. I wondered if you were having better luck than I was. I guess maybe that’s the problem with being a part-time father.”


    “And whose fault is that?”


    Micah looked as if he were grinding his teeth, but he didn’t respond. Isabel closed her eyes and shook her head. What was she doing, trying to start a fight with him? They were on the same side here. They had an equal investment in wanting to find their daughter. Whatever had once been between them was in the past. Lucy was the only thing that mattered right now.


    She choked back another rush of tears. “Sorry.”


    Micah went all tense. For a moment, she thought he would reach out to her. Touch her. Hold her in his arms the way he had so many years ago.


    She shouldn’t let him.


    But, oh, she wanted him to…


    And then he retreated, moving back away from her as if pulling himself together.


    “Maybe we ought to get back to the house. Just in case.”


    She nodded. “Right. About Lucy not talking to you… Sometimes she’s not the same girl she was before the bus accident. She doesn’t talk to me much, either. At least not about what’s bothering her.”


    “I thought she was getting counseling?”


    “She is, but what happened is a lot for an eleven-year-old to absorb in a couple of months.” It would be a lot for anyone to absorb. “She once told me she was broken inside and she didn’t know how to fix it to make things right again. I tried talking to her about it, but she clammed up. We never used to fight, but now, when she gets in one of her moods…” She sighed.


    They got in the truck and drove back in silence.


    But when Micah saw the Falcon Ranch truck parked in front of the house, he cursed under his breath.


    Isabel didn’t say a word. She’d told Poppi not to come, but she hadn’t told him why. Because Micah was here. Now there might be more trouble than she could bear.


    So the moment Micah pulled his pickup behind Poppi’s, she flew out of the passenger side and ran into the house. Her family was already waiting for her. Not just Poppi, but her sister, Reyna, and brother, Cruz.


    “Querida,” Poppi said, holding out his arms just the way he had when she’d skinned a knee or gotten thrown off a horse.


    Unable to help herself, she rushed right into her father’s arms and pressed her cheek to his shoulder as he enclosed her in a giant hug, his thick mustache pressing against her forehead. Reyna and Cruz moved closer. Though Cruz was older than her and Reyna younger, they looked more like each other than they did her, their brown hair naturally streaked with gold a shade darker than their eyes.


    “Have you heard anything?” Reyna asked, her eyes watery, her narrow face pinched, as if she were about to cry.


    “Nothing yet.”


    “We’ll find her,” Cruz promised. His hawk-sharp features tightened. “What the hell is he doing here?”


    Isabel knew he meant Micah. She glanced back to see him coming up the walk. And he didn’t look any happier to see her family than they were to see him.


    “What do you think he’s doing here? Our daughter is missing.”


    “He should be out looking for her—”


    “That’s exactly what we were doing, Poppi.”


    “—not bothering you.”


    Micah was, indeed, bothering her, though not in the way her father meant. He was stirring up old feelings that she didn’t want to recognize. The very thing she had feared if she let him get too close.


    “Please,” she said in a low voice, “all of you be civil to him.”


    “Especially you, Poppi,” Reyna told their father.


    Eduard Falcon had never been shy about showing his antagonistic feelings for Micah. Or for any of the Wilds, for that matter.


    “He’s as bad as his father,” Poppi said, repeating the litany she’d heard a hundred times before. “Darlene should have been with me. If Jonah hadn’t stolen her away from me, she wouldn’t be dead now.”


    “You can’t know that,” Cruz said, giving a stone-faced Micah what Isabel considered an apologetic expression. “And if she had gone with you, what about our mother? And where would we be?”


    “I thought you were all here for Lucy,” Micah said. “Not to hash out the details of the damn feud!”


    The room went silent, and Isabel held her breath. Micah was glowering at her family members, and she couldn’t blame him. Still, she waited for the responding explosion.


    And then Reyna suddenly said, “Micah is right. Poppi, I wish you would start believing things worked out the way they were supposed to, but right now, Lucy is the only important one. You need to forget about your grudge with her other grandfather and concentrate on finding her.”


    Poppi merely grunted in a noncommittal manner.


    Isabel didn’t say anything and was thankful that Micah let it go. She could feel the tension pouring from him, but he restrained himself admirably considering the circumstances.


    She thought about the vast divide that had started with their grandfathers, but had been further exacerbated when their fathers both fell in love with the same woman. Jonah had won Darlene’s heart, and Poppi had settled for Isabel’s mother, Carol. And then Darlene had died in childbirth, and Poppi had blamed Jonah. Mama, realizing he’d never love her more than the woman he couldn’t have, had eventually divorced him and moved back to Santa Fe. So then Poppi had blamed Jonah for that, as well.


    “What can we do to help?” Cruz asked Micah directly.


    Seeming surprised, Micah said, “Keep looking for her all over this neighborhood. Stop anyone on the street and ask if they’ve seen her.”


    “What was she wearing?” Reyna asked.


    “Jeans. Her favorite purple long-sleeved T-shirt and a black hoodie with a barrel racer emblem on the back.”


    “We should have photos of her with us,” Cruz said. “All I have on me is that one from her ninth birthday.”


    “That’ll have to do.” Isabel looked to Reyna and Poppi and indicated a couple of framed photos on the fireplace mantel. “You can take those.”


    “I can do better.” Micah pulled out his cell and showed her the screen. A recent close-up photo of Lucy stared back at her. “I took this last month when I bought her that hoodie. I’ll send it to your e-mail account, Isabel, and you can print big color copies for everyone. As a matter of fact, we can make ‘missing’ posters with our phone numbers, in case anyone sees her. You can put them up wherever you can find a public spot.”


    “Great idea!” Reyna said. “Isn’t it, Poppi?”


    Apparently unwilling to show any positive reaction to Micah, Poppi merely grunted again.


    Less than a half hour later, the Falcons left with their flyers, promising to keep up the search until dark. Once they were out the door, Isabel was glad to feel some of the family tension drain away. Now she and Micah could concentrate on finding their daughter. But where to start? She couldn’t focus.


    “What now?” she asked.


    “Let’s head for the school—”


    “You think anyone will still be there?”


    Micah shook his head. “Not until morning. But in the meantime, we can talk to people on the street while working our way back in this direction.”


    Not having a better idea, Isabel followed him out of the house and into the truck again. Lucy, where are you? As they drove, she kept her gaze roaming from one side of the road to the other. They were halfway to the school when her cell phone rang.


    Her heart thundered in her chest when she saw the caller ID. Detective Frank Ochoa. She pressed the talk button. “Hello, Detective. Any news?”


    “I’m sorry, Ms. Falcon, but no. I wanted to tell you that we weren’t able to track your daughter’s phone. Either it’s turned off or the battery’s dead.”


    “But you’re going to keep looking for her, right?”


    “We’ll keep searching in a circular grid around the school until dark. Then we’ll start again in the morning. I’m afraid we haven’t gotten any leads. But I’ll keep my team on it.”


    “Thank you, Detective.” She clicked off.


    “That didn’t sound good,” Micah said.


    Her eyes stung from imminent tears. “They couldn’t pick up a signal from her phone. No leads, either.”


    “We’ll find her, Isabel. I promise we’ll find our girl.”


    Isabel knew how determined Micah could sound when he set his mind to something. The trouble was, he didn’t always follow up on his promises. But this time was different, she told herself. This time, he was a man, not a boy. This time he would come through for her.


    She only hoped nothing horrible had already happened to Lucy, and that when they found their daughter, she would still be the bright, cheerful, and innocent girl she had always been.


    The alternative was unthinkable.


    …


    “Annie, wake up, please wake up!”


    Having freed herself of the seat belt, Lucy leaned over and tried to shake her friend awake. Blood shot all over her from where the metal pole had gone through Annie, pinning her to the seat of the bus. Lucy tried desperately to stop the flow. Oozing between her fingers and over her hands, Annie’s blood was warm and sticky, and the smell made her stomach churn.


    The bleeding wouldn’t stop and Annie wouldn’t wake up no matter how loudly Lucy called her name. She got the sinking feeling she couldn’t save her friend, but she couldn’t stop trying… She just couldn’t.


    With a lurch, Lucy started awake from the familiar nightmare, only to face a strange darkness. Her heart was pounding and she could hardly take a breath.


    Dim light from the moon filtered through windows in a room she didn’t recognize, giving her a limited view of her surroundings. Where was she? This wasn’t her bedroom. She checked her hands to make sure they weren’t bloody. Then, on wobbly legs, she got up from the bed and tottered to the door.


    Locked.


    No, no, no! She had to get out of here!


    Had to get home.


    Mom was going to kill her.


    Banging on the door, she yelled, “Hello? Are you there? You locked the door! I have to go home now!”


    No matter how much she banged or shouted, she got no answer.


    She should have been on the bus, but she hated getting on it anymore. She always tried to find a way to distract herself until the last minute, but this time she’d waited too long, and the bus had left without her.


    And then she…she…


    She wasn’t sure what had happened. Frowning, she tried to remember. She couldn’t. She didn’t know how she had gotten here, or even where “here” was.


    Her head still wasn’t clear. No matter how hard she tried to remember what had happened, everything after seeing the bus rumbling away down the street was one big blur…


    And now she was locked in a strange room.


    Afraid.


    The sensation whispered through her, making her shiver.


    What was going to happen to her?


    She’d been wondering that for months now. She was afraid all the time.


    She groped for the wall switch and turned it on, flooding the room with light. The walls were pink, the fluffy bedding purple. Obviously a girl’s room.


    But why was she in it?


    Desperate to get out of the unfamiliar room, desperate to get home, she went to the window and saw that she was on the second floor. No easy way down. There was a tree, but it was too far away to climb out onto a limb.


    She would have to jump…maybe miss.


    Thinking about it made her stomach twirl.


    What if she fell and got hurt all over again? She was barely healed from the bus accident on the outside. And inside…


    Fear soured her mouth, stopping her from even trying.


    This time she might not be so lucky.


    This time she might be like those other kids.


    This time she might be dead.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Three


    “We should get something to eat,” Micah said. It was after ten and no one was walking the streets on their route.


    “How can you even think about eating?”


    He glanced at Isabel. Even in just the moonlight, she looked pale and overly stressed. She needed to eat. “We need to keep up our strength. For Lucy.”


    “I’m not hungry.”


    “We don’t have to be hungry. We just have to get the food down.” He made a turn, swinging the truck onto a road that would take them away from the center of town, down to the main drag with plenty of places to get something to eat. “Taco, burger, or chicken?”


    “For a minute there, I thought you were going to tell me you’d learned to cook.”


    “I do cook. Out on the range, a man has to eat. I do a lot of things I didn’t used to do.”


    Like standing up to his father, he thought with a stab of residual anger. If only he’d had the backbone to do that twelve years ago…


    But there was no use focusing on regrets right now.


    “Taco, burger, or fried chicken?” he asked again.


    Isabel sighed. “Your choice.”


    Micah drove to a fast food place that had all three, and leaving Isabel in the truck to call her family, he went inside and ordered some of everything.


    No matter what, he was going to get food into Isabel. She couldn’t function without fuel. And not without sleep, either. No doubt she’d fight him on that, too. He was just as worried about Lucy as she was, but he also knew they had to take extra care of themselves, or they wouldn’t be able to concentrate properly while searching for their daughter.


    When he got back into the truck, Micah put the huge bag on the backseat. Isabel was just finishing a conversation on her cell.


    “Okay, Poppi. I promise I’ll call the minute I hear anything.” She listened a second, then said, “I love you, too.” With a broken sigh, she let her hand holding the cell drop into her lap. “I tried Mama again and had to leave another message. I don’t know why she hasn’t called me back.”


    “Maybe something is wrong with her cell.” A shame, Micah thought, because Isabel could use her mother’s support. Starting the truck, he said, “I need to call my family, as well.”


    “You should do that.” Isabel’s voice went flat.


    Since he used the truck’s speaker system to call hands-free, Isabel could hear everything, though she stared out the passenger side window as if trying to distract herself. She didn’t like his father any more than he liked hers. Thankfully, Dad didn’t say anything to set her off. His whole family had gathered together to await any news.


    “If the police haven’t found her by daybreak, we’ll start again,” Micah said. Inconceivable that his daughter should be out there all alone in the dark. Or maybe not alone. He couldn’t go there. “We’ll go back to the school, find someone who can tell us what happened.”


    “You’re gonna find her,” Gramps said. “We’re gonna get our girl back.”


    “I’ll call the moment we know anything,” Micah promised.


    By the time he clicked off, he was pulling up in front of Isabel’s house.


    Looking like death warmed over, she was hardly able to swing open the truck door.


    Protective instincts stirring despite himself—he knew better than to let down his guard—Micah leaped from his seat and slammed the door closed behind him, then ran around to the passenger side to help Isabel out of the truck.


    When he tried to put an arm around her to steady her out of the vehicle and onto the walkway, she said, “I’m fine, Micah.” She wiggled out past him.


    But when she tried closing the passenger door, he put out a hand to stop it. “The food.”


    He reached in back and fetched the bag before following. She’d unlocked the front door by the time he caught up to her. He reached around her to open it.


    For a second…one short second…she met his gaze. He read something in her expression that called to him. Something that flashed him back to the past for a few seconds. A connection that used to be ever-present, like a live wire between them. Then he blinked, and she looked away and entered the foyer. Its bright orange walls and contrasting dark stone floor were incongruously cheerful.


    Isabel said, “Maybe you should take the food home with you.”


    “I’m not going anywhere. And you’re eating.”


    “You can’t stay here.”


    “Then I’ll sleep in the back of my pickup. You don’t honestly think I’m going back to the ranch before we find our daughter?”


    “I don’t know what I was thinking,” she admitted, looking utterly defeated.


    “That’s because your brain needs fuel. Kitchen,” he ordered.


    She glared at him for a moment, and he thought she would argue, but he could see the exhaustion and, yes, despair written in her face and body. Dark circles below her hazel eyes dimmed the light from them. Her shoulders slumped. She appeared to have turned inward on herself.


    Not giving up was nonnegotiable. He would do whatever it took to make her embrace hope. They would find their daughter. They would.


    “C’mon. I don’t have enough energy left to carry you.”


    Despite her murmured protest, Micah slipped an arm around her back and urged her through the living area. Touching her made him soften a bit, made him remember the things he’d forced himself to forget.


    The room was a testament to Isabel’s love of color. While the adobe walls and kiva fireplace were white, the couch was burnt orange, the chairs striped with orange and turquoise and magenta. Blown-up photographs she had taken lined the walls. The one of Lucy hugging Isabel’s horse, Crank, on the Falcon Ranch made his throat go tight.


    The kitchen was equally bright, with the same white walls, burnt-orange cabinets and countertops of Mexican tile with a colorful flower pattern. Sighing, Isabel slumped into a seat at the turquoise wood table and made no effort to check out the bag he set directly in front of her.


    “You’d better find something in there you’re willing to eat,” he said, opening a cabinet, hoping to find plates.


    “It’s the next one,” she said, and, to his relief, she dug into the bag.


    By the time he got out dishes, flatware, and a couple cans of soda from the fridge, she’d at least spread the boxes of food over the middle of the table.


    “We need to plan strategy.” He sat around the corner from her, bumping knees.


    She immediately moved hers so they weren’t touching.


    A little irritated, he asked, “What would you like?”


    “Chicken.”


    He pushed the box of chicken right in front of her. If her taste hadn’t changed, it was her favorite, grilled with a spicy serrano barbecue sauce. After she chose a piece, he set cartons of slaw and string potatoes in front of her, as well.


    “I’ll be lucky to force anything down.”


    Biting into a burger, he grunted in response.


    Despite her protests, she ate more than he’d expected. Some things didn’t change. She wore her food. Barbecue sauce decorated the corner of her lip and her chin, making him remember the first time they’d eaten this chicken together. He’d kissed the sauce away. Crazy in love with her, he’d kissed other things, too, all that she would allow. He forced his mind from the sweet memory. There were more important things to think about, like how they were going to find their daughter.


    “How well do you know Lucy’s teacher?”


    “Fairly well. Actually, I know most of the teachers. I do a lot of volunteering for family events. I do photos for the school website and newsletter.” Pushing herself away from the table, she asked, “Are you done? I should put this stuff away.”


    Noting she seemed a little more vital now that she’d eaten, he said, “Go ahead,” but plucked a piece of chicken before she could close the box. “What about the principal?” he asked.


    “Principal Rivera? I’ve worked directly with her.”


    Isabel took the containers to the refrigerator. Having the principal on their side was a plus, Micah thought.


    “So you think Principal Rivera will let us go into the classes to talk to the kids?”


    “I assume so. I mean, why wouldn’t she?” Isabel furrowed her brow. “Do you think one of the kids noticed what happened to Lucy?”


    “Someone had to. She couldn’t simply have disappeared into thin air. Someone had to have seen something. Count on it.”


    He was, anyway. He had to believe their little girl wasn’t lost to them forever.


    “What about the police?” Isabel put away the last of the food. “Detective Ochoa may be planning to do the same.”


    “Then call him in the morning. A kid would be more likely to talk to you than to a cop.”


    She nodded. “You’re right. Yeah, okay, I’ll call him first thing.”


    She pressed her mouth into a tight line, something Micah had rarely seen her do. Her eyes were bright with unshed tears again. He knew she was trying to control her emotions so she wouldn’t cry. The thought put a lump in his throat, and he couldn’t stop himself from trying to comfort her.


    Pulling her to his chest and wrapping both arms around her, he pressed his cheek to her hair and murmured, “It’s going to be all right, Isabel. We’re going to find her. Lucy will be back with us before you know it.”


    Isabel remained in his arms.


    Not moving.


    Not speaking.


    Not crying.


    She was hardly breathing.


    Micah wondered what she was thinking. It was as if she’d cut herself off from everything and had blanked her mind so she could put the awful possibilities to rest for a while. He pulled his cheek from her hair and tucked a thick strand back behind her ear as he used to do, so that he could look down into her face. That gorgeous face that haunted his dreams. Her thick lashes were spiked with the tears she wouldn’t let fall. Her hazel eyes swam in nightmare-dark pools of fear. The tip of her snub nose was pink against the pale skin of her face. Her lips trembled, but she fought letting him see it, just as she had that day on Suicide Hill.


    The day his life had changed forever.


    The day he’d given his heart to her.


    I love you, Isabel.


    Though he thought it even now, he couldn’t say it. The day she’d disappeared without so much as a good-bye, he’d felt dead inside. He didn’t ever want to feel so lost and heartbroken again. Lucy had been his salvation.


    I still love you…I always will…


    He couldn’t say it, not with words.


    Staring at her tight mouth, the corner still smeared with barbecue sauce, he couldn’t help himself. He dipped his head and licked. Sweet, hot sauce made his tongue burn. Her quick intake of breath and the familiar cry at the back of her throat set the rest of him on fire. Her lips parting against his made his heart thunder with something he hadn’t felt for more than a decade.


    He covered her mouth and thrust his tongue into her the way he dreamed of thrusting his flesh into her wet heat. She wrapped her arms around his neck, a leg around his thigh, and he was lost. Pressing her into the refrigerator, he rocked against her. He was already hard, ready for her, when she slipped her hand between them and found him through his jeans. Quickly, she undid his belt and slid the zipper open and released him.


    Gliding his hands along her sides, he lifted her blouse from her pants and slid his palms along her flesh until they cupped her breasts. She moaned into his mouth, circled him and pulled her hand up his shaft to his head. He flicked his tongue deeper, flicked his thumbs against her nipples until they hardened and grew and threatened to split her lacy bra.


    He tore his mouth from hers and found a nipple, drawing the cloth-covered flesh deep into his mouth where he suckled until she melted, tearing herself from him to get down on her knees.


    The refrigerator was the only thing holding him up. His arms braced against it, he watched her work her magic on him. Even as a teenager, she’d instinctively known exactly how to enslave him. The breath caught in his throat as the wet warmth of her mouth sheathed him, her tongue flicked against the tip, and she pulled him inside, one agonizingly slow inch at a time.


    But he didn’t want to come this way. He wanted to be deep inside her, to experience once again the thrill of her body moving with his, to make her cry out in ecstasy again and again, finally joining her once she was sated.


    So he pushed himself from the refrigerator, reached down and cupped her chin, freeing himself…


    And then froze as their gazes connected.


    What the hell were they doing?


    Their daughter was missing and they were about to have sex?


    What was he thinking? This was crazy.


    Still staring into his eyes, Isabel rose to her full height. He could tell she had similar thoughts. That she was appalled at what they had started. He was trying to find the words that would make it all right—maybe that they were just trying to find comfort in a terrible situation—when she backed away from him.


    She gasped, “You can sleep in Lucy’s room!” and then fled the kitchen.


    And him.


    Again.


    …


    What had she been thinking? Isabel stripped and stepped into the shower. How had she let Micah get to her the way he had? Worse, how had she responded so mindlessly?


    She’d let down her guard for a few moments, but she wouldn’t do that again.


    A cool shower drove the remaining tendrils of sexual heat from her, but it did nothing for the humiliation she’d felt the moment they’d broken that physical connection. Twelve years ago, she had vowed to never, ever let Micah touch her again, and until today, she’d kept that vow.


    Her emotions were all over the place because of Lucy. Dread for her daughter had made her reach out to the one person in the world who loved the girl as much as she did. Now they had to join forces to rescue their child.


    Isabel knew she had to put out of mind that Micah never fought for her…never fought for them. She hoped that now, at least, Micah would be the man she’d expected him to be when she’d learned she was pregnant.


    As to what had almost happened a little while ago…they’d clung to each other in fear, that was all.


    That had to be all it was.


    No matter what they’d had in the past, what was done was done, and it couldn’t be changed.


    They couldn’t go back in time…


    …


    “Poppi is going to kill you!” Reyna whispered when she caught Isabel trying to leave through a side door in the dead of night.


    “Not if he doesn’t find out.” Isabel had been seeing Micah for months now without Poppi’s knowledge, though never this late at night before. Keeping her voice down, she said, “You’re not going to tell him, are you?”


    “No…but how could you do this?” Reyna demanded. “Sneak around to meet the enemy?”


    Thinking of the way Micah made her blood soar, Isabel said, “Micah Wild isn’t my enemy. Is he yours?”


    “Well, no, not Micah.”


    “Okay, then. This stupid feud our family has had with the Wilds has gone on long enough.” Isabel whispered. She was anxious to leave but not until she was sure her sister wouldn’t squeal on her. “Someone has to end it. Or several someones.” She gave Reyna an intent look. “Like you, me, and Cruz.”


    “What makes you think I would want to?”


    “You just said Micah isn’t your enemy.”


    “No, not him, but his brother, Seth, is another story.”


    “What have you got against Seth?”


    Reyna’s expression tightened. “Plenty, believe me. His ego is so big he could share it with a couple other guys.”


    Seeing the glint in her sister’s gaze, Isabel wondered about Reyna’s true feelings for the boy. Reyna had just turned fifteen and was a little hotheaded. She and Seth were in the same class, and Isabel suspected part of the problem was that not only were they both competitive, they were also equally matched.


    “So you’ll keep my secret?” she asked.


    Reyna responded by hugging her. “Be careful, mi hermana.”


    Isabel was always careful. At least not to get caught. The very idea of sneaking out to meet Micah late at night shot chills through her body. And heat. The extremes alternated with her thoughts.


    Creeping out into the barn, checking to make sure no one was around to see, Isabel grabbed a bridle, then entered the corral, where she gave a low whistle. Crank came trotting over to her. She quickly settled the leathers and bit in place, then led him to the gate. Once on the other side, she tangled a hand in his mane and stepped onto a log stump for a leg up to his bare back. They moved as one, Crank following her silent directions.


    Ten minutes later, she was in the stand of pines at the top of Suicide Hill where she’d agreed to meet Micah. She whistled softly and then listened. His answering whistle shot through her, making her feel all wonky inside. Anxious to see Micah alone, she turned Crank in the right direction, moved forward, and whistled again. Though Micah responded, he didn’t need to. She could see the flames coming from the clearing ahead.


    “There you are.” He came to meet her, took Crank’s reins and held the horse as she jumped off. Then he took her in his arms. “I missed you.”


    “Me, too.”


    He kissed her, a light brush of lips against lips, the soft touch thrilling her to her toes. She looked beyond him to the bedroll spread out before the fire.


    Would tonight be the night, then?


    Her heart nearly pounded out of her chest.


    Poppi really might kill Micah if he ever found out.


    “C’mon, let’s go sit by the fire.”


    She let him lead her there, let him pull her down next to him. He put an arm around her and tilted his head against hers.


    He picked up a long stick and poked at the fire so the flames intensified.


    “Nice, huh?”


    “Very nice,” she said.


    “I’ve always wanted to do this. Just sit in front of a fire at night with someone I cared about and talk.”


    Her throat was tight when she whispered, “Just talk?”


    His grin softened the strong planes of his face. Between the silver moonlight and golden glow of the fire, he looked magical to her.


    “There are lots of ways of talking,” he whispered.


    And when he dipped his head for another kiss, she eagerly responded. To her surprise, he held her in check, keeping the kiss slow and sweet and thrilling.


    He touched her breast then, a soft exploration that matched the kiss.


    Leaving Isabel yearning for more…


    …


    They’d sat before the fire, just talking. And kissing. And touching. Isabel remembered wanting so much more. She’d known Micah had, too, but he had been the one to put on the brakes, saying she was too young to make such an impulsive decision.


    No, Poppi hadn’t found out. Not then.


    That hadn’t been the night.


    Not the night she’d lost her virginity.


    That had been the night when Micah first told her he loved her.


    The thought choked her. She’d loved him, too. She’d thought they would love each other and be together forever, but life didn’t always work out the way you planned.


    She looked at the bed but knew she wouldn’t sleep. Not while her daughter was out there somewhere. Alone. Frightened. Maybe hurt.


    The thought made her want to throw up. No way could she sleep.


    Two minutes and she was dressed again. She grabbed her wallet and keys and left the bedroom. She saw the pillow and blanket on the couch. Empty.


    “Micah?”


    The front door was open.


    He’d stepped outside.


    “What are you doing out here?” she asked.


    “Can’t sleep.”


    “Me, neither. Let’s search again.”


    He nodded, and she locked the front door before following him to the truck.


    They spent hours combing the dark streets, first of her neighborhood, then widening the search.


    Oh, Lucy…please don’t let anything bad be happening to our daughter.


    She tried not to let her mind go there, but dark thoughts wouldn’t stop battering her. She looked out into the moonless night and, as in the photographs she took, imagined viewing Lucy in every conceivable potential danger until she thought she would lose her mind.


    They drove in silence down deserted streets. Exhaustion caught up to her, and eventually she could hardly keep her eyes open, and her thoughts started drifting off. But it was only when Micah threw on the brakes and swerved the truck to keep from hitting a lone coyote crossing the road that she realized they’d both reached their limit.


    “Damn it!”


    She heard the desperation in his words.


    Desperation that was consuming them both to where they would be useless at first light if they didn’t get at least a few hours sleep.


    “Let’s go back and start again in the morning,” she choked out, wondering if she could sleep even for a minute with Lucy gone.


    


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Four


    Micah was up before dawn. He’d slept fitfully on the couch rather than in his daughter’s bed. Lucy’s room had been too close to Isabel’s. He hadn’t trusted himself to stay put. The couch was a foot too short and a foot too narrow to offer someone of his size a comfortable sleep. But he’d managed, at least for an hour here and there. He’d awakened several times, and each time he’d gone outside as if he would finally see Lucy running home and into his arms, but the waking nightmare continued.


    After taking a fast shower, he pulled on his jeans and left the bathroom, barefoot and towel-drying his hair. Meaning to put on a pot of coffee, he headed for the kitchen and was met by the smell of coffee wafting out to him. Isabel had beaten him to it. When he entered, he saw that she was fully dressed—and that her gaze was fixated on his bare chest. He couldn’t help his physical reaction to the realization, but he did his best to hide it.


    “I woke you,” he said, his tone apologetic. “Sorry.”


    “Not your fault.” Avoiding looking at him, she set two mugs in front of the nearly full pot. “I didn’t sleep much.”


    Worry for their daughter was wearing them both down.


    “Sorry,” he said again. “We’ll find her, Isabel. Anything else is unacceptable.”


    “A new philosophy?”


    “An ancient one. Zia’s been teaching me some of the Pueblo ways of looking at life. She may be a lot younger than me,” he said of his half-sister, “but she’s also a lot more spiritual.”


    Isabel swallowed hard and nodded. “We’re going to do whatever we must to find our daughter.”


    “Together. That is a promise. Whatever it takes, Isabel.”


    This was as on the same page as they’d ever been in the last twelve years. Micah was grateful they were able to put the past behind them, if only temporarily.


    Though it was light now, school didn’t start for nearly two hours. However, they planned to get there early, to talk to kids as they arrived, especially those who rode on the school buses. Maybe one of them had noticed something out of the ordinary.


    Two hours was enough time to eat. Since Isabel showed no interest in anything but her mug of coffee, Micah made a quick breakfast, and she did a great job of pretending to eat what he put in front of her, while actually only moving the food around on her plate. When she was done, she scraped three-fourths of her breakfast into the garbage.


    “I’ll call Ochoa,” she said, “let him know what we’re doing.”


    “Right.”


    He used the privacy of Lucy’s room to finish dressing. His cell phone rang. He checked the ID and saw it was Seth. His gut tightened as he answered.


    “What is it? Have you heard something?”


    “No. I was just trying to figure out what might have happened to Lucy,” Seth said. “Or who. Do you have any idea about who might have taken her?”


    “We don’t even know for certain that she was taken.” Micah kept his voice low. “Who knows what’s been going on here or at school. Lucy might have taken off. Maybe she’ll show up on her own today.” He could only hope.


    “Did Isabel say something to make you think that?”


    “No, not at all. She has no clue. But you know how it is when you’re young. Things get exaggerated in your mind.”


    “Yeah, well, we ought to start thinking about who might have reason to take her.”


    “If someone took her, it could be random,” Micah said.


    “Or not. I’m just saying.”


    He was saying exactly what Micah had been trying to avoid considering. “Let’s not jump to any conclusions. We don’t know how this is going to play out talking to the kids at the school. Maybe we’ll learn something useful.”


    “Gramps is taking it badly,” Seth said. “He keeps saying this is his and Hector’s fault.”


    If not for the feud, he and Isabel would have gotten married and made a home for their daughter on Wild Ranch, far from Santa Fe. Lucy would have been going to a different school altogether. Never would have gotten in that accident. Never would have disappeared. But he couldn’t start thinking that way.


    Since he knew how crazy their grandfather was about Lucy, Micah said, “Try to talk him down, would you?”


    “I’ll do that. And you call when you know something.”


    “I will,” Micah promised, hanging up and going back to the kitchen. “I’m ready to go,” he told Isabel.


    She was just putting away her cell. “Detective Ochoa is good with our talking to the kids, but he wants to be kept informed if we learn anything at all.”


    “Of course.”


    With that settled, it was off to Lucy’s school.


    They rode in tense silence. Micah was certain Isabel knew, just as he did, that the first forty-eight hours were crucial in finding a missing child. And they were almost to the halfway point. He refused to put words to the knowledge, as if words could make the worst-case scenario come true. He couldn’t think about Seth’s call, either. His suggestion that they might know who took Lucy. Only positive thoughts, he told himself. Positive words. He needed them badly, and so did Isabel.


    “It looks like we’re not the first ones here,” she said as he pulled into the school lot where a few other vehicles were already parked.


    “Janitorial staff?”


    She sighed in agreement.


    He parked and they waited. The silence between them grew thick, as did the air in his chest. He could hardly breathe for waiting.


    “Tell me something positive about our girl,” he asked, hoping a distraction might help. “Something about her that I don’t know. She doesn’t share much with me the way she used to when she was little.”


    He suspected Lucy blamed him for the big divide between her parents. Which, indeed, was at least partly his fault.


    “The last few months she’s been worried that she’s not…not enough.”


    “Not enough? In what way?”


    “In every way. Not pretty enough. Not smart enough. Not talented enough.”


    “She’s beautiful and she’s an A student, and her photography is nearly as good as yours was when you and I…” Micah let the rest of that trail off, lest the conversation take a turn that made them both uncomfortable.


    “I’ve tried telling her all that.”


    “You should have told me. Then I could have reassured her, too.”


    “She’s eleven. Nothing would reassure her, not even her father.”


    “But I should have known about it so I could make that choice.”


    “Yes” was all she said.


    If Isabel had more on her mind, it would have to wait. The first bus was rumbling into the lot. They were out of the truck before the bus was parked. When the door opened, Micah was standing there. He stepped in front of the door before the first kid could alight.


    “Hey, move!” the anxious kid said.


    “Hold your horses, hotshot.”


    The driver, an older woman, asked, “Sir, is there a problem?”


    “There is. Our daughter is missing,” he told her over the cacophony of noise made by disgruntled kids who wanted off.


    Isabel scrunched up next to him. “Lucy never got on her bus yesterday. We want to ask these kids if maybe they saw her.”


    Her desperate tone got to him, as did the fact that she was pressed up against his side, but Micah forced himself to remain stoic. If he tried to comfort her, Isabel would surely break down and he didn’t want to cause her more grief.


    The bus driver shook her head. “I’m so sorry.” Then she turned to the busload of kids and gave a sharp whistle. “Listen up! These people are looking for their child! She never got on her bus to go home yesterday and now she’s missing!”


    Voices lowered and fell silent. Micah could read outright fear in some of the kids’ expressions.


    “Do any of you know Lucinda Falcon?” Isabel asked, holding up one of the missing posters to show them. “Lucy Falcon?”


    A few hands raised.


    “Did you see her yesterday?”


    “I did in class,” a girl said.


    Another nodded. “Me, too.”


    “Out here in the lot,” Micah specified. “When you were getting on your buses to go home. Did any of you see her, then?”


    Kids shrugged and shook their heads and began talking among themselves.


    “If anyone remembers anything,” Isabel said, “please tell your teacher.”


    Micah added, “Ask your friends, too.”


    Another bus was just pulling into the lot, so Micah backed out and quickly approached it. Isabel went straight to a third bus. And while he was questioning the kids, even more buses arrived. Unable to keep up, he and Isabel stood together in the midst of the parking lot with kids running by them. Isabel appeared crushed.


    A dark-haired woman dressed in a navy pantsuit approached them.


    “That’s the principal, Gloria Rivera.”


    “Ms. Falcon.” The woman turned her dark eyes to Micah in question.


    “This is Lucy’s father, Micah Wild. Micah, Principal Rivera.”


    They shook hands and the principal said, “I assume you haven’t found Lucy.”


    “I’m afraid not,” Micah said. “We asked some of the kids on buses if they saw her, but there were simply too many coming in at once to catch all of them.”


    “I can assemble everyone in the auditorium—”


    “That’ll take time.” Time they could use to track down any leads, Micah thought. They’d been here for an hour already. “It’s most likely the kids who know Lucy are in her class. Maybe that’s the way to go.”


    “Fine. You have my permission to address her class yourselves. The bell will ring in ten minutes. I see you have flyers with Lucy’s photo. If you can leave copies, I can send a student aide around to all of the other classes with posters and a note to the teachers to ask their own students if they saw your daughter after school yesterday.”


    “Sounds like a good plan,” Micah said, forcing up a smile for the woman as he handed over a handful of flyers.


    His smile didn’t last long. Talking to Lucy’s sixth-grade class proved to be as frustrating as talking to the kids on the buses. No one had seen Lucy in the parking lot other than her friend Brittany, who didn’t have anything to add to what she’d already told Isabel.


    Once they left the classroom, the principal intercepted them, her expression worried. “I don’t know that there is any connection, but we seem to have another student unaccounted for.”


    “Who?” Isabel asked.


    “A seventh-grader named Sam Donovan. If a child doesn’t show up and the parents haven’t called in, we automatically call the parents. We couldn’t get them at home, so we’re trying to track them down now.”


    Micah hoped it was just a misunderstanding. But what if it wasn’t? He asked, “Have you called the police?”


