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Chapter 1

 


 


No one would ever call me a
romantic sort of cat. Not that I haven’t enjoyed my fair share of
opportunities. Maybe even more than my fair share. But, me and Dax,
we’re ramblin’ sorts, always moving on, leaving the past behind.
Not that I’ve seen Dax pay much attention to any of the female
humans, although a good number have given him a second look, and
maybe a third. He seems content with his rag-tag books and the old
movie reels on his cell phone, which is forever in need of
charging.

One of those videos is how he tagged me with
the name Callahan. The guy on the screen is Detective Callahan to
the perps … that’s bad guy in cop jargon … but the other officers
call him Dirty Harry. Guess I’m lucky Dax picked Callahan for my
moniker. Cats are not dirty. Even under the worst of
circumstances.

Romance aside, wedding or not, no one could
grumble about this sunny October day, not cold but cool enough for
comfort. It’s almost as perfect as the bride. Not that Dax or I are
officially invited to the festivities. Dax has stayed far away from
the gathered crowd as is his tendency. Me? I’m on the prowl for
chow. There’s almost always a human or two willing to share.

We haven’t moved far from our last job … Dax
as hired hand on this working cattle ranch, me as helping hand … er
… paw! It doesn’t look big or fancy but it’s orderly, and I think
it must do okay. They have enough money to pay Dax, and both of us
eat well, which is my personal measure of success.

The everlasting heat and humidity of summer
in the South have been brushed aside by the dry, crisp breezes of
an early fall just in time for this shindig. And, now, with the
afternoon fading to evening, the fairy lights twinkle to life in
the soft twilight. I’m not sure what fairies are, but the lights
hung out for them aren’t bad at all.

And there! The deed is done. The knot is
tied. Let the party begin! I intend to celebrate in my own way.
While the humans spin themselves around a dance floor built only
for that reason, I’ll visit the food stations to sample the wares.
I’ll skip the green stuff, but I see beef on a stick and chicken in
some kind of wrapper. Too bad I don’t have a way to carry something
back to Dax. But that’s on him. He could have joined me.

 


* * *

 


Malone Summers was more than happy for the
bride and groom. Though she didn’t see her old friend as much as
they both wished, they’d remained good friends through the years.
Heaven knew Kelli deserved this second opportunity at a happy
marriage. Malone didn’t much believe in second chances where love
was concerned, but she wished the best for Kelli. The bride was
radiant, looking half her age, and twirling in the arms of her
handsome groom as if she were a teenager.

Malone planned to slip into the crowd well
before the dance floor was opened up to the wedding guests. She had
no intention of dancing though she had loved it once, probably
still did, truth be told, but it wasn’t a thing she indulged in
anymore. There were many things she no longer allowed herself.
Life’s lessons had been hard, but she’d learned them well.

Smiling at the wedding couple’s happiness,
she turned and walked straight into a broad chest and strong hands
that caught her shoulders ever so lightly. Her glance registered a
swift impression of an expertly tailored suit in the same moment
she caught the light scent of aftershave mixed with pure
masculinity. But when she looked up into eyes so pale a grey as to
be silver when the light caught them just right, her heart dropped
in her chest. She would, she had no doubt, remember those eyes for
all of her years. And she had long ago accepted the fact.

“Excuse me,” she murmured, stepping back and
out of the light grip of those hands before he recognized her, if
he even would.

She felt his gaze on her back as she walked
away, but she didn’t turn around.

 


* * *

 


Day was barely breaking as Malone put a
halter on Jaz and led the big sorrel mare out of the barn and into
the morning, toward the truck and trailer. It was still early,
still chilly, that peaceful time of day she enjoyed most when the
sun was just barely over the horizon.

Normally, she would have lingered, at least
for a little a while. Kelli’s ranch, with her barn filled with
talented horses, was one of her favorite places to visit. Today,
however, Malone wanted to be gone before any of the other wedding
guests roused themselves. Not even to herself would she admit there
was only one person she hoped to avoid. With any luck at all, Cade
Delaney was sleeping off a good time.

