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Synopsis

Sergeant Rachel Bryce’s determination to uphold the
rules at any cost has made her a pariah on the Tacoma police force.
When she is put in charge of the new mounted division, dissension
in the ranks seems to guarantee the program’s failure. Rachel asks
an old college acquaintance to help her train the horses and their
riders before they make their public debut amid the fireworks and
crowds on the Fourth of July.

Callan Lanford doesn’t play by the rules. She invents
her own. The scion of a polo-playing dynasty, Cal has been riding
since before she could walk, and she scores both on and off the
field with equal ease. But she isn’t prepared for the emotional
ride she takes as Rachel forces her to confront her
achievement-oriented family’s rejection. Cal’s attraction to Rachel
grows, but both their future together and the future of the mounted
unit are uncertain, plagued by “accidents” and threats.

As Rachel and Cal battle a corrupt politician’s greed
in the face of mounting danger, can their love prevail?
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Chapter One

Blue lights flashed in eerie silence. No sirens, no
sound. Sergeant Rachel Bryce got in her patrol car and slammed the
door behind her, needing some noise, some proof she wasn’t as
invisible and incorporeal as a ghost. Rows of police
vehicles—identical except for their small identifying numbers—lined
the parking lot of Tacoma’s Cheney Stadium. Small groups of
officers—identical except for their faces, their body types, their
name badges—formed clusters in between the rows of cars. They were
a community, a family. Bound as strongly by unseen ties as by their
similar uniforms. But not Rachel. She was alone.

She kept her features composed and calm, but her
hands gripped the bottom of the steering wheel as she fought off
her insistent and growing headache. She had already been to far too
many funerals in her seven years with the Tacoma Police Department.
Only a few years earlier, after she had signed up to take the
sergeant’s test, she and her colleagues in the TPD had joined with
the other departments in Washington as they mourned the loss of
seven officers over the course of a few months. Unlucky number
seven. Shot and killed, like Alex Mayer. But then, she had been
part of the solemn community. Comforting. Comforted. Standing
together against the dangers they faced every day.

Anger and loneliness battled for her attention. She
flipped off her radio, silencing its incessant updates on the
funeral procession and route. She was somewhere in the middle of
over one hundred cars, all wedged in the lot and about to drive
slowly to the same destination. She was unlikely to make a wrong
turn along the way. Too bad the same surety didn’t apply to her
career. Just one call, one choice had changed everything. She had
made the right decision on that fateful call, even though no one
else agreed with her. But being right didn’t make up for being
ostracized. Her decision had resulted in the arrest of a fellow
officer. The law had been on her side, but the entire department
had supported the more popular and senior officer. And an
invisible, impenetrable wall had gone up between her and everyone
she had considered family before that day.

The other officers started dispersing, heading to
their cars, so Rachel turned her radio on again. At least it was
another voice. Everyone else might turn away when she walked by,
but the impersonal voice of the dispatcher still spoke to her. And
would, as long as she put on this uniform.

A uniform she had been so proud to wear. She had
spent plenty of time on the wrong side of a police car’s safety
glass. In trouble, in juvie, in yet another foster home, until a
stroke of luck landed her in the home of a couple who cared enough
to fight against her and with her until they pulled her out of a
downward spiral and set her on the right course. A course that led
her directly to the driver’s seat of a patrol car. So much better
than being trussed up in the back. She had gotten through college,
through the police academy, through her rookie year by following
the rules. Staying on the straight and narrow. But somehow, in some
crazy way, doing what was right hadn’t worked this time. Instead of
giving her the security of a work family—any family—it had
separated her once again.