    The principal nodded. “I spoke directly to Detective Ochoa myself. He’s looking into it.”


    “Thank you for telling us.” He didn’t want to think about another set of parents torn by the grief of not knowing where their child was. Another poor kid missing and probably terrified like his Lucy. “If you could give us the phone number, we’ll call ourselves.”


    “I’m afraid I can’t do that. Confidentiality issues. You need to talk to Detective Ochoa. Or perhaps…if you found Roy Donovan’s number yourself…”


    Micah nodded. “I understand.” But he didn’t really. This was a possible missing kid, a possible link to his daughter.


    Once out of the building, Isabel asked, “What do you think?


    “I don’t know. Could the two incidents be connected?”


    Micah tried putting aside the sick feeling in his gut. Two missing kids. The other was a boy, and a year older than their daughter. He finally put to words what he hadn’t wanted to ask.


    “Lucy didn’t have any reason to want to run away, right?”


    “No, of course not. I mean we’ve been fighting more, but nothing that serious.”


    Micah knew she wouldn’t like the next part, but he had to know. “This kid Sam—has Lucy ever mentioned him?”


    “Do you think I wouldn’t tell you right away if she had?” Isabel’s voice caught.


    “Hey, you’re the one who asked if there’s a connection. And even if there is, maybe it’s not as bad as we’ve been imagining.” He could only hope that both kids were okay. That he was just being paranoid.


    Her voice steadied. “Lucy never mentioned him.”


    Micah was just about to get in the truck when an SUV pulled into the lot.


    “Aren’t you going to unlock the doors?” She sounded like she was holding back tears.


    He beeped the locks open, but didn’t make a move. As if realizing he was distracted, Isabel turned to see by what. The SUV stopped in front of the school, and a scrawny boy with wheat-colored hair who looked a bit taller than Lucy tumbled out. No sooner was the passenger door shut when the SUV took off.


    And Micah shouted, “Hey, Sam!”


    The kid immediately turned toward him.


    “Are you Sam Donovan?” Isabel asked.


    “No. He’s in my class, though.”


    Micah took a ragged breath.


    “What about Lucy Falcon?” Isabel drew closer. “Do you know her?”


    Following, Micah said, “We’re her parents.”


    The kid frowned at them and backed up. “Hey, I didn’t do anything to Lucy. I barely know her!”


    Isabel looked like she was ready to burst into tears when she said, “Lucy never got on the school bus yesterday. She didn’t come home. We’re trying to find out what happened to her.”


    The kid shrugged. “I wasn’t even here yesterday ’cause there was a ‘bring your kid to work day’ at my dad’s business. And I forgot to set my alarm, so now I’m late. I gotta get to class.”


    He stalked off, and Micah put an arm across Isabel’s shoulders. “C’mon.”


    She nodded and let him lead her back to the truck without protest. He could see she was fighting hard to hold it together.


    Micah had to stop himself from taking her in his arms and holding her, as was his instinct. She’d made it clear she didn’t want his comfort. He wasn’t about to force the issue. He’d once thought he would be able to hold her whenever he wanted, that they’d be together forever.


    He wouldn’t make that mistake again.


    …


    Isabel was relieved to be in the truck, free of Micah’s touch. She didn’t trust herself around him after what had almost happened the night before. Even so, part of her longed for a closer connection, but she was too smart to let her heart lead her head again.


    They simultaneously pulled out their cell phones.


    She said, “I’m calling Detective Ochoa.”


    And Micah said, “I’ll do a search for a Roy Donovan in this area.”


    One ring and she got a connection. “Ochoa.”


    “This is Isabel Falcon.” She turned on speakerphone, so Micah could hear, too.


    “Ms. Falcon, I was just going to call you.”


    Her heart thundered with hope. “You found Lucy?” She locked gazes with Micah, whose hand froze over his smartphone.


    “No. Sorry. But we got a call from the principal of her school about another missing student.”


    Disappointment made her throat close, and a scary expression crossed Micah’s features before he hid it from her. He didn’t want her to know he was feeling as desperate as she was.


    “Yes,” she said into her cell, “Principal Rivera just told us about Sam Donovan. So his parents still didn’t call in?”


    “Nope. Haven’t heard from them.”


    If something had happened to their son, surely they would have done so, Isabel thought. “We wondered if there could be a connection.”


    “That’s the reason we’re following up on it. We tried the home, but no one answered. Neighbors didn’t know anything was wrong. We’re trying some other Donovans now. If we locate a relative, we should be able to find out if the boy really is missing, and if so, the circumstances.”


    “Can we have their phone number?” Isabel asked. “Maybe we can leave a message, one parent to another. Surely they’ll check their messages.”


    He gave her the number, saying, “Keep me informed. And don’t do anything foolish on your own.”


    Anything foolish?


    Of course she would do something—anything—foolish or not, if it meant getting Lucy back, and Isabel was certain Micah would do the same.


    After tapping the phone number into her cell, she handed the slip of paper with the number to Micah. And while she left a message for the Donovans, he was looking up information on his smartphone.


    The moment she hung up, he said, “I found where they live,” and showed her the map on the small screen.


    Not knowing what else they could do to find their daughter, she asked, “What are we waiting for?”


    …


    Caleb Wild held on tight as he guided his ancient, rusted pickup over a rutted dirt road on the outskirts of Soledad. A quarter of a mile in, he parked on the side of the road next to Holy Trinity Cemetery. The grounds held a hodgepodge of graves, all with wooden crosses, some of the markers so old the names were worn completely away. No neat landscaping here. The high desert vegetation grew wild within the cemetery. He clambered out of the truck. There had been an influx of rain the past few days. The wind was blowing in gusts, and the air was still heavy with the scent of juniper and purple robe locust trees, sage, and fragrant honeysuckle.


    Entering the cemetery through an opening in the barbed-wire fence, Caleb shuffled across the uneven ground until he got to the wooden cross marking Hector Falcon’s grave.


    “Our fault, Hector,” he said. His chest was tight, and a huge lump filled his throat. His eyes stung with unshed tears. Not that he was going to cry. He wouldn’t give the old bastard the satisfaction, not even with him in his grave all these years.


    “You and I both know that we’re responsible for our great-granddaughter’s being in trouble,” he told the dry earth covering his old enemy. “Lucy is such a special girl. But then, you must be aware of that, no matter which direction you took when you gave up the fight.”


    If Hector’s spirit had gone anywhere at all.


    For the first time in his life, Caleb wondered if there really was a God. If so, how could he let an innocent child suffer for the arrogance of two old fools?


    “We need your help finding Lucy, Hector. We need to find her ’fore it’s too late. If you’re still around somewhere, then you can see her. You got to be able to see her, an’ know who has her an’ why. Gimme a sign. Let me know what to do to get her back. We worked together once. We were partners before it all fell apart. We can do it again. For Lucy. I’m so close to crossing over, surely I can see or hear a sign from the other side.”


    His voice broke on the last, because he didn’t know if he could see or hear anything spiritual at all. But he guessed this was his way of praying. The only way he knew how.


    The desert wind whistled around him, the only sound filling his head. If he’d actually expected to hear Hector speak to him in return, he was sorely disappointed.


    Caleb sighed.


    Then, suddenly, he got an answer.


    Hector-inspired or not, that answer told him he’d done the right thing in facing his old nemesis.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Five


    To Isabel’s disappointment, no one answered the Donovans’ door and no car sat in the side drive. They were standing in front of a Territorial style house in one of Santa Fe’s newer developments. All the houses looked pretty much alike but a double-check on the house number told her they were at the right place. A car pulled up into the shared drive, and a woman with silver-blond hair got out with a bag of groceries. She gave them an intent look.


    “Can I help you with something?” the neighbor asked.


    Micah said, “We’re looking for the Donovans. It’s very important.”


    “They’re at work.”


    ”The school couldn’t track them down,” Isabel said. “And their son is missing.”


    “What are you talking about? Sam isn’t missing. I just saw him this morning.”


    “But he didn’t show up at school,” Micah said.


    “Because he was sick all night. Food poisoning or stomach flu or something. Leah said she was dropping him off at her mom’s for the day on her way to work. She must have forgotten to call the school.”


    “Oh. Oh, thank goodness he’s all right,” Isabel said, relieved. So Micah had been right. Though it didn’t get her any closer to finding her daughter, she was glad. She wouldn’t wish her gut-wrenching fear on another parent.


    The neighbor narrowed her gaze on them. “What in the world is going on?”


    Isabel told her about Lucy, and the woman’s expression grew horrified.


    “Oh, you poor dears. I’m so sorry.”


    “The police were here, hoping to talk to the parents,” Micah said. “And to the neighbors, as well.”


    She lifted her grocery bag. “They must have come and gone while I was at the store.”


    “Well, thank you for relieving our minds about Sam,” Micah said. “We thought maybe Lucy and Sam were both at risk. That maybe his parents knew something that might help the authorities find them both.” He shook his head. “Now it’s just Lucy again.”


    The sound of Micah’s pain sliced through Isabel like a knife. She couldn’t stop herself from sliding a hand into his to offer solace. His fingers wrapped around hers tightly. She gave him an answering squeeze, but was starting to feel desolate.


    Another dead end.


    What now? They couldn’t just sit around and do nothing.


    “Thanks again,” she told the neighbor, her voice catching.


    They turned toward the truck, and Micah insisted on helping her in. The comforting feel of his gentle hands on her waist, even briefly, made her yearn for more.


    His arms around her.


    His breath whispering along her cheek.


    His fingers combing the hair back from her face before he kissed her.


    Yearnings that made her question herself. Made her feel guilty. Made her feel like she was betraying their daughter.


    Lucy was enough for her.


    She always had been, always would be.


    Her child was her reason for being.


    Without Lucy, she was lost.


    …


    Micah headed the truck for Isabel’s place because he didn’t know what else to do. She somehow pulled herself together and called Detective Ochoa to tell him what the neighbor had said about Sam being at his grandmother’s house.


    No sooner did she click off than she murmured, “Oh, no, I left that message on the Donovans’ voice mail. What if they check their messages and think something has happened to their son?”


    Isabel then left a second message for the Donovans, apologizing for possibly scaring them.


    “I can’t believe we wasted half the morning,” Micah said.


    “We had to check it out. What if Sam really had been missing? What else were we supposed to do?”


    “I don’t know. If you and Lucy were back in Soledad where you belong, this never would have happened. First the damn bus accident three months ago, now this. You never should have left, Isabel.” And he wasn’t just talking about Lucy being missing.


    “Then you never should have let me go.”


    “As if I could have stopped you.” He’d learned long ago that sometimes love just wasn’t enough to keep a couple together.


    “You weren’t even man enough to try!”


    Micah clutched the steering wheel with white-knuckled fingers. Hadn’t he thought that enough times himself? He’d been nineteen, somewhere between being a reckless kid and a responsible adult. He opened his mouth to tell her that, but Isabel’s cell rang.


    She pulled it out of her bag and looked at the screen. “Emily Johnson? I don’t know any Emily Johnson.”


    With an uneasy feeling, Micah said, “Maybe you’d better answer anyway.”


    Isabel did, listened a moment, and her tone was anxious when she said, “Can I speak to him?” She switched on the speakerphone.


    “Um, hello? Is this Lucy’s mother?”


    “It is. And this is Sam, right?”


    “Yeah, Mom got your message, and was so worried she called to make sure I was all right. Then she mentioned Lucy being missing and she gave Gram your number to call you back so I could talk to you.”


    Instinct drove Micah to pull the truck into a fast food place and park as Isabel asked, “Does that mean you know Lucy?”


    “Yeah. She’s real cool. For a girl.”


    “Lucy never came home yesterday.”


    “That’s what Mom said. Lucy didn’t look so good after school let out, and then when I got sick later, I figured it was the cafeteria food. I thought maybe she was sick from it, too.”


    Micah’s pulse picked up as he wondered what else the kid had seen.


    Isabel asked, “You saw Lucy yesterday after school?”


    “Yeah. In the parking lot. She was in this car that drove by me. She looked all dopey, like she was half-asleep and trying to wake up. I thought you came to get her because she wasn’t feeling so good.”


    Had Lucy been drugged? His gut twisting, Micah locked gazes with Isabel, whose eyes went wide and mouth started to tremble. He put up a hand to signal her to let him do the talking.


    “This is Lucy’s dad, Sam. Thanks for calling us. Did you see who was driving the car?” His gut twisted at the thought of their daughter being drugged, but he kept his tone even so he wouldn’t scare the kid.


    “No, sorry. The windows were tinted pretty dark. But Lucy’s head was against her window. That’s how I saw her.”


    Isabel gasped, and Micah saw she’d gone pale. He reached over and grasped her hand as he asked, “What kind of car was it?”


    “Um, don’t know.”


    “What color?”


    “Black. Kinda sleek. And it looked fresh. New and cool,” he explained. “A cool design on the front fender. Kinda like a cross.”


    “Is there anything else you remember?” Isabel’s nails were digging into his flesh. He clung to her hand, careful not to hurt her. “Any scrapes? Bumper stickers?” Anything to help them recognize the car. Surely, there was something, for God’s sake! “Something hanging off the front mirror?”


    “I-I don’t know. But I remember part of the number on the plates—one-two-two-five. You know, twelve-twenty-five, like Christmas Day. Does that help?”


    “That helps a lot, Sam.” Even though it confirmed their worst fears. Oh, God. Lucy was in the hands of some stranger. Micah swallowed the bile that rushed his throat. “Thank you for calling us, son. We’re going to talk to the detective in charge of Lucy’s case. Detective Frank Ochoa may be calling you with more questions. That okay?”


    “Sure. I don’t want nothing bad happening to Lucy. I’ll be here at Gram’s house until Mom gets off work.”


    “Thank you, S-Sam,” Isabel said, her voice shaking now. “And thank your m-mom for giving you my number. If you re-remember anything else, you call me again.”


    “Yeah, sure.”


    The moment she clicked off, Isabel cried, “No…no…no!”


    While his own stomach churned, Micah did his best to keep her calm. “At least we got a decent lead.”


    “I don’t understand why Lucy would get in a stranger’s car! She knows better!”


    “Maybe she had no choice. The kid said he thought she looked sick. Maybe she was drugged.”


    “My God. Someone really took her, Micah! Someone took our Lucy! I was hoping it was all a mistake, that she had wandered off somewhere and would show up—”


    “I know. Me, too.”


    Micah reached across the console and pulled Isabel to him. She cried against his shoulder. Having his arms around her to comfort her felt so right, like she belonged there. Belonged with him. But their daughter belonged with them, as well.


    Thank God for Sam. That the kid remembered the tag numbers was a miracle.


    “Surely Ochoa can track down that license plate. We’ll have her back in a matter of hours. I know we will.” But Micah still couldn’t take a normal breath.


    Especially when Isabel collapsed into his arms and cried.


    …


    Isabel looked over Detective Frank Ochoa’s shoulder as he put the partial plate number into his computer database. Micah was pacing the floor behind them. Anxiety was eating her alive.


    How many car owners would he have to pursue?


    How much longer before they had Lucy safe?


    Detective Ochoa turned away from the monitor, his coal-dark eyes meeting hers. “Looks like there are five New Mexican plates that have one-two-two-five as part of the plate number.”


    “Five?” Five leads to follow—how long would that take? “What are we waiting for?”


    “Hang on. Let me take a look at where the vehicles are registered.”


    She felt Micah move behind her. He was barely touching her, but his body heat seared her so that she had to force herself to stay put. Being in his arms earlier had been a huge mistake. But it had felt so good…


    “Las Cruces…way too far south,” Ochoa mumbled. “Farmington…too far north. Albuquerque…closer, but doubtful. Taos…same. But number five is most likely our winner. Tim Whitley. He drives a black Ford and lives about a half mile from the municipal airport.”


    “What’s the address?” Micah asked.


    “Whoa, son.” The detective stood, and while he wasn’t as broadly built as Micah, he was nearly as tall. His short black hair seemed to be bristling, and he aimed his blade of a nose practically in Micah’s face. “You’re not heading this investigation. I am.”


    Micah’s face flooded with color. “Lucy is my daughter.”


    “Which is why you need to stay out of it. I will keep you fully informed.”


    Knowing Micah’s stubborn streak, Isabel put a hand on his arm. “Arguing just means it’ll be longer before we have Lucy back with us. Let the man do his job.”


    “Fine.”


    “Good. You can wait here and I’ll call it in as soon as I have something.” Ochoa turned to the uniformed officers in the room. “I want a squad following me for backup.” He immediately headed for the exit.


    And Micah followed practically on his heels, Isabel nearly running to keep up.


    “Shouldn’t we just stay here and wait like he said?” she asked.


    “Like hell I will,” Micah muttered.


    By the time they got to the truck, Ochoa’s unmarked vehicle had whizzed down the street and the black-and-white was directly behind him. Micah jumped into the driver’s seat, fired up the engine, and was moving by the time she closed the passenger door.


    “Seat belt!” he ordered, hitting the accelerator.


    They whipped out of the parking lot and quickly caught up to the squad car.


    “Detective Ochoa isn’t going to be happy when he sees us.”


    “So I’ll stay back, keep a low profile.”


    Isabel hung on and prayed Ochoa had chosen the right car and the right man to pursue, and that the guy hadn’t done anything horrific to their little girl.


    …


    Tim Whitley lived in a housing development of small adobes with little to no landscaping. Micah and Isabel sat in the truck, parked a short distance back from Ochoa. The squad car was on the other side of the street. The detective had already tried the front door with no response. He came over to their vehicle.


    “I should have known you’d follow me, Mr. Wild.” He checked his watch. “You ought to go home. It might be a while. No doubt Whitley is still at work.”


    “We’ll wait,” Micah said, unwilling to leave now.


    “When he comes home, you two stay back. That’s an order.”


    “What if Lucy’s inside now?” Isabel asked. “Can’t you go in and find out?”


    “Not unless we hear her screaming for help. Need a warrant otherwise. No judge is going to give us one on what we have. We need something more substantial. I’m going to have my men talk to the neighbors, see if they can get someone who’s seen or heard something that will help us.”


    Ochoa crossed over to the squad car and signaled for the uniformed officers to get out. “Canvass the block, both sides of the street,” he ordered. “Ask neighbors if they saw the girl, any suspicious characters, or anyone else around Mr. Whitley’s house or car.”


    The officers did as he commanded.


    Though he didn’t say so, Micah felt in his gut that questioning any locals who happened to be home would be futile. He knew people saw things happening every day that didn’t register. Sam Donovan had been the exception.


    Micah gripped the steering wheel with both hands. He wanted to punch something, to expend some of the anxiety building in him. He looked over at Isabel. Her stricken expression twisted his heart.


    “Hey, Isabel, this is just a delay, that’s all. You can’t give up hope.”


    “I’m not.” She swallowed hard. “I’m just so worried.”


    He sat back, reached over, and took her hand in his. They might not be together in their everyday lives, but they were together in this. He could only hope that they would be together in things more often when this crisis was over.


    More than that… Well, he knew he would be dreaming.


    The minutes ticked by slowly. He kept himself occupied watching the uniformed officers canvass the neighborhood. Only a few times did they find anyone home.


    When Micah thought he couldn’t stand the waiting any more, a car finally pulled into the side drive of Whitley’s house. A black compact. It registered on Micah that while this car was the right color, it was nothing like the sleek vehicle that Sam Donovan had described. No cross on the fender, either. He must have another car, then. Where was it?


    Whitley, a thin man whose balding head was peeling from too much sun, got out of his car.


    Micah said, “Let’s go.”


    He and Isabel left the truck.


    After signaling one of the uniformed men to keep Micah and Isabel back, Ochoa stopped Whitley and started questioning him.


    The man’s expression was outraged. “A stolen kid? I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about!”


    Micah wanted to shake the whereabouts of his daughter out of the man. Not that he dared, with the uniformed officer now standing between them and the man in question.


    “We have a witness, Mr. Whitley,” the detective said. “The witness claims he saw Lucy Falcon yesterday afternoon in a car with plates registered to you.”


    “Then he’s lying!”


    “Please let us have our daughter back!” Isabel pleaded from where they’d been forced to wait.


    Micah put an arm around her. She leaned into him and clung to him for support.


    “I was at work yesterday afternoon,” Whitley said. “If you don’t believe me, call my supervisor.”


    “Your supervisor was with you every moment?” Ochoa asked.


    “Well, no, but—”


    “Where’s the other car?” Micah demanded. He let go of Isabel and tried to step closer to Whitley, but the uniformed officer put out an arm to stop him.


    “What other car? Do I look like I can afford two cars?”


    Ochoa said, “The one with the plates with the numbers one-two-two-five.”


    “It’s right there.” Whitley pointed at it, then frowned in obvious surprise. “What the—? Someone stole my plates!”


    The car had license plates, Micah realized, but not the ones they’d expected to see.


    Whitley went back to his car and opened the passenger door. He rummaged around in the glove compartment and pulled out a piece of paper. Then he stomped back to the detective and shoved it in his face. “My registration. Black Ford. Vanity plate number 1225TW.”


    “How do we know you didn’t switch the plates yourself?” Micah asked.


    “I haven’t done anything wrong!” the man insisted.


    Micah looked past him to the detective, who shrugged, and said, “I believe him, Mr. Wild. Someone must have stolen his license plates to mislead authorities in case someone saw your daughter in the car.”


    Isabel cried, “How will we ever find the kidnapper now? You know she’s been taken,” she said to the detective. “What about putting out an Amber Alert?”


    Micah knew they normally only put out an alert if they had a description of who took the child, but they had the license plate number…assuming the plate was still on the black car.


    The detective pulled out his cell phone. “I was just about to make that call.” He glanced at Whitley, who stood there glowering at them all, then Ochoa said, “Maybe the two of you ought to go home and leave the investigation to me.”


    Hell, no. As if he would sit around and do nothing, Micah thought. He nodded to Whitley. “Sorry we bothered you, sir.”


    The man’s belligerent expression softened. “Hey, listen. I hope you get your kid back soon.”


    “Thank you,” Isabel ground out as she climbed into the truck.


    Micah headed the vehicle back toward Isabel’s place where they could take a breather and come up with another way to track down their child.


    He thought about Isabel’s saying she didn’t understand why Lucy would get in a car with a stranger. It did sound as though Lucy had been drugged, though she hadn’t been unconscious. Another option was that she hadn’t been feeling well, so she’d accepted a ride with someone she knew and trusted. A dozen possibilities of how Lucy had been taken and how to find her kept whirling through his head. But he refused to take that next step and speculate on why she’d been taken.


    Isabel looked at him, the despair in her eyes mirroring the terrible questions swirling through his mind. But neither of them dared speak them aloud.


    Why?


    Why Lucy?


    It was the one thing a parent really didn’t want to know.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Six


    Arriving at Isabel’s casita, they left the pickup and went up the walkway in silence. Isabel unlocked the door, swung it open, and stopped dead in the entryway. Micah saw her entire body tense as if something had startled her.


    “What’s wrong?” he asked, coming up directly behind her.


    Then he saw what she did—an envelope on the tile floor.


    Isabel’s hand shook as she covered her mouth. “What if it’s a ransom note? We’re not rich people…what if we can’t come up with enough money?”


    “We won’t know what it is until we actually read the note.” A ransom note would be a relief. He could deal with greed.


    Micah edged around her and swept it up from the floor by the very corner so as not to destroy possible fingerprints. He pulled the single sheet from the envelope in the same careful manner and let it drop open so they could both see it.


    She shook her head and averted her eyes. “You read it.”


    Fearing she might collapse on the spot, Micah pulled her into the living room and to a couch. “Sit. We’ll read it together.” Waiting until she was seated next to him, he held up the sheet.


    “That’s Lucy’s handwriting!” she gasped.


    Micah quickly scanned the note.


    Dear Ms. Falcon —


    I just wanted you to know I’m okay, that I’m not hurt. Like I was in the bus accident. Please don’t look for me and don’t go to the police again. I’m where I’m supposed to be for now.


    Love, Lucy


    “Ms. Falcon? Not Mom?” Isabel burst into tears. “Ms. Falcon? I don’t believe this. I’ve never given Lucy any reason to want to leave home!”


    Though Micah had wondered about the possibility of Lucy running away earlier, he didn’t believe it for a minute now. Not even if Lucy and Isabel had been fighting. He didn’t know a kid who got along with his or her parents all the time, but the way Lucy had worded the note…it had to be some kind of message.


    “That’s not what she said,” Micah assured Isabel. “The letter is worded very carefully. My guess is Lucy was forced to write this to throw us off. She’s trying to tell us something.”


    Pain cut through him. His little girl must be terrified, and yet he was certain she was trying to send them a hidden message. Reading the note again, Micah was certain of it. He set it down on the coffee table next to the envelope.


    “I should call Detective Ochoa,” Isabel managed, swiping the tears from her cheeks.


    “Good idea. He might be able to get fingerprints.” Micah had been very careful not to leave his prints all over the note.


    Her hands shaking, Isabel punched in Ochoa’s number, and when he answered, told him about the note.


    “I doubt there’ll be prints, but you never know,” Ochoa said over the speakerphone. “And there may be other forensic evidence left on it. I’ll send an officer around to collect it right away.”


    When the squad car pulled up in front of the house a few minutes later, Micah let the guy in. The officer wore gloves to lift the note and envelope into an evidence bag.


    “I tried to touch it as little as possible,” Micah said.


    “Good,” the cop said. “Detective Ochoa will have it run through forensics right away.” He took the evidence bag and left.


    Isabel had remained dead silent. She was standing frozen in the middle of the room looking lost and scared.


    “I’d feel better if they’d asked for ransom,” she said. “Then at least the motive would be money. This…”


    Although Micah knew a ransom wouldn’t necessarily mean whoever took Lucy wouldn’t hurt Lucy anyway, he agreed. This was far worse.


    “Who would take Lucy? And why?” Isabel asked, more distraught than ever. Finally voicing the question foremost in both their minds


    “Maybe someone who has reason to dislike her family. Someone with a grudge against the Wilds? Or something to do with your news photography—an enemy you somehow made?”


    Or was it some pervert who’d taken their daughter to abuse her?


    Micah wasn’t putting that one on the table. He didn’t want to believe it. Didn’t even want to think about it. He told himself there had to be another reason.


    Isabel was sobbing now, as if she feared they’d already lost the battle.


    Micah grasped Isabel’s arms. “I am not giving up. And you aren’t, either. You’re a fighter.” How well he remembered. “Lucy is all right—”


    “She has to be.” Her lips trembled with the words.


    “She is. And you have to be strong for her, so whatever it is you’re feeling, get rid of it now. Let go of what you’re holding back. Let it all out, it’s okay.”


    A glittering river rolled down her cheeks.


    “Good. More,” he urged. “Scream. Throw something. Punch me, if it’ll make you feel better.”


    To his astonishment, Isabel screamed.


    And screamed.


    And screamed.


    And then she hit him. Once. Twice. Again. She hit him with the flat of her hands against his chest and arms over and over, but Micah wouldn’t have flinched even if she’d actually punched him, though he knew exactly how hard she could hit.


    This was about more than today or yesterday. This was about more than Lucy being taken.


    This was about last year, and the one before that, and the one before that. All the years they’d been apart and Isabel raising Lucy on her own.


    It was about what had happened between them twelve years ago. Or rather, what hadn’t happened…


    Unable to stand the hurt he’d caused her, Micah took her in his arms, and she clung to him, grabbed his shirt in a tight fist. With her sobbing against his shoulder, he realized a truth he’d tried to bury.


    No matter the obstacles they’d both managed to create between them, he’d never stopped loving her throughout all these years. He didn’t know how he’d ever gone on without her.


    He hadn’t been living—he’d simply been existing.


    But what about her? Had she done the same? Or…


    Pain uncoiled deep inside him, threatened to swallow him whole. He couldn’t tolerate a future with more of the same.


    But it would take two to create change.


    Would Isabel even consider forgiving him?


    …


    When every emotion had drained from her, and she didn’t have one tear left to cry, Isabel took a deep, shuddering breath. She was so exhausted she could hardly think. Or move. Not that she could sleep, not when surely there must be something she could do to help find Lucy.


    Embarrassed that Micah had seen her like this—weak and so needy—she tried to pull away, but he held onto her.


    She shook her head. “I’m so exhausted. Maybe a shower…”


    “Good start.” He guided her toward the bathroom.


    She felt so drained she could hardly move herself. When he got her into the bathroom and let go of her, she just stood there.


    “Are you going to be all right?” he asked.


    Isabel shook her head. “I don’t know that I’ll ever be all right again.”


    “We’re going to get our girl back.”


    So he kept saying. She just prayed he was correct. Weak-kneed, she put a hand to the wall for support and gave him a bleak smile. “I-I need to wash away the disappointment.” But she still couldn’t move.


    Micah stepped past her into the walk-in glass enclosure, turned on the rain-shower, and adjusted it. “There. It’s perfect now. All you have to do is get your clothes off and step inside.”


    “Okay.” But still she couldn’t find it in her to pull off her top or jeans—forget taking the first step toward the shower.


    With a soft curse, Micah hooked an arm around her waist and firmly backed her up into the shower fully clothed. When he tried to let go of her, she wouldn’t let him. She pulled him in with her, clung to him as if he were her lifeline. Which, she suddenly realized, he truly was. For now, at least.


    He slipped an arm around her and leaned back to look at her. She reached up and touched his wet face with shaking fingers as water poured over them both.


    He was so strong. So gentle. So positive they’d get their Lucy back, while her own mind screamed with doubt.


    She needed his comfort.


    At this moment, she needed him.


    Sliding a hand around his neck, she tugged at him until he dropped his head low enough that she could touch his lips with hers. Watching him, she saw his expression change, his eyes darken, his features harden.


    “Isabel—”


    “Please,” she whispered.


    And then with a groan he was kissing her, and she was kissing him, and for a few blessed minutes her unbearable thoughts switched off, and this moment was all that existed in the world.


    He pushed her against the tiled wall, flattening his hands on either side of her head, all the while ravishing her mouth like a man starving for the taste of her. She arched into him, her breasts against his chest, capturing his hard length with the softness hidden by her thighs. She moved against him until he groaned and then ground into her. Suddenly his hands slipped between them, his thumbs finding her nipples through her top and bra. She found him, too, stroking his tantalizing length through his jeans with an urgency that made her head go light.


    He slipped a hand down her stomach, pulling down the zipper of her jeans. She was already on fire. Rubbing and stroking her through the fabric between her thighs, he thrust his tongue so far into her mouth, it made her think of the first time she’d gone down on him. She sucked at him and teased his tongue with her teeth, all the while moving her hips against his fingers.


    When he plunged his hand into her open jeans, inside her panties, she gasped and cried out. One touch directly to her clit, and her mind and body lit with fireworks. He pressed her and caressed her and made her come and come and come while she stroked him through the rough denim. Her hand was trembling, but she felt his release even as he collapsed against her.


    They remained that way, pressed against the wall together, water beating down on them, for what seemed like forever.


    Finally, her mind began to clear. The physical sensations had drained all the negative energy that had held her captive. She stirred under Micah, and he levered himself away from the wall.


    He brushed his lips against hers and said, “I’ll give you some privacy while I get a change of clothes from the back of the pickup.”


    She wanted to say something about what had just happened, but she couldn’t find the words. Truthfully, she didn’t know what to say, because she didn’t know how she felt about it.


    She watched him as he slipped from the shower and dripped his way across her bathroom floor. Then she stripped. The boots were the hardest to get off wet, and they were ruined. She threw them in the wastebasket, then got back in the shower and quickly washed every inch of her, including her hair. Though she expected that Micah would rejoin her once he’d fetched his dry clothes, he didn’t come near the bathroom until she left it wrapped in a towel. He’d removed his boots and shirt, but he was still wearing his wet jeans, and carrying a pair of dry ones.


    “We should get some grub,” was all he said before closing the bathroom door on her.


    Well, what had she expected?


    What did she even want? She should be grateful she felt alive again, shouldn’t need anything more from the encounter.


    Only, there was a part of her that did want more. A lot more. Not just the sex. But the holding. And the kissing. The needing, and the being needed. The feeling of being one with another person.


    With Micah Wild.


    The only man she’d ever loved.


    …


    By the time Micah got out of the bathroom, fully dressed this time except for the boots drying outside, Isabel had pulled food from the refrigerator. Micah smiled to himself. She was finally hungry enough to eat.


    She threw the leftover fast food burger she’d ignored the night before into the microwave, not caring that it would turn the roll to mush. His smile faded. She looked…angry?


    She had a right to be angry with him…but after what had just happened? Or maybe that’s what had made her angry, the fact that she’d given in to something she hadn’t wanted—him. The thought burned him. He wanted her. Loved her. Had been lost without her. Didn’t she feel anything for him any more?


    When she removed her burger from the microwave, he traded places with her to heat up a mug of coffee. Caffeine to keep him upright.


    What had happened in the shower had been inevitable, Micah thought. And it remained unfinished in his mind. He could take her again, drive the point home that they’d always belonged together, but touching her before they both had a chance to come to grips with their emotions would be a tremendous mistake. The few minutes of contact in the shower had been a stress reliever, nothing more.


    Or so he tried to convince himself.


    Any further “discussion” between them, whether physical or otherwise, could wait.


    Lucy couldn’t.


    The cosmos must have been in tune with his thoughts, for even as he brought his coffee to the table, his cell phone rang. Setting down his mug, he checked the caller ID.


    “It’s Gramps.”


    Isabel kept eating, didn’t say a word, didn’t so much as meet his gaze. Yep. Definitely angry.


    Feeling uncomfortable at her silence, Micah answered. “Hey, Gramps, what’s up?”


    “I take it you haven’t found Lucy or you woulda called.”


    “No, we had a lead, but unfortunately it didn’t pan out.”


    “Figures.”


    Micah told his grandfather about the switched license plates. And about the strange note from Lucy. The old man grunted at the last.


    “I couldn’t just do nothing. So I got the family to agree to meet. You and Isabel have an hour to get to Soledad. We’ll be at the Gecko Saloon.”


    “You want to meet at a bar?” Micah sat and piled some potato salad on his plate. “What’s wrong with the ranch house?”


    He was picking up a fork when Gramps said, “We got to meet on neutral ground.”


    Micah pierced a chunk of potato, started, then let go of the fork. “Wait. I don’t get it. Who is we? You said family.”


    “Right. Lucy’s family. The Wilds and the Falcons. I went to the cemetery, had a talk with Hector this morning, asked for his help. And it came to me that we needed to work together to figure out who’s taken away our girl.”


    Micah had to question his grandfather’s mental faculties if he was turning to the ghost of his nemesis for help. He wondered if Hector had appeared to the old man, but was afraid to ask. “You sure that’s a good idea?”


    “The best I could do, boy. You got something else in mind?”


    “No, no. The more heads the better.” He couldn’t believe Gramps. After all these years, after all the bitterness between him and Hector, he was willing to let down his guard with the Falcons. For Lucy.


    If only it hadn’t taken something less terrible to prompt that, Lucy might be safe with them now.


    “See you in an hour…uh, nope. In fifty-three minutes.”


    “We’ll be there as soon as we can.”


    Micah hung up and tossed his phone on the table.


    “We’ll be where?” Isabel asked, finally speaking up. “Soledad?”


    Micah nodded and started into his food. “Gecko Saloon. It seems Gramps called a temporary truce between the Wilds and Falcons so we can work together to find Lucy.”


    Isabel’s eyes widened. “Good Lord. I never thought I’d see the day.”


    “Me, neither. I didn’t think anything would ever be important enough to make that happen. Not even Lucy. Not until now.”


    He gazed at Isabel, hope blooming in his heart. If things went well, maybe, at long last, they’d have a fighting chance. To be together. To be a real family, as they were meant to be.


    The question was, did she even want a life together?


    Or had the time for that already passed them by…


    …


    “Just what the hell do you think you’re doing with that Falcon girl?”


