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To the Good Shepherd,

My Lord and King,

Who took me from where I was,

brought me to where I am,

and, praise the Lord, isn’t finished with me yet.

May the stories I write please You, Jesus,

for if they don’t, they are without merit of any kind.
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Come Home

Wandering child,

I am here.

I am near.

I speak.

Do you listen?

Arms open wide,

I wait.

I call.

I woo.

I weep.

No matter how far you run,

How high you climb,

How low you sink,

I do not change,

Nor does My love for you.

Return today.

Heed the Shepherd’s voice.

Come home, My child.

Come home.

R.L.H.





ONE

JULY 1934

Gabe Talmadge felt the backside of his navel rubbing against his spine. An interesting sensation, he thought before losing consciousness.

He ran from the darkness. He always ran, and it always followed. There was no escaping it. There never would be. The darkness would always be with him, hovering nearby, waiting to encompass him, enfold him, devour him. It would be easy to let it overtake him, to allow it to …

“Are you hurt?”

The soft, feminine voice came from a great distance.

“Mister?”

A hand slipped beneath his head. A small hand, with a touch as gentle as the voice.

“Can you hear me?”

Gabe opened his eyes. A shadowy form leaned forward, the bright light of midday glaring behind the woman, blinding him.

“Here. Take a drink.”

His head was lifted slightly, and something cool touched his lips. Water trickled down his chin. Covering the woman’s hand with his own, Gabe steadied the canteen, then drank deeply.

“Easy. Not too fast.”

His thirst momentarily slaked, he closed his eyes. “Thanks.”

“We should get you into the shade. It’s powerful hot today. Can you stand?”

“Yes,” he answered, although he wasn’t as confident as he tried to sound.

Holding his arm, she helped him sit up. “Don’t hurry. Take your time.”

He thought he could feel the earth turning on its axis, and he gritted his teeth against the sensation.

“Ready?” his angel of mercy asked.

He opened his eyes a second time. “Ready.” As he rose to his feet, the woman slipped beneath his arm, close against his side, taking his weight upon herself. It was humiliating to be this weak. His mind raged against it, as it had raged against countless degradations in the past, but rage changed nothing, then or now.

He glanced down. He could see little besides a floppy-brimmed straw hat above a narrow set of shoulders.

“We’re going over there.” She pointed with her free arm toward a good-sized birch tree. “Careful. We’ll go slow. Take your time. Not too fast.”

He could have told her not to worry—he was unable to do anything fast.

Except fall to the ground in a dead faint …

Which he promptly did.
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Well, Lord. What do I do with him now?

Akira Macauley rolled the stranger onto his back. It was difficult to judge his age, given the shaggy black beard covering gaunt cheeks. There were holes in the bottoms of his boots, and the knees of his trousers were threadbare. Both he and his clothes needed a good washing, but Akira guessed cleanliness didn’t mean much when one was going hungry.

I hope this hobo’s not the one You sent, Lord. He’s nothing but a rack of bones. I could make better use of a man who knows sheep, if that wouldn’t be too much to ask.

With a shake of her head, she said aloud, “He’ll be even less use if he dies.”

She stood, grabbed hold of both his wrists, then walked backward, dragging him toward the shade. Despite his rawboned appearance, he weighed enough to make the going hard. Sweat rolled down her spine.

The stranger groaned.

“We’re nearly there,” she said.

Reaching the cool shadows beneath a leafy green tree, Akira lowered his arms with a sigh of relief.

He groaned again as his eyelids fluttered and eventually opened.

She dropped to her knees beside him and leaned forward, waiting for his vision to clear. When she thought he could see her, she said, “Give yourself a moment. You’re weaker than a newborn lamb.” She glanced over her shoulder and pointed at the canteen where she’d left it. “Cam, fetch.”

Her collie, who’d patiently observed all the goings-on from a short distance, jumped up and raced to obey her mistress’s command.

Akira returned her attention to the stranger. “When was the last time you ate something?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Days?”

He nodded.

How’d he get so lost, Lord? He’s a long way from the rails. And any man who could get that turned around would serve me no purpose. I’d spend all my time looking for him in the hills. You must see I’m right about that. Surely You’ve got a better way of answering my prayers than sending a shepherd who can’t find his way.

Cam delivered the canteen, and Akira offered it to the stranger.

“Thanks.”

With her help, he sat up, then opened the canteen and lifted it to his mouth. He took small gulps this time, washing the water around inside his mouth before swallowing. Finally he lowered the canteen and met her watchful gaze.

Something twisted in her belly, a reaction to the stark emptiness in his brown eyes. She didn’t think she’d seen anything so sad in all her born days.

Dear Jesus, he’s lost in more ways than one, isn’t he?

“How far am I from Ransom?” His voice sounded utterly hopeless.

Still reeling from what she’d seen in his eyes, she couldn’t think clearly enough to answer him.

“I’m on the right road, aren’t I? For Ransom?”

She swallowed. “Yes. You’re on the right road. Ransom’s a bit more than fifteen miles to the north.” She frowned. “But if you’re looking for work at the lumbermill you needn’t bother. There’s no work to be had.”

He turned his head, judging the short distance to the tree, then slowly inched himself closer to it, stopping when he could rest his back against the trunk. He closed his eyes again.

“No work at the mill,” he whispered.

“No.”

“But it’s still there?”

“The mill? Yes, it’s still there.”

Silence fell between them. He kept his eyes closed, and she kept hers trained on him.

There’s no work for him in these parts. He’ll turn around and go back the way he came. As well he should. Look at him.

Yea, look at him.

