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Chapter One
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“Oh come on! Seriously Boo?” 

Callista Sundance slammed the heel of her hand against the steering wheel. “You have got to be kidding me!” Muttering a string of not so ladylike curses she slipped out of the aging Ford Bronco.  

White steam billowed into the hot Texas air when she lifted the hood and she sighed. She stared at the grill of her beloved truck and wanted to punch it.  

Hard.  

Instead, she spoke to it.

“Couldn’t make it another 30 miles, could you!”

The engine rumbled once, sputtered and died all together with a series of loud rattles and clanking.

“Fine! Be that way, you overstuffed bucket of bolts!”

She spun and looked down the road ahead, seeing absolutely no traffic coming her way in the heat floating off the asphalt. She turned and looked back the direction she’d come.  

Nothing.

“Well, that’s just great!” She growled low in her throat. “I know the drive was a lot to ask,” she told the vehicle. “But it was the only way!” She stroked the grill. “Now, come on. It’s just 30 miles. Once we get to Carson Creek, I’ll get you looked at, I promise.”

She was not mechanically inclined. Oh, she knew the basics well enough, where to put oil, gas, water and various other fluids, but beyond that, she was stuck. She stared at the engine, hoping somehow the reason the poor thing had conked out on her in the middle of nowhere would present itself.

Of course, it didn’t. Nothing jumped out of the engine waving furiously to say Hey, here I am, fix me and we’ll get going again!

She pillowed her arms on the front of the truck. Dropping her forehead to them she muttered another long string of not-so-ladylike curses, in four different languages. She was starting on a fifth when the rumble of a pickup and squeal of brakes drew her attention.

A door opened and shut and a decidedly male voice spoke a few seconds later. 

“Truck die on ya?”

She peeked at the pair of well-worn cowboy boots from under her arm and sighed deeply. “Nope, I just decided to stop and have a meaningful conversation with it!”

The rumbling belly laugh that answered that statement brought her head up. Pushing her long hair back, her gaze landed first on the V made by an open to the waist, plaid shirt. Peeking out from between the edges was the tannest, most muscled chest she’d ever seen. It wasn’t, he wasn’t a body builder though. No, these were natural, most likely from hard work on some nearby ranch or farm.  

Boy, wow...oh my!

She dragged her eyes higher, hoping the face attached to the chest was half as gorgeous. Her gaze drifted over his neck, noting the little hollow at the base and she wondered how he’d react if she was licking chocolate out of it!

No! Down girl! You’re here to do a job, not get laid. Your patient is more important than a tumble in some hay loft!

But, but, but it would be such a nice...

During her internal argument, her gaze traveled higher, over his strong chin with just a hint of a dimple in the center; his wide, full lips, the upper sporting just a dusting of blonde hair; his crooked nose, obviously broken at some point and never quite healed properly and right into the most beautiful pair of cobalt-blue eyes!

Oh...Goddess!

Staring back at her was...the patient!

Shit, shit, shit! No, no, no, it was too soon. Way too soon!

But there was no denying the face attached to the chest was indeed one Tucker West! It perfectly matched the one in the open file on her front seat.  

Crap! The file!

She spun, thinking quickly and smiled her best smile. “I’m sorry,” she finally managed. “I didn’t mean to be snippy.”  

His smile hadn’t faded but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “No, it’s fine. I needed that laugh.” He took a step toward her, leaning heavily on a cane in one hand. “Want me to take a look?”

She bit at her lower lip and played the part of damsel in distress even though it grated on everything she knew and had been taught by her Mentor. “Would you? I don’t think poor Boo here is going to make it without help.”

He quirked an eyebrow and it disappeared into the shade of a battered Texans baseball cap. “You named your truck?”

She should be incensed, but managed to keep that to herself. “Sure.” She nodded toward his. “Didn’t you?”

He smiled crookedly and shook his head, snorting a bit. “No. Why would I?”

She didn’t answer and moved out of his way, changing the subject. “You from around here?”

He leaned into the engine compartment, his answer echoing off the metal. “You’re obviously not.”

She laughed lightly. “The plates your first clue?”

“Well, that,” he said slowly. “And the fact you have a distinct northern accent.”