    Micah whirled at his father’s demanding voice. Caught. He was in the barn saddling up Slade. It was late, after midnight, long after he was supposed to be in bed asleep. He had a passel of chores tomorrow, starting at dawn.


    Slade whinnied and Micah’s pulse jagged. “Dad, how did you find out?” He shouldn’t care what his father thought. He hated the damned meaningless feud between their families.


    “People gossip. You didn’t answer my question, boy.”


    Micah hesitated only a second. “I’m in love with Isabel Falcon.” He couldn’t hide the belligerence he was feeling. He wanted to add, “Deal with it!” but knew that would be pushing his luck too far.


    “Love, my ass! You’re too young to know anything about love!”


    “You mean like you and Eduard Falcon?” Jaw clenched, Micah turned away from his father and tightened Slade’s girth.


    “Don’t turn your back on me, boy! You don’t throw your dead mother’s memory in my face!” His father was winding himself up to one of his rages. “I loved Darlene with everything I had, and she loved me the same! Eduard Falcon didn’t deserve her. No matter how he tries to play it, she was never his to have. Now remove that saddle and let your horse back out to pasture. You’re not going anywhere tonight!”


    Micah faced his father. “You can’t tell me what to do anymore, Dad. I’m not a boy. I’m an adult. A man. I don’t have to ask your permission for anything.”


    “You were nineteen only last week. Another birthday doesn’t exactly qualify you as an adult. It sure as hell doesn’t make you a man! And if it did, then shame on you—that girl is still a high school kid! And a Falcon! How did you get involved with the devil’s spawn in the first place?”


    Micah drew himself up to his full height—he might still be narrower, but he was a few inches taller than his father. “Don’t you ever talk about Isabel like that!”


    “Or you’ll what? Leave the ranch? Desert your family?”


    Just by saying it, his father drove a knife through Micah’s gut. “I didn’t say that!”


    The ranch was his life. His future. As the oldest, he would someday succeed his father in running it. Throughout the years, even as a screwup in high school, he’d known that someday all this would be in his care. It had seemed like a distant reality back then, but Isabel had taught him about honoring his roots, had made him understand what it was to be a dependable man. The future of Wild Ranch was his responsibility. This was his home, the only one he’d ever have, the only one he’d ever wanted.


    He couldn’t imagine another way of life.


    He couldn’t imagine Isabel not being in his life, either.


    His father went on. “Leaving the ranch is the only way you’re gonna be with that girl—”


    “Her name is Isabel!”


    “She’s not welcome here, Micah. Not a Falcon. Not ever! Not for any reason! You take up with her, you turn your back on this family, and this family will do the same to you!”


    Furious with his father, Micah did just that, turned his back on the man and mounted Slade. His father tried to step between him and the barn door to stop him, but Micah just forced Slade forward so the horse’s shoulder bumped his father out of the way.


    “You remember what I said, boy!” his father shouted after him.


    How could Micah forget?


    He kept hearing his father’s brutal words over and over, during his ride out to Suicide Hill, taking the longer, safer way around. And especially when he took Isabel in his arms and kissed her with all the love he’d been saving up for her. All the love he’d been holding in check.


    Only he couldn’t hold it back any longer.


    His father had forced his emotions to a fever pitch.


    Micah had to show Isabel exactly how he felt about her. Would always feel about her.


    So when she started to go down on him, he let the intense feeling of her warm, wet mouth flow over him for just a moment, then placed a hand on either side of her head to stop her.


    “I want it to be real,” he said, his voice gritty with despair and desire. “I want to show you how much I love you tonight.”


    Breathless with excitement, she said, “I thought you’d never ask.”


    He’d been ready—had wanted to ask—from the first time he’d kissed her, but he’d been waiting to make sure she was ready and really loved him, and that she wasn’t doing it just because she thought she was supposed to.


    Isabel pulled him down to the ground with her, the wild grasses and pine needles softening their makeshift bed.


    Moonlight spilled over her. She was so beautiful…and she was all his.


    Her expression filled with joy. They stripped off their clothes and he touched every inch of her perfect flesh, kissing and caressing the woman he loved. And then he found that same joy burying himself deep inside her. Sharing the bliss of a perfect union.


    Only afterward did he think about the condoms he’d been carrying in his wallet for months.


    Not that it mattered.


    They loved each other and would be together forever, no matter what his father had threatened.


    No matter what happened, nothing could ever come between them.


    Nothing.

  


  
    


    Chapter Seven


    The Gecko Saloon hadn’t changed much since Isabel had last seen it. She’d only been inside the place a few times years ago with Cruz and Reyna, when she’d stayed over at the family ranch while Lucy spent time with the Wilds.


    She walked in, Micah directly behind her. The old bar was just as seedy-looking as she remembered, with broken tiles on the floor and faded adobe walls, as if the saloon was frozen in time. There were mismatched tables and chairs, and the lights were so dim you could hardly see past the person sitting opposite you, even when it was bright daylight outside. But maybe that was the appeal, because the bar didn’t lack for business. It was still afternoon, not even happy hour—if the place had such a thing—but a half-dozen tables were already occupied, not even counting those belonging to Lucy’s family.


    Isabel couldn’t believe it had been only a little more than twenty-four hours since she’d realized her daughter was gone. So much had happened.


    So much fear.


    So much disappointment.


    So much uncomfortable surprise…


    A covert glance at Micah told her nothing. His expression remained neutral. Clearly, he hadn’t been at all affected by what had happened in the shower. Hurt drilled through her. Not wanting him to know how deeply she’d felt the intimate encounter, she strove to keep her expression equally bland. And hoped that she succeeded.


    Behind the bar, the balding, paunchy owner greeted them. “Hey, Micah. Isabel. Your people are in the back.”


    She almost choked at the words “your people.” They had never been her people. That was the whole problem. If they had been her people, they’d have accepted her choices, and Micah’s.


    “Thanks, Tom,” Micah said.


    No doubt Micah was a regular here. But she was surprised the owner had recognized her, since she’d only been here a few times, years ago. He’d probably been expecting them.


    The Wilds and Falcons had gathered away from the rest of the crowd. They’d pushed together three rectangular tables, the Wilds on one side, the Falcons on the other, and had left two chairs vacant.


    The two chairs at the opposite ends of the tables.


    She clamped her jaw. Even now, their families were determined to keep her and Micah apart.


    “There you are,” Micah’s grandfather said, pouring a mug of beer from one of the two pitchers in the middle of the table. “We thought you weren’t coming.”


    “We made it as fast as we could, Caleb,” she said coolly, kissing her father on the cheek. “Hi, Poppi.”


    She slid into the end chair with Reyna to one side, Seth to the other. As usual, her sister sat a little straighter, tipped her nose a little higher, as she always did in Seth Wild’s presence. Seth appeared surly and ready to take Reyna on as he stared back at her. At the other end of the table, Micah took his seat between Zia and Cruz. Zia flashed Isabel’s brother a longing expression but quickly hid it, while Cruz pretended not to notice.


    Business as usual among the younger Falcons and Wilds, Isabel thought. She hoped they’d learned their lesson well from her and Micah, and didn’t end up with their hearts broken, too.


    “So Gramps,” Micah said, “what did you and old Hector figure out?”


    Caleb gave him a look worthy of the patriarch he was. “Don’t be smart-mouthed, boy. Take help where you can get it, and be thankful.”


    Isabel spoke up before an argument could ensue between grandfather and grandson. “We appreciate everyone being willing to work together to figure out what happened to our daughter. I assume Caleb told you about the license plates and about the note from Lucy?”


    Reyna said, “He did. At least we know Lucy is all right.”


    Cruz asked, “You’re sure it was Lucy who wrote the note?”


    Isabel nodded. “It was definitely her handwriting.”


    “Well, that’s something.” Jonah sounded more subdued than usual. “At least we know she’s alive.”


    The entire table went silent for a moment.


    Isabel clenched her hands together so she could keep control of her emotions. She glanced around at the serious faces. For the first time in her memory, the Wilds and Falcons were of a mind. Each member of the two feuding families looked equally haunted by Lucy’s disappearance. And equally determined to do something about it. It didn’t exactly make her feel better. But it did make her feel more hopeful. This truce was in itself a miracle. If someone had predicted the warring clans would come together in a time of crisis, she never would have believed it.


    “What do the police say?” asked Reyna.


    Micah repeated what Detective Ochoa had told him when he’d called for an update on the way over here. “That it could be a random crime of opportunity, but they’re starting to believe that Lucy was specifically targeted.”


    “Why?” Cruz asked.


    “Because of the way she was picked up at school, possibly drugged. And because that note was delivered right under Isabel’s door. The detective believes whoever has Lucy must be a local. That Lucy likely knows the person who took her.”


    Everyone stared at Micah in dismay as that sank in.


    Isabel couldn’t believe someone she knew, possibly a friend or a neighbor, had done this terrible thing.


    Caleb broke the tense silence. “We need to figure out who might be holding a grudge against the Wilds or the Falcons.”


    “That could be anyone.” Poppi’s dark gaze skimmed over the three people on the other side of the table.


    Caleb ignored him. “I’m going to offer a $25,000 reward for information leading to Lucy’s safe return.”


    Jonah nodded. “We’ll have to take a loan.” He sighed. “If the bank will give us another one.”


    Times had been tough in this part of the state, Isabel knew. Until recently, the siblings on both ranches had taken on extra jobs to make ends meet. The crunch had let up some, but no one here was rolling in money.


    “No loan necessary,” Caleb said. “I’ve been around long enough to have some savings.”


    “Gramps, you’re willing to give up your retirement money?” Seth asked.


    “I’m willing to give up even the thought of retirement. Hell, I want to die on a horse’s back, anyway, not in some damn hospital bed. Besides, I would do anything, give anything, to get Lucy back safe.”


    A statement that put the old man in a new light for Isabel. Despite the decades of discord between their families, she found herself softening a little toward Caleb.


    “We all would do anything,” Reyna said. “We can all contribute something to the reward. Right, Poppi?”


    “Yes, of course.”


    “Not necessary,” Caleb insisted. “This is something I want to do. In the meantime, we need to start thinking about who might have it in for one of us bad enough to use our girl as a means for revenge. Micah, you had a disagreement with anyone lately?”


    Micah shook his head. “Nothing serious, no.”


    “Isabel?”


    “Not that I know of.”


    “What does that mean?” Seth asked with a scowl.


    “I’m a news photographer. Disasters…crime scenes…scandals. Sometimes I get shots of people they don’t appreciate.”


    “Anyone make a threat?”


    She shook her head. “Not really.” Though the idea had some merit. She frowned.


    Micah glanced at her sharply. “Something happened. What?”


    “It was months ago.” And she’d brushed it off as so much hot air. “Honestly, it was nothing. He was just angry.”


    “Who?” Micah asked, his expression grim.


    “Some CEO type. It was at a gentleman’s club where we were doing a story about some of the girls getting beaten up. I was taking photographs.” She shrugged. ”He was with his mistress.”


    “He threatened you?”


    “He tried to buy me off.”


    “Then he threatened you?” Micah’s voice went cold, sending a chill down her spine. “With what?”


    She swallowed a sudden roar in her ears as she recalled his exact words. “He said…if I messed up his family…he would reciprocate.”


    “And you didn’t think to mention it?” Micah demanded.


    “That’s it, then,” Cruz said, jumping to his feet. “He’s the one.”


    Isabel shook her head as she thought more about it. “No, I don’t think so.”


    Micah scowled. “Why not?”


    “I didn’t use the shot. He’d have no reason.”


    “But I’ll bet the photograph is still on your computer,” Reyna observed as Cruz reluctantly sat down again.


    “But how could he know that?” Isabel argued. “Besides, wouldn’t the note have demanded I delete it in exchange for Lucy’s return? Instead of sounding like…like he wants to keep her?” She clenched her jaw at the last.


    “He’s still a suspect,” Micah insisted.


    Isabel took in a steadying breath. “All right. But let’s not make it all about him.” She looked around the table. “Surely, I’m not the only one who may have an enemy. This is a pretty volatile group.” When Jonah and Poppi glared directly at each other, she clarified. “Enemies other than each other, that is.”


    Jonah said, “Last week, Alex Horton caught me returning some stock that wandered through a broken fence onto Wild land. He accused me of trying to steal his cattle. Didn’t want to hear my explanation.”


    “And?” Micah asked.


    “We, uh, had a little altercation. I had a cut lip. He had a broken nose.”


    “Still doesn’t seem enough to steal your grandchild in revenge,” Seth said.


    Jonah shrugged. “It’s all I got. What about you, Eduard?”


    “I don’t think a dissatisfied customer would do something that could get him jail time, either. John Munez thinks I cheated him on a stallion I sold him. Said the caballo was shooting blanks.”


    “Did he threaten you?”


    “With a lawsuit if I didn’t give him back his money. I offered him another stallion, but he wasn’t in the mood for a trade. But I tried to make it up to him anyway.”


    “What did you do, Poppi?” Reyna asked.


    “I left the stallion in a pasture with his mares. They’re pregnant and now he’s pissed off because the stallion wasn’t the sire he wanted for his foals.”


    Zia finally spoke. “That’s understandable. He obviously wanted a certain stock and now won’t be able to get what he thought he paid for.”


    Although she was a Wild and worked cattle along with the men in her family, Zia was as horse-savvy as any Falcon, Isabel thought. Her relatives on Pueblo land were horse people, and she’d learned from them.


    “Anyone else?” Micah asked, eyeing those who hadn’t mentioned their enemies yet.


    Poppi stared straight at Jonah. “Wherever you go, you create enemies. And more dangerous ones than Alex Horton.”


    “You’re the one who threatens dire consequences to others because of your damned pride, Eduard!”


    Isabel flushed. Jonah had a long, unforgiving memory. At least twelve years long.


    Micah spoke up. “Both of you, this isn’t the time! I’m sick of this damn feud! You have a grandchild missing. Think of her rather than yourselves for once!”


    Isabel could see that he’d shamed their fathers. Both men sat back in their chairs with hangdog expressions and didn’t say another word.


    So far, this was a colossal waste of precious time. Nothing anyone had contributed was a dark enough reason to harm a child.


    “The police must be wrong,” Isabel said with an unsteady voice. “I think Lucy being taken really was a random act by—” She squeezed her eyes shut for brief moment. “She was in the wrong place at the right time. Nothing anyone said here makes me think it was against any of us. We can follow up with those people, certainly, but none of them has a strong enough motive for this kind of revenge.”


    “What about Bobby Soto?” Zia asked quietly.


    Isabel gasped, and everyone turned to Micah’s half-sister.


    “What?” Cruz asked. “Why do you bring up Bobby? Who here has crossed him lately?”


    Bobby had grown from a reckless boy into a dangerous man who’d seen the inside of a state prison more than once in the last decade. Knowing that made Isabel shudder to think he might be somehow involved. He’d done time for some of the crimes he’d committed—a convenience story robbery, breaking up a bar when he was drunk, some kind of con game involving a rich young woman. Rumor had it that he was responsible for a whole lot more.


    Zia gave Isabel’s brother an incredulous expression. “Lucy herself crossed Bobby when she gave police the description of the car that caused the school bus crash.”


    Everyone at the table fell silent once again.


    My God. That was right! A drunk had swerved his car in front of the bus, forcing its driver to veer the unwieldy school bus out of the way. Instead, it had tipped over onto its side and skidded across the four lanes of highway, stopping only when it crashed into a utility pole.


    Lucy had been sitting at the window and had seen the vehicle the bus driver had tried to avoid. She’d given the police a detailed description of the lowrider—a big, old, bright-orange Chevy with the Blessed Virgin painted on the hood—a car that belonged to Bobby’s younger brother, Hank Soto, who was now sitting in jail awaiting trial for involuntary manslaughter. Still drunk when the cops had caught up to him, he’d cried through his whole confession after realizing two kids had died and a few others had been badly hurt. One little girl was still in a coma, even now. Thankfully, as had most of the other kids, Lucy had come out of the tragic accident with mere cuts and bruises.


    “I know Bobby isn’t the most upstanding citizen,” Micah said, “and I personally detest the man. But kidnapping Lucy? How would that help his brother?”


    Jonah said, “What about out-and-out payback?”


    Isabel’s breath caught in her throat. “No, surely not. Lucy might have described the car, but Hank did give the police his remorseful confession.”


    “Confessions can always be thrown out,” Micah said, “especially if there’s some doubt about how the police got it. And if the witness disappears…”


    “But would Bobby really do that?” Seth asked. “He used to be your friend.”


    “Friendships can change on a dime,” Micah muttered, avoiding several sets of eyes, including Isabel’s.


    Caleb nodded in unhappy agreement. “Once upon a time, Hector and I were good friends.”


    Eduard laughed harshly. “You and my father, friends? I don’t believe it.”


    “Friendship isn’t always forever,” Caleb said, looking lost in memories. “All it takes is making one wrong decision.”


    Wasn’t that the truth? Isabel clearly remembered the incident that had finished whatever relationship Micah’d had with Bobby. And wondered if that could possibly be what had started the chain of events that took away her daughter, so many years later…


    …


    Isabel’s stomach fluttered as Micah helped her out of his pickup truck in the parking lot of the Coyote Lounge, a local hangout place sans alcohol and drugs for kids under twenty-one.


    Tonight a live band was playing, as it did every weekend, and Micah had said he wanted to hold her in his arms and dance with her out in the open. In front of everyone.


    “Do you really think this is a good idea?” she asked when several kids who knew about the decades-old feud between the Wilds and the Falcons gave them a surprised look.


    “You’re my girl. I don’t want to hide our relationship anymore. I want everyone to see us together.”


    Everyone would. That was the problem. It was only a matter of time before someone told her father. Then she would have to face Poppi as bravely as Micah had faced his father. Only, she didn’t feel so brave.


    But she could put up a front for Micah because she loved him. She smiled at him and took his arm as they entered the lounge where the band was already playing. He took her straight to the dance floor, where she felt as if all eyes were on them.


    No doubt her own paranoia.


    The sense of self faded when Micah took her in his arms and they moved together to a slow number, their bodies gently undulating against each other, reminding her of the night they’d made love under the starry sky. She felt the same as she had that night—joyful and filled with hope for their future, so filled with love for Micah that she couldn’t think of anything but being together.


    Halfway through the second song, Micah straightened and moved away from her, and Isabel saw Bobby and his brother, Hank, standing behind him. Bobby was grinning and Hank was snorting and trying to keep his balance.


    Hank was drunk, Isabel thought as Bobby said, “Cutting in.”


    Micah gave him a dark look in response. “I don’t think so.”


    “Oh, come on, man. You have the best-looking girl here. Give a guy a break. It’s just a dance.”


    “Yeah, j-st a dance,” Hank slurred.


    Micah looked to her. “Isabel?”


    Thinking Bobby was Micah’s friend, and that he wanted his friends to get to know her, she shrugged. “Sure.” She could forgive Bobby that one encounter when he’d threatened her at Suicide Hill months before. Probably he’d been drinking and hadn’t meant it anyway. He wasn’t drunk now, even if his brother was.


    Still, when Bobby took her in his arms and tried to hold her too close, she grew uncomfortable and pulled away a little.


    “Hey, come back here, Isabel.” He jerked her hard against him.


    “What do you think you’re doing?” she snapped.


    “Giving you what you like.” He ground his groin into her in time to the music. “I just want a little of what you’re giving Micah. Friends share good things.”


    Pushing at his chest hard until he loosened his grip, she said, “You’re not much of a friend if you’re trying to make time with your buddy’s girl.”


    “What? You think a Wild is serious about a Falcon? Get real, honey. He’s just taking what you’re offering until something better comes along. I, on the other hand, have no such prejudice against your family.”


    She struggled with him, and when he wouldn’t release her, she shoved her knee where it would hurt the most. But he saw it coming. He let go and sidestepped her, so her knee glanced off his thigh.


    “Bitch!”


    Isabel hauled off and punched him in the gut hard enough for him to jerk back with a loud “Oof!” The crowd around them let out a collective gasp. Some guys made catcalls.


    “When it comes to girls, Bobby’s opinion of himself is a little overinflated,” someone said.


    “Part of him is overinflated right now,” another snickered.


    Bobby’s face grew mottled with anger, but before he could make a move, or hit her back, Micah was there.


    “Don’t ever touch my girl again, Bobby!” he growled, getting right in his friend’s face.


    “Hey, you can’t tell my brother wha-what t’ do!” Hank said, tripping over his own feet.


    Bobby lunged at Micah.


    And ran straight into Micah’s fist.


    …


    The ensuing bloody fight ended whatever friendly feelings had remained between Micah and Bobby, Isabel remembered. It still angered her when she thought about how, out of spite, Bobby had told Cruz about her and Micah. He’d known full well that her hotheaded brother would go straight to tell their father, and hadn’t given a damn about the consequences.


    Poppi had threatened to lock her in her room until she got some sense and promised to give up seeing Micah. Isabel had threatened right back, swearing to find a way out of the house and never return if he dared to try and make her give up the boy she loved.


    The feud between families had turned inward, and had caused the first of many wounds in her relationship with her father.


    Filled with so many regrets that they pressed on her chest like a vise, she closed her eyes for a brief moment.


    Then she gathered herself together and said, “Bobby is the first suggestion that makes sense. You know he hates both of us, and now has a reason to hate Lucy. He can get even with all three of us by doing this.”


    His expression grim, Micah nodded. “I’d say that’s enough reason to check him out.”


    In the end, though everyone promised to do the same with the people who might hold grudges against them, Isabel believed the only real suspect they had was Bobby Soto.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Eight


    Micah had never been the best of friends with Bobby Soto, and the incident at the Coyote Lounge had put an end to it. He’d changed by then, anyway. All Isabel’s doing. He gave her credit for making him grow up, for challenging him to be a better man. Bobby had pretty much ruined his life engaging in criminal activity. He’d served some time in prison, but not nearly enough, in Micah’s opinion. Someday, his bad choices would catch up to him.


    Micah glanced at Isabel, sitting in the passenger seat of his truck radiating anxiety as they shot down the highway toward Santa Fe. Her expression was part hopeful, part just plain scared.


    “We don’t know Bobby has her, Isabel.”


    “We don’t know that he doesn’t.” She gave him a stricken look. “You don’t think he’ll tell us, do you?”


    “If he’s involved, I’ll get it out of him.”


    Not that he knew how, exactly. He might be bigger and stronger than Bobby, but Bobby was a snake, ready to strike when you least expected it. Plus, Micah knew the bastard walked around armed.


    The family meeting had broken up a short while ago, and everyone had gone off to confront their possible enemies, to decide whether or not the person had been involved in Lucy’s kidnapping. They’d all agreed to meet back at the Gecko later to report in. Micah didn’t think any of the others would learn a thing. He feared—and hoped—that he and Isabel would.


    “Maybe we should have called Detective Ochoa,” Isabel said, her tone strained with worry. “Let the police handle Bobby.”


    “Ochoa wouldn’t get anything out of him, even if there’s something to get. Cops have rules to follow. And Bobby hates cops.”


    “Bobby hates us,” she reminded him.


    “It’s been twelve years.”


    “You really think he’s changed? Look at his younger brother. Bobby started Hank drinking beer when he was only fourteen. Now he’s twenty-six and not only did the drink ruin his life, but also the lives of three innocent families.”


    Hopefully not four, Micah thought. He hoped to God his daughter wasn’t collateral damage.


    “If Bobby has something over us, he’ll want to taunt us with it,” Micah said. “You remember how he was.”


    “I remember he was dangerous. Still is. Micah…please be careful.”


    “That goes for you, as well.”


    She could be one tough cookie when she was riled. He hadn’t forgotten that she’d pulled a knife on Bobby at Suicide Hill that time. Or that she’d punched him in the gut at the Coyote Lounge. He worried she might go off on Bobby and get hurt. He couldn’t let that happen.


    Wouldn’t let that happen.


    He wished he’d come alone. That he’d left her in the care of her family where she would be safe.


    Suddenly he realized that Soto Used Cars was just ahead. He got an idea. Bobby wouldn’t try anything in public. Not at his own business.


    And if he did…Micah had Ochoa on speed dial.


    Bobby and Hank had left their family ranch several years before to open a used-car lot on the highway from Soledad to Santa Fe. They’d always been interested in tricked-out cars like the lowrider Hank had been driving when he’d caused the bus accident. Lowriders were part of the Chicano culture in this part of the Southwest. Micah noted a few on the lot. Their exteriors had custom paint jobs, with several thin layers of different colors, and they were all decorated with hand-painted graphics, each one unique. The specially installed hydraulic suspensions allowed drivers to instantly drop the chassis from a normal height down to nearly touching the ground. The lifts could also make their cars “jump,” abruptly dipping and raising the front or rear of the vehicle, or make them jiggle and sway. It was a kind of art form, making your car dance. In the right place and time.


    According to Lucy, Hank had been showing off his lowrider tricks when he’d swerved in front of the bus. Irresponsible little bastard.


    Micah had once wanted to own a lowrider, but that was before he’d met Isabel. She’d been enough to keep him interested in her, instead. And he liked her tricks a lot better.


    He pulled into the lot behind a lowrider with a pueblo painted on the hood and fenders. He and Isabel jumped from the truck.


    An older man wearing shiny new cowboy boots, a fringed suede vest, and a very large white Stetson stepped out of the office to greet them. “Art Grant at your service. Can I help you folks? A car for the little lady?”


    “The little lady already has a car,” Isabel said with a big, friendly smile.


    Micah said, “We’re here to see Bobby Soto.”


    “Good luck with that,” Art said. “Hasn’t been around much the last few weeks.”


    Since the accident? “Has he been here at all?”


    The salesman’s shake of the head and his, “Not in the last few days,” sent a chill down Micah’s spine.


    “We’re old friends,” Isabel lied. “We thought he could use support about now, with his brother in so much trouble.”


    “Yeah, well, that’s none of my business. You’ll have to take it up with Bobby yourselves.”


    “That’s what we aim to do—”


    Isabel interrupted Micah. “We just need to find him first. You wouldn’t be able to help us with that, would you?”


    Micah swore she batted her lashes at the old guy. It worked, too.


    Smiling, Art said, “You might catch him at home. More ’n likely he’s been keeping both eyes on that girlfriend of his, one of them dancers at the High Desert Gentlemen’s Club.”


    “Which dancer would that be?” Micah asked.


    “Sunny something,” the man grumbled, frowning at him. “Don’t got a last name.”


    Isabel said, “Hmm, I don’t think I’ve heard of a High Desert Gentleman’s Club in Santa Fe.”


    “That’s because it’s just off the highway on the road up to Española. A few miles past Pojoaque, you’ll see big signs advertising it.”


    “Thank you,” Isabel said with a bone-melting smile. “You’ve been a big help, Art.”


    The salesman beamed at her as they walked back to the pickup.


    Micah started the engine and drove out of the lot. “We’re heading back toward Soledad. I can drop you off at your family’s ranch.”


    “So I can borrow a vehicle and follow you?”


    “You’d be better off staying put.”


    “You’d be better off not trying to make me.”


    Micah thought about arguing that a gentleman’s club was no place for a lady, but he figured he wasn’t going to get far with that one. Isabel had already been to a strip club for her photography work, as she’d told them at the meeting. He doubted she would be shocked. What worried him was that she would get herself in trouble. That seemed to be a given when she and Bobby locked horns. And he had no doubt that would happen the moment she saw her old adversary.


    He wondered if she still carried the knife in case she ran into snakes…


    Trying to get his mind off worst-case scenarios, he said, “You certainly impressed Bobby’s salesman. I don’t recall you being so into old coots.”


    She gave him a withering glance. “At a photo shoot, I get a lot more cooperation from my subjects with a smile than with a demand.”


    Micah chuckled, wishing he could watch her on a shoot. She would be something to see. Poetry in motion.


    “Which do you like better? News photography or the artsy stuff?”


    “I like them both for different reasons. Even though I freelance, the newspaper work keeps me pretty busy. Not only does it give me a sense of purpose, it pays for the groceries. But the artsy stuff feeds my soul.”


    Micah was glad she’d been able to develop her hobby into a satisfying career. Not everyone ended up that happy with what they did with their life. His brother, Seth, was itching to get away from ranching for good, but his schemes—because basically that’s what they were—never got him far.


    “I hear you have a show coming up in Santa Fe,” Micah said.


    “At one of the galleries just off the Plaza.”


    “I’d like to see it. With you.”


    When Isabel didn’t respond, Micah gave her a quick glance. Her expression was blank. Which didn’t tell him anything. Not directly. But he gathered she didn’t feel the same way about showing him her work.


    Eyes on the road, he tried again. “Maybe I should have said with you and Lucy.”


    Still no answer.


    She might be acting like there was nothing between them but there was, whether she wanted to admit it or not. He figured she just didn’t want there to be anything. No surprise there. She’d walked away in the past from him and their future together. No one had to hit him over the head to see the handwriting on the wall for the present.


    Still, he wasn’t going to let it drop. “I just thought that once we have Lucy back, we should try to show her a different side of us. The side that gets along and works toward a common goal.”


    “Something to consider.”


    “She shouldn’t think we hate each other.”


    “She doesn’t.”


    “How do you know that?”


    “She asked me once.”


    Surprised, Micah asked, “What did you tell her?”


    “That sometimes love just isn’t enough to make a relationship work.”


    He’d known that all along, of course. Not that he wanted to accept it. Part of him had always believed if two people loved each other enough, they could make anything work.


    Which was why, twelve years ago, he’d come to the conclusion that the feelings eating him up inside after she’d left were all one-sided—his side. She couldn’t possibly have loved him as much as he loved her and have turned her back on him like that. “Maybe you just didn’t love me enough, Isabel.”


    Her silence made him tighten his grip on the steering wheel until his fingers nearly locked in agony.


    He’d suspected that all along.


    He just hadn’t wanted to accept that, either


    …


    Isabel had only been to one gentlemen’s club in her life—when the Santa Fe Courier was doing the story on the girls getting beaten up. Well, that had been a strip club, really. A cheap version of this place, with next-to-naked dancers doing their thing on the bar, slithering around a pole and acting like they were having sex with it mere inches from the customers.


    High Desert Gentlemen’s Club, on the other hand, was new and fancy and had a real stage. A row of chairs lined the edge of the ramp coming into the audience, but most patrons sat at tables. Instead of pole dances, they were treated to more intimate lap dances. For some big tips, Isabel expected.


    She and Micah had stopped in the bar area. Oddly enough, he was paying the dancers no mind. He was looking around as if for something—or someone—else.


    “Wait here a minute,” he told her, and approached a man in a tuxedo.


    The guy was built like a truck. No doubt part of the security detail.


    She turned her attention back to the audience, searching for a man with dark hair slicked back into a ponytail. Last time she’d seen him, Bobby still wore his hair the same way he always had. For a moment she thought she’d spotted him, but then the guy turned her way and she saw his face. Disappointed, she glanced around to see what Micah was doing. Suddenly, she realized money was changing hands—from him to the tuxedoed security guy.


    Micah moved back and murmured, “C’mon,” directly into her ear. “He’s taking us to meet Sunny Day.”


    They followed the guard to the rear of the club and around backstage. The guard took them through a side door that led to the dressing room. Several women in provocative costumes were just leaving.


    “Wait here while I check with Sunny to make sure she’s up to company,” the security guard said before entering the dressing room. Barely a minute later, he was back in the hall.


    “She agreed to talk to you while she’s getting ready for her act.” He indicated they should go in and to the right.


    Isabel led the way, Micah directly behind her.


    Only one woman was sitting at the long table loaded with makeup and hair products. She was leaning into the mirror, brushing her cheeks with a bronzer. Sunny Day looked like her name, blond and well-tanned, wearing a sequined yellow costume that covered the intimate parts of her body and not much else. She glanced at them, her too-turquoise-to-be-real eyes ringed with smudged black pencil and thick, fake lashes, which she fluttered at Micah after doing a double-take. She looked barely legal. Didn’t you have to be twenty-one to work in these places?


    “What can I do for you, handsome?”


    She totally ignored Isabel, who took her cue to remain silent for the moment.


    “I’m looking for an old friend and was told you can help me find him.”


    “Old friend? Now who would that be?”


    “Bobby Soto.”


    Sunny laughed. “Bobby’s no one’s friend. The prick!”


    “I thought he was your boyfriend,” Micah said.


    “Not any more, he ain’t.” She flicked a glance at Isabel, then picked up a hair clip and raised her arms high, which lifted her breasts so they looked ready to pop out of her top. Fastening the clip so her hair swept over one shoulder, she eyed Micah in the mirror. “Want to apply for the job?”


    “I was never good mending broken hearts.”


    Isabel flushed when he looked her way.


    “What broken heart?” Sunny asked. “The bastard threw me over for someone younger. A lot younger. He’s probably holed up at his place getting it on with her.”


    “How young?” Isabel’s voice caught on the last word.


    “He didn’t tell me he was interested in anyone else,” Micah said as if he’d been talking to Bobby about her. “How new?”


    “Real new.” Sunny swiped her lips with gloss. “After seeing the little chickie, he said he had to have her.”


    “When was that?”


    “A few days ago.” Sunny made a sound of dismissal. “I haven’t seen him since. And good riddance to bad rubbish. Almost got me fired a coupla times. Like I need that in my life!”


    Isabel asked, “Do you know her name? The girl?” When Sunny glowered at her, Isabel added, “Please, this could be important.”


    The dancer eyed them both with suspicion. “You ain’t cops…?”


    “No! I’m a photographer and he’s a rancher.”


    Sunny looked at Micah with renewed appreciation. “Always did have a soft spot for a man on a horse.” She sighed and gave up the pseudo-seduction when he didn’t react. “All I know is this girl has gotta be jailbait if she’s younger than me.”


    Isabel stomach tightened. “How old are you?”


    Sunny seemed startled, then quickly said, “Twenty-one.” Too quickly. Giving them a pouty face, she said, “My tits don’t excite Bobby anymore. He wants young, pure flesh that hasn’t been messed with.” She scrunched her arms to her sides to accentuate her considerable cleavage. “Never had any complaints about these babies until that prick. I gotta dance now,” she said, rising from her chair. “Why don’t you go over to Bobby’s place and interrupt his little lovefest. That would serve him right!”


    “If he’s there,” Micah said. “They could be at her place.”


    “Didn’t you hear the jailbait part? She’s so young she’s still living with her mother, for Pete’s sake.”


    The breath stalled in Isabel’s throat. Oh, God.


    An image of Bobby taking advantage of Lucy formed in Isabel’s mind and made her want to throw up.


    “Where does he live again?” Micah asked.


    “I thought the two of you were buddies.”


    Isabel clenched her jaw so she wouldn’t scream at the dancer to tell them.


    “Buddies who drink together at a local bar,” Micah lied with a disarming grin. “Doesn’t mean I’ve ever been to his place.”


    Sunny shrugged. “What the heck do I care why you want to track him down. He deserves someone giving him trouble for once.” She told him where to find Bobby—his house was halfway back to Santa Fe—then started to leave. Almost through the door, she stopped and turned to face Micah. “If you really are a friend of Bobby’s, do me a favor. Don’t ever come back. I don’t need his kind around here.”


    After she left, Isabel met Micah’s gaze. His expression was unreadable. “What are we waiting for?”


    “Just thinking,” he muttered.


    Isabel didn’t have to ask about what. She could barely breathe as she said, “Let’s go see if his new girl is Lucy.”


    “If she is,” Micah growled, low and dangerous, “he’s a dead man.”


    …


    Micah thought briefly about going back to the ranch for his shotgun. But no, he didn’t need a weapon. He’d do it with his bare hands wrapped around the bastard’s neck. He’d squeeze the life out of Bobby Soto and leave him where he dropped if he’d so much as touched his daughter.


    But he was getting ahead of himself.


    He had to keep his temper in check until he knew for certain.


    Maybe it wasn’t Lucy. And maybe it was, but perhaps Bobby had been planning to use her as a bargaining chip somehow to free his brother. Not as a—


    Either way, Bobby would pay.