But, Lord …

For I was hungry, and ye gave Me to eat; I was thirsty, and ye gave Me drink; I was a stranger, and ye took Me in.

“What’s your name?” he asked, breaking into her silent conversation with the Lord.

“Akira. Akira Macauley.”

He opened one eye. “Akira?”

“It’s Scottish. Means anchor. My grandfather wanted me to have a strong name so I wouldn’t be afraid of life, so I’d have a reminder of where to find my Anchor. He placed great store in the meaning of names, my grandfather.”

“Mmm.” The stranger’s eyelid closed.

“And your name?”

“You can call me Gabe.”

“Gabe. Short for Gabriel?” She smiled. “Gabriel—a strong man of God.”

Eyes wide open now, he gave her a look that was anything but friendly.

“That’s the meaning of your name,” she explained.

“You’re mistaken, Miss Macauley. That’s the last thing my name could mean.”

She knew she wasn’t mistaken, but something in his dark countenance warned her not to argue.

“I’ll fetch my horse and take you to my place. Get you something to eat.” She stood, brushing the grass and dirt from the knees of her overalls.

“You don’t have to bother. I’ve troubled you enough. I can get to Ransom on my own.”

Lord, I have a feeling the trouble’s yet to begin. Why is that?

She turned toward the road. “Mister, you couldn’t make it fifteen yards, let alone fifteen miles.”

With a shake of her head, she strode away, away from the stranger whose brown eyes were filled with indescribable pain, away from the man who denied the meaning of his name.
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Gabe watched her go, her dark red braids swaying against her back, her collie trotting at her heels. Her stride was long and easy, a sign of a person accustomed to walking great distances. She was slender as a reed, but her build was deceiving; she possessed enough brawn to drag a grown man from the road to this tree.

Akira. She was as strange as her name, more than likely.

A strong man of God, she’d called him.

If he’d had the energy, he would have laughed aloud.

But he had no energy, no strength, no courage, no hope. So he closed his eyes and allowed the threatening darkness to move toward him once again.
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When he next awakened, Gabe was no longer lying beneath the birch tree. He was in a room. In a bed. Between two sheets! He ran his fingers over the soft fabric.

What a luxury something so simple could be, he thought. Amazing.

Sounds from the next room reached his ears. He rolled his head on the pillow, searching until he found the entrance. He couldn’t see anyone, for the door was only slightly ajar. Delicious odors wafted to him through the opening, causing his mouth to water.

He raised himself on his elbows. The room swam before his eyes, but this time he kept a tenuous grip on consciousness.

The door swung open, revealing Akira, a tray in her hand. “Ah, you’re awake.”

“Yeah.”

“I’d begun to wonder.”

He glanced around the room, then back at her. “How long was I out?”

“A few hours.”

“Did you bring me here all by yourself?”

“No.” She smiled; her voice softened. “I always have help when I need it.”

Gabe couldn’t say why, but there was something about her answer that irritated him. He wanted to lash out, which made no sense at all. Not even to him. Maybe because he wasn’t used to being treated with kindness.

“I brought you something to eat.”

“Smells good.” The words came grudgingly.

She approached. “It’s only chicken broth. You’d best see if you can handle that first.” Reaching the bedside, she stopped.

He stared at her in silence, noting the smattering of freckles that spilled across her nose and high cheekbones, the blue-green color of her eyes, the fullness of her mouth, the hot-ember highlights in her dark hair.

She was pretty, he realized. He wondered why he hadn’t noticed it when she first came to his rescue. Maybe because he hadn’t really looked at her. Or maybe he’d long ago stopped noticing anything that was good or pretty. Maybe it was because he only saw what he expected to see—the dark side of this world, the evil of one man to another.

“Can you sit up more?” she asked, that ever-present gentleness in her voice.

He scowled. “You’re awfully trusting, bringing me into your home.” With effort, he straightened, leaning his back against the headboard. “You don’t know anything about me. Maybe I’ll rob you blind.”

The gentle smile she’d worn faded from her lips. “I don’t believe so. Besides, you’re welcome to whatever I have that you need.”

“Maybe I’m a dangerous man.”

“The Lord is the strength of my life. Whom shall I fear?”

Whom should she fear? He could tell her.

He heard the cell door slamming shut. Cold steel against cold steel. Cold, like his heart.

He heard it slamming again …

And again …

And again.

Oh yes. He could tell her whom she should fear.

She set the tray on his lap. “If you tolerate this broth, I’ll serve you something more substantial later.” She closed her eyes, bowed her head, and blessed the food in a low voice.

But Gabe wasn’t listening to her prayer. All he could hear was the slamming of that cold steel door.
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Hudson Talmadge stood as straight and tall at the age of sixty-five as he had when he was in his twenties. An imposing man with granite-gray hair and beard and piercing blue eyes, he used his physical appearance to his advantage, ruling his empire with an iron fist. He brooked no questioning of his authority and was unashamedly merciless.

Mercy, in his opinion, was a sign of weakness, and Hudson was not a weak man.

“You’ll be gone from the house by tomorrow,” he said as he stared out his second-story office window.

“But, Mr. Talmadge, the boy meant no harm. He —”

“You heard what I said, Wickham. By tomorrow. You and your family.”

Charlie Wickham was silent awhile before saying, “We’ve nowhere to go, sir, and my wife’s health isn’t good.”

“That isn’t my problem.” Hudson turned. “The house you live in is company owned, and you and your boy are no longer employed by the mill.”

“I’ve worked for you for nearly fifteen years, Mr. Talmadge.”

“And now you don’t.”

Charlie Wickham obviously saw the futility of arguing—his shoulders sagged as he turned away. “We’ll be out by tomorrow. Just as you say.” He departed, cloaked in an air of despair. His eighteen-year-old son, Mark, followed after him.