Malone smiled at the sight of Kelli propped
against the hood of her truck, two steaming mugs in her hands and a
gray cat twining around her dusty boots. At her approach, Kelli
pushed away from the truck and handed her one of the mugs.

“What in the world is the bride doing up at
this hour?” Malone eyed Kelli over an appreciative sip of coffee
that tasted every bit as heavenly as it smelled.

Kelli chuckled. “I couldn’t keep my eyes from
opening. I’ll nap on the plane.”

“I can’t believe you’re actually taking time
for a honeymoon.”

“I can’t either, really. I’ve always wanted
to see Wales but never dreamed I would. Frank smooth-talked me into
it.”

“Good for Frank. And good for you for finding
a way to trust again.”

Kelli nodded. She would know where Malone’s
thoughts had gone. “It wasn’t easy, but if I can, you can.”

“I’d have to want to,” Malone said lightly,
“and I don’t.” To take any sting out of her response, she added
with real honesty, “I’m too happy with my life now—finally—to risk
changing anything.”

As if on cue, the door to the guest cabin
closest to them opened, and Malone caught a glimpse of Cade in her
peripheral vision as he stepped through with a small tote in hand.
Damn. And he naturally turned toward his hostess and Malone. Double
damn.

A beautiful dog, Australian Shepherd—from the
coat and color—walked beside him. She automatically glanced at the
gray cat, but he showed no sign of interest, much less alarm.

“Kelli. Malone.” Cade greeted them both in
the same pleasant tone.

Kelli’s eyes widened. “You two know each
other? But, of course, I forget, you both make your living in
rodeo.”

Before Malone could speak, before she could
casually agree as she intended, Cade said, “We knew each other
before that.” His gaze caught on Malone’s. “Long before.”

Mercifully that silver gaze moved on to Jaz
standing quietly on her lead line. “Nice mare.”

Malone let a little of the tension ease from
her shoulders. “I got her last summer. She’s been pulling some nice
checks at the pay window since January when I started hauling her
in earnest. She’s been at the top of my string the last couple of
months. I’m lucky to have her.”

“She’s lucky to have you,” Kelli
returned the compliment as she glanced at Cade again.

The expression on Kelli’s face telegraphed
her curiosity at the earlier nuances of Malone’s exchange with
Cade, but to Malone’s relief she asked no questions. Instead, she
said, “I’ve watched your success, the videos you’ve posted and some
televised rodeos. I can tell she loves her job as much as you
do.”

“Thank you. She’s a really nice gal.” Feeling
antsy under Cade’s steady regard, Malone handed Kelli the empty
mug. “I appreciate the coffee, and the wedding was lovely. I’m
going to get my horses loaded and head out. I’ve got a full week
ahead of me.”

“Both Frank and I were happy that you could
be here. I put a thermos of coffee in the front of your truck when
I saw you throw your bag in the back and head for the barn, but
we’d love for you to have brunch before you leave. Frank was
already poking around in the kitchen when I stepped out. He’s
planning to feed anyone who is awake enough to eat.”

No way was Malone spending the next couple of
hours with Cade watching her. She declined with a smile and a word
of thanks and led Jaz around to the side of the trailer. To her
consternation, Cade and his dog followed. Without asking, Cade
lowered the loading ramp with quiet efficiency.

Not wanting to sound as ungrateful as she
felt, she murmured thanks she didn’t feel. She’d been taking care
of herself for a long time, and she didn’t plan for that to ever
change.

“Where are you headed?”

Cade’s question surprised her, not the words,
but the fact that he’d asked, that he’d bother to ask. And she
didn’t want to tell him, but he’d find out anyway if he really
wanted to know.

“LaGrange.”

His brows lifted at that. “Opposite direction
of Oklahoma.” She knew the comment wasn’t as casual as it seemed.
LaGrange had once been home to both of them, but he’d most likely
know her mother had died and her father had remarried, sold their
property there, and moved out of state. She wasn’t about to ask how
he knew she was entered in Oklahoma City in little more than a
week. Cade might be the new Director of Operations for Twin Circuit
Rodeos, but exactly what competitor was entered and where wasn’t
something anyone would expect him to be aware of. In the end, she
simply answered his question as if there were no unhappy history
between them.