    Unable to speak—he would have to choke out words past the lump in his throat—he drove in silence, every so often glancing at Isabel. Her skin had grown pale and her hands were trembling. She kept trying to find something to do with them. Smoothing the denim over her knees. Picking at a chipped nail. Alternating spreading her fingers with making fists.


    Instinctively, he reached over with his right hand and covered both of hers. She clung to him as if she would never let go.


    Once off the highway and on the gravel road that would take them to Bobby’s home, Micah mentally prepared himself for anything.


    An exercise in futility.


    No one answered the door.


    “What now?” Isabel asked. “His car is gone. He’s not here. What if Lucy is, though?”


    Micah pressed himself against a window of the two-story Territorial style house. Peering through slatted blinds, he said, “Can’t see anything from here. We need to get inside.”


    She blinked uncertainly.


    “Even if we don’t find Lucy, we might find proof that Bobby has her somewhere else.”


    She hesitated, then nodded. “Okay.”


    He looked around. The house sat in a wooded area on a couple of acres. Enough land to give them privacy from other homes in the area. Plus, the sun had set, the tall pines casting long shadows over the grounds.


    No one would see if they happened to find a way in.


    Isabel was already checking under the doormat. “No key here.”


    Micah felt top of the door frame, over the windows, under the lone gigantic planter in which sat a neglected shrub…


    “No key.”


    “So what do we do?”


    “We find another way in. Let’s check every first-floor window all the way around the building. I’ll go left, you go right.”


    Not looking very happy about doing so, Isabel started with the nearest window. As did Micah.


    “If you find one open, let me know. Don’t go inside by yourself.”


    The warning was for nothing. A few minutes later, they met around back in disappointment.


    “There’s no way in,” Micah said. “Unless…”


    “You’re going to break in?” Isabel sounded uneasy at the prospect. “I think we should call Detective Ochoa.”


    He backed away from the back door, which was sheltered by a porch roof, and studied the second floor. “Look.” He pointed to one of the upstairs windows that was open a few inches. “I won’t have to break in.”


    As he dragged an empty planter closer to one of the supports, Isabel asked, ”What are you doing?”


    “This.”


    Holding onto the support, he climbed onto the planter. Wrestling a steer to the ground might be easier, but he managed to jump up, grab onto the overhang, and haul himself onto the narrow section of roof. He gingerly climbed the few feet up the slope, got to the window, and opened it. He glanced back to see Isabel watching, her expression anxious. For him?


    “Don’t worry, I’ll be careful. Just stay where you are and I’ll let you in through the door. But if you see anyone coming, warn me on my cell.”


    She licked her lips, took a deep breath and called up, “Okay.”


    He slid open the window and peered inside. A darkened bedroom. Empty. He climbed in and lowered the window back to its original position. Then he moved to the bedroom door as quietly as he could. Just in case.


    Within minutes, he knew the effort was wasted. All four bedrooms and bath were empty, and he found nothing to indicate Lucy had ever been there. He trotted down the stairway to the first floor and took a quick look around the living area and office to make sure they really were alone, then he let Isabel in through the kitchen.


    When she saw his face, hers crumpled. “Lucy’s not here, is she?”


    Micah shook his head. “No sign of her at all.”


    “Then where is she? Where could Bobby be keeping her?”


    “I wish I knew.”


    He also wished he could take Isabel in his arms and comfort her, if just for a moment. But they couldn’t afford to let down their guard in case someone came.


    He turned away and said. “I haven’t searched down here. Let’s look around. There’s got to be something to connect him. Anything.”


    “What if…” She swallowed. “What if it’s not Bobby, after all?”


    A grim certainty settled in his belly. “It is. I’m sure of it. And we’ll find something that proves it.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Nine


    Isabel’s nerves were tied in as many knots as her stomach. Darkness was settling over the land and the hour was growing late. Fearing Bobby would be home soon and catch them going through his office, she hurriedly scanned the shelves on one wall. Not that she thought they would really find a way to prove he’d taken their daughter. But they had to look. The authorities wouldn’t be able to search in here without a warrant. And what if they did find something?


    The shelves held some books, mostly thrillers or books about cars. On other shelves, Bobby had set out family photos. She recognized the one of him and Hank, taken on Suicide Hill. And there was another taken in front of the family cabin in the mountains. She’d ridden past the place once when they were having a big get-together. Bobby had intercepted her, invited her to join the fun. That had been before the Coyote Lounge incident, and when she’d refused, he hadn’t taken the rejection with a smile. She’d felt his scowl on her back as she’d ridden away. She’d told Micah about it later, but he hadn’t thought there was anything to worry about.


    She checked behind the photos and behind some knickknacks, but saw nothing the least incriminating.


    “I don’t even know what to look for,” she murmured in frustration. “I haven’t seen a thing that would give us a clue about Lucy.”


    “So far, this is a bust,” Micah agreed, looking up from Bobby’s desktop computer where he’d been busy checking out Bobby’s personal records. “I haven’t found anything in his computer files about the accident, or about Hank, or about Lucy.”


    “You’ve checked his calendar?”


    “Yep. Nothing suspicious there, either.”


    “What about his browser history?”


    “I was just getting to that.”


    His fingers flew over the keyboard as she stood behind him to look over his shoulder. When he brought up the history for the last seven days, she quickly scanned the list.


    “A lot of car sites,” she murmured as Micah scrolled down the page. “Wait! There.” She tapped the computer screen. “The Santa Fe Courier.”


    Micah clicked on the link and a story about the traffic accident came up, which included the photograph that Isabel had taken of the toppled school bus. Her heart stalled, remembering how she’d been called out to the job and had started shooting photos before seeing the number on the rear of the bus. That’s when she’d realized it was Lucy’s bus. That her daughter was inside, maybe badly hurt…or worse.


    She’d stood frozen for what had seemed like hours, unable to breathe, as children were pulled out of the wreckage. And then one of the rescue workers had lifted a bloody, crying girl up through the doorway. Lucy! Another worker had grabbed her daughter and helped her to the ground as Isabel had run to her, frantic to make sure she was all right. There’d been so much blood. She’d never been so terrified. When Lucy was checked out by a paramedic, Isabel had been both relieved and horrified to learn the blood had come from another girl.


    Lucy had sobbed that she’d tried to save her friend Annie from bleeding to death, but couldn’t do it. Annie had been one of the two children who’d died in the crash. Thankfully, Lucy had suffered only minor cuts and contusions.


    The real damage had been emotional.


    Often in Lucy’s nightmares, she was the one who’d died.


    Micah’s voice brought her back to the present. “Look. There are other sites with stories about the accident and about his brother’s arrest,” he said, clicking from one link to the next to a third.


    “That doesn’t prove anything other than he’s keeping up with the police investigation.”


    Micah was going back and forth to the list of sites Bobby had visited, checking them out one by one.


    “Uh-oh, look at this. Our boy is into Internet porn.”


    “This surprises you?” Isabel twitched with discomfort when Micah clicked on one of the links and a photo of a girl in a school uniform with her blouse open and holding one of her breasts came up. “Oh, Lord, she’s so—”


    “Young?”


    With a growl, Micah clicked on another link, and another, and another. All girls who looked too young to be legal. Some were wearing school uniforms, some with no underwear, legs spread, giving the viewer a peek at the pink under their skirts. Some were wearing nothing at all.


    “He is into jailbait.” Disgusted, remembering Sunny’s claim about Bobby’s new girl, Isabel was even more terrified that Lucy was that girl.


    Micah kept searching. This time he went to the computer library and clicked on Pictures, which took him to a page with several folders. He began opening them. Some were family photos, others were car shows, shots of lowriders with close-ups of the art painted on their hoods and fenders.


    Opening the last folder marked Hot, Micah cursed, and Isabel’s heart literally stopped when a string of photos came up—amateur shots of young girls in various forms of undress.


    How young she couldn’t quite tell. Not Lucy young. Possibly underage, though she couldn’t be certain. She held her breath as Micah increased the size of the photos and scanned down the page.


    She whispered, “Please, not Lucy…”


    Micah raced to the last of the photos. “She’s not here.” His voice sounded strangled, exactly the way she was feeling. “He might like them young, but none of them is Lucy.”


    She shuddered out a breath. “Thank God.”


    Had they been wrong, then? About Bobby having Lucy?


    Micah said, “I’m deleting today’s history so Bobby won’t be able to tell that someone was in his computer.”


    “What difference does it make?”


    “Ochoa might have to use his viewing history against him. If Bobby thinks someone has been in here messing with his computer, it’ll put out a red flag. He might delete both the sites and the photos.”


    “So you want to call Ochoa now?” she asked.


    “Not until we know something for certain.” He closed the browser, put the computer back into hibernate mode, and stood. “It’s getting dark. We ought to get back to Soledad and the Gecko Saloon before our families start to kill each other.”


    Leaving everything the way they’d found it, they left through the back door, and Micah made sure it was locked. Hopefully, Bobby would never guess he’d had intruders.


    When they were back on the road, Isabel said, “What should we do about Detective Ochoa?”


    “Should we do anything?”


    “We still suspect Bobby.”


    “But have nothing tangible to offer. Do you really want to let the police know we broke into Bobby’s home?”


    “Maybe not.”


    “We need something more to go on, which means orchestrating a face-to-face. Of course, first we have to figure out where he’s holed up.”


    “Maybe he’s shacked up in a motel,” Isabel said.


    “Or maybe he has another place he uses. We’ll swing by Soto Used Cars first thing in the morning and see if we can find out.”


    “Or maybe we’ll learn that someone else has a lead when we get to the Gecko Saloon.”


    After seeing what Bobby Soto kept stored on his computer, Isabel could only hope that one of their relatives had an answer she could stomach.


    …


    Unfortunately, they weren’t the only ones teeming with disappointment. None of the other members of their families had come up with any answers that made sense. It had all been a total bust.


    Micah headed home for the night after dropping off Isabel at Falcon Ranch. It had been her idea to get what sleep they could, and drive back to Santa Fe for a fresh start in the morning. He suspected she hadn’t wanted to be alone with him all night again. Not after the shower incident. To be honest, he’d thought a lot about those heated minutes, the memories and feelings haunting him, wreaking havoc with his concentration. He wanted another chance at her. He wanted more than just the sex. He wanted to make love to her, to compel her to face—and hopefully share—the old feelings whipping through him.


    Okay, so she was right not to want to be alone with him all night.


    Whatever.


    It would be good to sleep in his own bed.


    If he could sleep.


    When he parked the truck at the family ranch and went inside, he wasn’t surprised to see everyone waiting up for him.


    “Have you eaten, boy?” Gramps asked.


    Micah’s stomach growled at the mention of food. “Not since this morning. I could eat.”


    “Good, because Zia already threw some steaks on the grill the minute she walked in the door,” Seth said.


    “And I’d better check on them since real men like their beef practically on the hoof.” Zia rushed out of the room.


    “C’mon, son,” his father said, putting an arm around his back and leading him toward the kitchen. “You do know how sorry I am about Lucy, right?”


    “Does that mean you’re willing to change anything?”


    His father’s mouth tightened.


    Well, he got his answer. He shrugged off the arm that was meant to comfort him, and headed for the refrigerator. His father would never change.


    Pulling a beer from the fridge, he twisted off the cap, stood there and drank it half down. Seth slapped him on the back and grabbed another beer.


    “You know he loves Lucy,” his brother said in a low tone.


    “Not enough, apparently.”


    Not enough to accept his child’s mother. His father had never wavered on the hard-assed stance he’d taken on the night of that first gut-wrenching argument. The night Lucy had been conceived.


    So when they sat at the table as a family to eat, Micah made sure he sat as far away from his father as he could possibly get. He couldn’t look at him. Not tonight.


    He didn’t want to think about what Bobby might be doing with his child. It was his father’s fault his daughter wasn’t here with them now at the ranch, safe and sound, with both her parents around to love and protect her.


    “Eat something, Micah.” Zia plopped a thick steak on his plate and set a bowl of potato salad and another of beans in front of him.


    He looked into his little sister’s eyes and it was like looking into a mirror. Not only were they the same shade of violet as his own, he could look inside them and see the despair and grief she was trying to hide. Zia might be trying to keep a brave face for him, but, even though they’d never been close like he and Seth were, the depth of her feelings was clear.


    “Thanks, Zia,” Micah said, and did something totally uncharacteristic for him. He reached up and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, tugged her down for a hug, and kissed her forehead.


    When he let her go, Zia blinked at him as she straightened, then shrugged off her surprise. “Eat before it gets cold.”


    “You need to keep up your strength,” Caleb said. “Isabel is depending on you.”


    Micah glanced over to his father, who was still avoiding looking at him. Instead, he was staring down into his plate as if he’d never seen food before. Micah guessed Dad didn’t even want to hear Isabel’s name spoken in his presence.


    “I know that, Gramps. And this time I can’t afford to disappoint her, because if I do, it’ll be Lucy who suffers for it.”


    “Can’t have that.” Gramps shook his head. “Women need protecting. Isabel shouldn’t be living on her own. She needs backup raising that precious child the two of you made. When you find our Lucy—and I know you will, boy—you hold onto her. And onto her mother.”


    Shocked, Micah asked, “Gramps, are you actually saying what I think you’re saying?”


    “I’m saying you shouldn’t ever let either one of them go again. You never got over Isabel, boy. You still love her as much as you love the child you share. It’s not right that you can’t be with them.”


    Gramps glared at his son. Micah and his siblings looked at Dad expecting some reply or comment, but he just kept eating, shoveling food into his mouth, eyes down and not meeting anyone’s gaze.


    Obviously, Gramps’s attitude toward the Falcons was softening—whether due to old age or to the current crisis, Micah didn’t know—but he feared his father would never let go of the damn feud. Especially not after Eduard had accused Dad of being responsible for Micah’s mother’s death.


    The two men were equally unreasonable and both stubborn as mules, always had been. He couldn’t believe they were acting like this while their only grandchild had been kidnapped and was possibly enduring terrible things. The pair of them were just as obstinate and intractable now as they’d been since the day they’d learned that Isabel was pregnant…


    …


    “Micah, what are you doing here?” Isabel asked with a gasp when he finally found her on Falcon Ranch. “If Poppi catches you—”


    Micah put his fingers over her mouth to stop her from going on and grinned down at her. “I’m here to fix things.”


    “You can’t fix this.”


    Isabel was pregnant. She’d told him two nights ago, the last time she’d sneaked out to meet him. He’d been overwhelmed at the time, hadn’t known what to say to make things right then, but now he knew what they had to do. He’d had the best reason in the world to ride onto Falcon land in broad daylight.


    “We’ll get married.”


    Her jaw dropped. “You want to marry me?”


    “Of course I want to marry you. I love you.”


    “But what about our families?”


    “I’m not thinking anyone is going to be happy about this, but that baby will be both a Falcon and a Wild. They’ll come around. They’ll have to. We just have to be patient until they do. You can wait a little, right?”


    He put his arms around her and she clung to him. “Oh, Micah, I don’t know—”


    A hand on the back of his shirt ripped him away from Isabel.


    “You have nerve coming onto my property, Wild!”


    Micah jerked away from the determined grip and faced Isabel’s father. “I want you to know I’m going to make things right, sir.”


    “Right? You’re no better than your father,” Eduard said. “You defiled my daughter, and now you think you can make it right?”


    “I love Isabel!” Micah countered.


    “She’s still in high school! You’ve ruined her life!”


    “We love each other, Poppi,” Isabel said. “We want to be together. Micah asked me to marry him. We’ll make it work!”


    “Marry? You think I would sanction such a travesty?”


    “We don’t need your permission!” Isabel’s voice held a note of panic.


    “Oh, but you do. You’re a child, Isabel. Underage.” He turned to Micah. “And the law considers you an adult. Do you know what that means? By law, I can have you arrested for statutory rape.”


    “Poppi, no! You can’t do that!”


    But Micah knew that Eduard Falcon really could.


    “I can and I will, if you ever come near my daughter again!” With that, Eduard grabbed Isabel’s arm and dragged her off, shouting, “Get off my land, Micah Wild. Now! Or I’ll be making that call to the sheriff!”


    Isabel looked back at him, her tear-streaked face relaying her shock and misery. He was feeling them, too. Well, not so much the shock. He’d known Eduard wasn’t going to take it well. Getting a man’s daughter pregnant trumped asking for her hand in marriage, even when the families got along. He’d been lucky Eduard hadn’t used him as target practice.


    Micah raked a hand through his hair. Isabel’s father just needed time to cool off. He’d see how much they loved each other. And understand this was the best solution. A baby changed everything. In the end he’d be okay with his daughter marrying a Wild. He had to be.


    But how long would it take for the man to come around?


    …


    Eduard Falcon never had come around.


    Nor had Micah’s own father. Not to this day.


    Micah tried to keep his mind on his food and not on the past, and not on worrying himself sick about his missing daughter. But eventually, his memory wandered back to what he’d found on Bobby’s computer.


    Halfway through his steak, the prime beef butchered on the ranch just a few days ago turned to cardboard in his mouth. Micah forced himself to eat it anyway. He needed to keep up his strength. He needed to stop thinking of the worst-case scenarios. He needed to eat, and he needed to sleep, so that he would be fully functional when he and Isabel resumed the search for their child in the morning.


    He would choke down the steak, even if it killed him. And somehow, he would sleep because he had to or be useless.


    “Here,” Seth said, setting down another beer in front of him. “Looks like you could use this.”


    “Thanks.”


    He popped off the top as his brother slid back into his seat. He’d been so distracted with dark thoughts that he hadn’t even been aware of Seth leaving the table.


    “I put the word out at the Gecko, Micah,” Gramps said. “About the reward for helping us find Lucy. By morning, everyone in the county will know and want that money. We’ll get results. You’ll see. Someone will come through and then we’ll form a posse to go rescue our girl.”


    Micah tilted the beer bottle up in salute to his grandfather. “Tomorrow.”


    But it should have been today. He and Isabel should have found Lucy. Their daughter should be safe right now in her bedroom here.


    Or at least she should be safe with her mother.


    The thought left a hole in his heart.


    Shoving himself away from the table, he said, “I need some air,” and headed outside with his beer. But staring out into the vast darkness surrounding him and the ranch, he could no longer keep it at bay. The darkness invaded his thoughts.


    Lucy could be anywhere out there. With anyone…


    Flickers of the sites and photos he’d found on Bobby’s computer crept through his mind.


    Hell, even if Bobby wasn’t the villain here, Lucy could be the victim of some other man who was a sexual predator.


    Please don’t let that happen to an innocent little girl, he silently prayed. Not to my Lucy. Let her be all right.


    Wherever she is.


    …


    Lucy still had no clue of where she was.


    She stared out the window into the dark and tried to get up the courage to jump to the tree. She could barely make out the trunk and the branches.


    What if she fell? Could she survive a fall from a second story?


    Probably she would just break her legs, and she wouldn’t be able run to away. Then he’d bring her back inside and lock her in this bedroom again. And probably nail the window shut.


    But she had to get out of here. Had to get home.


    She’d begged and she’d cried. He still wouldn’t let her go.


    At least he had let her write that note to Mom. She’d convinced him that she could keep “Ms. Falcon” from following her—he’d gotten mad when she’d called her Mom at first, so she’d quickly changed it to Ms. Falcon—and she’d tricked him. Mom would understand; she would never think she’d run away. Then Mom would tell Daddy, and Daddy wouldn’t stop looking for her until he found her and brought her home.


    He had to find her. Had to. Or else she might never see her parents again.


    But where was he?


    She’d waited all day for Daddy to come for her. But as the hours passed, she’d realized it wasn’t going to happen. She’d have to figure out some other way of escaping this place. Because the man who’d taken her was out of his mind. At least he seemed that way. Sometimes, anyway.


    When he was talking crazy talk, he scared the beans out of her. But at least he hadn’t hurt her.


    Yet.


    He’d fed her, had left a tray of food in her room, twice. At first she hadn’t touched the stuff, because she figured it was poisoned. Or at least drugged.


    He’d done something to her to get her to go with him.


    She remembered now.


    He’d stuck something that smelled weird over her face…and the next thing she’d known, she woke up in this locked room.


    The first tray of food he’d delivered while she was asleep had a sandwich and an apple, milk, and a big cookie. He’d left it just inside the room on the floor. She’d been afraid to touch it. What if he’d loaded it with something even worse than that stinky stuff? He hadn’t come back for hours. Her stomach had rumbled with hunger, and she’d fought it, but eventually she’d given in, had tasted just a little of the sandwich after checking it carefully. It had smelled okay and looked like a normal turkey sandwich with tomato and lettuce. He’d even included a nice pickle.


    She’d been less cautious with the beef brisket and mashed potatoes and carrots that he’d brought her for dinner. He’d said he’d made the brisket special for her, because it was her favorite.


    Crazy…crazy….crazy…


    Fried chicken was her favorite. But of course he’d have no way of knowing that because he didn’t know her. She didn’t know him, either. She kinda recognized his face, though. She’d seen him before, but she couldn’t place him.


    Maybe she’d seen him other times in the school yard.


    Had he been watching her? Waiting for his chance to kidnap her?


    Why?


    The door lock clicked, and her heart thundered. She spun around to face him. He wasn’t old, maybe the same age as Daddy. And he looked mestizo, with the naturally tan skin of a Chicano, the ink-dark long hair of a Pueblo Indian, and the pale gray eyes of a white man.


    “I brought this for you.” He was holding a brown jumper on a hanger and held it out to her. “You need to try it on.” He frowned when she didn’t immediately take it. “I want to see if it still fits you.”


    Still? More crazy talk.


    “That’s my school’s uniform.” But where had he gotten it? She was pretty sure it wasn’t hers. And it didn’t look new. “Are you going to let me go to school in the morning?” she asked hopefully.


    He grunted, “Just try it on so I can see you in it!” Then he threw it on the bed.


    “Please! My parents have got to be frantic looking for me.”


    He stared at her for a moment, his expression confused. And then it got all stormy.


    “People are out searching for you, offering a big reward. Saying they’re your parents!” He looked outraged. “They won’t find you if I can help it. And if they do, they can’t have you!”


    Lucy’s eyes stung again. He was talking like she didn’t have parents again. Why would he say something like that? “Let me go home, please!”


    “You don’t belong to them. You’re mine! No one is going to take you away from me.”


    He had that crazy look again, like maybe he would kill someone if they tried. Like maybe her.


    Or Daddy!


    It hurt her to breathe. She had to get away from him before he hurt either one of them. Or anyone else.


    Had to.


    Trying not to panic, Lucy said, “I-I’ll write a-a-nother note. I’ll make sure they s-stop looking for me, okay?” Her voice was filled with tears, and she was trying not to sob. She had to find a way to trick him again, to make him let her go. “Please, I d-don’t want anyone to get hurt, n-not them, not you. No one, okay? Let me write the note!”


    Without another word, he left the room.


    She blinked, and tears rolled down her cheeks.


    The door lock snicked, and his footsteps faded down the hall.


    She looked at the bed and the brown jumper. If she tried it on, would she be able to reason with him?


    Or would he say or do something else that didn’t make sense and just ignore her pleas?


    Crazy…crazy…crazy…


    How was she going to get away from him?


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Ten


    “I’m so sorry for what you’re going through,” Cruz told Isabel when they were alone in the Falcon Ranch living room, sitting in cowhide chairs facing the Mexican tiled fireplace.


    Poppi and Reyna had stayed up for a while, but, looking as exhausted as she felt, they’d both excused themselves and gone to bed. Which is what she should be doing right now.


    Only, Isabel didn’t want to be alone just yet.


    “Are you okay? Did you hear me?” Cruz asked, his tone concerned.


    She narrowed her gaze on him. Somehow, she kept her voice even. “No, I’m not okay, Cruz, and, yes, I heard you…I just don’t believe you.”


    “Izzy!”


    “I told you never to call me that again!”


    Izzy had been his special nickname for her, and she’d forbidden him to use it after he’d betrayed her. “Don’t look so damn offended. I haven’t forgotten that you sided with Poppi when I was pregnant, or that you spent years trying to convince me that I should apply for full custody and withhold parental rights from Micah. He’s been a good father to Lucy, Cruz, and he’s always made sure I had enough child support, even when he had to take a second job off the ranch to pay for it. Furthermore, he’s never tried turning Lucy against any of the Falcons.” Unlike the way Poppi did with the Wilds.


    Cruz held up his hands, palms out. “Okay, so I’ll admit I was wrong about Micah. I’ve known that for years.”


    “If only you hadn’t squealed on us to Poppi—”


    “What? You think things would have worked out different?”


    “They could have. Now we’ll never know, will we?”


    “Isabel, I was only trying to protect the sister I love!”


    “Yes, well, if you’d kept your big mouth shut, Micah and Lucy and I might be a family now. Lucy might have brothers or sisters.” The thought caught her unawares, and she felt her eyes well up at the stillborn dreams she’d once had. “Instead, all hell rained down on our heads back then, and look where we are now! Damn the feud, and damn anyone who keeps it going!”


    “Jeez, Iz, I—”


    “What will it take to make you help stop the hostilities?” she demanded. “This war between our families is wrong, Cruz. Who knows whatever started it between Grandfather and Caleb, but it should have ended with them. It has to stop now!”


    Cruz sighed. “Yeah…tell that to Poppi.”


    Unfortunately, Poppi and Jonah were so damn stubborn, probably neither would agree to a permanent truce. The men couldn’t be near each other without finding something to fight about—and damn if Reyna and Seth weren’t following in their fathers’ footsteps. At least the two families had agreed to a truce that would hopefully last until Lucy was safely home. But Isabel couldn’t even be certain of that.


    “What can I do to make you feel better?” Cruz asked, looking sincere.


    “That’s easy,” Isabel said, wearily getting to her feet. “Help us find our child.”


    “I promise to do everything I can.”


    Cruz got up and put his arms around Isabel in a hug. She relaxed and hugged him back. She knew Cruz loved her and Lucy, and that his heart wasn’t really in the fight between the two families any more than hers was. Not anymore, anyway.


    Cruz kissed her forehead. “Goodnight, Izz…Isabel.”


    Back in her old room, she stripped off her clothing and jumped into the shower. The water beating down on her felt so good. She was stressed and exhausted, and the shower relaxed a little of the tension in her body.


    And it reminded her of Micah.


    She closed her eyes and let her imagination replay the moments with him in the shower…


    She felt him kissing her…touching her…penetrating her with his tongue and fingers. Sliding her hand between her thighs, she stroked herself, intensifying the memories, seeking the brief respite they’d shared together.


    Truth be told, she longed for more than those brief moments, longed to know what it would be like to make love—really make love—with Micah, the grown man. Leaning back against the shower wall, she imagined it, eyes still closed, as she slipped her fingers deeper into her folds. Imagined him deep, deep inside her. Imagined riding him, exposing her breasts and her clit to his big, rough, clever hands.


    Sensation started to shoot through her in waves.


    Suddenly, she stopped, and pulled her hand away.


    She didn’t want to finish alone.


    She wanted Micah.


    But she couldn’t have him. Not unless she was certain he wouldn’t break her heart again. That he would never again choose his family over her and Lucy.


    Did he even want her at all, or had he simply taken comfort in her to ease his grief over their missing child?


    Truthfully, she didn’t know. The crisis was fraught with emotion. When it was over—when she had Lucy safely home—would he still want her then? Enough to fight for her?


    She could hope so…but she wasn’t sure.


    She couldn’t even be certain if she herself was willing to take that risk.


    …


    Nearly two hours later, Isabel still lay awake in the dark in her childhood bed, eyes open, her mind churning over Bobby’s whereabouts. She’d tried, but she simply couldn’t fall asleep. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Lucy’s face. Heard Lucy crying for her.


    She felt so helpless.


    If Bobby did have her child, where could he have taken her?


    The answer remained elusive, just out of reach. Her mind went around and around with the possibilities. She was sure she could figure it out, if only she tried hard enough. She didn’t think he would be at his parents’ house. Surely they would never sanction any criminal activity on their property, especially when a child was involved. But Hank was in jail…so maybe Bobby took Lucy to his place. Wherever that might be.


    The owner of the Gecko Saloon might know.


    But as she turned on the light and got out of bed to wake up the bartender—Tom?—and ask him, she paused to look at the photo of her family on the dresser. It had been taken before Mama left her and Reyna and Cruz with Poppi to go back to Santa Fe. A happy family moment, they were gathered together on the front porch. Smiling and laughing.


    Which made her think of the photos on Bobby’s bookshelves.


    The family photos. The family cabin.


    Her pulse sped up.


    She knew exactly where that was.


    Off-road in the mountains, no one would pass the place, maybe not for days. There, Bobby would have all the privacy in the world to do whatever he wanted to do…


    Creeped out by the thought, Isabel shed her nightgown and quickly climbed back into her clothes. Her cell in hand, she tried calling Micah, but he didn’t answer. This wasn’t a message she wanted to leave on a cell phone. She would try him again in a little while.


    From a drawer, she took her old weapon—her sheathed knife—and secured it to her jeans waistband. Then she pulled on snakeskin boots—appropriate for a snake hunt, she thought—and found an old denim jacket in the closet and shrugged into it. The mountains were cool at night.


    She opened her door carefully and listened hard. The house was quiet. Everyone was at least in bed if not sleeping. She didn’t know how any of them could sleep again until they found Lucy.


    Hopefully, that’s what she was about to do.


    She moved silently down the stairs and through the kitchen to the rear door, the one closest to the barn. Once there, she grabbed a bridle, then entered the pasture where several horses were asleep on their feet. Starting an engine would wake someone in the house. Besides which, she wasn’t quite sure how to get to the cabin using a vehicle.


    One whistle and she heard the snort of a horse awakening. She whistled again and heard the clump-clump of hooves and a familiar whinny.


    “Crank, that’s the boy.”


    In reality, Crank was getting to be something of an old guy, nearly seventeen. But he wasn’t ready to retire yet, and he knew the land, and he knew her as well as she knew and trusted him. She could depend on him holding steady no matter what—he didn’t fret at danger, and his footing was sure.


    When Crank got to her, she made a fuss over him for a moment and gave him a peppermint before slipping the bridle and bit into place. She secured the cheek strap and then pulled out her cell to call Micah again.


    “Damn it, answer!” she said just before it went to voice mail.


    She hung up.


    What now? She didn’t want to go out there alone.


    Before she could formulate a plan, she heard running footsteps and whipped around to see Reyna coming straight for her.


    “Isabel! Riding out at night? Are you out of your mind?”


    Reyna had apparently come after her straight out of bed. She was wearing a sleep shirt and boots, and her long legs were bare.


    “I couldn’t sleep.” Isabel thought fast or Reyna would stop her. She would try, anyway. “I thought a moonlight ride might relax me.”


    Her sister studied her for a second, then shook her head. “I don’t believe you. What are you up to?”


    Isabel knew Reyna could go around and around like this forever, so she gave part of the truth. “Following a hunch.”


    “About Lucy?” Reyna looked incredulous. “That’s insane! You can’t go alone!”


    “No, of course not,” Isabel lied. “Haven’t you noticed that Micah and I are together on this?” She would call him again on the way.


    “This? Where are you heading on a horse?”


    “Up in the mountains to check out a cabin.”


    To think, she hadn’t wanted to alert her family by starting up a vehicle. Now, unless she put out this fire, Reyna was going to get everyone up in arms. Leading Crank to a tractor tire lying on its side, she stepped up and swung a leg over the gelding’s bare back.


    “No saddle?”


    “I haven’t forgotten how to ride just because I don’t make the ranch my home, Reyna. Crank has always fit me perfectly. Please don’t wake Poppi or Cruz and tell them what I’m doing. You know how much they hate Micah. If you tell them, there will be trouble we really don’t need right now.”


    She could tell Reyna didn’t like it, but they were sisters and they’d always been close. Always had kept each other’s secrets…like her stealing out in the night to meet Micah.


    “You’re right. I won’t tell them.”


    Isabel frowned at the emphasis. “Don’t tell anyone!” she ordered, then clucked and rode off.


    Praying she was about to save her child.


    …


    Micah came abruptly awake and stared into the dark, his pulse pounding.


    What the hell? What had awakened him?


    There it was again. Ah. The insistent ring of his cell phone. Had it rung a couple times before? He’d been drugged with sleep, and—


    Isabel!


    Reaching out lightning-quick to the nightstand, he expected to see her name on the caller ID and was startled that Reyna Falcon was calling him instead.


    He punched the talk button. “Reyna, is something wrong with Isabel?”


    “She hasn’t met up with you yet?”


    Confused, he asked, “What are you talking about? I was asleep.”


    A short pause was followed by an indignant, “I knew it! I knew Isabel was lying!”


    His pulse jagging again, he threw off the covers and swung his bare legs off the bed. “What’s going on?” This had to mean trouble.


    “Isabel just rode off on Crank a couple of minutes ago. She told me she was meeting you.”


    “Not unless she meant to surprise me.” He didn’t know where he was going, but he was already pulling on his jeans.


    “Didn’t sound like that. She said the two of you were together on this.”


    “What is this?” he demanded, acid churning into his stomach.


    “That’s what I wanted to know. Isabel told me she was following a hunch, that she was riding up into the mountains to check out some cabin.”


    “What cabin?” He managed to pull on a T-shirt over the cell phone in his other hand.


    “She wouldn’t tell me. So you don’t have any idea where she’s going?”


    Isabel had to be going after Bobby. He couldn’t think of any other reason for her to ride off in the night to check on something. Which meant it had to be the Soto family cabin in the mountains. He tugged on a boot one-handed. “I have a pretty good idea of where to find her. Thanks for letting me know.”


    “Well, tell me first!”


    But he’d already hung up. He didn’t want Cruz or Eduard screwing things up by showing up at the cabin. He stuck the cell in his pocket, pulled on his other boot, grabbed a jacket, and ran out of the house.


    Why the hell had Isabel set out alone to walk straight into danger? She should have called him. Damn it! At the first opportunity, she’d abandoned him and set off alone.


    Again.


    His gut churned with the thought that she could get herself hurt, or worse. Then he would never have the opportunity to make things up with her, to convince her to give him another chance. He knew now that’s what he wanted. He couldn’t go on without her. Without his family. He had to believe that he and Isabel and Lucy could be happy together at last.


    Once this nightmare was over.


    Thankfully, Wild Ranch was closer to the cabin than Falcon Ranch. He should be able to get there at the same time Isabel did, even though it took him what felt like an interminable amount of time to fetch Slade and saddle him. So when he took the gelding out into the darkness, it was at a fast lope.


    He had to catch up to Isabel before something happened to her. Something he couldn’t fix.


    …


    Twenty minutes of precarious riding after she left the ranch, Isabel thought she recognized the portion of creek that sat below the Soto cabin. She’d tried calling Micah yet again, but as often happened in these mountains, she hadn’t been able to get a signal.


    Maybe it was fate. Maybe it was just as well she didn’t get hold of him.


    If Bobby did have Lucy…


    She feared what Micah would do if he lost his temper. He’d already threatened to kill Bobby. Anger talking? Or had he been serious? She couldn’t take the chance that her daughter’s father could end up behind bars.


    She couldn’t do that to Lucy…


    Feeling her chest crush tight, she also knew she couldn’t do that to Micah.


    Or to herself.


    Better to call Detective Ochoa, who would likely get a whole force of officers up there fast to save her daughter. Yes, that’s what she would do…


    But first she would find out if Bobby was at the cabin, and if there was any sign of her daughter being there. If she found nothing, she would ride back home, and hopefully be able to sleep. But if she did find them, she would lie in wait for backup. She wouldn’t try to do anything stupid.


    Hesitating before moving again, she looked around, but it was impossible to see many details. Though the moon was out, she was traveling through a forested area, and the light that filtered through the towering pines was faint. Above her, several cabin windows glowed softly through the trees.


    Her pulse hammered. This had to be it.


    And someone was obviously home.


    Her stomach clenched at the thought of what she might find.


    Doubt made her hesitate. She really shouldn’t have come alone. She could use backup now. And Micah would doubtless see it as another betrayal, when he’d been the one who hadn’t answered his phone. He’d never believe she wanted to protect him, either.