“See that you are,” Hudson said before the door closed again.

Hudson turned toward the window, his gaze rising toward the pine-covered slopes of Talmadge Peak.

He felt no spark of remorse over what had transpired moments before. Young Mark Wickham had cost the mill a day’s production with his carelessness, allowing the engine on the number-three saw to run low on oil. Granted, production wasn’t as important now as it had been in the prosperous twenties. There was little building going on and few orders for Talmadge lumber. But Hudson never tolerated foolish behavior. If it cost him a penny, it cost him too much. The Depression couldn’t last forever. One day this country would recover, and when it did, he planned to be even wealthier than before.

The squawk of the intercommunication system broke into his thoughts. “Mrs. Talmadge is here to see you, sir.”

He frowned. He disliked Pauline coming to the mill. It was bad enough he had to spend his evenings in her company.

He returned to his desk, pressed a button, and said, “Send her in.”

A few moments later, the door opened, and his wife, the third Mrs. Hudson J. Talmadge, entered his office. An attractive woman in her midthirties, buxom and dark-haired, she was impeccably dressed, as befit her station as wife of the town’s patriarch.

“What is it you want, Pauline?” There had never been any pretense of devotion between them, although at one time they had at least been congenial. Now even that was gone.

Hudson had married the former Miss Hinnenkamp to provide a Talmadge heir; she had married him for his money. He’d kept his part of the bargain, but after seven years of marriage, she’d failed to keep hers. Twice she’d miscarried early in pregnancy. Twice she’d been delivered of stillborn girls. After the birth of the second daughter, the doctor had warned that another pregnancy could endanger Pauline’s life. She’d locked Hudson out of her bedroom from that day on.

He couldn’t honestly say he cared.

“Only a moment of your time, Hudson,” she answered him, drawing his attention as she settled onto one of the chairs opposite him, opened her handbag, and withdrew an envelope. “We’ve been invited to a ball at the senator’s house in Boise. I assumed you would want to know.”

He took the invitation. “A ball.” He hated those things, but he knew he would have to go. Plenty of deals were made in smoking rooms, and the senator had promised to help him with his land acquisitions.

“It’s in two weeks,” Pauline continued. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to go early so I can visit my parents.”

“Why would I mind?”

She smiled with false sweetness. “I knew that’s how you would feel. I’ll have Eugene drive me down in the morning. That will give me time to shop for a new evening gown.”

“Another gown?”

“Would you have me appear as if we hadn’t any money? The women will notice if I wear something they’ve seen before, and they in turn will tell their husbands.”

He scowled. Unlike most people, he’d done well since the crash of twenty-nine. When people had been forced to sell off their land and businesses, Hudson had been there to buy them out. Paying as little as possible, of course.

He was a powerful, wealthy man, but he had greater ambitions still to achieve. He’d learned that perceptions were as important as reality.

“Fine. Buy whatever you need.”

She stood. “I will.” Without another word, she left his office.

Hudson sank onto his desk chair, leaned back, closed his eyes. Then he muttered a curse. Whatever mistakes he’d made in his life, Pauline was definitely one of them.
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Akira worked the pump handle until water gushed from the spigot.

Lord, the weather’s been cruel, and this drought’s been hard. If it be Your will, I’m asking that this well not dry up.

She glanced toward the house.

And, Lord, about Gabe. That man’s got a terrible hurt inside him. I know You’ve got Your reasons for sending him here, but I can’t say I understand what they are. He was hungry and thirsty, and I fed him and gave him something to drink. He’s a stranger, and I took him in. But now what, Lord? Is there more I’m to do?

She moved the bucket, then gave the handle one more vigorous push. She cupped her hands beneath the flow of water and splashed her face with the cool liquid.

Maybe later, after the sun set, she’d go down to the creek. It was running low, but there was enough water to get good and wet all over.

She dried her face on her shirt sleeve. As she straightened and turned, bucket in hand, her gaze swept over the surroundings.

Sheep grazed peacefully in the gently rolling valley, a valley sheltered by pine- and aspen-covered mountains. Purple wildflowers bloomed in defiance of this season of drought, laughing at the clear, cloudless skies.

A feeling of joy welled in her heart as she gazed at the valley the Macauleys had called home for three generations. She set down the bucket, raised her hands toward the sky, and began to twirl about in circles while singing, making up the melody as she went along.

“Make a joyful noise unto the Lord, all ye lands. Serve the Lord with gladness: come before His presence with singing.”

It didn’t matter to her that she could barely carry a tune in a bucket. She was glad to praise Him with her joyful noise.

“Know ye that the Lord He is God: it is He that hath made us, and not we ourselves; we are his people, and the sheep of His pasture.”

She closed her eyes, twirled with more abandon, sang louder.

“Enter into His gates with thanksgiving, and into His courts with praise: be thankful unto Him, and bless His name. For the Lord is good; His mercy is everlasting; and His truth endureth to all generations.”

She fell to the ground, dizzy from spinning. She hugged her arms over her chest and reveled in the sense of well-being.

“Ach! Have ye lost yer senses, lass?”

Akira opened her eyes to see Brodie Lachlan’s slow approach. He struggled with his crutches on the uneven ground, obviously hating every awkward step.

“No, I haven’t.” She sat up.

“Ye looked it.”

Brodie was pure Scot, from the top of his head, ablaze with carrot-red hair, to the tip of his boots. He’d come to work for Akira’s grandfather Fergus Macauley a few months after getting off the boat in 1901. He’d long since ceased to be an employee. Now he was family to Akira. In many ways, closer to her than her own mother.