“Granddad left me his place. I suspect there
are some things of his I’ll want to keep so I need a day or two to
sort through them before I call a real estate agent to list
it.”

“I heard you’d lost him.” All of the edge had
left his expression and his voice, or maybe she’d only imagined his
tension because she felt it. “I know that hurt.”

“It did, yes.” She didn’t need to ask how
he’d known. Her granddad’s place bordered the Delaney property, and
Cade and his family were probably still very close. He hadn’t
disappointed, hadn’t shamed his parents as she had hers.

For the next few minutes, she focused on
loading and securing each of her horses in turn, but she knew Cade
was still there, still watching, and wasn’t the least surprised
when he moved in to help her raise and secure the ramp.

She turned to face him, feeling unexpectedly
awkward. “Thanks for the help. I’ll see you down the road, I
guess.”

“Yes.” That was all he said, and she couldn’t
read a thing in his expression. Or maybe she just didn’t want
to.

He stepped back as she climbed up into the
cab of her truck and she pulled away.

 


* * *

 


Interesting thing about humans, they don’t
always say in words what’s communicated in their eyes and their
expressions. While these two dance around the looks they’re giving
each other, I’ll take a turn around the large truck and trailer to
ensure everything’s in good repair and safe for the long haul.
That’s cowhand speak for the lengthy trip ahead. Not that I
consider myself a cowhand, but I’ve managed to pick up some of the
lingo.

I’ve learned through my interaction with
what was once called the weaker of the human sexes that they’re as
capable and competent as any of the men, maybe more so. Still,
there’s a point of chivalry in any real male that requires this
extra vigilance on their behalf. I find I’m not alone in that as I
notice Cade eyeing the tires of her rig to be sure they’re up to
the trip.

All of the various side compartments, and
there are several, seem securely closed.

But as I turn the corner to check out the
opposite side, an inch or two of faded denim, along with worn
leather boots, disappear beneath a long, narrow access that is
slowly lowered. Malone is about to have a stowaway, and I can see
very little but a pair of eyes staring back at me! Those eyes are
dulled by some emotion, at best despair, at worst something more
ominous. I can’t tell if this is friend or foe and cannot leave
Malone to be taken unaware somewhere down the road, maybe an
isolated rest stop. I’d best give her a heads up.

I realize I’m too late for that when I hear
the truck engine start with a growl. There’s not much time to
react. All I can do is leap forward and hope that the opening of
the compartment is wide enough for me to slip through and that the
somber-eyed human doesn’t grasp my plan in time to lower the metal
hatch even more.

I’m in, and just in the nick of time, as the
truck and trailer move forward. The human with me gasps as the
hatch slams shut, and we both realize we have a problem.

Well, this wasn’t my plan for the day, but
there’s not much help for it now. My night vision kicks in, and I
study the human who stares back at me with considerable dismay.


Chapter 2

 


 


Malone pulled into the drive, cut the
engine, and simply sat at the wheel of her truck, drinking in the
remembered beauty of the place with its weathered yet stout fencing
and sturdy outbuildings. The house itself was by no means grand,
but the wraparound porch was homey and welcoming. It welcomed her
as it always had.

The three-hour drive to the property her
grandparents had left her had been uneventful, giving her plenty of
time to think, to wonder if she were making the right choice in
even considering calling an agent.

This had once been more home to her than the
house and property her parents had owned. She knew she’d
disappointed them, embarrassed them. She wondered if they’d ever
realized they’d done the same to her. Her father’s distant reserve,
never speaking or smiling when her friends came around; her
mother’s relentless fault-finding, regardless of who was within
hearing. The years and miles had taught her that only they were to
blame for their discontent, but there’d been a time she’d blamed
first herself, then each of them for the other’s miserable outlook.
She knew better now, but it had been a lesson only time and
experience could teach.

