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  PROLOGUE


  She was home again! Cat Cameron stood on a narrow ledge halfway up the mountain and looked down at the valley that spread below. From this high up she could see the twenty-five thousand acres of grass and granite, and, in miniature, the houses, barns and corrals that made up the Rafter 8 Ranch.


  For several minutes she stood without moving, torn by conflicting emotions. This had been her home, her birthplace, and she realized that she loved it as no other place on earth, that her roots were still here, dug deep into the soil like the roots of the hardy mesquite trees and the ancient, twisted oaks. And yet, the reason for her homecoming lay in the attempted murder of her uncle, Ty Cameron, the man she loved most of all next to her father, Zak, who had died with her mother in a highway accident when she’d been ten.


  Ty had been found a week before in the south pasture with multiple gunshot wounds. He’d been airlifted to Tucson and was now in the ICU fighting for his life. Whoever had shot him had disappeared, either in the maze of canyons and mountain passes or over the border into Mexico. Cat’s aunt Lili had stayed with him, hoping, praying for his recovery, leaving her niece at the ranch to fight down her own fears.


  How often had she stood here, higher even than the hawks that circled, hunting, in the clear air, watching cloud shadows paint the peaks and sharp-cut canyons of the mountains across the valley the dark purple of iris in bloom.


  From childhood, this ledge had been her special place, a haven where she went to think out problems, to cry, and, most often, to dream. At her back was a cave, its walls blackened by the smoke of ancient fires, its entrance marked by a series of petroglyphs carved into the rock. There was a running deer, a horned toad remarkable for its resemblance to that desert dweller, a perfect spiral, a ripple that was possibly water or a snake, and what she’d always thought was a woman, her arms raised in thanks or, perhaps, prayer.


  Cat drew a deep breath then exhaled slowly, feeling ten years of tension lift from her shoulders. She was where she belonged, her divorce nearly final, her life hers to rewrite once more. And she would, in spite of what might happen.


  Absently she followed the spiraling circle with a finger, wondering about its meaning. Infinity? Happiness? The great wheeling of stars? Or was it simply a maze, a mystery that even the artist hadn’t understood?


  What, she wondered, would happen if her uncle didn’t make it? Could she and aunt Lili continue to manage the ranch or, worse, have to sell? Although she’d kept in touch by phone and e-mail over the years, she knew nothing about the business end, only that a few years before the ranch had begun taking in guests who wanted to experience a real, working outfit. Now she mulled over the possibility that there were financial difficulties that had been kept from her.


  The far away ringing of the ranch bell startled her out of her reverie. The bell was always rung as a prelude to dinner and sometimes, rarely, because of an emergency which could be anything from a brush fire, to a serious accident, to a bear in Aunt Lili’s kitchen. That it now could mean bad news made her shiver as she remembered Aunt Lili’s voice over the phone two days before. She had sounded like a grieving child or a woman grown suddenly old and helpless.


  “Come home, Catalina,” she’d said. “Please, querida. We have been pestered day and night by reporters and television cameras, and nothing is as it was. We need you, I need you. I want to be with your uncle, and it’s time you came home.”


  It was past time, she’d thought, looking around her rented apartment. What was there here for her in this cold, grey Eastern city? No husband, no children who needed her, an apartment with minimal furnishings.


  She’d heard her aunt stifle a sob and spoke quickly, hoping to calm her, ease her too-genuine fright. “I’ll take the first plane out tomorrow,” she said. “And I promise you Uncle Ty will be alright. He’s a fighter.”


  Please let the bell not mean bad news,” she said aloud as she loped down the trail, leaping rocks and dodging boulders dislodged from the mountain face eons before and immovable. “Please.”


  Then she thought of those who had lived here before, gone now for centuries, and of the woman who, like herself, had had a reason to pray.


  CHAPTER ONE


  Cat saw the truck and camper parked in the grove of sycamore trees that shaded the bend in Granite Creek at the same moment that a huge black dog burst out of the underbrush.


  Instinctively she slowed her pace, knowing that if she ran the dog could mistake her for prey and attack. She was both frightened and angered. Someone had the nerve to camp on what was deeded ranch land, the heart of the original homestead, the place that had convinced her great-grandfather, Hugh Cameron, to settle down and found a dynasty, and obviously that someone owned a dog that was a menace to cows and young calves.


