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Synopsis

Lieutenant Abigail Hargrove comes from a long line of
cops…dirty cops. She’s an exemplary, detached officer when on duty
with the Tacoma Police Department, but after hours, she strives in
secret to atone for her relatives’ corruption. Abby agrees to ride
with her mounted unit during the Washington State Fair, expecting a
relaxing few weeks of horses and PR work, but a bittersweet reunion
with childhood friend Kira sets into motion a chain of events that
makes Abby’s private and public lives collide.

Wetland biologist Kira Lovell devotes her life to her
daughter and to a vocal defense of the environment. A chance
meeting with her first love stirs long forgotten feelings, but her
life is thrown into chaos before they can rekindle their romance. A
kidnapping and a murder take place behind the innocence of the
midway. Abby has to solve both crimes to protect Kira, even if it
means revealing more of her family’s shameful past.
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Chapter One

Lieutenant Abigail Hargrove tugged on the shirt of
her unfamiliar uniform. The top and pants were skintight—suitable
for riding a horse, but awkward while walking through a crowd and
feeling too many eyes on her. Even though Abby was no stranger to
close-fitting clothes during her off time, when she was on duty she
was accustomed to the androgynous polyester-and-wool blend outfit
that made her look like every other cop, regardless of how
different she felt inside. Pockets bulging with notebooks and pens,
a thickly laden duty belt hanging heavy on her hip bones, and the
stiff outline of her Kevlar vest. Instead, she had on a snug,
short-sleeved blue top with buttons revealing a deeper V than she’d
have chosen for herself. Her snug pants had a slimming gold stripe
down the side, and her polished black boots looked more stylish
than her usual clunky black military ones. Admittedly, most of the
glances she received seemed to be complimentary, but she’d prefer
anonymity to flattering notice.

Even though her uniform was drawing some looks, her
surroundings were doing their utmost to deflect focus away from
her. The garish lights and sounds of the Washington State Fair
jealously clamored for attention, and Abby skirted long lines of
people waiting for fried food or a turn on one of the flashing,
whirling rides. The colors were bright and primal, urging fairgoers
to stop and spend. No subterfuge or subtlety. The fair in Puyallup
was one of the few childhood pleasures Abby still enjoyed.

She paused near her favorite concession stand,
briefly tempted by the thought of a cheeseburger topped with a heap
of grilled Walla Walla sweet onions—one of the iconic Washington
fair foods—but she ignored her rumbling stomach for the moment and
walked on. She’d save the treat for later. The only thing worse
than wearing the revealing Lycra uniform in public would be wearing
it with a big ketchup or grease stain down the front. She shifted
the strap of her navy gym bag, readjusting the comforting weight of
street clothes and shoes that it held. She’d perform her duties for
the mounted police unit, filling in for a missing officer at this
high-profile publicity event, and then she’d become just Abby
again. Part of the crowd.

Like many other local officers, she used two weeks of
vacation in the fall and spent them doing off-duty work at the
fair. It paid well, but that wasn’t her reason for giving up her
personal time. She had visited the fair as a civilian since she was
a kid—screaming on the rides with her friends and trying to beat
the suspiciously easy-looking games—and she felt the same rush of
anticipation coming here as a working adult. Cool, foggy mornings.
Leaves shifting to red-gold. Autumn wasn’t autumn unless she came
to Puyallup and walked through the barns and exhibit halls,
munching on an ear of corn dripping with butter. But aside from the
food and memories, the best part of the fair was being assigned to
work with officers from other departments. Occasionally she found
one who didn’t know her family name and reputation.

Abby stopped yet again, pulled by the smell of
cinnamon emanating from the elephant ear stand. She licked her lips
at the thought of fried dough covered with sugar and spice. Yum.
She really should have eaten something before coming to work, but
she had been too edgy to feel hunger. Until now, when the aromas
seemed amplified by the environment. She was about to resist the
call and continue her walk to the barns when a familiar voice
called her.

“Hey, Hargrove.” Officer Harvey Wayne waded through
the crowds and to her side. “Is this where we get kickbacks? Free
elephant ears if we promise not to check for clean grease
traps?”