As a child, she’d fled their unhappiness
every chance she could. She’d been seven the first year she’d been
allowed to stay with her grandparents for the three blissful months
of school vacation. Twelve-year-old Cade had taught her to ride
fearlessly. Summer after summer, her granddad had permitted her to
tag along with Cade’s family—friends as well as neighbors—to local
rodeos. Cade had shared his rope horse with her, helped her train
him for barrels, paid her entry fee from time to time with cash
hard-earned at summer jobs. If she closed her eyes, she could see
him still, stepping into the alleyway at the end of a run, catching
her rein, his face beaming with pride. And if she looked toward the
rolling hills just to the north, she had no doubt she’d see a
younger Cade letting his horse pick his way carefully across the
uneven ground toward her with the summer sun beating down.

But that had been a lifetime ago and time
moved on.

Sighing, she released her seatbelt and
stepped down into the sunlit morning. The first order of business
was to get the horses where they could move about in safety, where
they could roll and stretch with a playful buck or two.

Her phone was ringing as she stepped to the
ground but stopped before she could fish it from the back pocket of
her jeans. Not recognizing the number, she turned toward the rear
of the trailer only to have the same number ringing in again. It
could be a new client with a horse rodeo-ready but still in need of
someone to do the hard part of hauling and seasoning until the
animal was rock-solid. The fact that she was currently booked never
made her ignore courtesy. And she had never become so complacent as
to lose sight of the truth that the living she made was as much on
her reputation and interaction with her clients as on her riding
skills and tireless work.

She answered as she always did, “This is
Malone.”

“Put Cowboy on the phone.”

The voice was unfamiliar and rude, so rude
that she tempered her own tone to cool restraint.

“You have the wrong number.”

“No, you have the wrong answer. We know
where LaMonte goes to ground.”

The use of the word We rather than
I sent a small prickle through her veins. She leaned against
the side of the truck wondering what trouble Tyge had gotten
himself into this time. “I haven’t seen Tyge in over a year. I
don’t know where you got my number, but I’d like for you to lose
it.”

“You tell Cowboy he can’t hide behind a
woman’s skirts forever. It might take us a while, but we’ll catch
up with you. And him.”

Again, us not me. Without
answering, Malone disconnected the call, feeling that old flare of
tension. She pushed it aside, gratified to realize that it took far
less effort these days. Tyge, the rough stock rider she’d left home
with at seventeen, had lived with, loved with, but never married,
had been in some kind of trouble off and on for years. He always
found a way to finagle himself out of the repercussions.

Resolutely, she turned her mind to making
the horses comfortable and happy before going inside to see what
kind of mess might await her. The house had remained vacant since
her grandfather’s death. Malone paid a local service to walk
through it once a week to open windows and air it out for a few
hours, to make certain appliances were running, doors remained
locked, and windows unbroken. Mostly Malone needed to ensure no
vagrants took up residence until she felt herself capable of making
a decision about the house, the property. She didn’t know for sure
if she’d reached that point, but it was past time to do
something.

For a moment, she leaned against the fence
rail, watching as Jaz explored the grassy paddock. She sent a check
each month to her grandfather’s closest neighbor and best friend.
He’d engaged a local handyman to bush hog the fenced areas around
the barn and house on a regular basis. Her gaze lifted to the empty
slope of the hills. The cows had been sold at her request. Those
hills would soon be overtaken by scrub trees. Or housing projects.
The thought depressed her and she turned resolutely to get fresh
water to the horses.

As she neared the truck and trailer, the
sound of a cat yowling startled her. Glancing around, she saw
nothing, but the closer she came to the trailer the louder the
sound.

 


* * *

 


Well, this is a pickle. These side
compartments open easily enough from the outside but—not being
designed for occupancy whether by human or cat—have no handles on
the inside. I feel a sense of desperation growing in the young
female beside me as she runs her hands along the crevices.