She did not! If anyone had an accent it was him! And oh it was a lovely accent too! It was slow, at ease, as if he didn’t have a care in the world just then other than to fix her running on fumes, breaking down every chance he got, four-tone, rust covered Bronco!

It was distracting, dangerous and so not what she expected! 

Oh, she knew from his file he was a native, born and raised in Carson Creek, Texas. But he’d left at 18 and joined the Marines. Ten years in, he’d been called to Iraq then Afghanistan where he’d suffered a dischargeable injury and come home six months ago.

He was the reason she was here. And being the consummate professional she was, she’d memorized his file cover to cover. Of course, she wasn’t feeling very professional at the moment. No, she was hot, bothered and wanted to jump his very sexy bones.

Forget the job, forget her commitment to Anonymous Heroes!

No, she wanted to...to...to...

He pulled out of the engine and nodded toward the driver’s door. “Go on, give it a try.”

She jumped a bit and scurried toward front seat. Sliding in, she quickly closed the file and shoved it roughly under her massive purse. Turning the key, she smiled widely when the engine cranked over and caught with a loud rumble.

His hand appeared on the hood and dragged it down with a bang. He tapped it and came around to her open window. “That should get you to...” He paused and tilted his head, pushing his cap up with a long finger. “Where did you say you were going?”

She lied quickly. “I’m not sure. I got lost. All these back roads look the same you know. Can you tell me where I am?”

He tilted the cap higher on his head, exposing the ends of his bright blonde hair. He switched the cane to his other hand and leaned an arm in the window, pointing the direction she’d been going anyway. “Well, Carson Creek is the nearest town. It’s about 30 miles west of here. If you go back the other way,” he hitched a thumb over his shoulder. “You’ll hit the I-10 and that’ll get you to either San Antone to the East or Kerrville to the West.”  

He jerked his chin toward her engine. “Though, it wouldn’t be right if I didn’t tell you your problem. Your radiator is shot, you have a leaking seal and your fan belt has definitely seen better days.”

She gripped the wheel. “So, you’d recommend Carson Creek then?”

He chuckled, straightening back out of the window. “You’ll be lucky to make it, but yeah. I would.” He switched the cane back to his other hand. “Would you like me to follow you? Or I could give you a ride?”

Oh, she would like that very much! But she couldn’t. Not yet. “No, no, we’ll make it,” she patted the wheel. “I have faith in Boo.”

He pulled his hat down again. “Well, take it to John Searcy when you get there. He’ll treat you right.”

She nodded and smiled again. “Thanks, um...sorry I didn’t get your name.”

Something dark fell over his face, replacing the easy smile that had been there moments before and she wanted immediately to ease it. She knew that was part of her job, but this was more. Where his eyes had been sparkling, they now looked haunted and distant. His full lips thinned into a line and his teeth clacked together.

He spun on a heel and headed for his truck, calling an answer back over his shoulder. “I didn’t give it.”

With that said he slammed into his vehicle, threw it into gear and did a tight U-turn. Smoke billowed from the tires as the truck screamed off down the road.

Well, that could have gone much, much better!

She sighed and shifted into drive.  

PTSDer’s were sensitive, she knew that, but she’d never had one react that way to simply asking his name. 

Ever.  

She made a mental note to update his file and eased onto the road. She carefully kept Boo under 55 the rest of the way and half an hour later she was pulling into the small, sleepy town of Carson Creek, TX, population 1,682...no, 1,683, no wait, 1,684 now.

She’d forgotten to count her other halves...

“How much do you need?”

She sighed into the phone later on that evening. “Mr. Searcy said at least a grand.”

Bert Sundance’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “That bucket of bolts isn’t worth that much!”

It was the same argument they had every time Boo pitched a conniption and broke down. And one she would win because her father loved her as much as she loved the truck. “Probably not, but he’s faithful, dad.”

“Fine,” he bit out. “I’ll wire it in the morning.”

She chuckled. “Just take it out of my savings.”

He snorted and the line went dead. She shook her head and placed the ancient rotary phone’s handset in the cradle. That little problem taken care of, it was time to get to the next one, the bigger one.  

The very sexy Tucker West!