Abby forced a smile, although it felt more like a
grimace. Some of the older officers on the force, especially those
who had served alongside her grandfather, seemed to feel obligated
to make jokes about her integrity every time they met. She
carefully avoided any suggestion of impropriety in her own conduct,
but the name Hargrove had been blackened enough that her efforts
were futile.

“I was just deciding where to buy my lunch,” Abby
said, her voice even and quiet.

Harvey laughed and waved his hand. “I kid, of course.
Nice uniform, by the way. You must be riding with your team instead
of foot patrol with the rest of us schmucks.”

He checked out her shape from her neck to her toes
with all the tact of a charging rhinoceros. Abby wanted to cover
herself with hands and gym bag but she resisted and forced her
expression to remain neutral. His partner for the day—a woman Abby
didn’t recognize from Orting PD—seemed to be appreciative as well,
but in a less obvious way. She was tall and muscular, with a blond
heartiness that lived up to the Scandinavian name on her badge.
Officer Jorgensen. She looked unbreakable. Hers was the kind
of notice Abby would normally encourage, but not today. Not in
uniform, whether mounted or patrol.

“Yes, I’m filling in for Jensen while he’s on
leave.”

Harvey turned to his partner. “The lieutenant here
managed to get approval from the chief and the city for a mounted
unit. And in a department that’s always facing budget cuts and
layoffs.” He looked at Abby again. “I don’t know how you did it,
Hargrove, but I’m impressed.”

Liar. Abby heard the criticism in his voice even as
he pretended to compliment her in front of his beautiful partner.
He was the one trying to impress, but Abby guessed that his target
would be more interested in her figure than in his portly male one.
Not for long, though, because she was sure Wayne would elaborate on
his poorly veiled insinuations once they left Abby’s earshot. What
would he claim she had used to get approval for her special unit?
Bribery? Blackmail? Some form of corruption, because that’s what a
Hargrove would do.

The real reason she had been able to convince her
superiors to grant her request wasn’t common knowledge, even in the
gossipy Tacoma department. Abby and her riders had been expected to
fail—and miserably—so the city manager could arrange for their
rezoned stable area to become a lot full of pricey condos. Funny
that a Hargrove had been the innocent one for once, duped by a
corrupt scheme. But she didn’t let herself rise to the bait Wayne
was dangling in front of her. She didn’t attempt to defend her
indefensible family. No one, no matter how insulting or vindictive,
had ever made her lose her cool enough to do so. She had her own
way of handling her family’s past transgressions, but that took
place behind the scenes. In front of an audience, she was solid
ice.

“I’d love to see your horses perform,” Officer
Jorgensen said, with a smile that promised a more intimate kind of
performance if Abby was willing. “What time do you ride?”

“We do demonstrations at one and three, by the
Pavilion. After that, we’ll patrol the midway until the fair
closes.” Abby might be unemotional on the surface, but her insides
were in turmoil. She wanted to ball her hands into fists and look
away. Instead, she tried to detach her mind from the conversation,
keeping her hands relaxed at her sides while her stomach clenched
in their place. Jorgensen would be all too aware of the Hargrove
reputation long before one o’clock. Abby felt the loss already. Not
of a potential lover—yes, Jorgensen was her type, but Abby’s few
partners in bed never had connections to police work—but the
loss of another battle in the never-ending war to somehow get
beyond the reach of her family name. Somehow.

“We’ll try to stop by,” Harvey said. “See those
Tacoma tax dollars at work.”

“Maybe I’ll see you later, then,” Abby said, hoping
she wouldn’t. She walked a few yards before turning back to look at
the pair. Wayne leaned close to his partner and gestured toward
Abby as he spoke. She shook her head and continued on her way,
wondering what stories he was telling. Even she didn’t know the
true extent of the infractions her grandfather had committed. She
had heard some rumors, of course—cash and drugs that never made it
to evidence lockers, kickbacks and bribes, even a hint of a
sex-ring scandal with a former chief—but she and her family had a
firm don’t ask, don’t tell policy in place. She did her personal
research through the department archives, slowly uncovering
suspicious reports and doing her best to make things right in a
private way. But she had to wade through so many calls and case
files, always in secret, and she knew she’d never be able to fix
them all. Still, one by one she made the effort.