I’ve at least had time to realize that this
young miss, desperate though she is at the moment, is no threat to
Malone. I’m savvy enough to know that strong fright can make the
actions of any human unpredictable, but I don’t detect any meanness
in the girl. I allowed her to pull me onto her lap for the ride. It
gave her comfort to hold another living creature, I think. And who
wouldn’t be comforted by me? It also gave me a warmer, softer ride
than the unyielding metal of the compartment floor. So, selfish on
my part, but that’s no crime. Two birds, one stone, I say.

Could be the girl thought to leave the
door unlatched so that it would give to pressure upon arrival at
our destination, where ever that may be. Or could be she didn’t
think at all in her plan for escape and, I haven’t a doubt, an
escape it was. But from whom or what, I’ve no idea. Yet. She’s not
a talkative thing for certain. Other than a whispered, “Oh
no!” she hasn’t spoken since I leapt into the hatch with
her.

Time for me to alert Malone to our presence,
as I can’t be sure she’ll discover us soon enough for my comfort.
I’ve no idea how the girl will react for she clearly doesn’t want
her existence known.

 


* * *

 


Malone stopped at the trailer and listened,
but the cat had stopped yowling. She reached into the trailer
compartment for a water bucket and the sound came again, louder and
closer, with an echoing quality. She couldn’t imagine how a cat
came to be trapped in her trailer, but it was there somewhere, and
close. Malone reached cautiously for the handle on the next
compartment and lifted the door, stepping to one side as she did.
She had no desire for a frightened cat to take a flying leap toward
her face.

But, no, a plush, gray cat sat quietly
watching as she raised the door. And, there, pressed into the
shadows of a corner, a young woman—no, nowhere near a woman, not
more than a school girl—stared back at her.

“You’ll need to climb out now.”

“Don’t tell them where I am.” The voice held
both fear and defiance.

“Climb out,” Malone repeated, more calmly
than she felt, not ready to admit she was alone on the property,
not yet certain the girl was alone in there. She had her small
Smith & Wesson Shield in the truck, but it wasn’t much use to
her from here.

The cat leapt out first and Malone gave a
groan as she caught full sight of him. “Good grief! You’re Dax’s
cat!” There was no mistaking that golden gaze. “At least I think
that’s what Kelli called him. Dax. What in the world were you doing
in there?”

The girl emerged more slowly and Malone took
in the faded jeans and nondescript tee shirt. Green-gold eyes with
heavy lashes brushed fair skin as she blinked at the bright
sunshine. Hair pulled up under a plain red ball cap, the wisps that
escaped dark, almost black, even in the daylight. Any lingering
uneasiness at discovering a stowaway yielded to dismay when the
morning rays revealed the dark bruise on one cheek.

Malone caught her breath audibly but said
nothing for a moment, then, softly, “You’re hurt.”

The girl shrugged without responding. Her
gaze was steady and guarded.

Malone’s sweeping glance caught a glimpse of
another bruise just below the sleeve of her tee shirt. Keeping her
tone even, she asked, “Do you need medical attention?”

At the suggestion, something flashed deep
within her eyes. “No.” She shifted a tiny step back. “I just needed
a ride, just needed to get away.”

Realizing the girl was on the point of
flight, Malone gestured around her at the empty property with its
aura of abandonment. “You’re very much away here. Who are
you running from?”

“It doesn’t matter. We’ve got to be far
enough away from Louisiana that surely it doesn’t matter. What
state is this?”

“Georgia.” Then the girl’s words caught up
with Malone. “What? Wait! Are you saying you got on this trailer in
Louisiana? At the rodeo in Lake Charles?” That had been Malone’s
last stop, her last run, before arriving at Kelli’s.

At the girl’s nod, Malone blew out a breath.
She had questions. Too many. And most weren’t going to get answered
any time soon if that closed expression was any indication. “Okay,
this can wait. I’ve got to get my mare some water then we’ll go
inside and talk. And find something for you to eat.”

“No, ma’am, I’ll just be on my way.”

Callahan growled low in his throat at the
girl’s words.

Malone studied her in consternation. The girl
was an unknown entity with a past that could hold anything, any
amount of trouble that Malone didn’t need. But, to just let her
wander away with a destination and a fate unknown was beyond
Malone. “Where are you headed?”