    She wouldn’t do anything stupid, she told herself firmly. She would simply see who was inside. And if it was Bobby, and he did have Lucy, she would immediately call out the cavalry.


    She turned Crank to the steep path that led up to the cabin. Urging the horse upward with a light squeeze of her legs, she leaned forward so her weight wouldn’t throw him off-balance. Still powerful despite his age, Crank easily took her to the flat above. She reined him in before breaking into the open meadow, and scanned the area for potential danger.


    The two-story log cabin was lit up, but quiet. The large deck surrounding the ground floor was empty. A single car, low-slung and black, sat in the drive.


    Her pulse surged as she remembered Sam Donovan’s description. Black. Kinda sleek. And it looked fresh. New and cool. With a cross decal.


    That described the car before her to a T. She wasn’t close enough and it wasn’t light enough to see a decal, though.


    In the small barn and pasture to the rear of the cabin, several horses were grazing. One of them snorted at the intrusion.


    “Ignore those other horses,” she whispered, sliding off Crank’s back and tying his reins to a tree limb. “Remember, be very, very quiet.”


    Staying to the trees, Isabel silently made her way around to the back of the cabin, cutting away from the protective shelter before she reached the barn so she wouldn’t disturb the grazing horses.


    Despite her care, she could hear restless movement—hooves flashing against the ground—that made her pulse shoot faster. Thankfully, no one came to a window to see what the fuss was about.


    Once she reached the back of the cabin, she could hear music coming from the first floor. And low voices. At least one man’s voice. Bobby’s? She thought she recognized it. What about the darkened second floor? There was only one car, so it was likely that Bobby and one other person were the only occupants at the moment.


    Now she heard a feminine voice. Muffled. Intense. Lucy? She couldn’t tell.


    Her pulse rushed, but the cabin’s back room was dark. Unable to see anything there, she would have to go to one of the windows in a lit room.


    Immersed in shadow, focused on moving silently, she rounded the corner to the side of the house and crept to the closest window, stopping dead when her foot caught on some metal tool that had been left on the deck. Damn. It made a muffled clunk-clunk as it bounced off the bottom of a rail.


    She froze. Listened. The tick-tick-tick of her heartbeat was the only sound.


    All she needed was one good look inside.


    She inched her head closer to the screened window. An unexpected movement made her jerk back. She flattened herself against the side of the building.


    “Hey, is someone out there?” a male voice shouted. “This is private property! Get out now before I get my gun!”


    The threatening male voice did belong to Bobby. Isabel held perfectly still, held her breath, so he wouldn’t know she was there.


    She heard him move away, muttering, “I could have sworn I heard someone out there.”


    The statement was followed by what sounded like furniture thumping followed by a feminine whimper. Bobby said something in a tone so low Isabel couldn’t make out the words.


    Forcing herself to take a breath, she tried to swallow, but the taste of fear soured her mouth.


    Who was inside with him and what was he doing to her?


    Was it Lucy or not?


    She had to know.


    Her mouth went dry and her stomach knotted as she again prepared to look inside. Willing her heartbeat to slow, she slid her back along the roughhewn logs, once more approaching the window. Just as she was about to peer around again for a quick look, she heard a soft shuffle behind her.


    She whirled—


    Just as a hand grabbed her by the throat and slammed her against the cabin wall.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Eleven


    A rush of adrenaline shot through her as a light flashed in her face.


    “What the hell?” Bobby growled, keeping her pinned to the wall by his grip on her throat. “If it isn’t Isabel Falcon. What can I do for you, sweetcakes?” His voice shifted into something more sinister, making the skin along her neck crawl. “Did you finally come to get some of Bobby?”


    He forced her back hard against the cabin wall so that she felt each individual log along her spine. She told herself to stay calm, not to panic, but her pulse crazily thump-thump-thumped.


    Though she was desperate to know if Lucy was inside, Isabel tried lying so he would let her go. “I didn’t have any idea you were here, Bobby Soto. I was just taking a night ride and my horse had trouble coming up the hill. He’s limping a little.” Her voice sounded ready to break. She gasped and finished. “I came to the house to see if I could use a phone to call for help.”


    He laughed. “Why didn’t you just use your cell? And don’t tell me you don’t have it on you. I can feel it in your pocket.” He rocked his hips against hers, pressing the cell into her flesh.


    Reminding Isabel of the way he’d treated her at the Coyote Lounge.


    Flushing, she wondered if he could feel the sheathed knife, as well. Wondered if she could get to it to force him off her.


    “I couldn’t get a signal.” She could hardly force out the words.


    “Bullshit!”


    Anger trumped the ball of fear for Lucy crowding her chest. “We’re not teenagers any more, Bobby!” she yelled, shoving at him so his hand loosened a bit. “Let go of me, right now!”


    “Or you’ll what? You came to me. You must want something.”


    Lucy. She wanted Lucy!


    No longer keeping up the pretense, she cried, “I want my daughter back!”


    “Did you misplace her?” he asked with a sneer.


    Isabel couldn’t believe he could joke about a thing like this. She was breaking inside and he was laughing at her. “What have you done with Lucy, you bastard? You would really use a little girl for revenge?”


    Bobby tightened his grip on her throat again. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about! Revenge for what? Because of things that happened when we were teenagers? That was a lifetime ago! You’re not even on my radar any more.”


    Unable to back up, Isabel kept on the offensive. “I don’t believe it. You’re taking revenge against my little girl, because she described your brother’s lowrider to the police after the school bus accident.”


    Bobby was silent for a moment before narrowing his gaze on her. “That’s right. The little bitch did squeal on Hank, didn’t she…”


    As if he’d never considered it. Sure, Isabel was really going to believe that. She pleaded, “Let her go, Bobby, please!”


    “Get it through your head, Isabel. I don’t have your damn brat.”


    The next “Let her go, Bobby” came from behind him.


    Even as Bobby turned, Micah grabbed him and pulled him off her. Landing in a crouch, Bobby sprang on Micah. The two went flying back against the rail where they started trading punches.


    Isabel didn’t know what to do as the men hit each other in the face, went down together, then rolled around the deck just yards from where she stood. She wanted to rush into the house and see whether or not Bobby had lied…but at the same time, she feared what he might do to Micah if she left. Unless he’d changed, Bobby would do something underhanded to win the fight.


    Isabel looked around for a weapon she could use against Bobby if necessary—giving Micah her knife was a last resort. Suddenly she spotted the metal tool she’d almost tripped over, one of several gardening tools lying on the deck. Isabel grabbed a rake with a sturdy handle as Micah rolled on top of Bobby and started punching. Bobby tried to block Micah, but unsuccessfully. His face took a pummeling.


    Bobby yowled and bucked, but couldn’t budge Micah, who finally stopped.


    Relieved that Micah had the upper hand, Isabel dropped the rake and ran toward the front of the house.


    Behind her, Micah asked, “Is Lucy here?”


    Isabel glanced back to see him pull Bobby to his feet. “Bobby says not. I’m going in to find out!” She raced around the corner to the open door. Heart thudding, she yelled, “Lucy!” She rushed into an empty living area with old-fashioned furniture and a giant chandelier made from a wagon wheel. Maybe her daughter was in one of the bedrooms. She headed for the staircase. “Are you here, Lucy?”


    “Who’s Lucy?”


    Isabel froze when she heard the unfamiliar female voice coming from the plaid couch set in front of the fireplace.


    A blonde popped her head up over the upholstered back and locked gazes with her. “And who are you, lady?”


    The blonde appeared to be very young and a little drunk. A half-empty bottle of tequila and two glasses sat on the coffee table. It appeared that she and Bobby had been partying—the girl’s blouse was half undone.


    “Are you the only one here?” Isabel asked.


    “No, I’m with my boyfriend.”


    Even as her hopes for finding Lucy deflated, Bobby came flying through the door, arms and legs sprawling so he almost fell on his face. He caught himself on the edge of a big upholstered chair. Blood from his nose streaked his cheek and chin, and his dark eyes narrowed on her. Micah followed directly behind him.


    “You’re gonna regret this, both of you!”


    Micah said, “I doubt that.”


    “Then you don’t really know me. I could have you arrested for trespassing, and assault and battery.”


    Micah pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and offered it to the other man. “Here, make the call.” When Bobby simply glared at him, Micah slipped the cell back into his pocket. “Didn’t think so. What are you hiding, Bobby?”


    “What the hell? Nothing! You give me all this grief—for what? I already told Isabel I don’t have your kid!” And he didn’t sound the least bit sympathetic that their child was missing.


    “Why should we believe you?” Micah demanded.


    “Hell, I didn’t even think about the kid until Isabel got all hot and bothered over her being gone and told me why she thought I was involved. It would serve you right if I did have your little Lucy. But I don’t.” He turned his gaze to his companion. “I have someone infinitely more interesting to service, right, Sherry?”


    “Me!” the blonde squealed. Then apparently just noticing, she said, “Baby, you’re bleeding!”


    “Are you even legal?” Isabel asked.


    Sherry frowned and said, “Yeah, I was born right here in New Mexico.”


    “I meant your age.”


    The blonde sighed and looked adoringly at Bobby. “Age doesn’t matter when you’re in love.”


    “She’s legal,” Bobby said. “She’ll be nineteen next month.”


    Which made her thirteen years younger than he was. She was practically a kid. Closer to Lucy’s age than Bobby’s.


    “I could show you my driver’s license.”


    “You don’t have to show them anything, sweetcakes,” Bobby told her. “And you two…get out!”


    “You’re sure you’re the only girl here?” Isabel asked, unable to stop the hopelessness in her voice. If not here, then where was Lucy?


    “I’m not into threesomes.” Sherry turned to Bobby. “I told you that, right?”


    “Yeah, sweetcakes, you did.” Bobby looked from Micah to Isabel. “What kind of a jackass do you think I am that I would kidnap a kid, even if it was to keep her from testifying against Hank? When did she disappear, anyway?”


    A demoralized Isabel stood dazed. “Yesterday afternoon. In the school parking lot after school let out.” If not Bobby, then who the hell had her daughter?


    “Yesterday afternoon we were in Albuquerque, weren’t we, Sherry?”


    The blonde nodded. “I had to pick up some stuff I left at my sister’s place, and Bobby was so sweet to drive me.”


    Bobby shook his head. “We were friends once, Micah. You wound me.”


    Isabel didn’t think Bobby felt wounded—other than the mess Micah had made of his face. He’d never been a real friend to anyone. He’d spent time with Micah, but a friend didn’t go after his buddy’s girl. This was all an act. Isabel wanted to call Bobby on it, but not finding Lucy as she’d expected had left her shaky and uncertain of herself.


    “If we made a mistake,” Micah said, “then you have our apologies. But our daughter’s welfare is more important than anyone’s ego.”


    She’s the one who’d make the mistake, Isabel thought, but Micah was sharing the responsibility. Just as he had all along…


    “I’ll remember that, Micah,” Bobby said, his tone indicating he wanted payback. “Now what do I have to do to get you two off my property? Do I need to call the sheriff?”


    “We’re going.” Micah hooked a hand around Isabel’s arm. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”


    Isabel let him take her outside. Micah’s grip was a little harsh, but she didn’t fight him. He was upset with her, and since she figured he had a right to be angry, she let him lead her straight to the edge of the clearing.


    Anguish flooded through her again. Bobby didn’t have Lucy.


    Now what?


    How would they ever find their daughter now?


    Everything had seemed so logical when Zia had mentioned Bobby. Isabel had bought into the idea completely. She hadn’t even considered anyone else.


    They had to figure out who had their child, so they could rescue her.


    The thought multiplied in her mind until she was ready to scream.


    Micah stopped when he got within a few yards of Crank. She saw that he’d tied Slade to the next tree. For a moment, she didn’t think he was going to say anything, that he’d let her get on her horse and ride away unscathed.


    Her mistake.


    “What the hell were you thinking, Isabel?”


    His harsh tone was like another blow.


    “That Lucy might be here with Bobby!”


    She shoved past him to mount Crank. She just wanted to ride away her anguish, so she looked around for a means of mounting the gelding. Hoping a nearby tree stump would do, she moved Crank to it, stepped up and tried to throw herself over his back. Though she tried several times, she couldn’t manage it. Either the stump was too low or she’d run out of energy.


    “Let me give you a leg up,” Micah said.


    His dark expression brooked no argument. Besides, if she didn’t let him help her, she might never be able to mount the horse.


    He positioned himself next to the horse’s side and held out his hands, fingers intertwined into a stirrup. Holding Crank’s reins, she grabbed onto his mane and placed her foot into Micah’s cradled hands. They were so close that she rubbed against his arms when she bounced upward. Her pulse fluttered and she froze for a moment as she stared down into his face. There was something open and hopeful about his expression…but as quickly as she saw his vulnerability, it was gone, replaced by something far more intense. His arms were straining with her weight, but he said nothing. She finished the mount, throwing her free leg over Crank’s back, and it took her a few seconds to regain her bearings.


    When she looked to Micah, he was already mounted on Slade.


    They rode a while, the silence between them thick. Unnatural. Uncomfortable.


    Micah’s disapproval was tangible, and as hard as she tried, Isabel couldn’t ignore it. She’d thought they were on the same page about Lucy. She’d just wanted to find their daughter.


    Halfway back to the ranch, as they cut through forested area, they came to a small clearing.


    Micah slowed Slade. “Before we go our separate ways, we need to talk about what happened tonight, Isabel. This is as good a place as any.” He pulled Slade in front of Crank. “Dismount.”


    “I think we should just go home and talk tomorrow.”


    Micah blocked her from moving. “Get down, Isabel.”


    Not wanting the fight she was certain was coming, Isabel reluctantly did as he ordered. Micah took Crank’s reins and tied up both horses to nearby trees.


    Apparently someone had used the area as a campsite. A log was positioned perfectly in front of a fire pit. Micah’s mood was dark, and she sensed he was holding on to his temper by a thread as he stood a foot from her and stared down into her face.


    “I thought we were trying to find Lucy together. Going up to that cabin alone, you could have gotten hurt.”


    “I tried calling—three times—but you didn’t answer.”


    He frowned as though he didn’t believe her. “Then you should have waited until I did.”


    “It was just a hunch. And Bobby didn’t actually do anything to me other than keep me from moving.” Micah was being far more reasonable than she’d expected. “Besides, if Lucy had been there, it would have been worth any risk. You know that.” When Micah didn’t argue, she said, “I was not going inside to face Bobby by myself, Micah. I was just trying to see if they were there or not. And if they were, I’d already decided that I would call Detective Ochoa and have him get the local authorities out there.”


    Micah continued to stare down at her. His eyes were spooky in the moonlight. “Ochoa. Not me.”


    Her heart squeezed. “And if I had, what would you have done, Micah?”


    He choked in response.


    “Exactly! If Bobby did have Lucy,” she exclaimed, “you’d probably have killed him!”


    “Believe me, I thought about it.”


    “And that’s why I would have called Ochoa. I didn’t want you to be the one behind bars instead of Bobby.”


    His stare penetrated her, making her tremble inside. How did he still have this effect on her after all these years? Part of her wanted him so badly, but the other part wanted even more to keep control, to keep herself—her heart—safe. Why couldn’t she put up some invisible barrier that negated his power over her?


    He asked, “Why don’t you want me behind bars, Isabel? Because you still feel something for me?”


    She looked away. “Because I don’t want our daughter to grow up without a father.”


    That much was true. As far as it went. But she didn’t dare go any further. What she really wanted and what Micah was able to give her could still be two vastly different things.


    Best to change the subject completely. “I assume my sister told you where I was.”


    Micah nodded. “Reyna was afraid for you, Isabel, as she should have been. I was afraid for you.” He reached out and slid a hand around the back of her neck, sending threads of an old connection coursing through her, trying to bind her to him. “Coming out here alone was more than careless. You were asking for trouble. Don’t do it again.”


    His touch thrilled her. And she knew he was right. He was still angry, so why didn’t he just yell at her and get it over with?


    She returned her gaze to his. “I am my own person, Micah,” she told him more calmly than she was feeling.


    “Yes, you made that very clear twelve years ago.”


    She couldn’t help the rush of emotion that made her say, “I had no choice! Because I couldn’t count on you.”


    Micah shook his head. “No, Isabel. Because you didn’t believe in me.”


    …


    Defying Poppi, Isabel rode out at night to meet Micah.


    Earlier that day, he’d managed to sneak onto Falcon property again, this time without getting caught, and he had left a message in her bedroom to meet him.


    This was it, she thought, excitement making her shaky inside. Micah was finally going to step up and be the man she knew he could be. He would take her off to marry her as he’d promised. No more waiting.


    Wondering if she should have brought an overnight bag with her, she slowed Crank at the bottom of Suicide Hill, and even though she wanted to race right into Micah’s arms, she took the horse up at a reasonable pace.


    Micah stood there on the flat above, wind rippling through his hair, looking so attractive her heart practically burst with pride. He was all hers! And soon he would be her husband, and they would never be apart again.


    He’d beaten her to the flat as he always did. He said it was because he loved her so much he didn’t want to miss a second of time with her.


    Tired of their being separated even for a minute, Isabel eagerly pushed Crank the last few yards and halted the horse inches from Micah.


    He helped her dismount straight into his arms. He kissed her, one of those sweet, slow, love-filled kisses that seemed to go on forever. This was what their life would be like, she thought. Days filled with kisses and nights filled with lovemaking.


    Finally, he set her on her feet.


    “I just had to see you,” Micah said. “I was worried you wouldn’t be able to get here, that your father really would lock you up.”


    “If he did, I would always find a way to get to you, Micah.”


    He smiled down at her and cupped her cheek. “I love you so much I can hardly stand it, Isabel.” He slid a hand over the bump on her stomach. “And I love our baby already. I promise you that someday we’ll be a family.”


    That made her heart stall. “Someday? I thought you wanted to see me to talk about getting married.”


    “Sure, we can talk about it. We just can’t do it yet.”


    “Why not?”


    “Other than the fact that you’re not of age? My father won’t let me bring you to Wild Ranch. He needs convincing.”


    “Then we can live somewhere else.”


    Sighing, Micah hugged her, then asked, “On what money, Isabel? All I have’s a couple thousand dollars that I saved, but that wouldn’t do us for long. I don’t know how long it would take me to get a job, or what it would pay. Babies are expensive. We can’t do this on our own. We need to bring our families around first.”


    Isabel went stiff in his arms. Couples did this on their own all the time, didn’t they? “What if that never happens?”


    “It has to happen. The baby will make a difference in their attitudes. It’ll end the feud at last. Our fathers will see that it’s not right to keep our child from having both parents. Together.”


    “And what if you’re wrong?”


    “Isabel, you can’t think that way.”


    He was putting her off again. She couldn’t believe it. He’d said he wanted to do the right thing, but only when he got his father’s approval it seemed. In the meantime, did he expect her to have the baby and take care of it alone?


    Hurt and anger flooded through her. “What I’m thinking, Micah, is that you’re not man enough to be a husband or a father!”


    “Isabel, please be reasonable. I’m just asking you to wait a while longer.”


    “For how long, Micah? A month? Two? Until the baby is born? Until our son or daughter has a birthday?”


    “I-I don’t know.”


    Isabel backed up and grabbed Crank’s reins. “I don’t know, either, Micah Wild! I wish I had never met you! Then I wouldn’t be so inconveniently pregnant!”


    With that, she tried to mount Crank, but without something to step on, it was impossible. Then Micah was behind her, lifting her. She let him help her onto the horse’s back. Looking down at him one last time, she hoped he would say something to change her mind. But his expression was closed.


    “Don’t ever touch me again!” she cried, starting Crank downhill faster than she should.


    “Be careful, Isabel! The baby…”


    Yes, the baby. The life they had created together. The life that she would be responsible for…alone.


    Dreams shattered, she rode off.


    Hoping, praying, he would follow.


    Heart shattering when he didn’t.


    …


    How had what happened tonight brought up the past so vividly?


    Isabel didn’t want to go back there. She didn’t want to relive the most miserable time in her life. Until now, that was. Nothing trumped a missing child. They had to concentrate on now, and on finding their daughter.


    “It doesn’t matter. It’s all in the past,” she said, nevertheless stung by his words. “I promise to be careful, Micah. I won’t purposely leave you out. But I won’t wait around to be rescued, either.”


    “You haven’t changed, Isabel. You’re the same stubborn, irritating—”


    With his hand still around the back of her neck, he jerked her toward him and kissed her. A long, lingering caress of his lips on hers that made her throat close and her heart thrum. That ignited the good memories. A kiss that seemed to go on forever without demanding more. A kiss that reminded her of the first time their lips met, when their hearts were young and filled with hope for the future.


    How many times had he kissed her like this?


    So many, she couldn’t count them all.


    As she had in the past, she felt herself succumbing—sexually, yes, but even more so emotionally. He filled her heart in a way that only he could. No other man had ever touched her to her very core. Her pulse fluttered and her head went light, and for a moment it seemed anything was possible.


    But the moment ended.


    When the kiss ended.


    And she was left with what was. Though old longings shot through her, she didn’t know that they could overcome the bad memories of the past. The lack of trust.


    Didn’t know if she and Micah could be together again except for their daughter’s sake.


    Sadly, that might have to be enough.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twelve


    “So she went on a wild goose chase up into the mountains after Bobby, and I followed. Which makes us both fools, I guess.”


    Micah finished his story of the night even as he finished his early-morning breakfast.


    Caleb, the only other person in the house up before dawn, was still eating. And listening. He didn’t think his grandson was a fool. Not Isabel, either. Foolish, perhaps, for going to that cabin alone. But the girl had always had a spine.


    “You’re sure Bobby Soto had nothing to do with Lucy’s disappearing?”


    “As much as I can be.” Micah took another slug of coffee. “His new young girlfriend swears he was with her in Albuquerque when Lucy was taken.”


    “Coulda been lying for him.”


    “I don’t think she was that bright, Gramps.”


    “So did you read Isabel the riot act?”


    “I tried. She gives as good as she gets.”


    Caleb chuckled. “That makes a healthy relationship. The power between partners should be equal. Neither should have the upper hand.”


    Whether the partners were part of a couple or a business relationship. Caleb couldn’t help but think about Hector and about how everything had gone so wrong between them.


    “Isabel and I don’t have a relationship, Gramps. Not past our temporary truce to find Lucy.”


    “That can change. If that’s what you want. Is it?” he challenged.


    Micah stared at him as if he was trying to read his mind. “You’ve changed, Gramps.”


    Change had been coming for a long time. Even before Hector died. Caleb wished he’d been able to make amends with the man before the end, but Jonah and Eduard had not only continued the feud, they’d poured fuel on it. He hadn’t been able to betray his son like that. And now he was sorry that he hadn’t found a way to right things.


    Caleb patted his grandson’s arm. “Dire situations call for dire measures, Micah. Besides, fighting all the time gets old…and with Hector gone, I don’t have no one to fight anymore. Now I wonder how much of my life, how much of my children’s and my grandchildren’s lives, I wasted.”


    “I guess it’s never too late to learn from one’s mistakes.”


    “So when all this is over and Lucy is safe, you’ll convince her mother that you’re still the man for her?”


    “I’m planning on trying,” Micah admitted. “But I want to be able to trust Isabel not to walk away again, Gramps. I don’t know what’s going on in that head of hers, because she doesn’t always say what she thinks anymore. For all I know, she may want nothing more to do with me.”


    Caleb could see that thought was like an arrow to his grandson’s heart. “Do you really believe that?”


    Micah shrugged. “I just don’t know. I’m not sure Isabel believes that I wanted to marry her all those years ago. Dad told me he wouldn’t have her step on Wild land, that if I wanted to be with her, then I had to leave. That was the reason I told her we had to wait. She’s not about to forget that part.”


    “Pretty nervy of Jonah to tell you that, when the land is still in my name. You want Isabel, you get her and bring her to your home. I’ll take care of your dad.”


    Micah smiled. His grandfather was as feisty as ever. “Thanks, Gramps. Nice to know you’re on my side.”


    “Always was, boy. You just didn’t realize it.”


    Micah took a last slug of coffee and rose. “I need to get going. I have to pick up Isabel and get on the road. That 48 hours is coming up fast.”


    Caleb knew that to be true. The window to get Lucy back safely was narrowing. “Listen, boy, you loosen up your thinking and you might have everything you ever wanted. I love you, and I love our Lucy. I would do anything…give anything, even my life…to get her back.”


    “That’s not going to be necessary, Gramps. We’ll find her.” Micah’s voice grew rough. “We have to find her. But I love you for the thought.” Micah left the table, giving Caleb an affectionate squeeze on the shoulder. “And thanks for the advice about Isabel, Gramps. I’ll think about everything you said.”


    Caleb grunted a reply and went back to his breakfast. By the time he finished, Micah was gone.


    About to gather the dishes and get them in the washer, he hesitated when he heard a distinct ding from his cell phone.


    Frowning, he pulled it from his pocket, and saw that someone had sent him a text message. But who? He didn’t text, but people were always trying to make him do something he wanted no part of. In his opinion, technology had gone out of control. Starting to slip the cell phone back in his pocket, he hesitated. Instinct told him this was something he wanted to read. Getting to the message, his chest instantly went tight.


    


    Want Lucy Alive? Bring $25k to Suicide Hill. Alone. Now.


    


    His heart thundered so loud he could hardly hear himself think. The kidnapper had contacted him!


    What to do? Of course he wanted Lucy alive, but he didn’t have the money at home, and the kidnapper wanted it now. He would have to meet him and explain. Promise that, as soon as the bank opened, he would get every penny.


    And as insurance, he would take his rifle, Caleb thought, already out the door. He knew he was being as foolish as Isabel had been going up to the mountain cabin by herself, but the text had said to come alone. He feared that any deviation from the demand would mean Lucy’s life.


    His hands shook as he saddled Ivy, his favorite mare. She was a big girl, still young and fleet of foot.


    He could count on her.


    Just as Lucy could count on him.


    The first streaks of daybreak were coming up as Caleb rode out of the barn and down the road toward Suicide Hill. He started out slow, not only for Ivy’s sake but because he didn’t want to alert anyone in the house who might try to stop him.


    “We’re going to save our Lucy, Hector. She’s gonna to be all right. You’ll see. The son of a bitch who took her will get his money. He’ll just have to wait until the bank opens, is all.”


    Talking to Hector as he had in the old days before the war between them started was making him feel a little better. Made him believe he wasn’t really doing this all alone. He almost sensed Hector’s presence, as if his nemesis was lurking behind him, urging him on. Undoubtedly his imagination, but he was okay with that. Whatever it took to keep him going.


    A quarter of an hour later, he was at the base of Suicide Hill. Couldn’t see anyone at the top. Didn’t want to yell out his business and maybe scare off the kidnapper. But neither did he want to ride that damn incline that went practically straight up. He’d loved the thrill of it when he was young, but that was more than half a century ago.


    Instead, he went around the long way, first crossing over to Falcon land so that he could reach the flat at the top of the hill without killing himself.


    “You don’t mind if I ride your land now, do you, Hector? It is for the good of our great-grandchild, so I can bring her home to her family. I know you want that.”


    As he narrowed the distance, Caleb was getting a little short of breath. Anxiety. He recognized the signs. Used to have trouble with it when he was a kid. Now here it was again. He’d come full circle in lots of ways.


    “Like with you, Hector,” he muttered as he loped Ivy along the last stretch. “I forgive you. Bet you never thought you’d hear those words from me, did you?”


    In view of the flat, he realized it was empty. No kidnapper. No Lucy.


    He went the last hundred yards and dismounted. Not as easy as it used to be. He was already stiff and sore. His legs didn’t work right at first. But he paced the area, looked to the bottom of the hill. Nothing. No one.


    What the hell?


    Then he heard a whinny come from the stand of trees behind him. His heart thumped. Lucy must be back where he couldn’t see her.


    Mounting Ivy again, he turned her, muttering, “We’re coming for you, Lucy. Hector and me are coming to save you.”


    But when he got into the thicket, he still didn’t see her. For a moment he thought he’d imagined that whinny. Then he heard hoofbeats behind him. He turned to see another rider come up on him fast. A masked rider. Alone. No Lucy.


    “Where is she?” Caleb demanded, going for his rifle.


    But the other man was quicker with his. “Don’t touch it or you’re a dead man.”


    Believing the threat and the rifle aimed at him, Caleb took his hand off the stock. “Where’s my Lucy?”


    “Where’s the money, old man?”


    Caleb knew that voice but couldn’t quite place it, maybe because the scarf covering the lower half of the man’s face distorted the sound of it a bit. “Bank isn’t open yet. You think I keep that kind of money in the house?”


    “Then why are you here?”


    Damn if he didn’t know that voice. And now that the sun was up and shafts of light were filtering through the trees, those eyes looked familiar, too.


    “I just wanted to tell you I would get you the money. Don’t hurt our girl and you’ll have your twenty-five thousand by noon.”


    “You’d better have it here by noon—”


    Caleb started as he realized the kidnapper’s identity.


    “—or I’ll cut her throat and let her bleed out.”


    The threat to Lucy tore through Caleb, and he let loose on the man. “You hurt one hair on that girl’s head, Bobby Soto, and both the Wilds and the Falcons will be after you to rip out that thing you call a heart!” Only after he said it did he realize it might not have been wise to use the man’s name.


    “Fuck! You just shouldn’t have recognized me, old man!” Bobby yelled as he reached out and smacked his rifle across Caleb’s head.


    …


    The second note was stuck to the front door as though someone had been in a hurry and hadn’t wanted to take the time to manage shoving it inside.


    Seeing what it was, Isabel stopped dead in her tracks.


    “What’s wrong?” Micah asked as he caught up to her.


    “The same stationery…” She reached out and snatched it from the door. Ms. Falcon was scrawled on the envelope. “Lucy’s handwriting.”


    “Let’s go in the house.”


    Nodding, she handed him the keys. He got the locks open in record time, and with an arm around her back, gently pushed her inside. She white-knuckled the envelope for a moment, then ripped it open and read.


    Dear Ms. Falcon —


    Please don’t worry about me. I’m not hurt like in the bus accident. I’m okay, I swear. I’m eating good and even have a new school uniform. Maybe when we recharge my cell phone, I can reassure you. Call off the police and stop offering a reward—please!—and everything will be okay.


    Love, Lucy


    Micah choked out, “How does the bastard who took her get her to write these nice little notes?”


    “I don’t know. But at least she’s alive and unhurt if we can believe what it says. Ms. Falcon again,” Isabel said, a stab of pain going through her. “It’s like he doesn’t want her to think of me as her mother. I don’t get it.”


    Micah didn’t answer, but she refused to be negative. Lucy said she was all right, so she was all right.


    But it was unsettling that the kidnapper had reached out to them twice now, but with no seeming agenda. No ransom note. No demand for anything. The note said she was eating well and had a new school uniform—as if the person who took Lucy actually cared for her. Like a mother. Maybe that’s why Lucy had addressed the note to Ms. Falcon.


    “This doesn’t sound like a predator has her.” Which gave her a tiny ray of hope. “And we’ve gotten no request for ransom. So what do they want?” To replace her? That thought sent a shiver down her spine.


    “It asks you to call off the police.”


    Pacing the room, Micah stopped to stare at her photographic work that she’d hung on the walls. “Isabel, what if we’ve overlooked something that’s directed to you? You mentioned the guy who threatened you because of the photo you took of him with his mistress at the strip club. So okay, not him. But what if you got a shot that implicated someone else in something more serious? A crime of some sort?”


    Her stomach sank as she focused her full attention on him. “Yeah. It’s possible, I suppose. Definitely worth a look.”


    …


    Isabel didn’t have a real office—the casita was too small for that. But since there was an eat-in kitchen, she’d devoted the small dining area off the living room to her work. A desk, several bookshelves and two chairs made a decent little office space, Micah thought. She took the seat in front of her desktop and turned on the computer.


    “I’ll pull up my photographic files online. And I keep tear sheets of everything that goes to press and store them in three-ring binders.” She pointed to the shelves where she’d set a couple dozen binders with dates of stories clearly marked on the ends. “Maybe you can take a look through them, starting with the latest ones.”


    “Sounds good.”


    Micah grabbed the newest binder and took the other seat.


    “I forgot to tell you that I finally reached my mother this morning,” Isabel said. “When I couldn’t get her before, I was hoping we would have Lucy back before I had to tell her about it.”


    “Is she all right?”


    “No, of course not. She said she would book the first plane she could get.”


    “That’ll be good for you. Or, hopefully, we really will have Lucy back by the time she gets in.”


    “God, I hope so.”


    No sooner did Micah open the binder than his cell phone rang. His brother.


    “Seth, did you hear anything?”


    “No, sorry. I’m calling about Gramps.”


    Micah straightened. “What about him?”


    “He’s missing.”


    “That’s ridiculous. Gramps can’t be missing.” His words brought Isabel swiveling around in her seat to face him. “I had breakfast with him not more than two hours ago.”


    “Yeah, the dishes are still on the kitchen table,” Seth said.


    Micah frowned. “Maybe he wasn’t feeling well and went to lie down.”


    “He’s not in his room. Not answering his cell.”


    A little anxious, Micah searched for a logical answer. “Maybe he thought about something you needed from the grocery.”


    “His old pickup is still out in the drive. I’m worried about him, Micah. I don’t exactly know what to do.”


    “Did you check to see if his horse is still pastured?”


    “Zia is doing that now. Wait, here she is.” The sound was muffled for a moment, then Seth came back on line. “Well, that’s it, then. Ivy is gone, so he must have taken a ride. Sorry if I scared you.”


    “Yeah, no problem. Thanks for calling.”


    Even so, Micah’s gut didn’t settle. Something felt off.


    “So your grandfather is all right?”


    “Presumably.” Micah tried to convince himself that Seth’s call was a false alarm as he started looking through the binder. “Gramps went for a ride after breakfast without telling anyone.”


    “Oh.”


    “Let’s just hope he didn’t go looking for Lucy on his own.”


    But he didn’t have time to figure out what Gramps could be up to. Where would Gramps have gone to look for Lucy, anyway? He’d probably just gotten an early start on chores. That had to be it.


    Micah got to work, scanning the first few stories, then got to one that made him grin despite everything. “I thought you were a serious news photographer.”


    Her head snapped up. “Excuse me?”


    “The Cerillos Road Ladies Club luncheon?” He couldn’t imagine her enjoying that assignment.


    “Yeah, well, I’m the only female photographer, so I get all the fluff pieces.”


    “Your favorites,” he teased.


    “Right.”


    Isabel laughed, and they shared a moment of silliness before they both went back to work.


    The next several stories Micah checked out were city-related. A fire. A Native American protest in Santa Fe Plaza. A jewelry store break-in.


    A few more fluff pieces and then…


    A shard of pain cut through him as he stared at reminders of the bus accident that could have taken Lucy away from them forever. How had Isabel done it? He recognized the brilliance of her work in photos of a child’s frightened face pressed to a window and the discarded book bag next to the wreckage. She’d poured all her own fears into the haunting images she’d captured.


    Then he came to a shot that made him freeze in trepidation. “My God. Here it is!”


    “What? You found something?”


    “Yeah. In your photographs of the bus accident.”


    “I was shooting before I knew it was Lucy’s bus, Micah. When I realized Lucy was trapped inside, I literally thought my heart would stop.”


    Her voice wavered on the last. They hadn’t talked about it before, because she’d done her best to avoid him, even then. Their conversations had been reserved, all about Lucy’s recovery, not about Isabel’s feelings.


    “Come look at this,” he urged.


    Isabel rose from the desk and went around behind him.


    He tapped one of the several shots that had gone to press. “A black vehicle like the one Sam Donovan described that took her from the school. Look at the fender. It’s a Hispanic cross decal.”


    She gasped softly. “You’re right.”


    “Why would it be here, at the bus accident?”


    She studied the print. “I have no idea. The driver knew someone involved, maybe?”