Abby followed a stripe of green paint on the ground,
leading her to the same-colored gate in the southwest corner of the
fairgrounds. She could have entered that way and saved some
walking, but she had come through the red gate out of habit. She
had been entering the fair the same way for over thirty years, and
she didn’t care to change the familiar ritual. She stopped and
looked at the four red barns with bright white trim before her.
Brightly colored banners with horse silhouettes identified them as
the equine stabling areas. Draft horses, 4-H horses. Another
familiar sight from her earliest fair days. The old-fashioned farm
aspect of the fair was still alive in the livestock barns and
grange exhibits. Goats, cows, and other animals were housed in the
center of the fairgrounds, side-by-side with sellers hawking
everything from miracle mops to hot tubs. The horses, however,
claimed the quieter edge of the fairgrounds. Behind the barns were
areas for schooling and safe travel between the stalls and the
riding arena. All of the fair barns were kept clean and swept, but
the smell of horses and hay still managed to infiltrate the heavier
odors of barbecue and pizza.

She sighed with relief when she stepped into the
draft horse barn. The crowds were jammed as tightly in here as on
the midway since these huge and gentle animals were always a
popular draw, but the atmosphere changed somehow. The gaudily
colored souvenirs and attractions were replaced by the muted tones
of chestnut, gray, and bay. Shrieks and blaring pop music faded
behind the sound of rustling straw and an occasional neigh. She
walked down the aisle and felt more relaxed just looking at the
horses. Tied in straight stalls, they calmly ate hay while their
grooms brushed and braided them for the afternoon driving
exhibitions. Clydesdales, Percherons, ponies, and draft mules. This
had been one of her favorite parts of the fair since childhood, and
the massive animals helped pull her back to a more innocent time,
when she had been horse crazy and carefree, unaware of how her
parents were able to afford her riding lessons and new tack.

She stopped to watch one of the handlers as he lifted
an enormous collar over a patient Belgian’s head. The leather was
polished to a glossy black shine, and the silver embellishments
sparkled in the muted sunlight coming from the far door. Abby had
been determined to have a career with horses, as a vet or a
trainer, before she learned the true price of her riding hobby. She
had been twenty-one, nearly half a lifetime away from her current
thirty-six, when she overheard her grandfather laughing about some
jewelry that had gone missing when he was on a burglary call.
Thank God for senile old women, her father had said. That
new saddle Abby wants costs a fortune.

Abby spun around quickly, with a muttered apology for
bumping into the young couple behind her, and hurried out the back
door of the barn. She leaned against the wall and angled her face
so the September sun warmed her closed eyelids and cheeks. Riding
had never been the same after that. She had sold her competition
horse and changed her major from biology to sociology at Tacoma’s
University of Puget Sound. She quit spending her time at the barn
and took on two jobs and a student loan to pay for her own
education. Her eavesdropping was never discussed, but the tenor of
her relationship with her family shifted in a heartbeat. If her
father wondered what had made Daddy’s Little Girl turn into a civil
but cold acquaintance, he never tried to find out her reasons. As
far as she could tell, he hadn’t been personally involved in
illegal activities while he was a cop, but he had knowingly
benefited from his dad’s corruption. In Abby’s opinion, his passive
acceptance made him even more cowardly than if he’d done the deeds
himself. He had retired soon after she was first promoted. The
grandfather she had adored passed away mere months after his own
retirement and before Abby joined the force herself, but his legacy
lived on.

She opened her eyes and brought herself back to the
present. She still had horses in her life, at least, even if
indirectly. Until recently, she’d had the mare she had just begun
training way back when her world had fallen apart. Now, she had her
mounted unit. Usually she was a spectator and backstage operator
for the team—overseeing budget and schedule, hunting for grant
money to keep the horses in oats and shoes. For the next two weeks,
though, she’d be a participant, riding after so many months without
a horse. She might not be as fit as the riders in her unit, or as
skilled as her sergeant Rachel Bryce, but she ought to be able to
hold her own. Stay on without making a fool of herself. Keep her
composure even though the thought of riding here of all places made
too many memories and too much shame resurface.