“Anywhere.” The girl reached back and pulled
a duffle bag from the trailer compartment. “Someplace I can get a
job.”

She didn’t look old enough, Malone thought
and almost asked, then realized the girl would only lie if she were
as young as Malone suspected. Clearly, she had no one to help her,
at least no one she trusted. Malone had stopped acting on impulse
long ago. At least she thought she’d stopped until she opened her
mouth and said, “I could use a hand here, at least for a couple of
days.”

“Here?” The girl looked suspicious. “Doing
what?”

Exasperated with herself at making the offer
and at the girl’s suspicions, Malone asked with a trace of
asperity, “Does it really matter? Work is work. Money is money.
Food and a roof over your head are just that.”

For the first time, a glimmer of a smile
touched the girl’s face. “No, ma’am, I don’t suppose it does
matter.”

Malone took a deep breath, wondering what the
hell she thought she was doing. This girl was more than likely
underage—Malone would get around to asking—and she was most likely
a runaway. And it was equally likely that she was running away from
something very mean and dangerous. Malone would get around to
asking that as well. For now, she had to keep the girl from running
into worse danger than she’d left. The world was full of
predators.

“I’ve got to get water to my mare. Your first
job is to go in and make sure things are on and working … lights,
water heater, refrigerator, which is probably empty, but we’ll
worry about that later.” Malone pulled out the key chain she’d
slipped into her pocket earlier and held it out to her
stowaway.

With clear reluctance, the girl took it and
started toward the house. Halfway there, she stopped to look back
at Malone. “How much are you paying?”

Malone matched her look for look. “We’ll
negotiate later. Get moving.”

As she’d expected the girl responded
immediately to that tone of authority. She wasn’t a renegade or a
rebel, then, just a little girl lost. Malone watched her walk away,
Callahan at her heels, and realized she didn’t even know her
name.

 


* * *

 


I don’t imagine there’s much in the way of a
decent meal anywhere near, but like myself, the young girl’s first
thoughts turn to food. First stop, the kitchen, painfully clean. No
one has cooked here in a while. While she rummages through the
cabinets, I make a tour of the other rooms. I sense no other human
presence, but better to be safe than be taken by surprise. Besides,
there’s very little that can be found in a cupboard that will catch
my interest. Boxes are blah and tins of food have to be opened and
heated before they appeal to me. And they have to contain some kind
of meat … that’s a given.

Room by empty room. At least empty of recent
human inhabitance. Furnishings, more than I expected, but clean and
bare of any clutter. Someone took the time to clear away any
mementos. No photographs in frames. No magazines or books lying
about. But, even so, there’s a story told in the polished wood
furnishings and chenille bedspreads with filmy curtains over
windows that overlook the hills beyond. Whoever passed their years
here had an eye to need and comfort rather than any fashion of the
moment. I could feel right at home here, at least in the short
term.

On my return to the kitchen, I find the girl
leaning against a counter, staring out a window unframed by
curtains. I leap lightly to the counter, careful to land some
distance away so as not to startle her. I peek through the window
as well and together we watch as Malone walks purposefully toward
the house.


Chapter 3

 


 


Cade accepted Kelli’s offer of the last cup
of coffee in the carafe and she returned to the kitchen for a
refill. With Malone on her way to Georgia, he’d had no need to flee
the premises and had joined Frank’s impromptu breakfast party with
several other lingering wedding guests. He wondered when he’d
gotten to be such a coward, that a woman could make him bolt. But
Malone wasn’t just any woman. Malone was … Malone.

He wished again that he hadn’t seen her up
close and personal, hadn’t felt the warmth of her skin beneath his
hands when she’d turned and stepped into him. Her shoulders had
been silky smooth, and it would be a long time before he forgot the
light scent of the fragrance she’d been wearing. Hell, who was he
kidding? He wouldn’t forget. He would simply store the encounter
along with all of his other memories of her.