She really should call Shelly, tell her to put one of the Dogs on the job. 

She really should! 

But she couldn’t. Not only were all the Dogs currently occupied with other patients, but her long-time friend, Mentor and fellow Cat Shifter felt she was perfect for this one.

Why, she had no idea, but she couldn’t argue with the woman. She never could. 

So, here she was. She’d driven from Chicago to Texas in two days, poor Boo pushed to the limit, which was probably why he’d broken down. He wasn’t used to the Texas heat. He was a cold weather truck dammit!

Not that she believed the inanimate vehicle had a mind, but he sure had a personality, one which had grumped and grumbled the entire way!

It wasn’t for now. She’d deal with it later. Apologize for dragging him down to Texas in the middle of summer with the next nice, cold winter.

She sighed and stripped out of her tank-top and jeans. Kicking her shoes aside, she turned off the light in the antiquated motel room and padded over to the window.  

Carrington’s Motel and Lodge was on the edge of town and she’d specifically asked for a room on the backside. It wouldn’t do to have the locals see her leap out of the window, coming and going at all hours of the day or night. Not to mention she would be hard pressed to explain the ‘cat’ in her room.

Parting the curtains, she lifted the window up and closed her eyes, opening her mind to the energies that underlay everything on the planet. It engulfed her quickly, as it always did and she felt the first tingles of the shift taking over.

Her fingers shortened, curling in on themselves, bones cracking loudly. Her arms shrunk in size and length and short, multi-colored hairs sprouted out of her pores. Her spine elongated and the half-tail she was cursed with jutted out into the air. Her leg bones crunched, shortening quickly and her feet, like her fingers, curled in and formed paws with a loud snap. Her teeth thinned into sharp points as her face fattened out and her ears twisted up onto the sides of her head.

When it was finished, she opened her eyes again, seeing the world in a completely different light. She sniffed at the air and sneezed immediately at the pollen that drifted up her nostrils.

Oh, she was going to pay for this assignment!

Leaping onto the window sill, she jumped to the ground beyond and headed off into the night.

Tucker’s place wasn’t that far, a couple of miles from town, but it would take her a good two hours to get there...on four paws.

She could have just as easily run it, she was in tip top shape despite the extra 20 lbs. she carried. But she wasn’t in the mood to explain being seen running through the streets in the middle of the night to the locals. No siree! It was better to use her preferred mode of transportation. Plus, she wanted to see Tucker without him knowing he was being seen...yet.

She sniffed at the air again, catching his scent faintly. He hadn’t been in town lately. And that was fine. All the better actually. She did her best work when she wasn’t being interfered with.

She’d studied a map of the area when she’d checked into the hotel and knew where she needed to go. Heading west, she leapt across a fence and right into the waiting jaws of a not-so-happy to see her Rottweiler!

He barked, loudly and she skittered away, hissing and swatted at his nose with a claw-laden paw. “Down boy!”

He screeched and backed off with a yelp. He stood a few feet away, his head tilted at an angle.

“Yeah buddy, that’s right, I can talk. Now, shoo...” 

The Rottie whimpered once and bolted into the shadows.

With an indignant sniff she stuck her tail in the air and padded toward the opposite fence...

Two hours later and she arrived at Tucker’s newly purchased homestead. Her night vision roamed over the house, barn and corral with a disdainful eye.

Probably built in the early 20’s, the house was two stories and made of hand carved logs. Every window in the place was open to the cooling night air and she didn’t see or hear an air conditioning unit. A roof sloped off the second story, creating a wrap-around porch on the first level. At one point, someone had screened off part of it, no doubt to keep the local insect life at bay.

One of the barn’s front doors hung precariously by a hinge, groaning softly in the light breeze that chose that instant to blow across the yard. Small whiffs of dust followed the breeze, drawing her eye to the falling apart fence and opened gate. Like the barn door, the gate hung by a few less hinges than it might have once and she sighed softly. 

It was definitely a fixer-upper!  

Leaping onto a post of the slat-wood fence surrounding the yard, she wondered what had possessed him to come here.  

And then she figured it out.

An anguished bellow echoed out of the upper window and she jerked into action. She sprinted across the dirt of the yard and scrambled up one of the porch pillars. Padding across the overhanging roof silently, she leapt into the open window.