    “Like a parent?” The rightness of the guess hit him squarely in the chest. Why hadn’t he thought of this before? “What happened to the kids who were seriously hurt? A couple of them died, right?”


    Isabel’s lips curved downward. “Two. A boy and a girl. The girl was Anita Perez. She was Lucy’s seatmate, Annie. Max Baca was the boy. A third child, Grace White, the little girl who sat in back of Lucy, is still in a coma. They don’t know if she’ll ever recover.”


    When your kid was hurt, that was bad enough. Micah had gone crazy on the drive to the hospital. Every horrible possibility had gone through his head until he’d seen Lucy in person. Had seen that she was okay. The anticipation had been unbearable. The relief equally incredible.


    But what if a parent didn’t get that relief?


    He met her gaze. “What if one of their parents was so grief-stricken by the loss of her child that she—or he—couldn’t come to terms with it?”


    “What are you saying?” Her voice grew strained. “That the mother or father took Lucy because she survived the accident and their child didn’t? But… You can’t replace one child with another.”


    “You can if you think she’s your child.”


    “So you make her call her real mother Ms. Falcon…” Dismay crumped Isabel’s features. She whispered, “Can someone really be that confused?”


    “Look at Lucy,” Micah said. “She’s still not okay after what happened, and she came away with nothing but cuts and bruises.”


    “You know it was more than that, Micah.”


    “Right. Lucy went through a horrible emotional trauma. Which makes me believe a mother who lost her child would be so grief-stricken she might not know what she was doing.”


    “I would be grief-stricken, but I would never—”


    “You can’t know that. Not for sure. Besides, you can’t make comparisons, Isabel. You don’t know all of the circumstances. The person who took Lucy might not have your inner strength.”


    Isabel gasped. “Her notes! Lucy really was giving us clues, Micah. Both notes mentioned the accident. She made sure to tell us she wasn’t hurt like she was hurt in the accident. She was trying to get us to make that connection!”


    “She’s a smart girl, your daughter, Isabel.”


    The coil in his chest loosened. Micah believed that Lucy really was okay as she said in her note.


    So far.


    Now they had to figure out who took her…and get their daughter back.


    Because with someone that unbalanced…what would happen to Lucy when that person suddenly realized she wasn’t really their child?


    …


    Lucy finally figured out he wasn’t crazy.


    He was broken inside.


    Broken…broken…broken…


    She’d figured it out after seeing the photograph on his fireplace mantel when he’d finally let her out of that bedroom to come downstairs for a meal. She knew he’d be mad, but she hadn’t been able to stop herself from crying and begging him to let her go home. But he’d surprised her. He’d put his arms around her to comfort her, and had dried her tears. He’d assured her in Spanish that she was safe now, and that no one would ever hurt her again. That she was home. That he would protect her always.


    Poppi had insisted on speaking to her in Spanish from before she could talk. She’d been bilingual before she knew what that meant. So she had understood every word that Mr. Perez had said to her.


    She knew who he was now, because of the photograph of him with Annie Perez, the girl she hadn’t been able to save in the bus accident. He had to be Annie’s dad.


    She guessed he felt like her inside, only a lot worse. Mixed up. Hurting. And awful. And that’s what had made him kidnap her.


    He was confused, not really a bad man. Not like he wanted to hurt her, or anything.


    She was still scared, though not as much.


    But she knew by kidnapping her Mr. Perez had committed a serious crime. He was in big trouble. He couldn’t keep her. She wasn’t his kid. She wanted her Mom. And Daddy.


    What was she going to do?


    In her last note, she’d told Mom not to involve the police. She’d seen enough TV to know they might just shoot him. Then he would be dead like his daughter, and like his wife who’d died of cancer the year before. Annie had talked about her mom as though she was still alive sometimes, and Lucy had always gone along with it. That’s what Annie had needed to do to make her feel all right, for at least a little while.


    And taking her is what Mr. Perez had needed to do.


    He was so sad he needed to pretend she was his daughter. His Annie. She was going along with it for now so he wouldn’t get mad and scary again. But she wasn’t Annie, and she wanted her own parents. She had to find some way to get back to them.


    Mr. Perez smiled down at her. “Annie, I know you were disappointed not to go to school today, but you are still recovering from the accident. And I think I know what we need to do to make you feel better.”


    “What, Papa?” Annie had called him Papa, so Lucy had started calling him Papa, too. It kept him calm.


    “I promised you a few days camping at Bandelier National Monument, remember? I believe today is the day we’ll set off for our little vacation.”


    Lucy’s pulse skittered, and she tried not to panic. Why was he taking her away? “That s-sounds like fun, Papa. But you know I need my cell phone. In case I get lost.”


    “All in time, querida. When we go on the trails, of course you may have it in case we are separated.”


    Relief poured through her. That’s when she would find a way to call Mom and tell her where she was. That’s where she could get away from Mr. Perez.


    But…what would he do when she ran away? Or if someone tried to take her from him? Would he hurt her?


    No. He wasn’t dangerous. He was just broken inside. Right?


    Broken…broken…broken…


    Images of blood oozing between her fingers clouded her thoughts for a moment and made her stomach hurt, but she pushed them away.


    She didn’t know how to fix Mr. Perez, but she didn’t want anything terrible to happen to him. She hadn’t been able to save Annie, but maybe she could help her dad. Though, how, she didn’t know.


    She only knew she had to get away from him first. Had to get to her real parents.


    Mom and Daddy…they would figure out a way to help him…


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Thirteen


    Isabel hoped they weren’t heading down another wrong path again by thinking the kidnapper was really one of the bereaved parents. But considering the circumstances—no ransom, no threats, no reason to think it was Bobby any more—it just seemed so logical.


    Her pity for another parent only went so far. Her child was still at risk.


    And since they were about to find the bereaved parents—specifically, the one who drove the black sedan with a cross decal—she decided to be cautious and arm herself. Just in case. Not that she’d ever had to use her knife on anyone. But there was a first time for everything. Better to be prepared. Being armed made her feel like she had more control, when in reality, she knew in this situation, thinking she had control was just a comforting illusion.


    While Micah made a call to his brother, Isabel waited at the front door. She glanced out a window and saw a dark SUV sitting at the curb. Who did that belong to? Someone looking for her? Houses were spread pretty far apart here, so it was unlikely that it was someone visiting a neighbor.


    About to go out and check, she stopped, hand on the doorknob, when she heard Micah curse.


    “What’s wrong?” she asked, walking back to the kitchen area where she’d left him.


    Micah had gone pale, and he was leaning back against the sink looking stunned. “It’s Gramps.”


    “He hasn’t shown up yet?” She hoped it wasn’t more serious. An uneasy feeling hit her. Micah’s grandfather was getting up in years.


    “Not only has Gramps not shown up, but his horse has. Ivy came in a few minutes ago all lathered up. And Seth said she had blood on her. What the hell happened? Why did he ride out alone so early in the first place? Why didn’t he tell someone where he was going?”


    “Blood?” The single word echoed in Isabel’s mind. “Do you think there’s a connection? Do you think he went out searching for Lucy and ran into trouble?” Had Lucy been there? Renewed fear sluiced through her.


    “I don’t know.” Micah’s expression reflected his pain. “But I don’t believe in coincidences.”


    Neither did she. “What can we do?”


    “Seth is directing a search party now. Dad…Zia…the men… How could this happen now of all times, when I can’t help find my grandfather?”


    Micah looked utterly miserable. And angry. And Isabel wanted in the worst way to comfort him. She tentatively touched his arm and then simply slid her arms around his neck. For a second, he seemed too surprised to react, but he quickly pulled her tight against him.


    “They’ll find Caleb,” she murmured. “They will. And we’ll find Lucy. It’ll be all right. Everything will be all right. You’ll see.”


    She imagined him thinking the same mantra as they clung to each other for a moment longer.


    Then Micah let go, gave her what passed for a smile and said, “C’mon.”


    Isabel led the way out of the house. When she got to the curb she realized the only vehicle parked there was Micah’s truck. No more dark SUV.


    Micah opened the passenger door and helped her in before going around to the driver’s side. “You have the photo, right?”


    “In my shoulder bag.”


    She’d printed the photograph of the black car with the cross decal from the bus accident. Unfortunately, the plates weren’t visible. If they had been, she would have thought about going to Detective Ochoa, though she knew Micah wouldn’t agree. He now feared police action might hurt Lucy’s situation rather than help. He might be right. A grieving parent who took another’s child wasn’t in his or her right mind. Who knew what could happen if the police overreacted or went in too strong?


    Their first stop was Lucy’s school. It was lunchtime and the playground was filled with running kids, their happy shrieks cutting through Isabel. Her daughter should be out there, playing with her friends. Soon, she told herself. Soon things would be back to normal.


    They went straight to Principal Rivera’s office.


    “How are you holding up?” Standing behind her desk, Principal Rivera indicated they should take the seats on the other side. “Is there any news about Lucy?”


    “Afraid not,” Micah said. “But we have some hope. Sam Donovan described the car he saw Lucy being driven off in.”


    “Yes, his mother called to tell me. She was very concerned for you both. And for Lucy, of course.”


    Isabel took the photograph from her bag and handed it to the principal. “This is the car. Do you know whose it is?”


    Principal Rivera put on her glasses and took a long look before shaking her head. “It looks familiar, but I can’t place the owner.” She removed her glasses and set them on the desk.


    Micah said, “We have a theory about the owner and about the real victims of that crash. The two kids who died and the one in a coma.”


    The principal’s eyes widened. “How do you see the connection to your daughter’s kidnapping?”


    “This photo was taken at the bus accident. After realizing this was the same car Sam described,” Isabel said, “we wondered why it was also there, at the scene of the accident. It seemed logical that a parent had come for his or her child.”


    “Whoever is holding Lucy has delivered two notes from her assuring us she is all right, and is being well cared for,” Micah added. “In both notes she mentioned the accident, like she wanted us to think about that specifically. So I had to wonder why someone would take her, but then treat her so well. Good food. New clothes. What if it was someone so devastated by the loss caused by that accident, that he or she took Lucy as a replacement for their own child? Two children died and one is in a coma. We think it’s one of those parents.”


    Principal Rivera sat back in her chair and absorbed the idea for a moment before asking, “What does Detective Ochoa think of this theory?”


    “We haven’t told him yet,” Micah said.


    “I don’t understand.”


    “If we’re correct,” Isabel said, “we don’t want anything happening to Lucy. Obviously this person is disturbed. Desperate. Seeing police…guns…might set the kidnapper off, and it might be Lucy who gets hurt.”


    “So what can I do?”


    “We need names and numbers of the parents of the three children.” Isabel hoped the woman would accede this time. “Please. Our daughter has been gone for two days. You have to help us.”


    “I would like to, but I’m afraid I’m just not allowed to give out private information on our students. It’s a matter of safety and liability.”


    Isabel shouldn’t be so stunned that the principal still wouldn’t help them. “But we’re so close! Surely there has to be a way.”


    “Yes, call Detective Ochoa and let him handle this legally, with a court order. I’ll have the information ready for him.”


    “Yes, of course. I’ll call him.” Micah put a hand on Isabel’s back and indicated she should get up to leave now. “Then he can get the records from you. Sorry we bothered you, ma’am.”


    Isabel was sorry, too, for thinking the principal would break protocol. Though she wanted to scream, she somehow kept it together as Micah escorted her through the school.


    Once outside, she asked, “Are you really going to call Ochoa?”


    “No, I just said that to placate her. If I didn’t agree to it, then she would have done so.”


    “Maybe that is what we should do.”


    “If we’re right about this, the kidnapper is out of his mind with grief, Isabel. I’m just thinking with my gut, because I don’t want anything to go wrong.”


    “What are we supposed to do now? Go through the Santa Fe directory for Bacas and Whites and Perezes? There are bound to be pages of all three names in this town.”


    “We’re going to go find Tim Whitley. Maybe he’ll recognize the car in the photograph.”


    The man whose license plates had been switched. She prayed he would know the owner as they got back in Micah’s truck.


    They were running out of time.


    There had to be a reason for that 48-hour rule.


    Micah wheeled the pickup out of the lot, and she caught a glimpse of a dark SUV sitting at the curb. Could it be the same vehicle she’d seen outside her house? She tried to get a look at it using her side-view mirror, but they were going too fast. She turned around for a better look, but a silver Chevy was right behind them.


    “Did you see a dark SUV?” she asked Micah.


    “Nope. Why do you ask?”


    “There was one outside the school just now…it looked just like an SUV that was parked in front of the house this morning.”


    Micah frowned and checked his mirrors. “Not there now. I’ll keep an eye out for it.”


    One last look at the traffic and she settled back and tried to center herself as Micah drove to Whitley’s place. Hopefully, with the man’s cooperation, they would be able to figure out who switched license plates with him.


    And, therefore, who took Lucy.


    That it might be a bereaved parent of one of the accident victims was making more and more sense. Isabel had nearly lost her mind when she couldn’t find her child, even before she knew Lucy had been kidnapped. She couldn’t imagine what those parents had gone through. But that didn’t make it okay to kidnap someone else’s child. A little part of her hated the fact that the person would have to suffer even more, but there was no easy way out of this nightmare situation. Whoever had taken her daughter needed to be locked up. At least until they were no longer a danger to society. Or themselves.


    Halfway to Whitley’s place, Micah pulled into a restaurant parking lot.


    Shocked that he would stop anywhere, Isabel asked, “What are you doing?”


    “We have plenty of time. Whitley’s at work, Isabel, and we don’t know where that is. So we’re better off here than sitting in front of his place waiting in the truck. Besides, I need to check on Gramps again.”


    Hearing the worry in his voice, Isabel didn’t argue. Micah must be going crazy with two people he loved missing.


    She checked her watch. Nearly 48 hours now.


    Would she ever see her child again?


    …


    Micah was relieved that Isabel followed him inside the restaurant without arguing. The place was busy but not full. The restaurant was seriously old-school. Linoleum on the floors. Laminate and chrome tables popular a half century ago. Neon signs on the walls.


    Isabel was quiet except for ordering a BLT and a soda. Micah needed more, so he ordered a half-pound burger. And then, throat thick at what he might learn, he pulled out his cell and called his brother.


    “Hey, Micah.” Answering on the first ring, Seth didn’t sound like himself.


    Micah asked, “What about Gramps?”


    “We still haven’t found him. Zia tracked him…to Suicide Hill.”


    Their little sister had learned to track, among other survival talents, from an uncle in the pueblo.


    “What the hell would he have been doing up on Suicide Hill?” His agitation brought Isabel’s concerned gaze his way.


    “Gramps must have been meeting someone,” Seth said. “Zia followed Ivy’s tracks back into a stand of pines. There were hoofprints from another horse back there. Then the tracks went single file up to the road. Ivy came back home right from there. Without Gramps. Someone got him, Micah.”


    “The bastard must have had a vehicle waiting. What happened to the other horse? Did Zia track him?”


    “Yep. Found him, too. On Falcon land.”


    Micah straightened. “Was it a Falcon horse?” He realized he now had Isabel’s rapt attention.


    “He wore the brand.”


    His voice tight, Micah asked, “Did you talk to Eduard or Cruz about it?”


    “They say they know nothing. Zia believes them. Cruz, anyway.”


    Of course, Zia’d want to believe anything Cruz told her, whether or not it was true.


    Micah took a deep breath. “What now?”


    “We’re up at Suicide Hill, waiting for the state police to show.”


    “Okay, call me if anything new breaks.”


    “Absolutely. What about Lucy?” Seth asked. “Anything?”


    “Nothing definite. But Isabel and I have a theory we’ll be checking out.” He told Seth about the photo, about the possibility of the kidnapper being a grieving parent.


    “Damn, if that’s true, how horrible for everyone. I’ll pass the word along.”


    The moment Micah clicked off, Isabel said, “Don’t blame Poppi or Cruz. They wouldn’t do anything violent to your grandfather. You have to know that.”


    Micah didn’t think Cruz would…but Eduard’s hatred for the Wilds seemed to have no bounds.


    As if reading his silence, Isabel said, “Micah! They wouldn’t ever do anything to harm another person, and—”


    He cut her off. “You’re right.” Damn the feud for making him even contemplate such a thing.


    Every bad thing that had ever happened to him had somehow been linked back to whatever had gone down eons ago between Gramps and Hector. It had colored his whole life. Had made him doubt that the love of his own family could survive his love for Isabel. Had made him need his father’s approval before marrying her.


    Micah had told Gramps he was determined to win back Isabel so the two of them and their daughter could be a family at last.


    But it was moments like this made him wonder if that could ever happen.


    …


    Isabel was glad when they were out of the restaurant and back on the road. They couldn’t get to Tim Whitley’s place fast enough for her. Fortunately, Whitley was already home. Unfortunately, when he opened the front door, he didn’t look glad to see them. His face pinkened until it matched his sunburned scalp.


    “What can I do for you two this time?” he asked.


    “We’re still looking for our daughter,” Micah said, “and we have an idea of who took her.”


    “Then what do you want with me?”


    “We have three possible suspects,” Isabel explained. “Parents of Lucy’s schoolmates.”


    Isabel told him about the school bus accident and pulled out the photograph of the car to show him. “I took this at the scene of the accident. It clearly shows a black sedan with a cross decal on the fender. This matches the description of the car a witness said took Lucy from the school grounds.”


    Whitley took a good look at the photographed vehicle. “Looks familiar. Maybe if I had more to go on…”


    “As far as we can figure, there are three possibilities,” Micah said. “The families of two children who lost their lives and a girl in a coma. The unconscious girl is Grace White. The two kids who died were Annie Perez and Max Baca. Are you familiar with any of those names?”


    Whitley gaped at them for a moment before repeating, “Perez? I work with Jorge Perez. He hasn’t been in the last few days. I knew his kid was in an accident, but I didn’t know she’d died. Just last week, when I asked him how Annie was doing, he said she would be home soon.”


    Isabel’s heart thudded and her head went light. She looked to Micah and saw that his reaction matched hers. “What about his wife?” she asked Whitley.


    Whitley shook his head. “His wife died last year. Cancer.”


    Isabel closed her eyes for a moment. No wonder the father had gone over the edge. Losing two loved ones so close to each other…


    “That’s it. Perez has to be the one who took our Lucy,” Micah ground out.


    “Hey, I never got the idea that Jorge was dangerous,” Whitley protested.


    “We don’t think he took Lucy to harm her,” Isabel said, pulling herself together, “but as a substitute for his own child. He must be having some kind of mental breakdown. We need to find him and get our daughter before something terrible happens.”


    “Yeah, your poor kid. Sorry. But the poor guy, too. Perez had to be going through hell…” He clucked and shook his head.


    Isabel went boneless for a moment. They now knew who had Lucy. She closed her eyes and gave thanks for the break they’d so sorely needed.


    When Annie died, the pain must have been crushing for Perez. But Isabel didn’t want to feel sorry for him, not now. Not when he’d caused her and Micah such anguish. All she wanted was her daughter back safely in her arms.


    “Do you have any idea of where Perez lives?” Micah asked.


    “So you’re gonna blow the whistle on him?”


    “He kidnapped our daughter!” Micah snapped. “He needs to be accountable.”


    Isabel waited on tenterhooks for Whitley’s answer. She felt for Micah’s hand and gave his fingers a squeeze. He squeezed back. They were together on this.


    Whitley said, “You’re right, of course. And yeah, I can get you Jorge’s address. I wrote it down on my online calendar because he was going to have a barbecue. That was before the accident,” he mumbled as he left them to get it.


    Isabel swayed with relief, and Micah slipped an arm around her back to hug her. She clung to him and they both took a relieved breath.


    “The nightmare is almost over,” Isabel choked out. She could hardly believe it.


    Micah held her tight. “We’ll have Lucy back with us before you know it.”


    With us…


    Did that mean Micah really wanted them all to be together, one happy family?


    Was it really possible?


    Isabel wanted that more than anything. She’d never denied her attraction to Micah. And she’d finally admitted the love she felt for him was still as strong as ever.


    But his family was another matter. Could Micah ignore the feud, go against his father’s wishes, and put his love and concern for her and Lucy ahead of those of his family?


    First things first. They still had to rescue their daughter.


    When she saw Whitley coming back to the front door, Jorge Perez’s address in hand, she couldn’t help but believe Lucy would be home soon.


    That’s what she would focus on.


    Being able to take her child in her arms, to know that Lucy was safe at last.


    Deciding which home they’d both return to—hers or Micah’s—that could wait for now.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Fourteen


    Jorge Perez wasn’t home.


    No one answered the front door, so Micah led the way around the neat two-story frame house to the driveway. The garage was wide open. He instantly recognized the black car with the Hispanic cross emblem parked inside. The license plate read 1225TW.


    “Whitley’s stolen tags.” Micah’s pulse skyrocketed. “This is it! The car the Donovan kid described!”


    Isabel looked halfway between wanting to smile and wanting to cry. “Perez really does have Lucy!”


    Micah pulled her close for a hug. Isabel hugged him in return, but as he stared over her shoulder at the empty second slot in the garage, he felt sick inside. “The question is where. He’s not home, so there had to be a second vehicle.”


    Why hadn’t Perez taken the time to close the garage door? Had he been in a hurry? Or did it mean he wasn’t planning on coming back?


    The thought cut through Micah, and when he met Isabel’s gaze, he saw the fear blossoming in her eyes.


    “Do you think he’s taken Lucy s-somewhere?” She swallowed hard, and when she blinked, a single tear rolled down her cheek. “Or is she inside alone?”


    “I don’t think he would leave her behind, Isabel, not after all he did to get her.”


    “What if he disappears with her? Micah, what are we going to do?”


    Fighting to keep himself from losing it, Micah tried to reassure her. “Let’s not jump to any conclusions. They might have gone for groceries. No need to panic yet.”


    Isabel nodded, but her voice was strained. “I’ve been in a panic since I realized Lucy was missing! What do we do now?”


    Micah had noticed a neighbor working on her garden when they drove up, so he walked back around the low fence to a spot where he could see the wizened elderly woman wearing a big floppy hat to protect her wrinkled brown skin from the sun. Focused on trimming back a container plant, she didn’t seem to notice he was standing there until he cleared his throat. Then her head whipped up and her dark eyes met his.


    “Excuse me, ma’am, we’re looking for Jorge Perez.”


    “I think you’re going to be looking for a while, then,” she said in a raspy voice. “He left with camping gear a few hours ago. Probably will be gone a few days.”


    If not forever.


    Isabel drew up next to him. “Was Mr. Perez alone?”


    The neighbor pursed her mouth.


    “Please,” she said. “This is very important. He may have our daughter with him.”


    A flicker of concern crossed the old woman’s face, and she straightened. “You accusing Jorge of doing something illegal?”


    “We know he lost his daughter, Annie, in the school bus accident,” Isabel said, her voice wobbling. “Our daughter, Lucy—that’s her name, Lucy—was sitting next to Annie when it crashed. We think his daughter’s death was too much for Mr. Perez, and that he has confused our daughter with his.”


    The elderly woman nodded. “Jorge hasn’t been the same since he buried his little girl.”


    “Who would be?” Micah sensed the woman could be won over. “Losing a child has to be the worst thing that can ever happen to a parent. Our Lucy disappeared two days ago. If we don’t get her back…” He couldn’t finish the thought.


    He didn’t know how he could ever forgive himself.


    “Jorge wasn’t alone,” the neighbor said. “I did see a girl carry out some grocery bags and get in the SUV. He didn’t force her or nothing. At first my imagination played tricks on me, because I thought it was Annie. But of course that was impossible. So you think that could be your little girl?”


    Trying to get past the lump in his throat, Micah pulled the “missing” poster they’d made for Lucy from his pocket. He unfolded it and showed the woman. “This is our Lucy.”


    The neighbor looked from him to Isabel and nodded. “Yes, that’s her. How terrible for you.”


    Isabel wrapped both arms around herself. “So Perez took Lucy somewhere, camping you said? How do we find them?”


    Micah slid an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close as he asked the woman, “Ma’am, do you have any idea where they might be headed?”


    “He didn’t say, but…”


    “But?”


    “I remember,” the neighbor said, “some months ago, before the accident, Annie talked about not being able to go camping last year because the wildfires and flash floods had destroyed so much of the area around here. But she said things were sure to be better this year, and she couldn’t wait to climb into the cavates.”


    Isabel looked puzzled. “Cavates?”


    Micah explained, “That’s what they call the caves that ancient Pueblo people carved out of tuff—soft rock caused by volcanic activity.”


    “Like the cliff dwellings at Bandelier?” Isabel asked.


    “Exactly my thought. You remember the terrible wildfires and flash floods that swept through the national park?”


    Isabel nodded.


    “They made it impossible for visitors to get into Frijoles Canyon. But I read it’s now open again.” Hoping it was that simple, that their daughter was little more than an hour away, Micah asked the neighbor, “Can you tell us what kind of SUV Mr. Perez was driving?”


    The woman shrugged. “Black. Don’t know what kind.”


    “Was there anything distinctive about it?”


    “No, but he had something hanging from the mirror. Looked like a pine tree.”


    “You mean like an air freshener?” Isabel asked, which brought a shrug in response.


    As Micah urged her back to the truck, he waved to the neighbor. “Thank you for telling us what you could, ma’am.”


    “Godspeed, and may he help you find your daughter soon.”


    He could also use all the help he could get to figure out how to bring his family back together. For good this time. One way or another, he was going to make it happen.


    They could use whatever help the universe was willing to offer to lead them not only to Lucy, but to Gramps, as well.


    What the hell could have happened to the old man?


    …


    Caleb’s body rolled, and he groaned when the raw spot where the gun had hit his head smacked into the wheel well again. He’d come to in the dark but had soon realized he was not in an actual room. He’d been stuffed into the back of a vehicle where he kept rolling around and getting assaulted by metal walls and sharp edges.


    Where the hell is Bobby taking us, Hector?


    He could only talk to Hector through his thoughts at the moment. In addition to securing his hands behind his back and fastening his legs together, Bobby had put a piece of duct tape over his mouth to keep him quiet.


    It had to be Bobby, right, Hector? For all I know, though, some other cowpoke could have me now.


    Keeping up the internal dialogue kept him calm.


    The car stopped and he crashed forward onto his face again.


    Damn it! They’d been at this for hours now. Stop and go, stop and go. He’d counted four really long stops, but he might have missed one. Maybe more. With nothing to do, with the heat of the closed space cloying and the oxygen waning, he kept slipping in and out of consciousness.


    Maybe I’m not so far from seeing you again, Hector. You better damn well be ready to apologize to me the way I did to you.


    As anxiety welled up in him, he was finding it more difficult to breathe normally. Plus, he had to pee so bad he couldn’t hold it any more. Nothing could be as humiliating as peeing himself.


    Consciousness fading away with the warmth dribbling down his leg, Caleb hoped Hector didn’t notice.


    …


    Micah sped toward bare yellow cliffs topped with scrubby pine as the sun set, leaving a fiery outline in its wake along the western horizon. At the base of the Pajarito Plateau, the road split, one branch heading for the vast wilderness of Bandelier National Monument with its ancient ruins—cliff dwellings and cavates carved out of volcanic tuff. Fifty square miles of steep narrow canyons and mountains rising to ten thousand feet crawled with wildlife and provided an unspoiled paradise for backpackers.


    Having loved the place since he was a kid, Micah now thought it would be spoiled for him for all time. When they approached the park entrance, it was already twilight.


    “How are we going to find them in the dark?” Isabel asked in a small voice.


    “With great luck.”


    Night settled over the mountains all too quickly.


    Being a Friday evening, a line of vehicles crawled ahead of them, camping enthusiasts ready to commune with nature for the weekend.


    “Can’t you go around?” Isabel prodded.


    Her rising anxiety was tangible, but there was nothing Micah could do to reassure her. Not when he was so anxious himself that he felt like he might implode at any time.


    “Not unless I want to get arrested. The park fee,” he reminded her. “I think we pay the camping fee at the kiosk at the campground.”


    “Why do we need to pay for camping when we’re just looking for Perez and Lucy?”


    “By the time we get up there, it’ll probably be dark.” Undoubtedly too dark to identify anyone, but they had to try. “So, just in case we have to spend the night.”


    Isabel fell silent for a moment before asking, “You don’t think we’ll find them tonight, do you?”


    “I’m praying we do.”


    They might have to be patient a while longer, but Micah had to believe the search for their daughter would be ended by morning, or he would lose his mind.


    “If they’re even here,” Isabel mumbled.


    Micah wished he could say something encouraging, but it had been a long, exhausting, and ultimately disappointing day. From what the neighbor had told them, he was almost certain Perez had brought their daughter here. He’d promised Annie.


    They had to be here.


    Stopping at the gate, he noticed the posted warning: Bear Alert: Bears active in the area. Properly store food and food-related items. Be aware of your surroundings at all times and report any bear sightings.


    Well, they had no food with them, so he guessed they had nothing to worry about in that respect.


    Once he’d paid the park fee, Micah pointed the truck north toward the campground. He paid for a site at the kiosk, then entered and took the first of three loops. A dark SUV was directly behind him. Remembering that the neighbor had said Perez was driving an SUV, he took a good look at it, but it was impossible to see through the other vehicle’s tinted windows. If there was a pine tree air freshener dangling from the SUV’s rearview mirror as the neighbor had described, he couldn’t tell. Too dark already. Then the vehicle dropped back, and Micah focused his attention on the camps they were passing.


    “Keep an eye out,” he told Isabel. “And if you see anything at all—”


    “Got it.”


    The individual campsites were huge, most buried in stands of trees, which afforded a good deal of privacy. Vehicles were parked on the gravel pads belonging to each camping area. Most tents were pitched at least one hundred feet from cooking areas—for safety in case of a stray bear or other wildlife. Micah drove a slow turn around the loop, every once in a while spotting the SUV behind him.


    Cooking fires were roaring at most of the campsites, but they did little to illuminate the people sitting around them. Micah thought he saw Lucy at a campfire, but when the girl leaned in toward the flames and he could better see her, he knew it was wishful thinking. Trying to find her in the dark was futile. But after checking out every vehicle only halfway around the loop, he realized what they’d be in for when daylight came.


    “Have you taken a good look at the vehicles?” he asked Isabel.


    She sighed along with him in frustration. “Every other person in the whole darn state drives a black SUV.”


    “I don’t know about the state, but lots of campers do.” SUVs and pickup trucks being the most convenient vehicles for hauling camping gear. Exiting the first loop, he said, “One down and two to go.”


    Micah wasn’t willing to give up yet, even if they were searching in the dark. But if Perez had Lucy in the nearly filled second loop, he couldn’t spot them. When he got to the third and final loop and saw that it was the least crowded, he took a quick tour around, but it was useless. They couldn’t see a damn thing. He said, “I guess morning it is.”


    He chose an empty campsite in a deserted area, one where the previous camper had left behind enough wood for a nice fire. Before he could get out of the truck, a black SUV shot past them. The same SUV that had been following them earlier?


    He suddenly remembered that Isabel had said there’d been a black SUV outside the house that morning. He’d seen some spots open in the second loop, so why hadn’t the driver taken one of those? Instincts humming, he decided to keep an eye out for that vehicle in case it came back around again.


    “I’ll start a fire.” When Isabel didn’t move, he asked, “Are you going to stay in here?”


    “Where else are we going to sleep?”


    Her voice had thinned as if she had lost all hope. Micah didn’t know how to pick up her spirits when his own were so low.


    He said, “Either in front of the campfire or in the back of the pickup.”


    “Great. In dirt or on metal.” She hung her head, stared down at her hands, clenched and unclenched her fists. “I just can’t decide which sounds like more fun.”


    “Come on. Let’s get out. I always carry some extra clothes and a just-in-case bedroll in back. I’m willing to share.”


    He didn’t get so much as a smile out of her, but she did force herself to leave the truck.


    Not feeling much like smiling, either, Micah fetched his few things from the back anyway. He threw a work shirt to her, dumped the bedroll on the ground, then saw to building that fire.


    He concentrated on layering the kindling, then setting up the logs, while trying to ignore the sounds of her moving around.


    Slipping on his shirt for warmth.


    Spreading out the bedroll on the ground.


    Stretching out on it as if she really could sleep.


    He lit a match and started the kindling. His pulse ticked along with the crackle of the new fire. Suddenly very aware they were alone. Together. No separate rooms tonight.


    Pulling back from the fire, he sat on the bedroll next to her. He could feel her gaze on him, burrowing into him. Flecks of gold and red reflected from the flames warmed her face. Her expression was open, making his heart race.


    Making him think, tonight, anything might be possible…


    …


    “Time to clean up and get to bed so we can start off at sunrise, Annie.”


    Lucy looked out into the dark—nothing but wilderness—and wondered if she could get away on her own. She had to try!


    She was anxious to see her parents. To get back home. To get away from Mr. Perez before he took her so far from everything she knew that she would never be able to find her way back.


    “Annie, did you hear me?”


    Suddenly realizing he’d been talking to her, she started. “Oh, sorry, um, Papa.” Calling him that seemed to keep him from getting upset, so she went along with his fantasy that she was his Annie.


    “Did you have enough to eat?”


    Lucy nodded. “I’m stuffed.”


    “You put the leftovers in the bear-proof container, and I’ll collect the trash and tie the garbage bag between those trees.” He pointed to one, many yards away from camp, then added at her puzzled look, “Don’t forget, bears scavenge food. We don’t want anything that will draw them to our campsite.”


    “Oh, right.”


    Not an experienced camper, Lucy hadn’t forgotten anything. She hadn’t known about the bears in the first place. She didn’t particularly want a run-in with a wild animal, though, so she made sure to put every scrap of leftover food in the special container that a bear wasn’t supposed to be able to open.


    Her pulse trilled unevenly with secret excitement. Once they were in the tent and he fell asleep, she would try to get away.


    After they’d finished the cleanup, she crawled into the tent first and sat on her sleeping bag. Mr. Perez followed, hugging her and kissing her on the forehead. It gave her the creeps, but at least he didn’t make a big deal out of it.


    “We need a good sleep,” he said, getting into his bedding and punching the pillow into a shape he approved. “Tomorrow is a big day. You finally get to see the cliff houses like I promised more than a year ago.”


    “It’s nice that you keep your promises,” she said. Even if they were to a dead girl. Shivering, she wondered if she would have the dream again if she fell asleep before she could run away.


    “I will always keep my promises to you. Goodnight, mi ángel.”


    “Goodnight…Papa.” She could call him that. As long as it wasn’t Daddy.


    Lucy lay half in her sleeping bag, staring up at the tent ceiling, her heart thumping as she listened to his breathing even out.


    Finally, he fell fast asleep.


    She pulled herself together, readied herself to sneak out of the tent and get to another campsite. One with a family. Another mom would help her.


    Wanting to make sure he was sound asleep first, she lay in the darkness, listening to the relaxed rhythm of his breathing, soft and regular and…and happy.


    Maybe she was just imagining that part, but she didn’t think so. Weird how her being there somehow brought him peace, made him feel better.


    Even more weird, the thought made her feel better.


    But the only thing that would make her feel really better and safe was Mom’s arms around her.


    Listening hard to make sure Mr. Perez’s breathing was even, she started to scoot from her sleeping bag. Her pulse raced as she crawled to the tent flap. A hand suddenly wrapped around her ankle. Her heart thundered. Oh, no!


    “You can’t go out there alone, Annie. Too many dangers. Not just bears.”


    “I wasn’t going anywhere,” she lied, thinking quickly. “I—I just wanted to see the stars.”


    “Then we can open the flap and you can look out from your sleeping bag.”


    He moved past her and unzipped the flap. Then he repositioned his own bedding in front of the opening so she’d have to crawl over him to get out.


    Tears burned the backs of her eyelids. Now she would never get away!


    Not tonight.


    She swallowed the lump in her throat. She was not going to cry again. He might guess what she’d been planning, and then he’d be on his guard.


    Mr. Perez had promised to give back her cell phone in the morning, and when they went out to the cliffs, she’d find a way to call one or both of her parents, and then they would come for her.