“How’s your leg?” she asked as he drew closer.

“Fair enough.”

“Are you hungry? There’s chicken soup on the stove.”

“Nay, lass. I’ve had my supper.”

“Did you find someone to help move the sheep?”

Shaking his head, he sank onto a large, granite boulder near the pump. “None I’d have. Any man worth his salt who’s in need of work has left Ransom. Those who remain aren’t to be trusted.” He rubbed his thigh with one hand, adding with a sigh, “Besides, there’s none that know sheep. Farmers and loggers, the lot of them.”

“You can teach anybody what they need to know.” She glanced toward the house. “Perhaps I found someone. I gave aid to a stranger today. He was on his way to Ransom, looking for mill-work. He was so weak from hunger, he fainted.”

“From the look on yer face, I’d guess the stranger ye speak of is in the house. Am I right?”

She nodded.

“Ye’re too trustin, Akira.”

“I trust in the Lord. He told me to bring Gabe home.”

The Scotsman arched an eyebrow. “Gabe who?”

“He didn’t tell me his last name.”

Brodie rose from the rock, slipping the crutches beneath his arms. “I’ll have a look at this stranger of yours, if ye don’t mind.”

She smiled as she stood. There was no point arguing with him, and well she knew it. He would do what he pleased. If there was a more stubborn race of people than the Scots, Akira had yet to meet them. And she should know, being herself one of God’s most stubborn children.
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When Gabe saw the tall, beefy, full-bearded man standing in the doorway to the bedroom, leaning on a pair of crutches, he assumed he was about to be tossed out on his ear.

“My name’s Brodie Lachlan, and who might ye be?” He entered the bedroom, moving slowly but steadily.

Gabe didn’t answer.

“Did ye not hear me, lad?” Despite his injured right leg, he looked plenty able to do Gabe harm.

“I heard.”

“And is it a secret?”

Gabe knew the sound of disdain. He’d lived with it for most of his life, first from his father, then from the prison guards, and finally from strangers who didn’t want to look at another hungry beggar.

Brodie arrived at the bed, demanding an answer by his sheer presence.

“My name’s Gabe.”

Brodie squinted his hazel eyes and pressed his lips together in an unyielding line. It was obvious he wasn’t satisfied with only a first name.

“Talmadge,” Gabe added reluctantly.

A soft gasp from the doorway alerted him to Akira’s presence.

“Gabe Talmadge?” Brodie said in a low voice. His eyes narrowed even more. “We’d heard ye were dead.”

Gabe closed his eyes. “I was.”

Maybe I still am.





TWO

“See that he’s out of here tomorrow, Akira. Ye’ll regret it if ye don’t.”

The door closed behind Brodie, his parting words lingering in the air.

Gabriel Talmadge.

Akira glanced toward the bedroom.

Hudson Talmadge’s son.

Of all the people in the world who could have collapsed on the road for her to find, why did it have to be him?

“I’m trying to understand what You’re doing, Lord,” she whispered, “but it’s far from clear at the moment.”

She crossed the cozy parlor and eased open the door. A sliver of lamplight spilled past her into the darkened bedroom.

Gabe Talmadge had been convicted of killing his brother fourteen years before. A person couldn’t live long in this county without knowing the Talmadge family history, including that tragic tidbit.

Maybe I’m a dangerous man. She shivered as the memory of Gabe’s words replayed in her mind. Was he dangerous?

“I’m not asleep, Miss Macauley.”

She jumped, startled by his voice.

“You might as well bring in the lamp and say what you came to say.”

“I only meant to look in on you.” It wasn’t a lie, but it seemed one.

“But you’d just as soon I didn’t stay in your house, right?”

Akira sighed softly. “I don’t know, Mr. Talmadge.”

“Gabe.” He sat up. “If you’ll bring me my shirt and trousers, I’ll be on my way.”

She pushed the door all the way open, then turned and reached for the kerosene lamp on the nearby table. “I washed your clothes. They’re hanging on the line.”

“They’ll be dry enough by now.”

“Mr. Talmadge, you don’t —”

“I thank you for your kindness.”

She held up the lamp, casting a golden light over the bed and the man in it. “You needn’t leave tonight.”

“I think I should.” He looked toward the window. “And so does Mr. Lachlan.”

Akira heard the hopelessness in his voice. She could almost see the vast wasteland of his heart. A lump formed in her throat, and tears welled in her eyes.

She lowered the lamp. “I can’t force you to stay. You’re free to do as you please. But the bed is yours for the night, and in the morning, there’ll be a breakfast of eggs, ham, and biscuits with gravy. I imagine you’d also like to shave and bathe before seeing your father.”

He visibly flinched.

“Go back to sleep, Mr. Talmadge.” She turned toward the doorway. “You’ll be thinking clearer in the morning.”
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When Gabe next opened his eyes, he discovered the bedroom was bright with lemon-colored sunshine. He couldn’t believe he’d slept that hard or that long. He’d planned to be out of Akira’s house and on his way before sunrise.

He sat up, glancing toward the door as he did so. It was shut tight, but there was no closing out the smell of ham frying in a skillet. His stomach growled in anticipation.

He tossed off the sheet and blanket and sat up. That’s when he noticed not only his trousers and shirt—washed, pressed, and draped across the back of a chair—but also some clean underclothes. On the nearby stand were a wash basin, a porcelain pitcher filled with water, a washcloth, and a bar of soap.

Subtle, Miss Macauley wasn’t.

Gabe rose slowly from the bed, testing his legs to make certain of their support before taking his first step. Convinced he would stay upright, he stripped off the undershirt and drawers he’d worn for longer than he cared to think about and washed himself, starting with his hair and working downward by inches.