Kelli returned to the dining room with the
carafe in one hand, her cell phone in the other, and an odd look on
her face. She looked at Frank who sat opposite of Cade. “That was
Malone.”

Kelli’s expression and tone, as well as the
mere mention of Malone’s name put Cade on alert, but he stayed
silent as she continued, “It seems that Callahan … Dax’s gray cat …
hitched a ride in her trailer. She found him when she got to her
grandfather’s property and wanted me to let Dax know he was fine,
and she’d get him back when she could.”

“But?” Frank asked studying her
expression.

“Honestly? I don’t know. She sounded …
distressed … maybe, but when I asked if something was wrong, she
said no, that she was tired.” Faint lines of disquiet creased
Kelli’s forehead. “Honestly? I felt like she wasn’t telling me
everything and that the something she wasn’t sharing was a
concern.”

Cade would have given a small fortune to hear
the tone of Malone’s response for himself. A glance around told him
that Frank felt the same. The atmosphere in the room had turned
from festive to concerned.

“Who is Dax? One of the wedding guests?”

“No but he would have been welcome to come.
All of the hands were. Dax started out just as a handyman, but it
didn’t take long to figure out that he had a knack for leadership …
maybe something he did in the service. The others just seem to look
to him to give direction and keep them moving and productive so I
made him foreman. He just laughed, but he seems to appreciate the
raise.”

“But the cat’s nothing special, right?”

“He’s cute. Has those funny folded ears. But,
no.” Kelli hesitated, then added, “Whatever is wrong isn’t really
to do with the cat.”

“But you don’t know anything is wrong,” Frank
said. “Not really.”

Kelli shrugged. “My gut—and Malone’s
tone—tells me there is…”

That was all Cade needed. He stood decisively
and looked at Frank. “You two have a plane to catch. Make sure
you’re on it. I’m going to see what’s going on with Malone.” It was
what he wanted to do deep down at his core, and that made it easier
for him to act on the improbable premise that a cat had stowed away
with Malone because she was in danger of some kind.

Kelli gave an audible sigh of relief. “That
would ease my mind, Cade, thank you so much.”

Cade took his leave in short order. He didn’t
bother admitting to Kelli that his purpose in making the trip was
far less for Kelli’s peace of mind than for his own.

 


* * *

 


It’s entertaining to watch these two females
dance—conversationally speaking—around each other in Malone’s quest
for the truth. I’m listening hard because I’m still convinced
there’s some kind of trouble following the younger of the two. It’s
as clear to me as the heartache that follows the older woman. I
hope I’ll hear a hint of what hazards might lie ahead. The more
information I have, the faster I can react.

 


* * *

 


Malone placed a glass of tea in front of her
stowaway. So far, the girl had volunteered nothing except the fact
that the refrigerator was running but bare of food as were the
pantry and cabinets. Malone, who’d expected as much, had retrieved
a few items from the tiny kitchen space in the living quarters of
her trailer.

“Let’s start with you telling me your
name.”

“Joss.”

Malone didn’t know whether to believe her or
not. “Just Joss?”

“Yes.”

“Last name,” Malone prodded.

The girl hesitated. “Anything I tell you will
be a lie.”

Malone gave a short burst of laughter that
faded quickly. “Well, that’s honest. What or who are you afraid
of?”

“What I was running from.”

Ignoring her stubbornness, Malone propped her
elbow on the table, chin in hand, studying the dark bruising along
the girl’s cheekbone. “Who hit you?”

“My husband.”

“You aren’t old enough to be married.”

“My folks didn’t think so either. That’s why
we ran off together.”

That struck a strong chord in Malone though
she hadn’t gotten married and Tyge had never laid a hand on her in
violence. But there was something too steady, too detached in the
girl’s words and Malone suspected they were no more than that. Just
words. A story invented and memorized for exactly a moment such as
this. She tested the waters. “So, you got married too young and he
couldn’t take the pressure and took it out on you with his
fists.”

Joss shrugged. “It happens.”

“But not to you,” Malone said softly.

It took only a heartbeat for the girl to
realize that Malone was calling her on
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