  The only dogs allowed on the ranch were working dogs, Heelers and an Australian Shepherd that had been trained, knew their business and minded it. Aunt Lili of course had her Chihuahua, Bonita, a spoiled, snarling mite that would no more take on a cow than a dinosaur.


  “Good dog,” she said, hoping to pacify the massive creature that was now looking at her with curiosity. “Where’s your owner?”


  “Right here.” The voice came from behind her.


  She turned on her heel and spoke, maddened because of her worry, and because whoever he was, he didn’t belong on the Rafter 8. “Who in hell said you could camp here?”


  The words came out of her mouth before she thought or had the chance to assess the man standing beside his camper. She was tall, but he towered over her, and there was something in his posture, his sharp-edged face that said, “Don’t tread on me.” But he was on Rafter 8 land where he didn’t belong.


  “You’re trespassing,” she said. “This is private land. And your dog is a menace. I want you to leave. Now!”


  His eyes, hazel with amber glints that made her think of a cornered lion, flashed with a look that clearly told her she’d overstepped some invisible boundary. “Who are you to be giving orders?” he asked.


  “Catalina Cameron,” she snapped. “And I can give orders or send Abel to make sure you leave.”


  “The wandering niece.” One black eyebrow rose in a V. “I was wondering if you’d show up.”


  How dare he make assumptions about her! And who was he anyway? She didn’t care or stop to think what he knew about her but lifted her chin, dark eyes shooting sparks. “If you know so much, you should’ve known I’d come. Ty’s my uncle. He and Lili are my family. And you probably heard the bell. Maybe there’s news. I don’t know who you are or what you think you’ve heard about me, or what you’re after, but you don’t belong here. Especially with that…that beast.”


  At the moment that beast was sitting quietly, eyes moving between the two combatants, with what appeared to be a ridiculous grin on its big face.


  “That’s Holly. And she’s well trained. You don’t have anything to worry about. And I’m Clay Hollander in case you want to know.”


  He was so calm, so sure of himself and his blasted dog! She had the feeling she could stand here and exchange angry words or turn and run. Either way she suspected she’d lose. She gathered all her Scottish Cameron pride, and the Spanish hauteur of her New Mexican mother and aunt, and shot him an icy look. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll be sure to let the Sheriff know.”


  Then she turned and walked swiftly away, not daring to run until the trail curved and man and dog were out of sight in case Holly – what a stupid name for that black beast! - decided to forget training and chase her.


  “Jim Fife knows who I am,” came the voice along with something suspiciously like taunting laughter.


  She shot one finger up in the air and ran for home.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Clay stood with a grin on his face watching the woman sprinting down the trail. “I’ll be damned,” he said to Holly who sat beside him with a similar expression. “So that’s the Catalina I’ve heard so much about! It’s a good thing she never caught a glimpse of Zorro.”


  At that moment a second mastiff, twice Holly’s size and fawn with the black mask that had given him his name, emerged, yawning, from the camper.


  “Sleeping again, huh?” Clay said, still grinning.


  Zorro honored him with another yawn. Whatever anyone wanted to do was fine with him as long as he didn’t have to exert his bulk to do anything other than greet them and look formidable.


  “You missed a real show,” Clay said, remembering brown eyes flashing with anger and a thick pony tail the color of a horse chestnut. “That’s some woman.” But there was something else about her that had touched him in a place he’d almost forgotten.


  In spite of her arrogance there had been, in her posture, her eyes, a hurt that went deeper than her outward show of defiance. He could have drowned in those eyes if she’d shut up long enough to let him. He could have put his hands on her shoulders and felt the real, hidden woman, and it had been a long time since he’d wanted to touch a woman. Too long.


  At the sight of Aunt Lili’s SUV parked in the driveway, Cat’s heart jumped into her throat. If she was home from the hospital it could only mean one thing – news, good or bad.


  She ran under the portal that shaded the front of the house and was immediately assailed by the scent of roses and the accompanying memory. She saw her mother, Inez, and Aunt Lili planting the roses that clambered over the vigas. She found she could still name them: Peace, New Dawn, Zepherine Drouhin, the Tombstone Rose, and in the border at their feet the yellow roses of Castille, brought from New Mexico as the two brides traveled to Arizona with their husbands. Her history was here, as it was up on the mountain ledge – a history of women making their place, making a home.