Rachel inched forward as her row finally started to
move through the maze of cones that brought order to the parking
lot and under the arch formed by two fire trucks with an American
flag fluttering under their extended ladders. Following the hearse
and Alex’s body. Volunteers from neighboring departments sat in
each intersection, blocking traffic for the procession. Crowds of
citizens lined the city streets, waving and holding signs in
support. Rachel pried one hand loose from her steering wheel and
waved back. To them, she must look like any other officer, but she
knew better. She stopped waving and ran her fingers over her TPD
badge, feeling the ridge of heavy black tape where it crossed the
cold metal. She cracked her window for some fresh air, but instead
of a sweet May breeze, she only let the smell of exhaust into her
car. Still, she couldn’t bear to shut the window again. The
excruciatingly slow progress of the line of cars, the uncontrolled
crowds pressing close as she crawled by, and the utter lack of
escape routes aggravated the claustrophobia she had struggled with
since childhood. She hadn’t felt it this strongly for years, and
she barely resisted the urge to pull out of the solid line of cars.
Drive over the curb, over the sidewalk, over some pedestrians.
Whatever it took to break free and be able to breathe again.

Safety wasn’t in closed spaces. People hanging over
the sides of bridges holding banners could easily drop something on
her car. The ones lining the side of the road could shoot at her,
grab her. Most cops learned to know where the exits were to keep
from getting cornered and avoid walking into traps. Rachel hadn’t
needed those lessons from the academy or from her training
officers. She had picked them up before she turned five. Don’t go
into a room if there isn’t another way out. Don’t turn your back on
anyone. Ever. Don’t trust the people who look so friendly as they
wave and smile.

Inhale. Hold the breath. Exhale. Hold the emptiness.
Rachel tried every breathing exercise she could remember. She was
overreacting, being paranoid, but the panic she had felt in every
funeral procession made the fifteen-minute drive to the Tacoma Dome
seem like it lasted for hours. Before, she had been in the car with
friends, with people she trusted to watch her back, to protect and
support her. This time, the loneliness and isolation made her feel
too vulnerable.

Finally, a motorcycle cop waved her toward the
parking places reserved for Tacoma’s officers. Rachel dragged a
shaky hand over her forehead, wiping away a light sheen of sweat.
No more crowds, and the congestion of cars eased as they separated
and drove down different rows. Rachel backed into a spot and turned
off her ignition. She had barely managed the drive here and she
didn’t know how she’d be able to handle the hot and crowded
memorial service. She looked over at the Dome, its dirty
blue-and-white patterned top a testament to the industrial area
surrounding it. The smudged and grimy surface, defying the city’s
attempts to keep it clean, was courtesy of the Tideflats area, with
its refineries and paper mills. Tacoma might not be the prettiest
city Rachel had ever seen, but it had become her home—working-class
and unpretentious, with the community spirit of a small town. She
belonged here. So why was she being shut out?

Rachel finally got out of her car and walked past a
group of officers. One had been in her academy class. One had been
on her squad before she was promoted to sergeant in February. All
of them she knew by name. She kept her head high, her face
expressionless, as she passed them without a word. Not that they
noticed. She wanted to stop and yell, wave her arms until they had
to acknowledge her. Ask why they had sided against her without
bothering to hear her side of the story. Ask why it was fair for
the other officer—just because he was well-liked and had been
around longer than she had—to turn everyone against her when her
only sin was to uphold the law. But she didn’t. Instead, she edged
around the growing crowds and looked for a reasonably empty place
to stand while she waited for the casket to be carried into the
Dome.

She heard the horses before she saw them. The clatter
of steel shoes on concrete, a shrill neigh that was immediately
echoed by two other equine voices. Tacoma’s new mounted unit. Led
by Alex Mayer until a week ago. Rachel slipped behind the large
white trailer, with the department’s logo emblazoned on its side,
and got her first glimpse of the recently formed unit.