It was one of those things most folks gave no thought to, the ability to bathe whenever they wanted. It was something he hadn’t taken for granted for years.

As he dressed a short while later, he wondered where Akira had come by the men’s undergarments. They couldn’t belong to Brodie Lachlan, a man whose waistline was easily twice the size as Gabe’s. Then he decided it didn’t matter. He wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth.

Pride took a backseat to practicality in times such as these.

A soft rapping on the door preceded Akira’s voice. “Mr. Talmadge? Your breakfast is ready.”

Barefooted, he strode across the room and opened the door.

She smiled when she saw him. “You found everything.”

“Yeah. Thanks.” He rubbed his jaw with the fingers of his right hand. “Except for a razor.”

“I figured you’d want hot water for that. Why don’t you eat first?” She motioned toward the table. “The biscuits and gravy are ready.”

As if on cue, his stomach growled again.

Akira laughed.

The sound—sparkling, pure, and feminine—was so unexpected, Gabe took a step back. He needed to distance himself from a sound so joyful, so good. It seemed to shed unwelcome light into the dark corners of his soul, corners better left hidden.

She sobered at once. “Is something wrong?”

He shook his head and wished she would stop looking at him in that curious way of hers. She was too innocent, too trusting.

“Sit down and eat, Mr. Talmadge.” She turned and walked to the stove where she filled a plate with food.

He said nothing as he obeyed. Silent obedience, he’d learned from painful experience, was usually the best route to take.

Akira carried his plate to the table and set it before him, then settled onto the chair to his right. He knew she was looking at him, but he didn’t meet her gaze. Finally, she bowed her head and prayed softly over the food. As soon as she finished, Gabe picked up his fork and began eating, one mouthful right after another. That was something else he’d learned over the years. Eat fast before someone whisked the food away.

Akira didn’t whisk it away nor did she speak while he ate. He was thankful for that.

After he’d polished off the last bite of biscuit, he glanced up. The look in her greenish-blue eyes was gentle. It wasn’t pity; it was simple kindness. But he wasn’t used to kindness.

“There’s more if you’d like it, Mr. Talmadge.”

“I’d rather you called me Gabe.”

“All right. Would you like more to eat, Gabe?”

“No. Thanks, ma’am.”

She laughed again. “And I’d rather you didn’t call me ma’am.”

He gave her an abrupt nod of assent, refusing to return her smile, then stood. “I’d best be on my way.”

“I’ll hitch up the team and drive you into Ransom.”

He was tempted to refuse, but something told him she wouldn’t give an inch about this. “Fine. We’ll go as soon as I shave, if that’s all right with you.”
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Akira allowed the horses to set their own pace, which wasn’t a particularly swift one. The first half-hour passed without conversation. She didn’t mind. She was used to silence and the company of her own thoughts.

She pondered many things as they traveled, most of them about the man seated beside her. She wondered what captivity had done to Gabe Talmadge. She couldn’t imagine the horror of being locked up for years, unable to go where she wanted whenever she wanted, unable to lie in the grass or stroke the silky coat of her dog or swim in the creek in the moonlight.

Why, of all people, had God brought the son of Hudson Talmadge into her home?

She glanced up at the cloudless blue sky. “Will You give me an answer to that question?” she asked softly.

“What?”

She looked at Gabe. “Sorry. I was inquiring of the Almighty.”

He frowned as his gaze moved to the road before them.

Without his beard, she could see a slight resemblance to the elder Talmadge. She supposed Gabe was in his early thirties, though he appeared older with his hollow cheeks and the deep lines etched around his eyes.

“How long has it been since you’ve seen your father?” she asked.

The muscles in his jaw flexed, and a pained expression flashed briefly across his face. Then it was gone.

“I’m sorry. I had no right to ask.”

He met her gaze. “Fourteen years.”

“Fourteen?” She couldn’t disguise her surprise. “But didn’t he come to visit you when you —”

“Four teen yea rs.”

How could that be? she wondered. How could a father abandon his son that way? No matter what Gabe had done, he was still Hudson’s son.

“He doesn’t know I’m coming,” Gabe said, providing an answer to an unformed question.

“He must expect you, now that you’re out —” She stopped abruptly.

“You can say it, Miss Macauley … now that I’m out of prison.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No need to be. It’s a fact.” He stared into the distance. “Actually, I was released four years ago. I didn’t return then, and Hud has no reason to expect me now.”

Hud? A curious thing to call his own father. Why doesn’t he expect you? She pressed her lips together to keep from saying or asking something she shouldn’t.

“Have you lived in the area long, Miss Macauley?”

“Nine years, not counting a brief spell right after my father passed on.”

“Then I trust the gossips have done their job.”

“I don’t listen to gossips.” She shrugged for emphasis, even though he wasn’t looking at her. “Besides, I seldom go to town, and when I do, all anyone wants to talk about these days is the economy and the drought and whether or not I’ve decided to sell my land.”

“Sell?”

She slapped the reins across the team’s backsides. “Giddyap there,” she called. Then she answered Gabe’s one-word question with a bit of history. “My grandfather left me Dundreggan when he passed on to his reward. I won’t sell it.”

“Dun what?”

“Dundreggan Ranch.”

“Dundreggan.” Gabe gave her the closest thing to a smile she’d seen from him. “Your voice changed when you said it. You sounded like Lachlan.”

“Aye, laddie,” she replied with a cocky toss of her head, laying on a thick accent.

He chuckled.

Akira suspected it was a sound he’d not made in a long while, perhaps not for years.