  She tugged open the screen door. The large front room was empty. “Aunt Lili!” she called, and heard an answer coming from the kitchen.


  “Here, querida.” Lili Lucero Cameron ran toward her, arms outstretched, Bonita dancing at her heels. “It’s alright! He’s alright! He opened his eyes and took my hand. My Ty’s going to live!”


  “I couldn’t have stood it if…” Her cheek against her aunt’s, Cat let her words trail off.


  Lili held her in strong arms. She was tall, graceful, with a beauty that would never fade. “No more could I,” she whispered. “For now, we will get him well, and then we will find out who did this, and maybe why. And then we will do what needs to be done.”


  Cat stood back and looked at her aunt, her mother’s twin, seeing her oval face, eloquent dark eyes filled with tears of joy, and the determination that had marked both sisters. She saw the face of a warrior, of a woman who never lacked courage, and who fought for those she loved.


  For the second time that afternoon Cat felt the tension that she’d carried on her shoulders slide away. Tears of relief filled her eyes, and tears for the foolishness that had caused her to waste ten years of her life with a man who had never loved her.


  She’d been a senior in the creative writing program at the University of Arizona when Gary McKenna, a third year law student, ran head on into her in the cafeteria, knocking both their trays to the floor.


  “Gee! Sorry! My fault,” he stammered, staring alternately at her and the mess on the floor. “Let me go get somebody to clean this up, then I’ll buy you another lunch.”


  She laughed, as much at his flushed face as at her own awkwardness. “It’s okay. No need. My fault, too,” she said. “I wasn’t paying attention.”


  “Me neither.” He flashed a grin. “I was looking at you instead of my feet. Come on. Let me take the blame.”


  Why not? she asked herself. Why not let this good looking guy buy her a second lunch? Besides, there was that comment that he’d been looking at her. She hadn’t dated much the past four years. Most of the boys she’d met seemed young and immature compared to the men she’d grown up with – cattlemen, cowboys, tough, weathered, every one as independent as a hog on ice.


  There was a subtle difference about this guy, a quiet, inbred sophistication in spite of his embarrassment. Even his clothes, clean, pressed khakis and a blue oxford shirt, set him apart from the shorts and jeans worn by most of the students. Curiosity got the better of her. “Pizza with everything,” she said.


  He grinned again. “Me, too. Grab a table, and I’ll be right back.”


  Cat watched him sail through the line, giving a smile here, another there as if he owned the place. Why me? she wondered again, but was no closer to an answer when he returned, pulled out a chair and said, “So, I’m Gary McKenna, and who do I have the pleasure of dining with?”


  She laughed at his choice of words to describe the enormous pizza with everything. “Cat Cameron,” she said and was surprised when he let out a whistle.


  “One of the Rafter 8 Cameron’s?”


  “You know it?” she asked, surprised a second time.


  “Doesn’t everybody?” He took a bite of pizza. “I’ve been doing a lot of driving around and hiking. I was with some friends camping in the mountains west of you. That’s quite a spread. Lots of history, too.” He took another bite and chewed before going on. “See, I figure as long as I’m here I might as well learn something besides law. Like ranching, mining, the things that made the West.”


  “A lawyer?”


  “Will be soon. My uncle Roger’s in a firm here. I’m from Pittsburgh where my father’s firm is, but we work together sometimes. Dad figured it’d be good if I got my degree here. Kind of like a liaison between the two places.”


  Cat was watching his expressions change as he talked. Oddly, his grey eyes gave nothing away, no glimpse of the man behind them. “That sounds reasonable,” she said. “I mean, that you want to learn as much as you can.”


  He nodded. “It pays to look to the future.”


  She had learned young never to make plans. With the death of her parents, she’d learned how, in an instant, life could be shattered, leaving nothing but a shocking and painful present to be lived through.


  “You don’t look like you agree with me,” he said.


  “I…I never thought much about it,” she hedged, not wanting to go into details of her past. “Guess I’ve been too busy with school.”


  “Never say never.” He flashed his white-toothed grin. “My plan is to make a bundle, retire when I’m young enough to enjoy it, maybe get myself a little spread. A few horses, maybe some cows, nothing like what you’ve got.”