Another bellow of pure torture echoed into the night and she jumped from sill to bed, landing dead center on the very chest she’d admired that afternoon.

Only now, it was naked, quite naked and covered in dream sweat. She curled up, wanting desperately to feel her skin against it, not her fur and began to purr as loudly as she could.

His chest heaved under her, panting hard and whatever nightmare he was entrenched in and she purred louder.  

At first, it didn’t seem to be working, but she kept it up. It was the only thing she knew to do and eventually his breathing evened out. When he’d settled and moved on from the dream, she eased off his chest to sit next to him on the twisted covers.

She hadn’t planned on intruding so quickly, but the agony in his voice tore at her heart, her very soul and she had to help, in whatever way she could.

She reached out a paw and put it in his outstretched hand. His heat flamed across the pads and she shuddered in reaction, her short fur standing on end.  

She gulped, hard at the tingle of sexual desire racing the entirety of her tiny cat body! Oh, this was so not good! This was actually very, very, very bad! She could not, would not be attracted to him.  

He was the patient, she was the service animal, such as she was. Nothing more! He couldn’t be more, no matter how much her body wanted it otherwise. Once she’d helped him, once he had his feet under him in the civilian world, her job would be done. She would go back to Chicago and onto the next patient, end of story.

Right?

Right!

Who are you kidding sister? You want him! Shift and take him! If nothing else, it would distract him from the nightmares!

Shut up!
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Chapter Two
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Tucker’s eyes snapped open at the crack of dawn. He flopped an arm over his face and let out a long sigh. No matter how much he drank the night before, he could never sleep past the first lighting of the eastern sky. Whether it was being raised on a farm or 14 years as a Marine, he never failed to come around at “O’God-Thirty!”

Rolling onto his side, he pillowed his head on an arm and watched the world beyond his window brighten with the new day. He had no reason, none, to be up this early! Not a single, solitary thing to draw him out from under the covers.

He had nowhere to go, no job and nothing pressing that needed his attention.

Not that he could do much at the moment. 

The shrapnel in his hip saw to that.  

But, the disability benefit from the Corps was nice. It would allow him to pay back the loan he’d taken to fix up his grandparent’s old farm, put food in the fridge and keep the lights on, but that was about it.  

He had no desire to see his family either. Not that he didn’t love them, no, never that. But they were always asking if he was ok. And they treated him like an invalid! Always wanting to get him stuff, make sure he was eating and so on.  

So what if he walked with a cane, or would for another six months or so. And who cared if he would limp, maybe permanently. He was only partially disabled, not incapable of taking care of himself!

But his family acted like he was either a baby or completely paralyzed from the neck down! He loved his parents, three siblings, 7 aunts and uncles and all the related cousins, but they could really grate on his nerves sometimes!

As if thinking about them was some cosmic signal he was unaware of, his cell phone buzzed on the nightstand and he answered without looking at the caller ID. “Good morning mother.”

“Hello Tucker,” she said softly. “How are you feeling today?”

He lifted the phone away and let out an exasperated sigh, hoping it didn’t show in his voice. But it did. “I’m fine mother. How are you feeling today?”

“Oh just stop,” she admonished. “I’m allowed to worry about you out there all by yourself.”

It was the same argument they had every day. And one he was getting just a bit tired of. He appreciated she worried, had worried for the 14 years he’d been gone, but she acted like he was still in Iraq or Afghanistan, not less than 5 miles down the road. “Mother, truly, I love you, but I’m fine. I slept well, I have food in my fridge and the lights are still on. Now, please, I will see you for Sunday dinner, alright?”

She snuffled and he couldn’t tell if she was crying or not. She probably was and a knot of guilt formed in the pit of his stomach. Damn! He sighed and gentled his previous words with a compromise. “How about I come to dinner Friday night too?”

The snuffles stopped and he could hear the smile in her voice. “Oh that would be wonderful. Your cousin Tommy is in town for the Rodeo this weekend. You two can catch up!”

He groaned and flopped an arm over his eyes again. One thing he did not need or want was to catch up with his rambunctious cowboy cousin! But, he’d already made the offer, so he was stuck with it. He tried for enthusiasm. “Fine. Yes, that’ll be great.”  