    Hopefully, they’d know what to do about Mr. Perez, too, so he wouldn’t think she was his Annie anymore. She didn’t like being a dead girl.


    …


    Lying on the bedroll, Isabel watched Micah put another piece of wood on the fire and was reminded of the times all those years ago when they’d sneaked out to see each other late at night. She remembered how he’d built a fire for her more than once to chase off the chill mountain air.


    But she’d preferred his more personal way of warming her up. Sweet kisses filled with longing, hands fulfilling the sensual promise of his kisses. And eventually, the heated passion all of him gave her.


    They’d been so young and so in love and so filled with the promise of a future together. A promise that had been shattered far too easily.


    A shattered promise that had equaled her shattered heart.


    Now both of their hearts would be dead forever if they didn’t get their daughter back. And Micah had a double burden with Caleb still missing, too.


    Unable to help herself, she reached out and touched his arm in an effort to comfort him the way he’d been doing for her since this nightmare started. Her touch made him whip his gaze straight to her face—and her own pulse surged.


    “It—it’ll all look better tomorrow.” he promised. “We’ll be together, all three of us. Lucy is here somewhere, Isabel. I believe that. I believe we’re going to find her in the morning.”


    A swell of warmth blossomed from her middle, encasing her. She realized she could not have gone on without him by her side through this ordeal. “You kept me upright these last few days, Micah.” He’d been her rock. He’d anticipated her every need. He’d come through for her and Lucy. She couldn’t have asked for more from him. “Why have you been so caring?”


    “Isn’t it obvious?”


    He locked gazes with her. Firelight flickered against his face, softening his rugged features. Her pulse quickened. Her heart opened.


    “I still love you, Isabel. I’ve always loved you.”


    A dam broke inside her. His declaration washed the last of her doubts away. At least for now. He was here for her tonight, body and soul, even if she wasn’t sure what that meant for their future.


    His kiss stopped her from worrying about it.


    One of those long, sweet, could-go-on-forever kisses that had made her world stop in its tracks when she was with him all those years ago. It stopped again for her now. For this moment, she couldn’t think of anything but him.


    When Micah deepened the kiss, she couldn’t help but want more.


    His rough hands on her breasts.


    His soft lips on her stomach.


    His clever tongue on her clit.


    His hard length inside her.


    And when he’d given her all that and more, moving her closer and closer to ecstasy, she lifted her legs and surrounded him with her thighs, catching him to her so she could deepen their connection.


    She’d needed this. She’d needed him. Needed the knowledge that she wasn’t alone and that they were truly one. That their love was more than a bittersweet memory. That in a time of crisis, she could count on him. That he could fill her world completely.


    He thrust his hips at her.


    Hard.


    Fast.


    More.


    Over and over until she was mindless with passion.


    Until she was alive as she had not been alive for twelve long, lonely years.


    She wanted this. She wanted him. She never wanted to let him go. Ever.


    But when they cried out together and came tumbling back to earth wrapped in each other’s arms, the reality of their relationship haunted her.


    What now?


    The fears she’d lived with all these years she’d been without him came rushing back to engulf her. Micah was still his father’s son. A father who hated and resented her.


    Could things really turn out differently than they had in the past?


    This time, would love be enough?

  


  
    


    Chapter Fifteen


    Isabel was right, of course. She always was.


    Her accusations had stung, but after thinking about their fight for a couple of days, Micah knew he needed to be a man, no matter what his father had threatened. He needed to take responsibility for the child he’d created. And for Isabel.


    He loved her. And he already loved the baby she would give him. He didn’t want to lose either of them.


    It took courage to go against his father, but he was going to do it, and he was going to do it now. He was going to marry the girl he loved, no matter what either of their fathers thought or did.


    Maybe Dad would change his mind once he and Isabel were married, though he wasn’t taking bets on that. If he got thrown off the ranch the way Dad threatened, then so be it. He would get another job somewhere. Maybe on another ranch. He’d heard Alex Horton was hiring.


    Driving onto Falcon land, he realized he would probably have to give up not only his horse, but his pickup. He might be the only one on the ranch who rode Slade and who drove the truck, but the name on both titles was Jonah Wild, not Micah. No doubt his father would take both from him, as well.


    He didn’t care. The alternative was losing Isabel, and he couldn’t imagine his life without her.


    His gut went tight as he pulled up into the drive. He sat there for a moment, reviewing the plan he’d come up with the night before. He would go to the front door and formally ask Isabel’s father for her hand. He would try to convince Eduard that their getting married would be the right thing for everyone. The right thing for Isabel, and for their baby.


    And if Eduard threatened him with jail time again, then he would find Isabel and convince her to run away with him. The idea of having to leave behind everything he knew made him sick inside, but Isabel and the baby were more important to him than anything in the world. They were his, and he would protect them with his life.


    Leaving the car, he headed for the front door. Out of nowhere, Cruz stepped into his path and stuck a hand against the middle of his chest to stop him.


    “What the hell are you doing here, Micah? Get off Falcon land! Now!”


    “Not without Isabel.” Micah knocked Cruz’s hand away. “I’m going to marry your sister, Cruz. This damn feud is either going to end with us and our child, or Isabel and I will make a new life for our family elsewhere.”


    Cruz sneered. “You’re too late.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “Isabel left, and she isn’t coming back.”


    Micah gaped at Cruz. “Left for where?”


    “Santa Fe. She went to live with Mama.”


    Micah was stunned into silence for a moment. Then he shouted, “I don’t believe you!” She would have told him.


    He tried pushing past Cruz, but Isabel’s brother shoved him back. Hard.


    “I’m not making this up, Micah. Isabel is gone. She left day before yesterday.”


    Day before yesterday…right after their fight. “But I asked her to marry me. She wants to marry me!”


    “Sorry, but all that’s changed. Isabel told me she never wants to see you or speak to you again. Never wants you to touch her again,” he insisted. “Doesn’t sound to me like she wants anything to do with you.”


    Micah heard the truth in Cruz’s words. Never wants you to touch her again. Nearly the same thing she’d said to him as she’d turned and fled their argument.


    Crushed, Micah backed off, ran to his truck, and sped away from the house, his heart a solid lump of steel in his chest.


    How could Isabel have turned her back on him like this?


    One damn fight and she was gone without so much as a word.


    She couldn’t have loved him. Not enough. Not nearly as much as he loved her. How could she, and still run away like this?


    He’d been ready to give up everything for her. Everything. Now he guessed he wouldn’t have to. He could stay on the ranch.


    Keep his horse.


    His truck.


    His life.


    The only things he would be giving up forever were the girl he loved…the child they’d made together…and the dream of a future of happiness.


    …


    The after-sex drift wore off, the bitter memories punching Micah in the gut.


    She’d hurt him so damn much. He still wasn’t over it. Not completely.


    What now? Micah wondered. Would what had just happened change things between them?


    Sitting up, he straightened his shirt and pulled on his jeans before throwing the last log on the fire. For the past two days, everything had led up to their making love. The incident in the kitchen. Then in the shower. And those kisses that had brought back sweet, treasured memories.


    So now that they’d made love for real, what came next for them?


    What if, after they found Lucy, Isabel took their daughter and walked away from him again? He had no reason to trust her where his heart was concerned. He’d told her how he felt—that he’d never stopped loving her. But she hadn’t responded.


    Maybe this had just been comfort sex for her.


    A bitter pill for him to swallow after all the memories that had slammed him the past two days.


    Isabel stirred on the bedroll. Glancing back, he saw her pull her jeans over her hips and slip her knife into its sheath. His throat grew tight, and he turned his attention back to the fire until Isabel said, “We can’t do this,” making him feel like she’d plunged her knife straight into his heart.


    The first words out of her mouth just confirmed his greatest fear


    “Why not?” he demanded, his voice rough. “We’re consenting adults.” He glared at her. “So what if we took a little solace in each other?”


    “Micah, you know it’s not that simple.”


    “Maybe it is that simple, Isabel, and you just don’t want to admit it.” Not that he believed it for a second. If he lost her again, he didn’t know how he could live with that. “Or maybe you’re just a coward!”


    “Me? Micah, when we made a baby together, you were more worried about your father’s wishes than you were about me and our child.”


    “Are you kidding me? I worried about everything, and that included not wanting to lose my family and everyone and everything I knew!” Just thinking about it put his gut in a knot. “I was a kid, Isabel. Scared. Out of my depth. We were both kids.” His voice rose with every syllable. “The difference is that you somehow think I abandoned you when you were the one who left instead of staying and working it out!”


    “You gave me no choice!” she shouted in return.


    He’d tried to give her that choice, but he’d been too late. Did she even know? “Did Cruz ever talk to you about me after you left?”


    “He said you came to see me, and he told you exactly where you could find me.”


    Not exactly the way her brother had put it. “That was it?”


    “Yes. What more was there? You didn’t come after me.”


    Incredulous, Micah took off the kid gloves he’d been using with her. “What the hell did you expect? You left without a word, Isabel! You never called to talk. You never even gave me a chance to make things right!” His stomach churned as it all came back to him. “Hell, you never spoke to me at all unless it had something to do with Lucy.” The anger and disappointment he’d felt over all those years engulfed him. “You probably would have spent your entire life pretending I didn’t exist if you could have. If Lucy hadn’t disappeared, we wouldn’t even be having this conversation, would we?”


    No response. She had no comeback, Micah thought, because it was all true.


    No doubt she was just waiting for the next opportunity to walk out on him.


    Again.


    Well, he would save her the goddamn trouble. Pulling on his boots, he headed for the bed of the pickup, where he would spend the night. Alone.


    Unless Isabel called him back.


    But one last look over his shoulder told him she wasn’t going to do that. She was hunched over her knees, staring into the fire, her back to him, shaking slightly. Because she was crying?


    Telling himself that he didn’t care, he climbed into the truck bed, settled down, and put his mind where it belonged, on finding his daughter.


    Lucy, honey, I’m here for you. Now and always. I’ll never let you doubt it.


    He would never let her down.


    And he would never let her slip out of his life like Isabel had.


    …


    Having slept for a few hours in the back of his pickup, Micah woke up shortly after daybreak. Stiff and sore, he groaned and forced himself into a sitting position, where he worked his joints, loosening his muscles. The first thing he saw was Isabel, the bedroll wrapped around her, scrunched in front of a puny fire of twigs. The wood must have run out, and she must have scrounged the area in the dark to find the stuff to rebuild the fire for warmth.


    Had she slept at all?


    Though Micah regretted the fight that had ended their truce, he wasn’t sorry his resentment about the way Isabel had treated him over the years was finally out in the open. He’d never been so honest, but he didn’t see how they could have any kind of a relationship without total honesty this time. If she wanted to rail at him some more, he would take it. They needed everything out in the open at last.


    He made a quick call to Seth. “Gramps?” he asked.


    “Still missing. We’re about to go out looking again. We’re going insane here, what with both Lucy and Gramps gone.”


    Micah’s stomach clutched. They weren’t the only ones. “We’re on Lucy’s trail. I’ll call when something breaks.”


    “Same here.”


    Clicking off, he scrambled from the truck bed, and Isabel glanced back at him.


    “Cold?” he asked.


    “Warm enough.” She turned back to the puny fire.


    “It’s a good time to start looking for Lucy.”


    Isabel rose, not meeting his gaze as she compacted the bedroll before putting it back in the pickup.


    Micah put out the fire and kicked dirt over the smoldering twigs, making certain there was nothing left to spark. The surrounding forest was just starting to recover from the last wildfire that had swept through the area, and now that it was daylight, he imagined they would be able to see the devastation through the area they would be searching—scorched earth, skeletal trees, spring flowers and grass trying to push up toward the sun through a layer of black ash.


    A few minutes later, they were circling the campsite loop. Micah drove slowly, stopping when he came to a black SUV. There were two in this loop, but neither had the pine tree air freshener hanging from the mirror.


    He went on to the middle loop. People were rising now, making morning campfires to cook breakfast.


    “No sign of Lucy,” Isabel said, when they passed the last SUV with its family of four. Her voice was thick with worry and disappointment. “I can’t believe this. Our coming here was a big mistake.”


    Figuring deep down she was thinking of what had happened between them and the fight that had followed, he said, “If it was a mistake, then I apologize.”


    “I wasn’t saying that anything is your fault.”


    Micah recognized that she was keeping the “anything” nonsubstantive. “And here I thought everything was my fault.” Bitterness laced his words.


    They rode in silence past several more black SUVs and came out of the loop.


    “I’m sorry,” she suddenly said.


    “About?”


    “Everything, I guess. Avoiding you. Leaving without telling you. I was just so heartbroken, I didn’t know what else to do.”


    Surprised by her apology, Micah felt a renewed rush of sadness that they hadn’t been able to work things out in the past. “I’m sorry, too, that I was too young and scared to be what you needed, Isabel. I really did want to marry you. That’s why I came to Falcon Ranch to find you. But you’d already left. I was going to ask Eduard for your hand. And if he threatened me with jail again, I was going to ask you to run away with me.”


    “Then why didn’t you come after me in Santa Fe and tell me that in person?”


    He shot her a look. “Seriously? I was contemplating the possibility of being sent to jail by your father, and you turned your back and abandoned me after one damn fight? You didn’t love me enough to want to make it work, Isabel. Cruz knew why I came for you that day, but that didn’t make any difference to you.” The thought still burned, even though he realized she’d reacted as impulsively as he had. “Cruz said you wanted nothing to do with me.”


    She just stared at him wordlessly.


    Micah realized, not for the first time, that they had simply both been too young to find themselves in such a confusing and highly emotional crisis. Maybe Isabel shouldn’t have left for Santa Fe without telling him, but he grudgingly recognized that she must have been even more scared than he was, since she was the one who’d been pregnant.


    They’d both made mistakes. Maybe it was time they forgave each other, though he was still too raw right now to suggest as much.


    They entered the final loop.


    Two more black SUVs in connected sites equaled double the disappointment. They were quickly running out of campsites to check.


    Almost to the end of the loop, they passed a campsite where no breakfast fire blazed and no car or person was in sight.


    Isabel yelled, “Stop!”


    Micah hit the brakes. “What is it? Did you see someone around the tent?”


    Without answering, she flew from the car. Muscles tense and ready for a confrontation, Micah jumped out of the truck and followed. By the time he caught up to her at the picnic table, he saw the hoodie in her hands.


    “It’s hers. Lucy’s!”


    Even before she turned the hoodie, he knew he would see a barrel racer emblazoned across the back.


    Renewed hope shot through him. “That’s the one I bought her, all right.”


    Isabel crushed the hoodie to her chest. “But where is she?”


    “Perez probably took her down to the cliff dwellings in Frijoles Canyon. The neighbor said that’s why she wanted to come here, remember, so she could climb into the cavates.” When Isabel’s face crumpled into a panicky expression, he added, “He’s planning on bringing her back to this campsite, Isabel. Look. He left the tent. And the cookware. They’re not going anywhere. We’ll find them. We will!”


    Though for all he knew, Perez was planning to take Lucy backpacking in the Bandelier Wilderness. What if that was his intention? The Wilderness was a huge, challenging terrain of canyons and mesas. Fifty square miles. They could get lost in it, never to be found by anyone.


    A spear of apprehension made Micah’s chest tighten. They couldn’t lose their child now, not when they were so close to getting her back. He and Isabel would have to catch up to Perez before he took their daughter away from busy tourist areas.


    Because if the desperate man took off with Lucy into the Wilderness, Micah feared he might never see his little girl again.


    …


    Caleb snapped out of his stupor long enough to realize the vehicle holding him captive wasn’t moving. How long had he been in this damn sardine can? How many hours? Or was it days now? He didn’t know any more. He was getting weaker and, he feared, going a little out of his head.


    He needed water.


    Needed food.


    Most of all, he needed to get out of the claustrophobic space before he went batty.


    Annoyed, Caleb felt a prickly sensation, as if Hector kept pushing at him and now was angry with him for giving up. Hell, no. He would show the old bastard that he still had some fight left in him.


    Somewhere in the last hours, he’d realized that the duct tape sealing his hands together could be torn. It was cloth, after all. He just had to snag it on something sharp. His arms were weak and his hands a little numb, but if he could just nick the edge of the duct tape somehow, he would be able to tear through it. Once his hands were unbound, he could easily remove the tape from his mouth and ankles. Then he would figure a way out to someplace where he could breathe normally again.


    Not to mention alert the authorities.


    He just had to free himself first.


    He’d hit so many sharp edges rolling around every time the vehicle stopped and started, he was certain he could find one of them if he felt around. Testing by rolling himself a little back and forth, he felt something sharp poking him in the middle of his back. To get his hands near that edge, he moved his body upward. His head banged into the metal wheel well, stopping him cold.


    Dang it! The least you could do is help me out here, Hector! I can’t see what I’m doing.


    He waited a moment, and then, inspired as if Hector had actually implanted the idea in his mind, Caleb tucked his chin to his chest and curled his upper body forward to give himself more room. He tried moving again, inch by inch, testing every few tries, until, at last, he felt the sharp object pressing into his arm directly above the tape.


    He lifted his elbows a bit to raise his arms, then sawed whatever it was against the edge of the duct tape. Anxious to be free, he pressed hard and felt the metal go through the tape with a jolt.


    Out of breath, he stopped. And realized he was now stuck in place. Damn! For a moment he thought that was it. He would never get free. And then he got angry. He twisted and turned and slid his hands up and then down as far as he could go in every direction. His reward was a light tearing sound, like the tape was starting to split. Hallelujah! He jerked his wrists hard, and suddenly they were free of the metal. They didn’t feel as tightly bound, either. He knew then that he’d managed to rip the tape at least a little, and with a determined breath, found the metal object again and took care to match it with the split in the tape. He sawed and sawed, and to his relief, heard the tape rip.


    At last, his hands were free.


    Caleb slowly pulled his arms to the front of his body, joints and flesh painful as he shifted position. Grunting, he forced an arm upward and dug his fingers into the tape covering his mouth. He tore it from his face along with some skin, and yelped.


    Then, from outside the vehicle, a familiar, if muffled, voice made him freeze.


    “Yeah, I’m there now.”


    A click sounded, and Caleb was certain Bobby had opened one of the vehicle’s doors. And then, from the noise up there, the bastard must be rummaging around looking for something.


    “They’re after the brat,” the bastard said. “I’m just waiting for my chance.”


    Who was after what brat? He must mean Lucy! Caleb pushed himself downward into a more accommodating position where he could stretch out his whole body. He reached for the tape binding his legs together. Considering the bastard had tried to collect a ransom on Lucy when he didn’t even have her, Caleb really worried about what Bobby was up to. He worked faster on the duct tape around his ankles.


    “Hey. I see them,” Bobby said. “Gotta go.”


    Them, who?


    Even as he unwound the last of the tape, Caleb heard Bobby’s footsteps move away. He squirmed around trying to find a way to open the trunk when his shoulder ran into the area above him, and what he’d thought was the top of the trunk gave way.


    What the hell?


    He put his hands up and pushed and the panel above him moved. Light from both sides snicked into the dark cavity. Realizing he was pushing on a retractable cargo cover of an SUV, he found the catch, unhooked it, and let it rip back into its case. Stunned by the light for a moment, he couldn’t move.


    Then he sensed Hector pushing at him again, urging him to get the hell out of there. He opened the back gate and slipped out of the vehicle. He had to stand there a moment and let the warm sun unfreeze his arthritic joints so he could move. Seeing several bottles of water thrown into the cavity, he grabbed one and drank it down fast. Then he grabbed another and stalked off to look for Bobby.


    Where the hell had he gone so fast?


    Looking around, Caleb got his bearings. He stood in a parking lot near a distinctive group of buildings that he instantly recognized. A national park visitor center.


    Why the hell had Bobby taken him to Bandelier National Monument?


    He swung around toward the trailhead to Frijoles Canyon. There! He was certain he spotted Bobby Soto just before he’d disappeared around a bend.


    Finding his legs, Caleb hung onto the second bottle of water and hurried after the bastard who’d probably planned on killing him.


    And was now after his great-grandchild.


    No matter what Caleb had to do, Bobby Soto was not going to hurt anyone else.


    Especially not Lucy.


    He would stop the bastard any way he could.


    …


    Isabel and Micah approached the vertical expanse of volcanic tuff, home to an uneven jumble of ancient Indian cliff dwellings at the top of the slope. Above them soared cliffs, dotted with dozens of cavates and bisected by tall wooden ladders propped against the rock so the braver tourists could climb up to see inside. Some ladders were unbelievably tall, and all looked rickety and unstable. The thought of Lucy climbing up one of them made Isabel sick with dread.


    She was equally filled with anticipation that made her stomach whirl, because any minute now, they should spot Lucy.


    They’d discovered Jorge Perez’s SUV with the dangling pine tree air freshener in the visitor center parking lot. After carefully checking the buildings to make sure Perez and Lucy weren’t still hanging around looking at souvenirs or educational displays or watching the movie, she and Micah had set off up the trail after them.


    “You okay?” Micah asked.


    “Just nerves.”


    “Me, too.”


    She heard the truth of that in his gravelly voice. It hadn’t occurred to her that Micah could be nervous. He always seemed so sure of everything.


    Except for her.


    The past had changed them both.


    Now neither of them was sure of the other when it came to risking their hearts. But they had to trust each other in this. They would rescue their daughter as a team, not only because they had to, but because they wanted to. In Lucy, they were united.


    At the base of the cliff, Isabel stopped Micah when she spotted a uniformed park ranger on horseback who was keeping an eye on the visitors. “Hold on a minute.” Moving to the mounted ranger, she said, “Excuse me. We’re looking for our daughter.” She pulled a small photo of Lucy from her pocket and held it up. “Have you seen her?”


    “How long ago did she wander off?”


    “She didn’t wander off,” Micah said. “She’s with her friend’s father. They just got ahead of us.”


    A half truth, which was okay with Isabel. She, too, was wary of involving anyone with a badge, even a friendly looking ranger. Though she wouldn’t mind having the woman’s horse to speed them along.


    The ranger lifted her sunglasses and gave the photo an intent look. “Hmm, she looks familiar. That hair.” She glanced at Isabel. “She takes after you.”


    Isabel’s breath caught for a second. “So you did see her, right?”


    “I’m pretty sure that was the same girl. Not long ago. They can’t have gotten very far.”


    Thank God they were on the right trail. The nightmare was almost over.


    “C’mon,” Micah said. “Let’s skip ahead, see if we can catch up to them.”


    Isabel took deep breaths to keep herself calm as she let Micah lead the way. Any moment now, they would see Lucy. She was certain of it.


    A few minutes later, she was frustrated showing people the photo of Lucy. But the tourists they encountered had only been paying attention to the beautiful landscape, not to the people around them.


    Until they got to a woman accompanied by a teenage son. The woman shrugged. “Sorry.”


    But the son said, “Yeah, I saw her.”


    “Where?” Micah asked. “Around here?”


    “No, she and the man went that way.” He pointed several yards back to a smaller path that branched off from the main trail.


    Isabel saw that it led through the trees and up to the cliffs, into a steep, rocky crevice, were the trail narrowed and started to zigzag upward.


    “Oh, God,” Isabel whispered as Micah thanked the kid and they hurried off. “This is not good.”


    She tried not to think about what could happen to her daughter up there. It wouldn’t take much to send her flying off that poor excuse for a path and hurtling down to her death.


    Micah was walking so fast up the slope she could barely keep up, but she wasn’t about to ask him to slow down, not when her daughter could be in mortal danger.


    “We’re going to find her,” he said, as though reading her thoughts.


    Isabel’s eyes stung with threatening tears. She just prayed they would make it in time.


    …


    “Wow, this is so cool,” Lucy said, though she was starting to worry that Mr. Perez had brought her to an area away from the cavates.


    The path had been rough and slippery and the sheer, high drop-off was enough to make her stomach churn. Not knowing if they were supposed to be back here, she clung to the tuff and glanced around at the land below that had nearly been destroyed by a major wildfire. Her stomach did a sick little curl. Blackened brush was dotted with new growth, brilliant color against the scarred black earth. They were way too high above it all on a ledge that was maybe two yards wide.


    “What if we get separated?” she asked.


    “I won’t let you out of my sight, Annie.”


    “Just in case…you did promise to give me my cell phone.”


    Mr. Perez looked confused for a moment. “You don’t have a cell phone, Annie.”


    She tried not to panic. Her whole plan depended on getting her cell phone from him so she could call her parents. “Sure I do, Papa. You just forgot.” He really had. He’d promised! “Check your pockets.”


    Not that she knew how she was going to get a chance to call anyone. Mr. Perez had practically been breathing down her neck since they’d arrived at the visitor center, packed with other people. Undoubtedly the reason he’d taken her away from the main trail after she’d climbed up into a couple of the lower cliff dwellings.


    Still looking puzzled, he pulled a cell phone from each pocket. He returned his and held out hers. “How could I have forgotten getting this for you?”


    Her heart pounding, Lucy took the phone from him before he could change his mind. “You’ve just had too much to think about lately. Besides, my friend Lucy is the one who gave it to me.”


    “Your friend…?” He appeared even more confused.


    Not knowing when she would get another chance to make a call, Lucy veered from her original plan, flipped open the cover of the cell phone and hit the key to put her through to her mother.


    “What are you doing?” Mr. Perez asked.


    “Just checking.” She put the phone to her ear. “I want to make sure I have a signal is all.”


    “Put the cell phone away, Annie,” he ordered, his voice stern. “You have no need for it here.”


    Lucy realized she’d better do as Mr. Perez said before she really upset him. He was getting even more demanding than before. No one answered, anyway. She’d thought Mom would have clung to her cell waiting for a call from her. Mentioning the cell phone in her note had been her way of giving Mom a clue. She slipped the phone into her pocket and hoped for another chance to use it soon.


    Why couldn’t Mom have answered? Her eyes stung. Were Mom and Daddy even looking for her?


    She didn’t want to pretend anymore. Didn’t want to be Annie.


    She wanted to be Lucy. She wanted to go home.


    And she had the horrible feeling that something really bad was going to happen…and there was nothing she could do to stop it.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Sixteen


    “Oh my God, Lucy called me!” Isabel gasped.


    They’d just gone off-trail when she’d heard it ring. She hadn’t been quick enough to take the call, and seeing her daughter’s name and number on the screen made her sway with shock.


    Directly behind her, Micah grasped her shoulders and steadied her…as he’d been doing all along. “Call her back.”


    Isabel tried, but she got Lucy’s voice mail and had to leave yet another message. “This is Mom, Lucy. I’m so sorry I didn’t pick up fast enough to get you, sweetheart. Are you okay?” she asked, voice shaking. “Please let me know you’re okay! Call me as soon as you hear this.” Tears filled her eyes and her hand shook as she slipped the cell back into her pocket.


    Micah enfolded her in his arms and gave her a reassuring hug. “Come on,” he murmured. “Maybe we can catch up with them before Lucy even has the chance to try again.”


    Nodding, Isabel let Micah lead her up the steep trail to the cliff ledge.


    With the forest fire devastation adding a surreal note to darken her mood even further, Isabel felt as if she were walking through a nightmare. Micah was her lone anchor to reality.


    Just as he had been from the moment he’d known Lucy was missing.


    He’d taken care of her, had pushed her when she’d needed pushing, had kept up her hope, had treated her with passion and also with respect.


    Even so, she’d treated Micah badly. She’d wounded him when she hadn’t told him she still loved him earlier, even as she had wounded him when she’d left for Santa Fe without telling him twelve years before. She believed everything he’d told her—about his always loving her, about his going to Falcon Ranch that night because he’d decided to be the man she’d hoped for—but something kept her from offering him her heart.


    What would it take to make her feel free to accept his love and return it freely?


    As they snaked around a series of switchbacks in the cliff, suddenly Micah grabbed her.


    “What?”


    He put his finger to his lips and pointed ahead.


    Her pulse surged with a combination of joy and fear when she recognized Lucy’s long-sleeved purple T-shirt, the one she’d been wearing when she’d been taken.


    Stifling a cry, Isabel started to rush forward, but Micah stopped her and pointed frantically to what lay ahead.


    She blinked and the whole picture came into focus.


    Just ahead, this section of the cliff trail was broken into multiple fingers, and there was a gap in the ledge, dropping straight down for a hundred feet or more to a jumble of sharp rocks. Jorge Perez was holding Lucy’s hand, trying to guide her over the maw of the gap to the other side of the narrow ledge where he stood.


    Isabel’s heart nearly stopped.


    Lucy appeared nervous, as if she didn’t want to jump over it, and Isabel wanted to shout at her to run back this way. She might have, if Micah hadn’t gripped her arm hard. He shook his head at her in warning.


    Ahead of them, Mr. Perez was smiling and urging Lucy on. Pressing her back against the wall of the cliff, Lucy edged her way to the gaping drop, but still hesitated.


    There was a wild look in Perez’s eyes when he held out his hand and demanded, “Jump, Annie!”


    Standing frozen in horror, wanting to go to her daughter, and knowing that moving could put Lucy in even more danger, Isabel couldn’t look away.


    Lucy held out a shaking hand, and Perez took it and tugged until she jumped across. When she made it safely to the other side, Mr. Perez pulled her into his arms and hugged her, then patted her on the back.


    “See, I knew you could do it.”


    Eyes stinging with unshed tears, Isabel whispered, “Micah, he really thinks Lucy is his Annie. What are we going to do?”


    “There.” He pointed to the break between tuff fingers, indicating that the ledge split into a Y and went in both directions. “I think there’s another way to get to them.”


    …


    Mr. Perez really had lost his mind from grief, Isabel thought, as Micah set off the back way to get to their child. She’d known it, but now she felt it on a deeper level. He’d used terrible judgment in bringing Lucy here. He never should have brought her up this remote, dangerous path. Never should have made her jump that hair-raising break.


    To give Micah enough time to circle around in back of them, she called out to her daughter to focus Perez’s attention on her. “Lucy! Over here!”


    Lucy whipped around, her tense expression crumpling in relief. “Mom! You came!”


    But when she started to move back toward Isabel, Perez immediately became agitated and grabbed her arm, yelling, “You’re not my Annie’s mother!”


    Lucy looked even more frightened, but in a shaky voice, she said, “I-it’s okay, Papa. Don’t be upset.”


    Papa? Isabel started.


    Then she realized Lucy was playing into the man’s fantasy. Revulsed, she wanted nothing more than to jump the break in the ledge and grab her daughter away from him. But she had to try to reason with him, keep his attention on herself, giving Micah time to get behind him.


    “I just want to talk to you, Mr. Perez,” she said, a forced smile frozen on her lips. “I hope you’ll give me that chance.”


    He moved protectively in front of Lucy. “Who are you?”


    “I’m Lucy’s mother.”


    “Lucy? You mean the girl who gave my Annie the cell phone?”


    Keeping her movements light and nonthreatening, Isabel sucked up her courage and leaped over the break. Perez stepped backward and jostled Lucy, who quickly pressed her back against the wall. Isabel swallowed a scream. She wanted to shove past Perez and pull her daughter into her arms, but she knew that would be a mistake. Instead, she stood fast, the break looming behind her—along with the hundred-foot drop.


    She kept her cool.


    “No, Mr. Perez. Lucy couldn’t give Annie a cell phone, not after the accident. You know that in your heart, don’t you? Let Lucy go, please. Let her come to me. I’m her mother and I love her so much.”


    “This is my daughter.” His face pulled into a scary mask, and he reached back and grabbed onto Lucy’s arm. “My Annie. No one is going to take her away from me again!”


    “Mr. Perez, please. Your Annie is already gone—”


    “No, she’s right here!” the man thundered, just as Micah came at him from the other direction.


    Micah lunged at him, but a frantic Perez pulled Lucy back the way they’d come.


    Toward Isabel. And the drop.


    Her face twisted in fear, Lucy looked ready to break down. “Papa, please stop!”


    But “Papa” had morphed into a mentally broken man in a state of panic, determined to get away with the girl he believed to be his daughter. He grabbed her hand and plunged forward, away from Micah, back to the break in the ledge, knocking Isabel in the shoulder so hard when he passed her that she spun around and lost her precarious footing.


    One foot slid out into space. She screamed and desperately tried to regain her balance. A chunk of soft tuff broke off from the ledge where she stood. Suddenly there was nothing under her feet.


    She screamed and dropped fast. At the last possible second, she caught what little was left of the ledge with both hands. Her legs scrabbled as she fought for a foothold that didn’t exist.


    Lucy was screaming, a high-pitched wail. “Mr. Perez, stop! You’ve got to help her! Help my mother, please! You can’t let her die!”


    “Your mother is already dead, mi ángel,” he said wildly. “I can’t lose you, too!”


    “Mo-o-om!” Lucy screamed.


    Isabel swung from the ledge and felt her hands slipping. Dear Lord, she couldn’t look down. The drop would kill her.


    Her fingers ached as she hung on for dear life, her weight whipping her body into the rock. She searched for a toehold—anything to stop her from plunging over the cliff—but there was no crack or crevice. Nothing. Some tuff under her left hand crumbled loose, and her arm flew free, making her body twist outward. She screamed. Hanging from one hand now, fingers digging in the soft rock as hard as she could, she panicked, grabbing at thin air.


    Her arm racked with pain from her weight, she began to slip.


    She couldn’t hold on one more second. No! Her stomach plummeted as her hand gave way.


    Suddenly an iron manacle surrounded her wrist, jerking her to a stop.


    Micah!


    For a heart-paralyzing moment, she dangled in midair, her body twisting and turning in the wind. She could see exactly how far she could still fall. Her stomach twisted and turned, too. Oh, God. She wanted to heave.


    Then Micah was pulling her up. Her body banged into the soft volcanic rock, which felt like sandpaper on her skin.


    “Grab onto something if you can!”


    He had her halfway up over the ledge. She flung her free arm up onto its surface, and then managed to lift a knee up over it, too. He pulled her the rest of the way up, and into his arms. He grabbed her close and cradled her.


    “My God, Isabel, I thought I’d lost you.”


    “I’m okay. But where’s Lucy? He got away with her!” she sobbed. “We pushed Perez over an edge, too, Micah. We have to get to them before anything else happens to panic him.”


    He was already pulling her upright. “Are you sure you can walk?”


    “Perez already lost his child. I don’t intend to lose ours!”


    Still holding her hand, Micah jumped the break first, then waited for Isabel to follow. She made the dangerous move in one quick, sharp movement.


    Micah scooped her to his side. “Let’s go get Lucy!”


    …


    Back at the foot of the cliff dwellings a few minutes later, Micah stopped to catch his breath and sweep his gaze around the area, searching through the crowd milling about.


    There!


    Lucy was in tears. Perez was trying wipe them away, attempting to soothe her as Lucy fought him.


    “There they are!” Micah said, relief pouring through him as he took off running.


    Perez started to drag a recalcitrant Lucy up the trail, against the flow of visitors, glancing back as if to be certain no one was chasing him.


    With Isabel directly behind him, Micah put on speed, dodging a few irritated people, and they almost caught up to Perez before he spotted them.


    “Stay back!” the man shouted at them, then forced Lucy up a ladder to one of the cavates. “Climb, Annie!”


    Lucy glanced back once at Micah, her expression a plea for help, before doing as Perez ordered.


    “This is not good,” Micah ground out, stopping at the base of the cliff.


    Coming up short next to him, Isabel was panting from the run. “You keep everyone else away from the ladder and let me try to talk to him.”


    Micah nodded. “Make it good.” Peering up at the high ladder, his stomach knotted at his daughter’s shaky ascent. He waved a woman and her kids away.


    “Mr. Perez!” Isabel yelled at the kidnapper’s back. “Please listen to me!”


    “Go away! You can’t take Annie from me! She’s mine!”


    Lucy looked scared to death as she clung to the high ladder and looked down at them. Two teenagers tried to get past Micah, but he held out his arm and gave them a threatening look until they changed directions.


    Isabel yelled, “I’m a parent, too…Lucy’s parent…and I don’t want to lose my child.”