  She raised a hand in protest. “I don’t have anything. The ranch belongs to my uncle and aunt. Well, I guess to me, too, but I don’t have anything to say about how it’s run. You’re talking about a play ranch, but even a couple cows and horses mean work. They’re a responsibility. Maybe you should think about your dream a little more.” She heard herself lecturing and stopped, feeling foolish. “Sorry,” she muttered, looking down at her plate. “I get carried away sometimes.”


  “Hey!” He leaned across the table and lifted her chin with a finger, a very clean and well-manicured finger. “I was listening and learning, and I’d like to learn more. Do you think I could come out some weekend when you’re home and see the real thing? You could show me around. I’d like that a lot.”


  Did he want to spend time with her, or was it simply the lure of being able to boast to his friends? She’d brought only a few close girlfriends home over the years. And what would Aunt Lili, Uncle Ty, and the hands think of Gary? Would they take to him or tease him mercilessly for being a dude?


  As if he’d read her mind he apologized. “What I mean was, I’d really like to see you again. I never knew anybody who had a real ranch before. But I guess I didn’t come across too well.”


  She gave a mental shrug. What would it hurt? Maybe they’d all learn something. “That’s okay. Just let me check and see when’s a good time.”


  And after he’d come and proved that he could stick on a horse and roll up his sleeves and pitch in and help where needed, after he’d sweet-talked her and kissed her until she thought she’d faint, he’d won them all, including her.


  Swept off her feet, she was married in three months and taken away to a painful awakening. Having gotten what he wanted, Gary McKenna rode roughshod over her innocence, her honesty, her trust. His verbal abuse began on their honeymoon when he ridiculed her sexual inexperience, and his scathing comments on her lack of taste, her clothes, her cooking continued at regular intervals for the next ten years. He insisted on going with her to approve her purchases, changed her hairstyle from the braid she preferred to a sleek, shoulder-length bob that required weekly visits to keep it neat. He turned her into his hostess, cook, slave, and whore. She’d never learned passion from him but submitted to his desire in order to escape his frequent anger. Within a few months she had changed from an outgoing tomboy to a woman unsure of herself and mute, but possessing enough pride in her heritage to endure without complaint. On their yearly trips to the ranch – he loved to boast that they were going West to the Cameron spread – he paid her special attention, but was careful never to give her time alone to talk with her aunt and uncle.


  And then one afternoon a few months earlier, she’d gone into his study looking for an address in his computer. By accident, she opened his e-mail, and for minutes – how long she later never knew – sat there stunned and shaking.


  “Can you come up and see me tonight? I miss you. C”


  And Gary’s response. “Not a chance. I’d get shot. If I could I’d hold you and caress you all night. G”


  How few words it took to eradicate ten years of marriage and destroy her innocent belief. Her heart pounded so hard she couldn’t get her breath, and her vision blurred, not with tears but with uncontrollable rage.


  “How could you?” She spoke to the monitor. “How could you do this to me?”


  After awhile she printed out the incriminating e-mails and left the room. For the rest of the afternoon she paced from kitchen to study and back, her mind whirling with confusion and a hurt so deep she felt she was bleeding inside.


  She’d trusted him. She’d remade herself according to his demands all for nothing. The fact that he’d probably been cheating on her for some time made her feel like a fool, the good wife blind to what was going on around her, oblivious to what had to be common knowledge. And with Carol of all people, his twenty-five year old paralegal, who, now that Cat thought about it, had had her eye on Gary from the day she was hired. There had been the long hugs at Christmas parties, the whispered phone calls that ended abruptly when she walked into the room.


  Without warning, the fighting Cameron and Lucero genes flared. She willed her heart to slow down, her hands to stop shaking. Gary was the guilty party, she the victim. When she heard him open the front door she was waiting, cold-eyed, her body rigid.


  “Explain this.” She thrust the printout at him and watched his smile fade, his face flush.


  “Obviously somebody hacked into my computer,” he said, the tone of his voice that which he used in court. “Or else you’ve been snooping. Clever you.”


  “I wasn’t! I needed an address. Don’t put the blame on me. I’m not the one writing little love notes. How long…?” Without warning her voice broke, and she struggled to contain her pain.