She had forgotten they’d be here. Usually Seattle
sent a few horses to escort a fallen officer to the memorial
service, but of course Tacoma’s unit would perform the duty today.
Rachel looked over the four horses with her foster dad’s voice in
her head, pointing out their flaws and evaluating their
conformation the way he had taught her to do. A handsome chestnut
gelding, empty boots attached to the stirrups of his saddle, was
obviously Alex’s mount. He danced around as Clark Jensen tried to
hold him with one hand and a bay quarter horse type with the other.
Billie Mitchell, another officer from Rachel’s academy class, was
tightening the girth on her saddle while her flighty mare jigged in
a tight circle. Lindstrom—Don…or Dan?—stood too far away from a
pinto mare that was tied to the side of the trailer as he cleaned
one of her hooves with a metal pick. He looked nervous around her,
and with good reason apparently. Rachel didn’t notice any glaring
defects in the horses’ conformation, but none of them seemed to be
mentally ready for their public debut.

Rachel kept to the shadows behind the trailer. She
wanted to help Clark untangle himself from the reins as the two
horses twisted around him. And ask Billie why her mare didn’t have
Borium on her shoes to keep her from slipping on the pavement. And
to tell Don, or Dan, that he seemed right to distrust the mare. The
way her eye rolled back so Rachel could see its white rim, her
switching tail, her pinned ears. Rachel had seen those signs in
horses too many times before. And they were usually followed by a
kick or a bite or a stomped-on foot.

But it wasn’t her place to interfere. And the
officers probably wouldn’t want her help even if offered. She
leaned against the aluminum trailer and felt the small jolts as the
pinto mare pulled back against her tie rope. Of course the riders
would be nervous on their first official outing. And sad and
shocked because they were acting as escort for their dead sergeant.
But, even shielded from the worst of the crowds and traffic noise
by the huge trailer, the unit looked totally unprepared to be in
public.

The aroma of hay and manure and sweating horses
calmed Rachel and drove away the lingering scent of exhaust and
claustrophobia. She took a deep breath and let the sounds and
smells of the horses carry her away from the memorial and her
lonely exile within the department, away from the disturbing
prospect of a few hot hours in the Dome with hundreds of sweaty
cops in wool dress uniforms. Back home to eastern Washington. Back
to her foster family’s ranch in the town of Cheney, where she could
ride for miles without—

Rachel pushed off the trailer and moved toward Clark
before she realized what she was doing. The bay gelding had pulled
out of his grasp and wheeled away when Rachel reached out and
grabbed his reins. He dragged her a few feet, but she held her
ground and jerked him to a stop. Rachel stroked his neck, murmuring
quietly until she felt the muscles beneath her hand relax a bit,
and then she led him back to Clark.

“Thanks…Bryce,” he said. He hesitated slightly before
her name, as if merely saying it would give him cooties.

Rachel ignored the slight. She should be getting used
to the way people said her name, but it hurt every time. She
slipped the reins over the bay’s head and handed them to Clark. “No
problem,” she said. She turned to walk away.

“Wait,” Clark said.

Rachel stopped and faced him. His face was pale, and
she could see red marks on his hand where the sweaty leather reins
had burned him when the gelding pulled away.

“Really, thank you. If you hadn’t caught him…”

Rachel didn’t need him to finish the sentence. She
knew too well what might have happened if the frightened horse had
gotten loose among the crowds, on the city streets and so close to
the freeway. “Just be careful out there,” she said.

He nodded and followed the rest of the unit toward
the street where the hearse and Alex’s family were waiting. Rachel
stayed near the trailer, where she could watch but not be noticed.
Close enough to help if another of the horses got out of control.
Usually, the police would be mounted while another officer led the
riderless horse, but Rachel was relieved to see the whole unit stay
on the ground. They could barely control their horses as it was,
and Rachel gasped out loud when Alex’s widow had to snatch her two
young children out of the way of Lindstrom’s mare. The four horses
jigged and swerved around the coffin as if they were more likely to
knock it over than to protect it, and Abby Hargrove, the unit’s
lieutenant, finally waved them off. Rachel was tempted to skip the
service and stick around the trailer in case they needed help
loading the horses, but Hargrove glared daggers at Rachel when she
passed her.