A nicker from one of the horses drew her gaze to the road. Ahead of them, an old Ford truck, its bed piled high with household items, was stopped. Two men leaned over the engine. As the Macauley wagon drew closer, Akira recognized the weary-looking woman in the cab of the truck as Nora Wickham. Akira’s heart sank. She didn’t have to ask what had happened. Charlie and Mark Wickham must have been let go from the mill, and the family was leaving Ransom in search of work. It had happened to many before them and would more than likely happen to others in the future.

She pulled on the reins, stopping the team as they came alongside the truck. “Morning, Mrs. Wickham.”

Nora acknowledged the greeting with a nod; she didn’t look well enough to do more than that. Akira had heard she’d been ill again.

She glanced toward Charlie. “Morning, Mr. Wickham.”

“Miss Macauley.” He looked at Gabe, but when no introduction was given, he returned his gaze to Akira.

“Is there something I can do to help?” she asked with a glance at the open hood.

“No. We’ve about got it fixed.”

“Where will you go?”

“Oregon. We’re hoping there’s millwork to be found there.” He looked at his wife, seated in the cab, her eyes closed. Worry lines carved deep ridges in his forehead.

Ask him.

The whisper in Akira’s heart was familiar, the meaning clear. She didn’t hesitate to obey.

“Mr. Wickham, I’m in need of a couple of hands to help with the sheep. Would you consider working for me?”

His expression was one of surprise. “Well, I —”

“You’d have a house of your own. It’s small but sound. The pay won’t be much, but there’ll be plenty of good food.” She looked beyond him to his son. “I could use Mark’s help, too, if he’s willing.”

“I don’t know anything about sheep, Miss Macauley,” Charlie said, despair in his voice. “I’ve been a logger or a mill hand all my life. Lumber’s all I know.”

“Brodie Lachlan can show you the ropes.” She paused, then added, “You’d be doing us a favor if you’d agree. You probably heard Mr. Lachlan had an accident. He’s on the mend, but it’s past time our band of sheep was taken to summer grazing. Mr. Lachlan can’t manage them alone. Not while he’s still using his crutches.”

Another glance at his wife, and Charlie Wickham made up his mind. He nodded. “All right, Miss Macauley. We’d be pleased to work for you. God bless you.”

“Just head on up to the ranch. Mr. Lachlan will show you where to settle.” She adjusted the reins in her hands. “I’ll talk to you more when I get back.”
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In the four years since his release from prison, Gabe had seen countless families like the Wickhams, suddenly homeless, all their worldly possessions piled into automobiles or trucks or wagons. He’d slept under bridges and in abandoned buildings with those once proud men, men who had left their homes so their wives and children could go on the dole instead of starving alongside them.

He was sorry to see it had happened to Charlie Wickham. Gabe had worked in the mill with him for a short while back in 1919. A lifetime ago. He’d liked Charlie, too, because Charlie had treated him fairly. Better than he’d deserved.

Akira clucked to the horses and smacked their rumps with the reins. The wagon jerked forward.

Gabe glanced over his shoulder.

“He didn’t recognize you,” Akira said.

“No.” He straightened. “I was just a kid the last time he saw me. And I’ve changed a lot since then.”

“Well, you have been gone a long time.”

“Yeah.” He wondered if he should have come back at all.

As if reading his mind, she asked, “Why’d you return now?”

He closed his eyes, remembering one particular night in a shantytown near Seattle. A cold and damp night that chilled a man to the bones.

A preacher had walked along the pathway that meandered between the shacks, speaking to any and all who would listen. He’d had one of those voices peculiar to men of the cloth, the sort that carried across a crowd and above the sounds of hurting humanity.

The preacher’s words had reached Gabe’s unwilling ears; try as he might, he hadn’t been able to block them out.

“And he went and joined himself to one of the citizens of that country; and he sent him into his fields to feed swine. And he would fain have filled his belly with the husks that the swine did eat: and no man gave unto him. But when he came to himself he said, How many hired servants of my father’s have bread enough and to spare, and I perish here with hunger! I will arise and go to my father …”

There’d been a time, after Gabe’s release from prison, when pride had kept him away from Ransom. But cold and hunger had a way of stripping a man of his pride—and everything else besides. So when he heard the preacher telling the story of the Prodigal Son, he’d made up his mind to return. The worst that could happen was that the old man would throw him out.

And maybe, just maybe, things would be different between them this time.

“Gabe,” Akira said, drawing him back to the present.

“Hmm?”

“It’s going to be all right. I’ve got a feeling about it.”

“A feeling,” he muttered, thinking how naive she was.

“In good time, you’ll see I’m right, Gabriel Talmadge.”

“Because you’ve got a feeling?”

Her smile was tinged with sadness. He could tell she’d wanted him to believe and was disappointed when he didn’t.

The remainder of the journey to town was made in silence.
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Ransom was Hudson Talmadge’s town. He owned almost every square inch of it, from the Logger’s Café on the west side to the Ransom Dry-Goods Store on the east side, from the First Ransom Bank at the north end to the Talmadge Home for Orphans at the south end. If a person wanted work in this county, it usually depended upon Hudson’s good graces—of which he had few.

Akira cast a surreptitious glance toward Gabe seated beside her in the wagon. Perhaps, she thought, Hudson was the way he was—mean and twisted—because he’d lost all three of his sons, in one way or another. Maybe he would change for the better now that Gabe had returned.

Could this be the way You plan to heal this valley? Could this be the way You redeem Hudson Talmadge? Do you mean to use Gabe for that purpose?
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When the Macauley wagon turned north, leaving the town behind them, Gabe saw the mansion on the hillside and knew it had to be his father’s. Hudson would never allow anyone to have a greater house than his own.