  He set his briefcase down on the hall table. “Long enough. But it doesn’t mean anything. It’s you I married.”


  She stared at him, at his casual obliviousness to her feelings. “Why?” she asked.


  He laughed. “Why not? There you were, wide-eyed, a pretty girl, heir to a ranch and ripe for romance. I thought I’d get you out of the boonies and make you the perfect wife. And I don’t recall you protesting.” He turned away and studied himself in the gilt-framed mirror above the table, one hand smoothing his hair.


  She wanted to smack the self-satisfied expression off his face. “You pompous ass! Look at me!” she demanded. “You’ve been at me for years because I can’t meet your standards of perfection, but you aren’t perfect either. Obviously. And I guess everybody but me knows about your little affair that doesn’t mean anything.”


  He shrugged. “Who cares about that? It’s the 21st century. I’m not the only husband who needs more than what he’s getting at home.”


  “Maybe,” she suggested bitterly, “if from the first you’d have held and caressed me all night I’d have felt differently. But not you. You made me ashamed. You made me feel like I was nothing. Stupid, inept Cat. She has to be told how to dress, how to act. How to screw!” She lifted her chin and dared him to comment. “That’s right. I said it, because that’s all I was to you from the beginning. You killed something in me before I had a chance. I loved you, but if you’re not getting what you need, take a look at yourself and the woman you made.”


  “Oh, for Christ’s sake! That’s right! Put the blame on me! Take the easy way out. You never understood what I wanted, probably never will.”


  Maybe there was truth in what he said. It was possible she’d been so blinded by who he was, by his attention to her that she’d married a man she didn’t know, could never know. What to do now? she wondered. Who to talk to, and what could she say if she found a friendly ear? That she’d failed him, in bed and out? That as a wife, a woman, she’d made a mess out of what had begun so happily?


  She turned away, shoulders drooping. “I’m going to bed. Dinner’s in the oven. And don’t try to talk your way out of this.”


  His eyes, that rarely gave any emotion away, narrowed in anger. “Fine. I’m going out. Meantime, you get control of yourself. Like I said, this isn’t the end of the world.”


  But it was. In the morning Cat packed what she could, cleaned out the checking account, found a sympathetic rival attorney, and rented an apartment until legal issues could be straightened out.


  Now she was home where she belonged, soothed by Lili’s embrace, by the mountains, the miles of grass and mesquite, the scent of roses and piñon from an old fire. It was the land that mattered, and the people who knew and cared for it.


  Never again would she place her trust in a man. Never!


  CHAPTER THREE


  Having thought that, Cat remembered Clay Hollander. Arrogant, too handsome for his own good, he definitely fit the picture of a man not to be trusted.


  “There’s a man with a huge dog camped in the sycamore grove,” she blurted. “I told him to leave, that this was our place, but he acted like he belonged here. Where’s Abel? He might have better luck than I did getting rid of him.”


  To her astonishment, her aunt burst into laughter. “Oh my, you’ve met him already. I can’t imagine what you must have thought. With all that’s happened, I forgot to tell you.”


  “Tell me what?” Cat demanded. “You actually know this guy?”


  Still laughing, Lili patted her niece’s arm. “Yes. Yes, querida. I know him and so does Ty. He’s been a help to us. Come in the kitchen and have some coffee and biscochitos while I explain.”


  Bewildered, Cat followed into the big ranch kitchen and watched her aunt setting out mugs and a plate of the sweet cookies. “So?” she said. “Who is he, and what’s he doing here?”


  “He’s a good friend. He writes books about history and this part of the state. About a year ago, he came asking questions about the ranch and your great-grandfather for a book he’s writing. He and Ty hit it off. You know what a history lover your uncle is. We invited him to stay a few days. He was in his camper and said he didn’t want to put us out, and was it alright if he camped somewhere. Yes…” she held out her hand as Cat went to interrupt. “He had his two dogs, beautiful animals, not killers as you’d think looking at them. They have caused no trouble.”


  Cat’s eyes widened. “Two of them? Like one isn’t enough?”


  “Tsk!” Lili had always expected, and had gotten, respect from her niece and everyone else. “Do you want to hear me out, or do you want to make up your own story?”