No need to stick around where she wasn’t wanted.
Although she suspected she wouldn’t be any more welcome inside the
Dome than she was outside of it, Rachel joined the throngs of
people filing through the entrance doors. For a brief moment,
between the parking lot and the seating area, she belonged.
Surrounded by officers from other departments, she was an anonymous
TPD sergeant, receiving commiserating smiles and even the
occasional shoulder squeeze or brush on the arm from strangers who
accepted her more than her own people did. But it didn’t last
long.

Rachel paused at the edge of the bleachers. Tiers of
seats were filled with people who had traveled to the memorial
service. The distinctive red of Canadian Mounties, the navy and
black of local uniforms. Rachel wanted to find a seat among them,
but she’d be out of place yet again. Noticed because she wasn’t
sitting in the chairs reserved for Tacoma’s officers, Alex’s
family, and visiting dignitaries. She hesitated, as unsure as she
had been on every first day in every new school she had attended
while growing up. Always hoping to be part of a group, but always
expecting rejection. And rarely being disappointed in her
expectations.

The feel of someone’s hand on the small of her back,
sliding over her duty belt, made Rachel flinch. She automatically
reached toward her gun, but warm breath against her neck made her
stop.

“Hey, Rach.”

Warmth. The smell of her breath, the sound of her
voice, the hand sliding over Rachel’s ass and hip would have been
very welcome if Christy hadn’t been hiding behind her in the
shadows of the bleachers. But the gestures were furtive, stolen.
Not meant to be seen. Around the rest of the department, Christy
was as cold as everyone else.

“What’s up, Christy?” Rachel asked. She shifted her
hips out of reach. She might be mad, furious because Christy had
bailed on her when she needed her most, but her damned body still
reacted to her ex-lover’s touch.

“I miss you.”

I miss you, too.

“Can you come over tonight? I don’t want to be
alone,” Christy said. She pressed against Rachel’s back, and Rachel
could imagine the feel of her hard nipples, the smell of her sex,
the wet touch of her tongue. “I need you.”

And I needed you. Rachel had
needed Christy to stand by her when everyone else turned their
backs. Needed her support and her touch. But she had been surprised
to discover that she hadn’t meant enough to Christy to make her
stick around. And Rachel had been even more surprised to find that
the loss of her community, her police family, had meant more to her
than the loss of her girlfriend.

“I have other plans,” Rachel said. She walked away
from the bleachers and into the crowd. Christy wouldn’t follow her
there. Rachel didn’t look back into Christy’s blue eyes, didn’t
want to see her dark strawberry-blond hair—so silky and long when
Rachel unpinned it from Christy’s usual tight bun. Definitely
didn’t want to see the way Christy’s full breasts filled out her
uniform top. Rachel walked resolutely toward the TPD seats and sat
in a back corner. She tried not to watch when Christy walked by and
joined her usual group of friends. Rachel’s former friends.

Rachel had been so wrapped up in the emotions roiling
through her, she thought she’d be distracted enough to make it
through the service without any real tears. But the speeches by
Alex’s friends and the words of the chaplain broke through her
personal issues and forced her to remain present. Her feelings for
her fellow officers hadn’t changed. They might be ignoring her, but
she still cared. And she hated that she did. When Alex’s young son,
a boy who looked about eight, delivered a eulogy in his high, sweet
voice, Rachel bit her lip and stared at the ceiling, the floor, the
huge spray of flowers next to the casket. Anything to keep from
seeing the fatherless little boy, anything to keep from crying. She
had been holding so much inside, acting day after day as if nothing
mattered to her. If she started crying now, she might not be able
to stop.

Even the addresses by the government officials moved
her. Ellen Laird, the state’s governor. Eugene Varano, Tacoma’s
city manager. Rachel’s cynical self knew they were only after
televised publicity as they sympathized with the police so they’d
secure union endorsements in the next election. Photo ops, as they
shook hands with Alex’s son and kissed his crying widow and patted
his tiny daughter’s head. But Rachel’s cynicism couldn’t keep her
from the tug of connection as Alex was honored and remembered. One
of her own had been killed, shot in the head when he accidentally
stumbled on a drug deal in the park. Even the black sheep felt the
loss of a family member.