    “Her name is Annie. She’s my daughter!” Perez yelled back. He was now on the upper ledge outside the cavate, and he pulled Lucy close.


    Micah could hear people gathering behind them. Not trying to get to the ruin, but to see what was going on. Even from down here, he could see Perez was losing it. His movements were jerky and desperate. He clung to a wriggling Lucy, glancing around almost as if he didn’t know where he was.


    “I know what happened at that bus accident,” Isabel yelled up at him. “I was assigned to get photos for the Santa Fe Courier. I was horrified, Mr. Perez, as only a parent can be when they know their child is in mortal danger. I realized Lucy was inside and possibly injured. Or worse…hurt beyond saving, like your Annie.”


    Watching Perez carefully, Micah saw the man’s expression slowly change. His confusion seemed to be clearing as Isabel kept talking, but each word was like a physical blow that hit him with increasing intensity. His face morphed from crazed to a mask of pure pain.


    Isabel said, “I don’t know if I could have gone on if I had lost the most precious thing in my life—my daughter.”


    To Micah’s amazement, Perez hesitated a few seconds, then reluctantly let go of Lucy. He came out of his madness long enough to say, “Lucy, your mother is waiting for you. Go to her. Be careful going back down the ladder.”


    Micah took a shocked step forward when Lucy didn’t immediately rush to the ladder.


    Looking heartbroken, Lucy said, “I’m sorry about Annie, Mr. Perez. I’m so sorry I couldn’t save her. I tried, I swear.” Then the dam broke and she sobbed out the rest. “I pressed as hard as I could, but I couldn’t stop the bleeding!”


    Hearing his daughter’s torment nearly broke Micah’s heart. From Perez’s expression, it broke his, too. Micah saw the fight go out of him completely.


    “I believe you, Lucy,” he choked out. “You’re a good, kind girl. I wish you were mine, but you’re not.” He gave her the bleakest smile Micah had ever seen. “I have to go find my Annie now.”


    With that, Jorge Perez stepped off the cliff, greeting death with open arms.


    The whole area went up with fear-filled shouts and screams.


    Lucy screamed and screamed and screamed.


    And then she went spookily silent.


    Isabel scrambled straight up the ladder. At the top she pulled their daughter into her arms.


    Micah looked down at Perez, who was lying facedown on a nearby rocky slope. He’d probably dropped thirty or forty feet, but Micah didn’t know if that was enough to kill him. Maybe if his neck wasn’t broken…


    As he figured out how to negotiate the nearly vertical ten-foot drop off the lower ledge to get to the injured man, he yelled, “I’m going down to check on Perez. Call for help!”


    “I already did!” one of the onlookers said.


    Micah went down at an angle, mostly on his butt, snaking around obstacles to keep traction.


    “Are you all right, sweetheart?” he heard Isabel ask Lucy.


    “No! Why did Mr. Perez jump? He’s not a bad man, Mom, I promise.”


    Micah negotiated the last few feet to get to Perez. Afraid to turn the unconscious man onto his back, he felt for a pulse instead. His own was pounding so hard, it took him a minute to find it. Perez’s pulse was faint and slow, but it was fairly steady.


    “He’s alive!”


    A murmur went through the crowd, but Micah was fully aware of his daughter weeping.


    He glanced back to see Isabel and Lucy carefully coming down the ladder from the cavate. Then he heard hoofbeats coming from the other direction. Two mounted rangers approached. The woman they’d seen earlier, and a man. Dismounting, they rushed to where he waited with Perez.


    “Emergency medical technicians are on their way,” the woman said.


    Her partner yelled at the people pressing in on the edge of the trail for a better look. “Everyone back off! We need room to get medics in here to help this man.” He asked Micah, “Someone said he jumped. What happened?”


    “It’s a long story,” Micah said, climbing back up the ten-foot incline toward Isabel and Lucy. “His name is Jorge Perez, and his wife died last year. Then a couple of months ago, he lost his only child in a school bus accident.”


    “He had a breakdown and thought our daughter was his,” Isabel said as Lucy ran into Micah’s arms for a hug. “He took her.”


    “Sweetie.” Micah crushed his daughter to him in relief until she squirmed. He loosened his grip but held onto her, then wrapped his other arm around Isabel and pulled her close to join them.


    “A kidnapping?” the female ranger said. “Why didn’t you tell me that earlier when you showed me your daughter’s picture?”


    “We thought we could handle it,” Isabel replied. “The man had a psychotic break. He believed Lucy was his Annie. I can give you a statement about everything that happened.”


    “We’ll need that from all three of you.”


    “He’s not a bad man,” Lucy said again, pulling free of Micah. “He didn’t hurt me.”


    A forest service vehicle pulled up as close as it could get, and two paramedics jumped from the vehicle, one carrying a flat, body-sized board. Isabel told the first park ranger their story, and the other ranger joined Micah to watch as the paramedics checked on Perez.


    One of the medics carefully rolled the unconscious man onto his back, while the other held his head and neck immobile. Moving a fracture could paralyze him. They used a thick padded strap to secure his head in place so it couldn’t move, and tied it down across his chest. Then they carefully lifted him onto the stretcher. Perez might be breathing, but he didn’t stir, didn’t look good, making Micah wonder if he would even make it to the hospital. The medics tied his whole body down with padded straps. All done in less than ten minutes.


    Micah waited until they carried the unconscious man up the incline to the back of the ambulance and lifted him in. The doors slammed, the siren whooped once, and the vehicle slowly drove away, following the foot trail as best it could.


    The tight knot in Micah’s stomach finally started to loosen.


    It was over. He’d gotten his daughter back again, safe and sound.


    Thank God.


    Letting out a sigh, he said to Lucy, “Don’t worry, honey, we’ll ask the detective on the case to go easy on him, if that’s what you want.”


    When she didn’t answer, he glanced back at her. Isabel was still talking to the park rangers. But Lucy wasn’t at her side.


    Alarm trickled through him. “Isabel, where’s Lucy?”


    Isabel jerked up her head and, wide-eyed, looked around. “I-I don’t know.”


    Their gazes met in growing panic. What now?


    Lucy was gone.


    Again!


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Seventeen


    Heart lodged in her throat, Isabel didn’t hesitate. She ran straight to one of the park rangers’ horses and swung up into the saddle.


    “Hey! What do you think you’re doing with Dakota?” the female ranger yelled as Isabel reined the horse away from the other woman’s reaching hands.


    “I’ll return Dakota when I find my daughter!” Isabel called to the ranger, dancing the horse out of her reach.


    Despite the second ranger’s trying to stop him, Micah jumped on the other horse.


    Isabel yelled, “Move aside! Move!” and plunged through the crowd, doubling back along the trail the way they’d originally come from the visitor center.


    “You won’t get away with this!” the second ranger shouted after them. “There are other mounted officers in the park!”


    “Good! Send them after us. We could use their help!” Isabel said, charging straight through the crowd, which parted as if by magic.


    Though she kept her gaze roaming, hoping to find Lucy, instinct told her that Lucy hadn’t simply wandered off alone.


    Micah was next to her in less than a minute. “How the hell did Lucy disappear like that?”


    “I have no idea. I was giving the ranger the short version of what happened…and I would have sworn Lucy was right there.” Her attention was caught by a new line of visitors, but she didn’t see any hint of an eleven-year-old with mahogany hair. “Probably everyone was too distracted by what was going on with Mr. Perez and the medics to notice Lucy at all, but she couldn’t have gone very far.”


    She hadn’t been talking to the park ranger for more than a few minutes.


    When they got back to the split in the trail, Micah said, “I’ll take the short ride to the visitor center. You take the nature trail. If I don’t find Lucy, I’ll catch up to you. And if I do find her, I’ll call.”


    “Okay. I’ll do the same.”


    Starting off, Isabel took a quick look back at Micah, who rapidly passed several groups of visitors. By contrast, there were far fewer people on the trail she was taking, one that soon led straight across Frijoles Creek into the wilderness.


    Isabel remembered after the record-breaking wildfire had finally subsided, park workers had taken down the concrete footbridges because they could be washed out by the flash flooding that followed wildfires. If that happened, the footbridges could become dangerous projectiles. The concrete bridges had therefore been replaced with simple wooden boards so that visitors could at least keep their feet dry.


    Isabel took the horse straight through the creek alongside a couple of backpackers on one of the makeshift bridges, then she stretched Dakota out into a comfortable lope and kept her gaze glued ahead of her.


    No sign of Lucy.


    She kept waiting for her cell to ring, but Micah didn’t call, so she pressed on into the wilderness, passing two small groups of hikers. She sped through the spooky forest of leafless black trees, proof of the terrible wildfire burn.


    Isabel was getting more and more frightened. How could Lucy have disappeared in such a short time? Had someone else taken her? Who? The thought was beyond all reason. She was thinking that lightning didn’t strike twice when she saw a flash of purple though the trees on a rise ahead. Lucy’s T-shirt? The road curved and then disappeared, so she didn’t have a clear view. She urged the horse into a lope, and as she focused through the trees, saw her daughter being pulled along the trail.


    Her stomach churned with excitement at finding Lucy…and flooded with dread when she got a look at the man dragging her against her will.


    Bobby Soto.


    What the hell? Why now? How on earth had Bobby found Lucy? And what did he plan to do with her?


    Alarm electrified Isabel.


    Suddenly she realized her imagination hadn’t been playing tricks on her. It must have been Bobby following them since yesterday morning in that dark SUV. Micah had said it was following them through the campground the night before, too. They must have led him straight to their daughter.


    Had he spent the night in the same campground loop they did? How close had Bobby been to them? The idea that the creep might have watched her and Micah make love in front of the fire shot a chill down her spine and a surge of nausea through her belly.


    All of a sudden, her horse squealed and turned away from a switchback curve in the trail. Intent on getting to Lucy, Isabel reined her mount in a circle and tried to retake the path. The horse’s reaction was to squeal louder and rear up. When she got him back down, he gave a short, sharp buck and turned in panic the way they’d come. She simply couldn’t force the horse to her will. Dakota seemed determined to go in the direction opposite that which Bobby had taken with Lucy. Fighting the horse was getting Isabel nowhere. He seemed terrified of something. She couldn’t even make him stop, so, while still moving, she attempted a dismount. She flew through the air several yards and landed on her butt, raising a cloud of black ash around her. Landing like that didn’t feel great, but she wasn’t hurt.


    Swiftly she got to her feet and rounded that bend in the road. And suddenly saw what had made Dakota fight her so hard.


    Bears. Two really big black bears. And they were having a serious altercation.


    How would she ever get around them and back on the trail? Every moment she delayed, Lucy was being taken farther away from her.


    The bears had pulled themselves onto their hind legs and stood nearly seven feet tall. They were now battering each other with bites and punches so vicious they drew blood. Undoubtedly a territorial dispute, one that Isabel would avoid at all costs.


    She was pulling out her cell phone to call Micah when she heard hoofbeats behind her. Turning, she was relieved to see him loping the big bay toward her.


    “Bears!” she called, pointing in the other direction. “And Lucy is farther up the trail that way.”


    “Thank God.”


    His horse started protesting and throwing his head around, but Micah somehow urged him straight to her. He held out his arm and unhooked his left foot from the stirrup.


    “Get up behind me!”


    She grabbed onto his arm with one hand, the saddle with the other, and threw her leg over the horse’s back. Before she even settled behind him, Micah moved them far enough away from the bears so that his horse calmed down.


    “Bobby has Lucy,” she told him.


    “What?” He half-turned in the saddle toward her. “Bobby? What the hell?”


    “He had to have been following us, Micah, and we led him right to her. I…I must have given him the idea when I accused him of taking Lucy.”


    “He doesn’t think Hank should have to pay for killing those kids.” Micah cursed. “Did you see which way he took her?”


    “I saw them up that way a few minutes ago.” She pointed to the area through the trees. Of course there was no sign of them now. “He must have gotten Lucy through this area before the bears became a problem.”


    “We’ll have to circle around,” Micah said, “which will give the bastard more time to get away with Lucy.”


    “What is he going to do with her?” Isabel cried, not really wanting to imagine it.


    “He better not hurt her if he wants to leave these parts alive. The question is, how long will it take us to find them? In this wilderness, they could be anywhere. Who knows where he was taking her.”


    About to put the cell phone back in her pocket, Isabel remembered getting the call earlier from Lucy. “Wait! Lucy’s cell phone is working again. We can use GPS to track them!”


    “Good thinking!”


    Micah immediately pulled out his smartphone. Her left foot still in the stirrup, Isabel stood, and hands on his shoulders, peered around to watch him bring up the website. His fingers flew over the pad and the next thing she knew, a map of Bandelier appeared with a flashing red dot that was generated by that special tracking app she’d downloaded.


    Handing her the phone, Micah said, “You navigate, and I’ll steer.”


    And then he signaled the horse to move out fast.


    …


    Lucy had fought the man dragging her along as hard as she could for a while, but she’d simply run out of energy. So much had happened in the last couple of days that she was both mentally and physically exhausted. And now this. What was this jerk doing with her?


    When Mom had been telling that lady park ranger how they’d been looking for her ever since Mr. Perez had taken her, she’d stepped away to go over to the ambulance to see how the poor man was doing.


    She never found out.


    Something hard and metal had pressed into the small of her back, and this creep had whispered in her ear not to scream or he would shoot her. He’d said she had to come with him now, or he would shoot her mother. He’d told her not to fight him, or he would shoot her father.


    Lucy hadn’t believed him and had been about to scream anyway. He’d given her a glimpse of the revolver, and stuck it into her ribs. Her heart had practically pounded out of her chest. This guy might be crazy like she’d thought Mr. Perez was at first, but not because he was broken inside. This creep was dangerous and evil, and he really might have killed someone if she’d made a fuss.


    So she’d gone with him and hadn’t started fighting him until they were clear of any people he could hurt. Then she’d tried her best to free herself, but he’d just dragged her along any way he could. She was bruised all over.


    But now she just couldn’t keep going anymore. Her legs were giving out on her.


    So she tried a new method of resistance—sitting down in the middle of the trail.


    “I need to rest a minute!” she cried, when he pointed the scary gun at her.


    She needed a minute to think. How could she trick him into letting her get away?


    “One minute,” he snapped. “That’s all you get.”


    They were in the middle of nowhere, and now that she had a stable look at the huge wilderness around them, Lucy got the shivers. Blackened earth and trees were a gross setting for a nightmare. She’d had more than enough of those lately. And this guy was the worst nightmare of all.


    “What do you want with me?” she asked, thinking he looked familiar, even if she couldn’t place him. “Please let me go. My parents have been trying to find me for days.”


    “I know that, but you’re not going anywhere on your own, sweet-cheeks. Now get up and let’s move!”


    “No!” She still hadn’t figured out how she could get away from him.


    “Fine.”


    He hooked his fingers through her hair and started to drag her. Lucy cried out. It felt like he was ripping the hair right out of her head by the roots.


    “Okay, okay! Stop and I’ll get up!”


    “Five seconds.”


    She was on her feet in three. He manacled her wrist with an iron hand and nearly hauled her shoulder from her body.


    “Slow down! I’m coming!”


    She hurried to keep up with him, but had the weirdest feeling, like someone else was around. And she thought she heard a twig snap nearby. Mom or Daddy? She darted a quick look behind her but didn’t see anyone.


    They walked another five minutes before she got so tired she started tripping over her own feet.


    “Stop that!” he demanded.


    “I can’t help it. I have to rest for a little while. Please.”


    “Fine, whatever.” He took a good look around. “This is as good a place as any.”


    She looked, too. They were still in the burn, but now they were next to a slope that rolled down into a ravine covered with thick bushes that the fire had passed by.


    A shiver of fear went through her. “What do you mean…a good place?”


    “I mean, brat, where no one will ever find you.”


    The answer put a huge knot in her stomach and made her more afraid than she’d ever been before. Well, except for when she’d tried to save Annie Perez and couldn’t.


    “I-I don’t understand. You want me to…disappear?” She couldn’t say the word die.


    “Smart girl.”


    “Why? I never did anything to you! I don’t even know you.”


    “You didn’t do anything to me. You did it to my brother, Hank. You gave the police a description of his lowrider, told them he caused the bus accident.”


    “Hank Soto is your brother?”


    “Right on.”


    “Well, he did cause the accident! He killed two kids and hurt lots of others.” Sometimes with wounds inside that no one could see.


    “And now Hank could get life in prison unless the main witness disappears,” he said in a mean voice.


    She must be that witness, Lucy realized. “But he confessed! And he should be punished!”


    “With no witnesses, a good lawyer can get the confession thrown out.”


    “What are you going to do?” She already knew the answer. He was going to use that gun of his to shoot her and throw her down into the ravine. But he seemed to like to talk, as if he thought that would make it worse for her. She looked around for an escape route. Something moved behind him in a stand of fire-blackened trees. Hope skittered through her. Was someone else there? Or was it just the local wildlife?


    “You can thank your mother, sweet-cheeks. It’s her fault you’re going to die. She’s the one gave me the idea when she came after me, thinking I had you stashed up at the family cabin. But I didn’t think of a plan to get rid of you then. That only happened after my trying to get the reward went bad.”


    Her attention snapped back to him. “What reward?”


    “Old Caleb Wild put up twenty-five grand for your return.”


    “Gramps? Where would he get that kind of money?”


    “Well, that would be the question, wouldn’t it? The old buzzard didn’t have it, not with him. And unfortunately, he recognized me, which left me with a messy detail to take care of. I was not about to go back to prison because of him. And if I was going to be in for one mess to clean up, I might as well go for two and get Hank sprung.”


    Tears gathered in Lucy’s eyes, and she sobbed out, “You killed Gramps?”


    “Not yet, sweet-cheeks, but I’m gonna.” He rubbed a beard-scruffy cheek with the barrel of his revolver. “If he’s still alive.”


    As if talking about her great-grandfather made him appear out of thin air, Lucy swore she saw him lurking behind a tree in back of the man who intended to kill them both. She blinked, but the apparition didn’t disappear. Someone had been following them! It was Gramps, all right! And he was signaling her, putting a finger over his lips, for her to keep quiet.


    Lucy’s stomach cramped, and she wanted in the worst way to throw up, but she had to keep the would-be killer’s attention on her. “You know you can’t get away with this, right?”


    “What makes you think I can’t?”


    “My parents are smart.” She saw Gramps make his move toward them. “They’ll know what happened, believe me.” From the corner of her eye, she could see him edging closer, blackened tree branch in hand. “You hurt me or Gramps, and my Daddy will come for you, Bobby Soto. He’ll make you pay.”


    “Your daddy isn’t as tough as you think he is.”


    “He’ll kill you!”


    “We’ll see who kills who.” He aimed the gun at her.


    And Gramps struck out with the tree branch, but when it connected with the man’s head, it crumbled into black ash. Oh, no!


    The next thing Lucy knew, Bobby spun around, and a shot rang out.


    Both men stood frozen for a moment.


    Then her great-grandfather dropped to his knees.


    “Gramps! You shot him!” she screamed at the creep before running to her great-grandfather as he collapsed on his back. Blood was welling all over his chest, reminding her of Annie on the school bus. “Don’t die, Gramps!” She pressed her hands against the blood and tried to stop it, sobbing as if her heart would break, because she knew it would if she couldn’t stop the blood like with Annie. “You can’t die, too!”


    “I’m sorry I couldn’t save you, Lucy, honey,” Gramps whispered, and touched her cheek. “When I close my eyes, you run away like the wind.” Then, in a strained voice, he said, “It’s time Hector and I meet again and fix things between us.”


    “No, please!” she sobbed, his warm blood oozing over her fingers.


    “I’m coming, Hector. Get ready for me.”


    “No! No! Noooo!” Lucy pressed harder.


    Gramps gave her a last look filled with love, then his eyes fluttered closed.


    …


    Micah was urging his mount to go faster. They had to catch up to Lucy and Bobby. Isabel was calling out directions she got from the GPS.


    Then a gunshot echoed through the air. The sound nearly made his heart stop.


    “Oh, my God, no!” Isabel cried. “Hurry!”


    Micah signaled the horse to speed up and they raced over a hill to see Lucy kneeling on the ground, crying her eyes out, both of her hands pressed into his grandfather’s bloody chest.


    Bobby raised his gun and pointed it right at her back.


    “No!”


    Micah felt Isabel fly into a flurry of activity behind him. “Bobby, you bastard!” she screamed.


    Startled, Bobby glanced up at them, but he had to squint against the sun. He quickly turned his attention and his gun back on Lucy.


    Isabel’s arm swept past Micah’s shoulder, and a second later Bobby jerked and yelped. The gun dropped out of his hand, and he looked down at the knife sticking out of his side.


    “Isabel, you bitch!”


    Micah stopped the horse practically on top of Bobby as the bastard pulled the knife free with a fresh spurt of blood.


    “Mom! Daddy!” Lucy sobbed as Micah felt Isabel push herself off the back of the horse. “He killed Gramps!”


    His heart crushed, Micah dismounted, flying straight for Bobby even before his feet hit the ground. Seeing-red angry, he landed on the other man, knocking him flat on his back.


    Bobby cut him with the knife.


    Though Micah’s left arm stung as blood drenched his shirt, he crashed his right fist square into Bobby’s face. Blood spurted from the bastard’s broken nose.


    Bobby tried to do the same to him, but Micah turned his head in time and took the punch on a cheek. The two men rolled, fists flying, but Micah was aware that Bobby was angling the knife for a deadly strike. Micah rolled the other man onto his back, and, before Bobby could manage to attack, Micah raised himself enough so he could see where Isabel had cut the bastard. He drove a knee straight into the gaping wound in Bobby’s side.


    Bobby screamed and his body bucked, and the knife fell from his fingers.


    Micah got off him, turned the man on his stomach, and shoved a booted foot onto the back of his neck. Hard. “Don’t move, Bobby, or you won’t live to join your brother at State. I’ll break your damn worthless neck!”


    Without removing his boot, he picked up both the knife and the gun, then looked to the desperate scenario before him on the ground. Covered in blood, Lucy’s hands were still pressed into Gramps’s chest. Isabel had her fingers on his throat, checking for a heartbeat.


    “He’s alive! Oh, Lucy, you saved him! I feel a pulse!” She placed her cheek near his mouth. “Yes! He’s still breathing!”


    Micah threw the weapons on the ground near Isabel. He could hardly move his wounded arm, which now felt like it was on fire, and he needed to get to his phone. “I’ll call for help.”


    He fumbled for it, but help rode in before he could make the call. Two mounted rangers had been out searching for them and had heard the shot from Bobby’s gun.


    One of the men lifted Lucy from Gramps. “I’ll do that, sweetheart. I promise I’ll take care of him for you.”


    The other ranger called the paramedics. He gave Bobby an intent look that he then turned on Micah. “I take it that one shot the old man?”


    “He did. Took my daughter, too.”


    The ranger pulled out plastic zip-ties and bound Bobby’s wrists together behind his back.


    “Hey, I’m the victim here!” Bobby blubbered.


    The ranger glanced back to where his colleague had rolled his jacket and was pressing it to Gramps’s wound to stop the bleeding. “Yeah, right.” He turned to Micah. “Go see to your family. If this weasel doesn’t shut up, I’ll just step on his neck harder.”


    Micah clapped him on the shoulder and ran to Lucy and Isabel, gathering them as close as he could with one good arm.


    Exactly where they both belonged.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Eighteen


    “You’re lucky that you all came out of this alive,” Detective Ochoa told Isabel and Micah after they all retreated to the hospital cafeteria, where for the first time in days, Isabel faced food with some enthusiasm.


    An emergency room doctor had already patched up Micah’s arm and had injected antibiotics. Though he’d recommended Micah get horizontal for a while, naturally he’d refused.


    “You should have kept me informed,” Ochoa added.


    “We didn’t have any proof of anything until we found Lucy’s sweatshirt a few hours ago,” Isabel said.


    Micah added, “Once we figured out what was going on, we were concerned about what might happen if Perez saw badges and guns. He might have really gone off the wall and taken his madness out on our daughter.”


    Ochoa gave him a disbelieving look. “Yeah, his having jumped off a cliff, he’s so much better off.”


    Isabel and Micah exchanged looks of regret. Perez was upstairs in traction with several broken bones and a concussion, but he, too, would live. Yes, he was better off than if he’d been killed by some SWAT team, Isabel thought. There was still hope for him.


    Ochoa went on. “And then your grandfather was almost killed by Bobby Soto.”


    “Caleb especially is lucky,” she said, clutching her cup of coffee.


    She would never forget seeing her daughter trying to stop the bleeding from the gunshot wound. Thankfully, it had looked worse than it was—the bullet had gone straight through his side without hitting an organ.


    Micah shifted in his chair and Isabel saw him grimace in pain. He was keeping his bandaged arm close to his side. He said, “We had no idea that Bobby would go off half-cocked on Gramps.”


    Since Ochoa had already taken Caleb’s statement, now they all knew the old man had been tied up in the back of Bobby’s SUV for more than a day.


    Isabel wanted to see Bobby Soto behind bars for what he’d done to Caleb and to Micah, as well as to Lucy.


    “Detective Ochoa, I hope you lock up Bobby and throw away the key,” she said in a burst of anger, then collected herself. “But what about Mr. Perez? He should be held accountable, too…but I’m not sure prison is the right place for him.”


    The detective looked somber. “That’s not up to me, but my guess is that once he’s healed from the fall, Jorge Perez will be headed for a psychiatric unit where he’ll get the proper treatment. The state doesn’t bring anyone to trial unless they think they can win the case. And if the parents don’t want to prosecute—” he indicated the two of them “—and if even the victim has pity for him…” He shrugged.


    “Lucy was terrified, but she understands what happened to Mr. Perez.” Isabel knew she partially identified with the man. “She’s felt broken inside since the bus accident. Now we know it’s because she tried to save Annie Perez, but no one could have saved her.” Isabel felt guilty for not being able to help Lucy deal with the trauma better. “She believes that Mr. Perez is broken, too, and she wants to see him get well.”


    Ochoa nodded. “You’ve got a real smart and brave kid.”


    “Lucy takes after her mother,” Micah said, his expression proud.


    Isabel’s eyes stung with tears she refused to let fall. She’d shed enough tears for a lifetime in the last seventy-two hours. Now there were things she could smile about, like the look she recognized in Micah’s eyes.


    Love.


    With the promise of a follow-up call the next day, Detective Ochoa left the hospital. Isabel was alone with Micah, at last.


    “Let’s go check on Lucy and Gramps,” he suggested.


    “Of course.”


    Though she didn’t let on, she was disappointed Micah didn’t want to talk to her alone. So much had happened between them the past few days. She was getting used to him being there all the time. But once she and Lucy went home…


    What then?


    Having been checked over and cleared by a doctor, Lucy had cleaned up and was in her grandfather’s room now, holding vigil over him.


    Once they were in Caleb’s hospital room, Isabel went straight to her daughter and gave her another big hug. She couldn’t hug Lucy enough after what her little girl had been through. But while Lucy tolerated—maybe even enjoyed—Isabel’s arms around her for a moment, she got itchy and slithered from the embrace.


    “What about Mr. Perez?” Lucy asked.


    “The doctors expect him to recover just fine,” Micah told her.


    Her expression intent, Lucy turned to Isabel. “I need to see him, Mom. He doesn’t have anyone else.” Her eyes glittered with unshed tears. “I couldn’t save Annie, but maybe I can help Mr. Perez.”


    Knowing that Lucy needed Mr. Perez to heal, Isabel thought it was possible they could help fix each other. That her daughter wanted to help after all she’d been through made her chest tighten with pride. “Lucy, as soon as the doctors say it’s okay for Mr. Perez to have visitors, I promise I’ll take you to see him.”


    “Thanks, Mom.” Lucy brushed the back of her hand over her eyes.


    “But we have to make sure Mr. Perez doesn’t get confused again. You can’t call him Papa or let him call you Annie. You have to keep reminding him that you’re Lucy Falcon.”


    Lucy nodded solemnly. “I know.”


    A smile trembled on Isabel’s lips. Her little girl was growing up, and she really was smart and brave.


    Micah said, “If the two of you were living at the ranch, and Lucy was going to a school in Soledad instead of in Santa Fe, I would breathe a lot easier.”


    “I really have missed Falcon Ranch,” Isabel admitted.


    Those intense violet eyes met hers and held her in thrall. “I meant Wild Ranch.”


    Her lips parted in surprise. “Oh. But—“


    “We wouldn’t have to live in the main ranch house,” he quickly added. “There are two other houses on the spread.”


    Isabel’s pulse picked up, but she feared getting ahead of herself. Was he saying what she thought he was saying?


    “Jonah isn’t going to agree to that,” a gruff voice said from the bed.


    They all swung toward it.


    “Gramps, you’re awake!” Micah said.


    “What do you expect, boy? With all that blathering going on in here, it’s impossible to get any sleep.”


    “We’ll step out into the hall,” Isabel offered, happy to hear the old man sounding like himself.


    “Don’t you dare. The conversation was just getting interesting.”


    Lucy sat down on the edge of his bed. Her expression serious, she said, “You saved me, Gramps.”


    Caleb patted her hand and then squeezed it. “And I understand you wouldn’t let me bleed out, so we’re even.”


    Lucy threw herself against him. He hugged her close and kissed the top of her head. A lump lodged in Isabel’s throat until Lucy wiggled away from the embrace.


    Caleb turned his attention back to the adults. “Now, as I was saying, Jonah doesn’t have to agree, because the ranch is still mine.”


    “That doesn’t mean Jonah would make it easy on us,” Isabel said.


    “Hopefully he’s had a change of heart.” Micah cleared his throat. “But if not…no one tells me what to do anymore. Dad is close to retiring, and Seth doesn’t really want to work the ranch. So if Dad objects, I’ll just remind him of all that and tell him that if he makes life on the ranch too unpleasant, he can run it himself. I will make a life for us elsewhere.”


    “Like where?” she asked, hardly believing they were having this conversation. Was he really serious? Hoping he was, she could hardly breathe as she asked, “You mean in Santa Fe? With me?”


    “Hell, yeah, with you! Not in Santa Fe, though. I’m a cattleman through and through, Isabel. I don’t know anything else. But I want my family with me, the way you should have been all along. What about you?”


    Isabel’s pulse was racing and she was having trouble corralling her thoughts. He had to say it. No matter how much she wanted it, she wasn’t making any assumptions this time. “What exactly are you asking me, Micah?”


    He took her hand and held it between his two strong hands. Hands she knew weren’t afraid of hard work—or of loving tenderness. “I’m saying I want us to be a proper family at last. I want you to marry me. That is…if you think you can trust me, Isabel Falcon.”


    How could she not trust him after all that had happened? Twelve years ago, they’d both handled things badly enough that she’d doubted him the past three days, even though he’d supported her in every way. Twelve years ago, they’d been too young and too hotheaded to make good decisions. But everything was different now. They were different. Mature, responsible adults. Despite her reservations, Isabel had seen how valiantly Micah had come through for her and Lucy. And after all these years, they both still loved each other.


    Micah cleared his throat. “Isabel?”


    He was waiting for an answer. Joy flooded her, curving her lips into a big, happy smile. “Yes! Oh, yes, I’ll marry you, Micah Wild.”


    She stepped into his waiting arms, and he kissed her. A sweet, promise-filled kiss.


    “About damn time,” Caleb groused. But there was a grin on his face as he watched them.


    “Yes, I’ll marry you, Micah.” Isabel pulled away and turned to Lucy. “If our daughter doesn’t object to moving onto Wild Ranch.”


    “Just one thing,” Lucy said. “Do I get my own horse?”


    They all laughed.


    “You can have two horses if you want,” Caleb said. “A Wild horse and a Falcon horse. Hector will like that.”


    “And Poppi will have to adapt,” Isabel added.


    Taking her in his arms, Micah said, “Maybe we’re the first step in ending the feud between our families.”


    Isabel couldn’t agree more as Micah kissed her again.


    One of those sweet, slow kisses that stopped her world. Her head went light and her heart opened wide, because she knew she would savor a lifetime of those kisses with the only man she’d ever loved.


    

  


  
    


    Epilogue


    That evening, Caleb couldn’t be happier as, from his bed, he looked at all the Wilds and Falcons gathered in his hospital room. Isabel’s mother had finally made it back into the country and had one arm around her daughter, the other around Lucy. Everyone appeared happy for the moment.


    Not that this happiness would last.


    Hector, you and me, we got a lot to account for.


    Micah and Isabel had never wanted any part of the feud. Lucy and Zia, neither. Cruz could go either way. But in addition to Jonah and Eduard keeping the feud going—in his opinion, they would keep it going forever if they could—he worried about Reyna and Seth. They’d always been at each other’s throats, and he didn’t think that was likely to change.


    Not without some outside assistance.


    I swear, Hector, I’m going to fix things. I’m going to see this feud of ours ended, if it’s the last thing I ever do.
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    Family secrets must be kept, and painful wounds must be ignored.


    After an all-out assault by a vicious terrorist bent on destroying her entire family, a former government agent must break the strict rules she has always lived by when she emerges from hiding to reluctantly accept the help of her all-too-sexy ex-lover. Running a deadly race against time, they rush to rescue her kidnapped sister, find her missing father, and bring the notorious villain to justice. But nothing ever goes as planned. Bullets fly, danger abounds, and their passion reignites even faster than the lies are flowing. But their stubbornly held secrets just might spell the end of their rekindled love and hopes for the future...as well as their very lives.
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    There’s more to being a hero than outward appearances


    New Orleans detective Dev Gautier is no hero, but he has vowed to protect the at-risk teens he mentors. When kids start turning up dead, he's determined to track their killer, even if it means trusting the one woman who betrayed him. TV reporter Reghan Conner nearly destroyed Dev Gautier's life, exposing secrets and revealing his troubled past to the world. But now she holds a vital clue in Dev's current investigation, and if he has any hope of preventing another murder, she must work with him before another child dies.
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    The past can kill you...


    A tall, dark, single-dad Texas rancher finds himself facing more than his stubbornly silent son when the chupacabra, a supposedly mythical blood-sucking beast, starts killing his livestock—and stalking the town’s newly returned veterinary assistant, the sensual woman who ran from the altar and broke his heart twelve years earlier.


    Reluctantly, he seeks her help to get to the bottom of the disturbing animal mutilations, only to have her break through to his sullen son...and rekindle the love he’d thought was lost forever. But her refusal to share a terrible secret sends her running straight into the lair of the chupacabra, plunging her back into her worst nightmare, and forcing them both to confront the wrongs of the past—in order to stay alive for the future they desperately want.
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    Remembering will save her life. But will the truth destroy their love forever?


    When the CEO of a global technology empire retreats to her ancestral mountain home to heal from a brutal shooting, she discovers the danger has just begun. The FBI suspects her of selling top-secret government research, and has sent an undercover agent to find evidence of her treason. Still suffering from amnesia, she is at the mercy of nightmares that soon morph into something much more terrifying—a determined enemy, plotting to make sure she never regains her fragile memory.


    When a handsome stranger sweeps in from the cold, claiming to be her protector—and her former lover—she suspects he’s not telling her the whole truth about his sudden appearance on the mountain. As their unwilling attraction blossoms to sizzling passion, she begins to trust him...unaware that he is about to repeat the most painful betrayal of her past—a past she doesn’t remember...a past that just may kill her.
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    Wild Encounter


    by Nikki Logan


    


    In the wild, even love takes its chances…?


    A wildlife release mission in Africa turns deadly when the convoy is hijacked by smugglers, and veterinarian Clare Delaney is taken hostage. Terrified for her life and her animals, the intrepid Clare establishes a rapport with the man she believes is the criminals’ leader, and reluctantly finds herself under his protection...and falling hard for the enigmatic man.


    Alpha-to-the-max Simon deVries sees right through his sexy captive’s attempt to seduce her way to freedom. So when their simmering attraction flares into true passion, it takes them both by surprise. Now he’s torn between completing his secret mission and letting her escape without telling her his true identity. He knows if he lets her go, he will be risking his career, his life...and his heart.
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