  Cat knew better than to keep interrupting, but she was beginning to think that her aunt and uncle had been taken in, that Hollander might have been in some way responsible for the attack on Ty. “Sorry, Aunt Lili,” she said. “But this sounds kind of weird to me. You letting those dogs loose, because some stranger just arrives at the door and is welcomed.”


  The warrior look returned to Lili’s face, and she sat up straighter in her chair. “Let me remind you that you haven’t been back for two years, and that you haven’t shown any interest in our affairs lately. I can assure you that we aren’t senile yet or have lost our judgment about people.”


  “Oops!” When Lili spoke in that tone, it behooved the listener to retreat as fast as possible. “I’m sorry,” Cat said again, humbled. “It’s just that so much has happened so fast, and I’m so happy to be home. There’s a lot I haven’t told you, didn’t want to tell you, or didn’t know how. I was up by the petroglyphs and finding my feet again, and then that dog came running out and that man, and I guess, I guess I just lost it.”


  Over the rim of her mug, Lili’s eyes were full of understanding. She’d never liked Gary McKenna and had often felt troubled by the change in her niece’s manner, but had said nothing. One learned from one’s mistakes, but often the lesson was crippling to mind and heart and difficult to put into words. “Pobrecita,” she said. “Forgive me. I had no right to scold you.”


  Cat shook her head. “You did. And you do. You were always a mother to me and you still are. And I deserved to be scolded. Why not tell me about Hollander, and I promise I won’t be rude again.”


  Lili set down her mug. “Good,” she said. “And here’s the truth of it. We’ve had several hard years. The market for beef bottomed out, we’re in a drought, money has been short. Oh, we’ll get by, we’ve been through this before as you remember, but Clay had an idea that brought us some needed cash. I told you he’s a writer and a good one. Last year he organized a writer’s conference here and brought in 5 paying guests who wanted to be writers. Aiee! Such women, all of them chasing him! This year we expect 8. And he will be here for dinner tonight so you can ask him all your questions. Now do you see why he’s welcome? And his dogs?”


  Cat sat dumbfounded. The Rafter 8 in financial trouble? “Why didn’t you tell me you needed money? I might’ve been able to help.”


  “Because we didn’t want you to worry, and we didn’t want Gary to know our business.”


  Cat stared at her. “You didn’t like him did you?


  “No,” Lili said shortly. “I didn’t. I believed he’d stolen your soul, but you never talked to me, so I said nothing. And I told your uncle not to bother you. As I said, we’ve had hard times before. It’s the way ranching is, and you learn to live with it.”


  “Still….” Cat mused. “If I’d known, I’d have come right away.”


  “You’re here now. Why not go and have a shower and make yourself pretty for tonight?”


  She shot her aunt a sharp look. “For him? I’m not one of his silly women, and I’m not husband hunting.”


  Lili laughed, a musical tinkle like a warbler’s song. Mija, I said nothing of the sort. It would just make me feel better to see you in a skirt with some makeup on. And husbands are where you find them. Remember that.”


  Impossible! Her aunt was impossible! Cat threw up her hands in resignation. “Okay, okay. And I’ll even be nice just to please you.”


  “You must please yourself. Now I have to see what Rosa is making for dinner.”


  Cat dragged her feet down the hall on the way to her bedroom. She had promised to be nice, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t find out if the man had another motive, if he was the real thing or some kind of imposter. And if she had to dress up and look pretty to find out, well then, she damn well would.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Cat heard the men’s voices before she reached the living room. She recognized Clay’s distinctive baritone, but the other was unfamiliar. She stopped as he said, “One of my men found a cache of assault rifles and ammo near the entrance to Joe Peel Canyon. Not far from where we found Ty. Could be he got too close to some smuggling operation and found himself in trouble. I’ve impounded them. They’re part of the whole investigation.”


  “What do the guys at ATF have to say?” Clay wondered.


  “Nothing yet. They might never tell me anything anyhow. But trust me, there’s a bunch of straw men out there buying weapons and ammo and taking them out of the country. That much I do know.”


  “Or leaving them for the drug runners to find once they cross over. Makes it easier for them to get into the country. Right?” Clay asked.


  “As rain.” The first man, obviously the Sheriff, nodded in corroboration. “They know their routes, and they know where and when to pick up the drop. And these AK-47’s were beauts. Brand new with selector switches which makes them completely automatic and completely illegal.”