Just make it through the service without crying. Just
make it through the crowd without making eye contact with Christy
and losing her grip. Rachel had her pride, although not much else.
And tempting as the offer of a night of sex and cuddling was, it
wasn’t nearly enough to break Rachel’s resolve. Private support
meant nothing without any public support to back it up.

Rachel stood up when the seemingly interminable
service finally ended. She took a deep breath and prepared to merge
into the crowds again, push her way to the door and to the freedom
of open air. She only made it a few feet before an authoritative
voice stopped her.

“Bryce.”

Damn. Rachel had been secretly hoping someone might
talk to her, recognize her. Not in the shadows as Christy had done,
but out here in the open. She got her wish, but why the hell did it
have to be Abby Hargrove?

“Lieutenant,” Rachel said, her voice formal and her
posture tall as she turned around. Abby Hargrove had it all. Looks,
success, respect. When Rachel had first been hired, she had hoped
to find an ally, a mentor in the then-Sergeant Hargrove. She had
quickly given up on that notion.

“Tomorrow, zero eight hundred. My office. You’re
being reassigned.”

Fuck. Rachel hoped her expression wasn’t giving away
any of her internal swearing. She nodded as her lieutenant walked
away without another word. Rachel didn’t even bother going after
her to try to find out more about this reassignment. She didn’t
need details to recognize bad news when she heard it.


Chapter Two

Callan Lanford shifted her hips and wedged her right
foot between her duffel bag and the metal frame of the seat in
front of her. She was too tall to fly coach. A week of hard riding
as she tried out for one of the East Coast’s top polo teams hadn’t
even caused a twinge in her muscles, but two hours on an airplane
and she was stiff and sore from inactivity. And restless. She
tapped her fingers on the plastic tray table as she tried to muster
some interest in the romantic comedy playing on the plane’s small
screen, but she gave up with a sigh and tugged out her earbuds.

Getting access to her laptop proved to be more
challenging than any of the complex goal-scoring drills she’d
performed during the previous week. She balanced her half-eaten
fruit plate on her lap and tucked the plastic cup of ginger ale
between her thighs before she closed the tray table. She groped for
her duffel bag, careful not to spill her drink or hit her head on
the seat in front of her. Once she had the laptop in hand, she
maneuvered back to an upright position and opened the table again.
She arranged her cup and plate and computer on the too-small
plastic surface, hoping she had at least an hour of battery life
and turbulence-free flying ahead of her.

Cal slid the window shade closed to keep the glare
from the bright sun off her screen. She had spent the past months
living in two worlds, practicing for and studying footage of the
Virginia team while training her horses and coaching her own polo
teams on her family’s Washington farm. The scenery between the two
coasts and the idle time spent traveling from one to the other were
inconsequential to her. Too much time and space to think. She
preferred action.

She opened a document full of notes she had made over
the winter as her Pacific Northwest Polo Club teams had practiced
in the indoor arena and played casual matches against other local
clubs. Cal typed in the details of several new plays she had
thought of over the past week of nonstop polo. She had suggested
the Virginia team try them, but they had been politely
uninterested. Cal had quickly learned that they were a smoothly
functioning unit. Successful and established, they wanted nothing
more than a qualified fourth player to step in and fill an empty
space. They might be interested in her new ideas once Cal was
settled on the team, but innovation wasn’t a requirement for the
job. Cal had adapted quickly, learning the team’s plays and
executing them flawlessly and without variation, but she hadn’t
been able to stop her mind from making changes and improving on
their existing playbook. Her Northwest team wasn’t at the same
level yet, but they’d benefit from her week of exposure to new
players and new methods.