It worked and she disconnected the call a few moments later.  

He dropped the phone to his chest. Why him? Why had he decided to come back home after his discharge?

Because you need family.

Shut it!

His little inner voice did and he rolled up. Swinging his legs over the side of the bed, he reached for his cane and headed off to shower.
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She heard the water start and leapt up onto the window sill. She’d shamelessly eavesdropped on his conversation and wondered why he’d sounded less than enthused speaking to his mother.

If her mother called, well...she’d be overjoyed!

Of course, if her now dead mother was calling her then she would be totally cracked, right?

Right!

She launched to the bed. With a paw, she slid the ‘lock’ on the IPhone and checked the incoming log.  

Making a note of the last number, the only number actually to have called him for a long time, she put it back on the home screen and padded her way across the covers. Jumping back to the sill, she hit the roof at the same instant he exited the bathroom.

Too close! But she didn’t think she’d been seen. She scrunched up against the house and listened to several drawers being opened and cloth rustling on cloth as he dressed. She wanted to peek up over the ledge, see him again in all his glorious nakedness, but she didn’t dare.

Patient! He’s the patient! He’s the patient!

His boots thudded across the wood floor and echoed across the rest of the house as he headed for the first floor. The older home, ok, it was ancient, creaked and groaned as he moved toward the back. Her sensitive ears heard the fridge open, close, open again then the sizzle of bacon drifted across the early morning air.

And, her stomach rumbled loudly in response.  

She’d forgotten to eat last night and now the heavenly smell was almost enough to make her shift back to human form and knock on the door!

Of course, explaining what she was doing...on his back porch...naked...would be a decided challenge, but maybe, she could lie??

No! No! It would just have to wait.

She could eat later.

Fresh coffee joined the scents on the air and that was her undoing!  

Bacon and coffee!

Oh, now, he was just torturing her! The inhumanity!

Bounding across the roof, she skidded around the side with a scrape of claw on shingle and bravely launched herself down to the grass of the backyard before she could change her mind. Bolting up the rear steps, she slowed her pace across the rear porch to a casual, uninterested cat walk.  

Wouldn’t do to be too demanding out of the gate, right? 

Right!

Sidling up to the screen door, she sat, lifted a paw and began cleaning her face. When he didn’t notice, she purred loudly. When that didn’t work either, she arched up against the partially open door, pushing it against the house with a clatter.

Tucker’s voice called from inside. “Hello?” His boot covered feet came close and he stood there looking out across the back yard. “Hello?”

She moved back, and sat. “Meow.”

He jerked, looked down and a slow smile split across his face. “Well, hello there.” He pressed the end of his cane against the door and she darted through the crack. “Hey, hey now, wait a minute, I didn’t invite you in!”

No, you didn’t, but I’m not about to let you not either!

She slipped under the table, out of his reach and sat between the four chairs. She lifted a paw to lick it again, hoping she looked completely bored and uninterested.

He bent into her line of sight, shaking his head. “Well, since you’re here, would you like some milk maybe?”

She sniffed and rose. Padding between the chairs and further between his delectably long, delicious looking jean clad legs, she leapt to the counter and headed right for the Mister Coffee machine in the corner. She rubbed her face against it, purring.

“Coffee? You want coffee?”

She purred louder.  

Boy did she ever! After the long night she’d spent at his side, watching to keep his nightmares at bay as best she could, she would need it to get through the rest of the day.

He shrugged and opened a nearby cabinet. Pulling down a saucer, he poured a bit onto the cracked, aged ceramic and set it in front of her.  

She looked at the tiny amount of life-giving caffeine and sniffed indignantly. She’d been at this long enough, had had enough patients in her years with the non-profit group that communicating with a human was easy. Or should have been, but in his case he didn’t get it.

She rose, padded over to the cabinet he’d gotten the saucer from and scratched her paw against the wood. “Meow!”

He looked from her to the cabinet and back again. “What? You want a cup?”

“Meow!”

“Fine! You’re more demanding than my mother!” 

There was no real rebuke in the statement though and he gently scooped her out
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