“When did he build that?” he asked Akira.

There was a moment’s silence before she answered, “Right before he married again.”

Ah, yes. His stepmother. The third Mrs. Talmadge.

“What’s she like?”

“Mrs. Talmadge? I don’t know. I’ve never had the pleasure of her acquaintance.” Akira sounded amused.

He turned from studying the Talmadge mansion to look at Akira, wondering what she found funny.

“Women like Pauline Talmadge have little to do with the likes of someone like me. A simple shepherdess.”

“Then I suspect she’s the poorer because of it.”

At his words a blush climbed the back of Akira’s neck, spilling into bright patches on her cheeks. Her gaze darted away from his.

Gabe might have said more, might have tried to explain what her kindness meant to him, only the lumberyard came into view at that precise moment. Memories assaulted him, none of them pleasant. A cold hand squeezed his heart. Dread iced his veins.

“Stop the wagon, Miss Macauley.”

She did so.

“I’ll go the rest of the way on foot.”

“Are you sure? I don’t mind —”

“I’m sure.” He gripped the side with one hand, then dropped to the ground.

This is a mistake. I never should’ve come back.

But something forced him to put one foot in front of another, propelling him forward, toward the Talmadge Mill.

And toward the man who’d sent him to prison fourteen years before.





THREE

Hudson watched the man walking toward the lumberyard.

Another tramp looking for work.

And unless he was mistaken, Akira Macauley had brought him.

His eyes narrowed. There weren’t many men who dared stand up to Hudson Talmadge. That his plans continued to be thwarted by a mere female galled him beyond measure.

They were his curse, the weaker sex. They’d always been his curse. Akira Macauley. Jane Sebastian. His wives—first Clarice, then Harriet, and finally Pauline.

He clenched his jaw as he turned away from the window and sat behind his desk.

He had one thing for which to be glad this morning. Pauline was on her way to Boise. For the next two weeks, Hudson would have the house to himself. He wouldn’t be forced to participate in small talk over supper or listen to his wife’s constant yammering.

A light rap sounded at the door a second before it opened and his secretary, Rupert Carruthers, slipped through the opening. A wiry, bookish sort with a boyish face that belied his true age, Rupert had worked for Hudson since they were young men in Minnesota.

“Sir”—Rupert never failed to be formal, despite the years they’d been together—“there’s someone to see you.”

“What’s the matter, Carruthers?” Hudson snapped. “I don’t have time to talk to every hobo who comes looking for work. Handle him as you’ve handled the others.”

“But —”

“You heard me.”

“You don’t understand.” Rupert lowered his voice. “It’s Gabe.”

Hudson rocked back in his chair. “Gabe?”

The secretary nodded, peering at his employer through the glasses perched on the end of his birdlike nose.

Hudson stood. “He’s here?”

“Yes sir.”

Like a bad penny, returned.

“Sir?”

Hudson sat down again, then cleared his throat. “Send him in.” He swiveled his chair toward the window, leaving his back to the door.

Odd, it wasn’t memories of Gabe he recalled at that moment. Nor was it Max, his firstborn son. It was Clarice, his first wife, Max and Gabe’s mother.

As clearly as if it were yesterday, he remembered the first time he’d seen her, walking into the bank in Chicago on a sunny Wednesday morning. She’d been a girl of seventeen, come to visit her father, the president of the bank. Hudson had been twenty-eight, a cowboy from Texas by way of Montana, with all the rough edges still intact. He’d thought Clarice Wainwright the most beautiful girl he’d ever laid eyes on.

He’d soon discovered her beauty was more than physical; hers was a beauty of the heart and soul. There’d been a peace about Clarice that soothed something inside Hudson whenever she was near. He supposed he’d loved her. All he’d known then was he had to have her, had to possess her, had to make her his, had to keep her with him so he could share her peace. He would have kidnapped her if he’d been forced to, but he hadn’t been. She’d willingly married him, and he’d taken her to Minnesota where he’d bought his first lumbermill.

Their son Max had been born before their second anniversary. By the time Gabe arrived, three years later, Hudson’s peace had been shattered, and with Clarice’s death, he’d lost all hope of finding it again.

Behind him, the office door closed. He took a deep breath and turned his chair around.
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His father hadn’t changed much, which was strangely comforting.

“Well, well,” Hudson said. “So you’ve come back.”

“Yes.”

“I wondered when you would.”

“Did you?” Gabe couldn’t keep the hint of surprise from his voice. He’d doubted Hudson thought of him at all.

His father’s gaze raked over him. Gabe endured the stare without flinching.

“Sit down,” Hudson ordered at last.

He did.

“Why’d you come?”

He met his father’s gaze. “I need employment and a place to stay. There isn’t much work for any man these days, let alone an ex-con.”

“And you thought I’d give you a job? And a home?”

“I hoped you would.”

“Why should I?”

Gabe’s chest was tight, making it hard to breathe, harder still to speak. “Because I’m your son.”

“You heard your little brother died, didn’t you?” Hudson stood. His eyes were like ice, his words filled with venom. “You figured I was getting old and there’d be no more sons for me after Leon. You thought you’d return, like a dog to its vomit, to inherit what I’ve built.” He turned away and stepped to the window. “Get out. You’ll get nothing from me.”

Into the sudden silence came the same hate-filled voice, speaking from across the years: You killed your mother when you were born, and now you’ve killed your brother. May you rot in prison. Until a few minutes ago, those had been the last words his father had spoken to him.

He should have known nothing would change.