Cal added some new drills she had learned in Virginia
to her lengthy training file. Several of them could be adapted for
the group of amateurs she coached in her limited spare time. She
closed the document and checked her e-mail while she still had some
power left, since, as she had suspected, she hadn’t given her
laptop enough time to charge before leaving the hotel. Silently
praising the gods for in-flight WiFi, she scanned her e-mails
quickly, deleting a few ads for riding paraphernalia as she skimmed
through her in-box. A note from her friend Linda who played on a
polo team in Portland, asking if Cal would be in Oregon for an
upcoming meet. Cal smiled, remembering the last time she and Linda
had gotten together on the field, and then later in Cal’s hotel
room. She’d make it a point to get to the meet. She had been too
busy to give much attention to her social life over the spring, but
she would have to change that—and soon.

Cal’s smile faded as she read her dad’s e-mail. He
had sent an addendum to the long list of East Coast networking
contacts her mother had sent a few days prior. Cal hadn’t even made
the Virginia team yet—technically, since she was certain she’d be
picked to fill the empty position—and her parents already were
planning her route to a different and better club. Cal read through
the list of names, noting which ones she had met during her week of
tryouts. She had felt it herself, that Virginia wasn’t a place to
get comfortable, a place to settle in and make her mark. She would
gain some valuable experience, and then she would move forward.
Always a new level to reach. Cal finished memorizing the list and
read the more personal message her dad had written at the bottom of
his e-mail. He had been contacted by a friend’s daughter, asking
Cal to train a mounted police unit. Cal could hear her father’s
laughter in his writing, and she laughed as well. As if she had the
time or desire to devote to a new job. She lived and breathed polo,
only resurfacing now and again for sex. Nothing else mattered.

Forty-five minutes later, as the plane taxied to the
gate, Cal turned on her cell, pulled up her dad’s e-mail, and
dialed his friend’s daughter’s number. He could have answered for
her since they both knew she wasn’t about to take on a new project
when the height of polo season was approaching and her time was
scheduled to the minute, but he had respected her autonomy enough
to let her make the call. She didn’t have any trouble saying no to
anything or anyone that might interfere with her priorities.

“Lieutenant Hargrove?” Cal asked when she heard an
unintelligible voice answer the phone. “This is Callan Lanford,
returning your call.”

“Ms. Lanford?” a woman’s voice repeated, breaking
through the static. “I can barely hear you.”

Cal turned toward the window, shielding her neighbor
as much as possible as she increased the volume of her voice. “I’m
sorry about that. I’m on a plane. My dad passed along your message
about training the mounted police unit, but I have to decline the
offer.”

End of story. Cal had learned not to give excuses
when she said no to someone who wanted to take time away from her
career. If she said she was planning to leave the state soon, then
the lieutenant would tell her they’d be glad to have her help on a
temporary basis. If she said she didn’t have time available, she’d
be given the unlikely story that the job wouldn’t require much time
at all. People usually had trouble arguing with a no that didn’t have reasons attached.

Lieutenant Hargrove apparently wasn’t one of those
people. “We really need your help, so I hope you’ll reconsider. The
job offers decent compensation, and you can set your own hours.
It’s part-time work, so it shouldn’t interfere with your own
training. I’m going to have the officer-in-charge contact you, and
she can explain in more detail what we—”

Cal heard her phone beep before the line went dead.
Damn. Didn’t she have anything with a fully charged battery? She
wasn’t accustomed to filling long hours of nothingness with
technology. Cal would have liked to have ended this issue right
now, but she’d have to wait until she got home. Maybe she could
give the unknown officer-in-charge the names of other potential
trainers, but Cal wouldn’t accept the job.

She reset her watch to local time. After too many
hours of stasis, she’d finally be able to move.