  “And whose bright idea was this, do you think?” Clay said with a touch of sarcasm.


  The other man laughed. “Come on, old buddy. I think we both know the answer to that one. And that the whole idea is lunacy.”


  Cat stepped through the arched door. “I don’t know the answer,” she said.


  Both men turned, surprised, and, she noted with a frisson of pleasure, male appreciation at the picture she made standing there. Taking her aunt’s advice, she’d put on a gaily-striped Mexican skirt and a tank top, cinching a concha belt around her waist. As a last touch, she’d added silver hoop earrings and a turquoise and silver bracelet that had been her mother’s.


  “We meet again.” She held out her hand to Clay who, amazingly, took it, bowed and kissed her fingers.


  “This time the pleasure is mine,” he said.


  She jerked her hand away from the caress of his lips and bit back a sharp retort, turning to the other man and noticing his badge and the holstered gun at his belt. “Cat Cameron,” she said.


  The two men made a contrast, Clay well over six feet with hair black and shiny as a raven’s feathers, hazel eyes splintered with gold flakes, the other man compact, muscular, his hair the color of an autumn pasture.


  His grin split his face. “Jim Fife. Sheriff. And I have to say I’m happy to meet you and glad you’re here. Your aunt’s had a tough time with all of this. You’re needed.”


  She gave him a smile in response. “Thanks. I’m glad to be home. And I guess you two do know each other.”


  Clay shot her a wicked look. “I did tell you as I recall.”


  “That didn’t mean I believed you. Aunt Lili explained, but I’m still not sure what you’re doing here or how you charmed your way in. And how you’re buddies with the Sheriff and talking about gun runners. I’d still like to know what the hell is going on.”


  “Frankly so would we.” Fife answered her before Clay could respond. “Everybody knew and loved your uncle, so we’re thinking it had to be drug smugglers or…” he hesitated, “someone dropping off illegally purchased weapons to be taken across the line. That’s been happening more and more, and we haven’t been able to stop it.”


  “And Uncle Ty came too close.”


  Fife shrugged. “That’s what we think for now. I had a tracker out there who followed a trail down to the border, then lost it. Even with the Border Patrol, this country is too big and too wild to keep watch on every canyon and pass, and I don’t have enough men myself.”


  “So we might never know.”


  “That’s about the size of it unless somebody remembers something and speaks up or until your uncle can tell us what really happened.”


  “And that might be soon!” Lili appeared, having changed into white slacks and a scooped neck peasant blouse. She gave each man a warm embrace. “Did Cat tell you he woke up?”


  Clay held her a long moment. “That’s the best news yet. What do the doctors say?”


  She laughed her charming laugh and hugged him tighter. “That I should come home, take a shower, get some sleep and leave the rest to them.”


  Watching them, Cat frowned. In his embrace her aunt looked like a girl again and flirtatious in spite of her love and devotion to Ty. An emotion she refused to recognize as jealousy swept through her. How did it feel to be held by a man who, from all evidence, was every inch a man and capable of giving back warmth and kindness by a simple embrace?


  Why had that never happened to her? She had fallen in love with a face, a future that, young as she was, had seemed an adventure, a guarantee of love that wasn’t there, had never been there. She’d been too young, too trusting to realize it.


  Brightly she said, “Can I get you anything? Ice tea, beer, something stronger?”


  Fife shook his head. “No thanks, I’m on duty. I just dropped in to tell you the latest and catch up with Clay here.” He smiled at Cat again. “A pleasure meeting you, Miz Cameron.


  “Cat,” she corrected.


  “Cat then, and it’s Jim to my friends.” He turned to leave then stopped as a thought took him. “Clay told me you’d been up on the mountain this afternoon. In view of what’s happening around here, I’d advise you not to go hiking or riding alone. And if you know how to use a pistol, you should carry one for your own safety. Like I said, I can’t patrol a few thousand square miles, and with the drug cartels getting more and more violent, we all need to have some sort of self protection.”


  Listening to him Cat remembered how, as a young girl, a teenager, she’d roamed free on every inch of the ranch and up in the mountains without a worry except for the occasional rattler, bear or lion. Nevertheless, her father and uncle had made sure she learned to handle both rifle and revolver, and she’d ridden with a Winchester 94 .30-30 secure in a scabbard on her saddle. She had never come across lion or bear or another human, certainly not one who would do her harm because of his criminal act.