Gabe rose from the chair, turned, and left the office. He kept his gaze lowered, staring at the floor so he didn’t have to make eye contact with Rupert or anyone else. He didn’t know where he would go or what he would do. It didn’t much matter. There’d been a time, when he’d first been sent to prison, that he’d asked God to kill him, to take pity and strike him dead. But he’d stopped asking long ago.

Just like Hudson, God wanted nothing to do with Gabe.
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When Akira saw Jane Sebastian coming out of the small Ransom Methodist Episcopal Church at the edge of town, she drew the team to a halt. “Good morning.”

The heavyset woman, a spinster-lady in her fifties with rosy cheeks and thinning gray hair, smiled as she returned the greeting. “Good morning, Akira. What brings you to Ransom?”

“An errand at the mill.”

A cloud momentarily covered the sun, casting a shadow across the earth, not unlike the shadow that passed across Jane’s face.

“Mr. Talmadge’s son has returned,” Akira added.

Jane pressed a hand to her heart. “Gabe? He’s here? In Ransom?”

Akira nodded. “That’s why I was out at the mill. I drove him there. He went to see his father.”

“Oh, sweet God in heaven.” The woman’s softly spoken words could not be mistaken for anything but a prayer.

“What is it?”

“He won’t find a welcome there. Or absolution.”

Akira twisted on the wagon seat, staring back toward the mill.

“There’s no mercy in the man’s heart and no love for that boy.”

“But he’s his son.”

“And it was Hudson Talmadge’s own testimony that sent Gabe to prison. He would’ve seen him dead if he’d had his druthers.”

“Surely you’re mistaken.”

“I’m not mistaken. I raised the boy, and I know the wickedness of the man who sired him.”

Akira faced Jane again. “You raised him?”

“For twelve years. From the day he was born.” Jane approached the wagon with determined steps, pausing only long enough to drop the basket she carried into the bed of the wagon. Then she grasped the seat and hauled herself up beside Akira. “Will you take me to him, please?”

“Of course.”

It took Akira only a few moments to turn the wagon around and head up the road toward the mill a second time. All the while, questions whirled in her mind, and it took great resolve not to ask them. Curiosity was part of her nature, but she knew how quickly curiosity led to idle gossip. She was determined not to gossip about Gabe.

It was Jane who broke the silence. “He was a delightful youngster, so eager to please. He had a good heart, and he always did his best.” Her voice lowered. “But Gabe’s best was never good enough for Mr. Talmadge.”

“Why?”

“Why?” Jane harrumphed. “There’s no cause for it. At least none a reasonable person can understand. The man has the devil’s own heart, pure and simple. He wanted nothing more than to make Gabe rue the day he was born. It was always that way, from the very beginning.”

Akira had seen how the elder Talmadge mistreated his employees, so she harbored no illusions about Hudson’s nature. But she found it hard to believe he could be so cruel to his own son.

Jane’s hand grasped Akira’s forearm. “There he is. Stop the wagon.” Her voice broke.

Gabe walked with his head slung forward, his gaze on the ground before him. He hadn’t heard the wagon’s approach, or if he had, he’d ignored the sounds.

Akira glanced toward Jane. Tears were running down the older woman’s cheeks, unchecked. Akira looked ahead again.

What’s the truth about him, Lord?

The question had barely formed when he glanced up, saw the wagon, stopped walking.

“Gabe,” Jane whispered.

He showed one of his rare smiles, a brief curve of the mouth as heartbreaking as Jane’s tears. Then he strode forward. When he reached the wagon, he stretched out an arm. “Miss Jane.” They clasped hands.

“I’d nearly lost hope of seeing you again, dear boy. God was good to bring you back.”

He didn’t reply.

“Your father turned you out.” It wasn’t a question.

“Yes.” He didn’t sound surprised.

“What will you do now?” Jane asked, her tone gentle.

“I’ll move on. Nobody in Ransom will give me work, even if they had it to give. They wouldn’t dare. You know it, same as me.” Gabe withdrew his hand, turned his back to the wagon. “Hud’s won, Miss Jane. We knew he would.”

“I’ll give you work,” Akira said. “If you want it.”

Gabe’s shoulders rose and fell, indicating the drawing in of a deep breath and the supervening, silent release. Then he faced her. “You have no idea what you’re saying, Miss Macauley.”

“I’ve got plenty of work at Dundreggan.”

“You hired two men this morning.”

“Yes, I did.”

“Miss Macauley —”

“The Lord brought you here for a purpose, Mr. Talmadge. There’s a reason He caused our paths to cross.”
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At one time, Gabe might have believed the same thing. But that was long, long ago. Before he’d listened to his father. Before he’d wandered far from the truth.

“I doubt that,” he said. “God has better things to do than care about my comings and goings. He’s washed His hands of me.”

“No!” Akira exclaimed. “God doesn’t wash His hands of people. His love is everlasting.”

He frowned. “You’ll only bring trouble on yourself if you try to help me. Ask Miss Jane what happened to her on account of me.”

“I’m not afraid.” Akira stiffened her back, defiantly lifted her chin. Her blue-green eyes swirled with emotion.

“And the wolf shall dwell with the lamb,” he quipped.

The corners of her mouth curved in a smile.

It wasn’t the response for which he’d hoped. He’d meant his words as a warning. He’d meant for her to understand he was like the wolf. The wolf could devour the lamb, and Gabe’s presence could destroy Akira.

Jane spoke into the lengthening silence. “Stay, Gabe. Stop running.”

Stop running. Stand still and let the darkness overtake him. It was what he deserved. The end result was inevitable. Did it matter where it happened? Wasn’t Ransom, Idaho, as good a place as any?
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