 


*

 


Rachel started her shift at six the next morning,
still slightly hungover from too much beer the night before and
exhausted from the struggle to keep from going to Christy’s
apartment. She spent the two hours before her meeting with Hargrove
backed into a parking place at the station and sipping on a
triple-shot latte. As a new sergeant, she still didn’t have a set
shift, so now she was doing a stint as fill-in for a vacationing
day-shifter. The squad of old-timers, the patrol officers with
enough seniority to qualify for a cushy day shift, suited her fine.
They hated her because they were all long-time friends of Officer
Sheehan—the man she had been unfortunate enough to arrest—but at
least they didn’t need or want her input on their calls. She spent
her days hiding and staying out of everyone’s way. Frustrated.
Wanting to work, but relieved to have a place to lie low for a
while, hoping the fuss over her decision would blow over and
everything would return to normal.

Of course, her imminent reassignment blew that hope
to bits. Rachel was tired of sitting on her lazy ass and not doing
any actual police work, but she had a feeling that whatever post
Hargrove stuck her in wouldn’t make her life any easier. Still, how
much worse could it get? A desk job? Rachel leaned against her
headrest and stared at the modern glass-and-steel station. Working
inside, constantly meeting up with other officers and their
disapproving stares. The steel beams were as confining as prison
bars, but at least people on the phone wouldn’t know who she was.
She’d spend her days listening to citizens complain about their
neighbors’ dogs and handing out theft report numbers for insurance
claims. Better than the days when she could go her entire shift
without talking to anyone who wasn’t selling food out of a
drive-through window.

Rachel finished her coffee and got out of her car.
She swiped her card at the door and tossed the paper cup in the
recycling bin before heading to the women’s restroom to check her
appearance. Lieutenant Hargrove never looked anything but perfectly
polished. Rachel couldn’t clean up her reputation, but at least she
could give the impression of a model officer on the outside. She
stood in front of the bathroom mirror and straightened her collar.
Tucked her shirt a little tighter. Rubbed her sleeve over her
already shining badge. Fuss and fuss, but she looked the same as
she had when she’d started. She turned on the water and wet her
hand, running it through her short dark hair to smooth down a few
loose curls. If Hargrove had given her more notice, she would have
gotten a fresh haircut. She sighed and dried her hand on a paper
towel. She couldn’t put it off any longer.

Rachel checked her watch as she walked up the metal
stairs, her black boots echoing in the large open space. Nothing in
the building was designed to muffle sounds or soften hard surfaces.
Bright and utilitarian and austere. Judging and confining. The
moment her watch’s second hand hit the twelve, Rachel knocked on
Hargrove’s door.

“Come in, Bryce.”

Rachel entered the small office. Abby didn’t look up
from the paperwork she was doing, but she motioned Rachel toward an
uncomfortable-looking plastic-and-metal chair. Rachel sat on the
edge of the hard plastic seat and watched her work.

Lieutenant Abby Hargrove was beautiful. Rachel had
noticed her immediately when she had started with the department.
Auburn hair wrapped neatly in an elegant chignon. Makeup perfectly
applied. The body of an athlete and the curves of a sexy woman. All
she needed was the sash and tiara, and she’d be able to win any
title she wanted. But Rachel had no clue who was behind the
stunning good looks. What kind of heart beat behind the bulletproof
vest. What thoughts simmered behind those long eyelashes. The
Hargrove name was well-known in the department, but not in a good
way. Hints of violence, corruption. Nothing proven, but definitely
something there. Abby Hargrove kept herself poised and aloof,
separate not only from her family name but from everyone else on
the department. Most of the other women on the force stuck together
even across the barriers of rank, but not Abby.

She finally looked up and caught Rachel staring.
Rachel didn’t shift her gaze away. She was becoming quite adept at
hiding anything she felt. Embarrassment, hurt, loneliness. They all
were there, but under the surface. She couldn’t change the way
other officers treated her. She couldn’t beg or cajole or demand
their friendship. Her only recourse was to appear unfazed and
untouched by everything. No sign of weakness allowed.

Abby stared back for a few seconds before she broke
the silence. “Officer Jensen said you helped him with the horses at
the memorial service,” she said. “Do you ride?”

“Um, yes,” Rachel said. She focused on the question
and not her shock that Clark had bothered to mention her
assistance. “My parents have a ranch in eastern Washington. I’ve
ridden Western, and I played polo in college.”