  She sighed, saddened by the loss of something she couldn’t put into words, remembering the roundups when Mexican cowboys had come every year to work. There had been Chatto, a laughing, reckless rider and his feisty appaloosa mare who’d ride up a mountain and gallop head long down the other side chasing a rank steer. His ability in the saddle and with a rope had awed her as a 10-year-old, and he’d always found time to teach her rope tricks. And there had been Firmin who had spent hours educating her about the way of horses, especially her little Mexican rock horse, Morro. Firmin watched out for her on her first two roundups, and she’d basked in his praise when he proclaimed her a fine rider and able to ride without a duena.


  “I guess times change and not for the better,” she said. “The Rafter 8 has always been a peaceful place. But thanks for the warning. I’m out of practice, but I’ll set up a target and get back in shooting shape.”


  “And I’ll be glad to help you.” Clay’s look issued a challenge she couldn’t resist.


  “So you’re an expert marksman along with writing books and charming women?”


  Jim slapped Clay’s shoulder. “You got that right! He’s a crack shot! You couldn’t find a better teacher. Take him up on his offer.”


  “Which one?” Clay asked, his expression wicked as a tomcat.


  “You know damn well which one,” she snapped. “And I’ll think about it.”


  “You will do more than that. You will let him teach you.” From Lili, that was a direct order.


  “Why is it,” Cat asked the three of them, “that I feel like I’m twelve years old and being manipulated against my will and, in your opinion, for my own good?”


  Clay’s laughter grated on her already raw feelings. “Because you are. We can talk it over at dinner.”


  Oh God! Now she’d have to sit at the table with him and be gracious. The hell she would! She stuck out her chin. “If I feel like talking at all,” she said.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  With nightfall came a cool breeze that carried the scents of grass and hidden wildflowers and intensified the perfume of the roses shading the portal.


  Dinner wouldn’t be for a half hour, and Cat, feeling trapped between her aunt and Clay, stepped outside. Then she screamed.


  Stretched out on the brick floor, a mountain lion lay sleeping. For a moment she was paralyzed, and then the animal raised its massive head and yawned.


  “What? What’s happened?” From inside Lili’s voice rose in fright. And then came Clay’s laughter as he stepped out the door and stood beside her.


  “Quit laughing!” she hissed at him. “Somebody could’ve warned me. I thought it was a lion.”


  “Zorro is a pure-bred mastiff like his sister. And I keep him near me because he very well could be mistaken for a lion. Not that he wanders off. He’d rather sleep.”


  Hearing his name, Zorro lurched to his feet and ambled toward them.


  “Two of them,” she said with what she hoped was scorn. “Like one isn’t enough? What are you afraid of?”


  He put a hand on Zorro’s head. “Nothing. I just like to be able to pet a dog without bending over. Besides, they keep me and each other company. Any objections to that, Miz Cameron? Or are you questioning my ability to take care of myself?”


  The fact that she had to look up at him was irritating. Worse was the reaction that came as she met his eyes that still held laughter. His face seemed chiseled out of the rugged granite and lava rock that shaped the mountains, but there was a tenderness about his mouth, curved in a smile, that reminded her she was standing too close, her head tilted toward him, almost as if she wanted to be kissed.


  The sudden leap of desire in her belly shocked her with its heat. Startled, she stepped away, putting out a hand to steady herself, and felt warmth, bone, a smooth pelt. Holly had come out of the shadows and was looking up at her with what appeared to be welcome.


  Once she would have crouched down and hugged a dog like this one. Once she’d loved every horse, dog, cat, goat on the ranch. Once she’d had love to spare. Now she was a woman she didn’t recognize and didn’t like – sharp-tongued, impatient with animals, distrustful of any and all. She was all prickles and as self-righteous as any traveling preacher. She couldn’t apologize to the man, but the dog deserved something more than to be ignored.


  “Oh, pretty girl,” she said, hoping her voice wasn’t shaking like her legs. “What a good dog you turned out to be. Still want to be friends?”


  Holly, as was her nature, sat down and gave a doggy grin. She liked this person, felt a pull toward her and didn’t question it. Somehow she knew her warmth and
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