“Polo.” Abby shuffled through some files on her desk
and pulled out a slip of paper torn from a spiral notebook. “Have
you heard of Callan Lanford?”

Rachel felt her confused response flicker over her
face. She relaxed her forehead and blinked a couple of times before
she answered. Of course she knew Callan Lanford. Golden girl of the
polo world. Cal had been two years ahead of her in school, and the
star of USC’s national champion polo team. Far out of Washington
State University’s league. And Cal had been far out of Rachel’s
league. Cal still played—apparently both on the field and off.
Every month, Rachel saw pictures of Cal in her polo magazines,
either wearing the burgundy and royal of the Pacific Northwest Polo
Team or wearing street clothes, with some gorgeous woman draped on
her arm.

“I’ve heard of her,” she said.

“Good.” Abby slid the piece of paper over to Rachel.
It had Cal’s name on it, and a phone number. “She was recommended
as one of the top trainers in the area.”

“She is,” Rachel said. Why were they talking about
Cal? “But I don’t need a—”

“Yes, you do,” Abby picked up a small plastic
container full of paper clips and leaned back in her leather chair.
She flipped the box upside down so some of the clips stuck on the
magnetic opening at the top. “You’re Alex’s replacement as sergeant
for the mounted unit. Against my recommendation.”

“I’m…what?” Special units like the mounted division
were prestige and coveted positions, with their abundant grant
money and the autonomy they offered. Rachel would have applied to
be a rider in the unit if she had still been in patrol when it
formed. She didn’t have the seniority or the connections—even
before her disgrace—needed to be in charge of it. “But…how?”

Abby shrugged. She pushed the paper clips back into
the container with her long fingers and flipped it again.
“Apparently you have a friend somewhere high up the food chain. You
don’t have any lower down.” She leaned forward. “I’ll be honest
with you, Bryce. I don’t want you in my unit, and I certainly don’t
want you in charge of it. The mounted division is dealing with
enough crap. They’re mourning their leader and they’re pushing to
be ready for the Fourth of July celebration, so they don’t need to
be handicapped with someone like you. You aren’t a team player, you
won’t have their respect. You don’t have a prayer of pulling them
together in time.”

Rachel struggled to pull her attention off the
flipping paper-clip box and catch up with Abby’s speech. She
appreciated the honesty, at least. Abby was only saying out loud
the things Rachel was thinking. Still, it hurt to hear them. “I
never applied for the job,” she said. “There must be some
mistake.”

“It’s a mistake, all right, but not one I can fix.
I’m stuck with you.”

Anger finally pushed past Rachel’s confusion. She
held herself still with a tight grip on the cold metal arms of her
chair. “Hey, I said I didn’t ask for this. It’s not my fault that
the entire department is pissed at me. According to the domestic
violence laws—”

Abby waved her hand. “Don’t quote state laws to me,
Bryce. Yes, you followed procedure to the letter. And yes,
Sheehan’s an ass and he belongs in jail. But sometimes playing the
game has nothing to do with the rules. You lost the respect of the
department and you’re going to have a hell of a time getting it
back. I don’t want you dragging my unit down.”

Rachel crossed her arms over her chest, feeling the
comforting pressure of her Kevlar vest. Hargrove was crazy. Rules
were the only thing holding society together. Without them,
everything would fall apart. “So I’ll refuse the job.”

“Don’t you think I tried to get someone else—anyone
else—appointed? But you’re the only sergeant with any riding
experience.”

So Abby had already known the answer when she asked
Rachel if she was a rider. A few months ago, this posting would
have been a dream come true. Now it was only a very public, very
spectacular way to fail. “You saw how those horses were acting
yesterday. There’s no way anyone could have them ready in a little
over a month.”

“Alex assured me they’d be more than ready by the
Fourth. Stick with his training plans and try not to make them
worse than they are.”

“But you said
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