She looked to her right. A few spectators wandered in
the paved area behind the barn, but mainly it was claimed by 4-H
kids and their horses who had qualified to participate in the state
finals at the fair. A few were walking their animals back and forth
between the stabling area and the schooling ring. Several others
were bathing their mounts at the wash racks, chatting with friends
as they soaped and rinsed their horses. Abby had been one of them,
qualifying every year she had been eligible because she’d had the
best instruction, horses, and show clothes that dirty money could
buy.

Later in the week, when she felt ready for the
memories, she’d walk through the 4-H barns and visit with the
horses. Until then, she’d slip through the draft barn and behind
the main stables to get to the four stalls she’d reserved in a
private back corner of the last aisle. She spotted Rachel near the
wash racks. Her sergeant—never one to back away from the
nitty-gritty details of horse care—was resting on one knee with her
back to Abby while she scrubbed a navy blue water bucket. As if
aware of Abby’s notice, Rachel looked over her shoulder.

“Hello, Lieutenant,” she called. “Good to see you
ready to ride.”

“Thanks, Bryce. I’m glad to be here.” Not a complete
fabrication, but not absolutely honest, either. Abby walked past
the first 4-H barn, refusing to peek through the wide-open door.
“Have Billie and Don arrived yet?”

A shrill neigh blocked out Rachel’s answer. Abby
heard the clatter of shod hooves on cement and she reflexively
moved to block the aisle.

“Shit. Nirvana, come back here,” a woman shouted from
behind the loose horse.

The dark bay mare trotted out of the barn and
directly to Abby. She reached for the dangling lead rope although
the horse seemed more inclined to stay and nuzzle her than to run
any farther. Abby ran her hand over the horse’s satiny neck.

Shit was right.


Chapter Two

Abby knew Kira Lovell by name but she had never
met—or planned to meet—her. Kira’s vitals had been on the report
Abby had read almost a year ago, and given the matching attributes
combined with her connection to this horse, Abby had no doubt about
the identity of the woman coming toward her. The small boxes on the
report form had been filled out with Kira’s information, but the
contrast between black-and-white data and the live version was
startling. Brown hair didn’t do justice to the highlights
and lowlights of gold and chocolate in the delicate wisps of hair
pulling loose from Kira’s ponytail and framing her face. Blue
eyes had little in common with the mosaic of aquas and greens
in Kira’s eyes. She wore a red, navy, and white plaid shirt with
the sleeves rolled up to reveal tan forearms and the tails knotted
at her small waist. Faded jeans and bright red sneakers gave her a
youthful air. Five foot six and 125 pounds meant
nothing until Kira’s curves and the long line of her legs filled it
out and gave the numbers dimension and depth.

Even the report itself had been a conflicting mix of
fact and not-quite-the-truth. Kira had called the cops to her house
on a domestic call, alleging her girlfriend Dale had abused her,
but the responding officer—Abby’s brother, Rick—had written that
the claim of abuse was not only unfounded, but recanted by Kira.
Abby’s research had led her to believe otherwise. She couldn’t
prove it, but she didn’t believe justice had been administered on
the scene, so she had taken matters into her own hands. Secretly
and anonymously. That was how it was meant to stay.

Her brother’s indiscretions were more difficult to
conclusively identify than her grandfather’s clumsy and overt
corruption. She’d been collecting hints of mishandled calls and
suspiciously self-serving decision making, and her cherished hope
was that she’d learn enough to convince him to change. Or blackmail
him into becoming a better man and officer. If she couldn’t, and if
she found out he was traveling the same road her grandfather had
paved before them, then she’d have no choice but to turn him
in.

She’d do whatever it took, within her ethical
boundaries, to avoid that, but Kira was a concrete reminder of her
fears for her brother. And Nirvana bound them all together. Abby
waved off Rachel who had been about to come help catch the horse,
and her sergeant waved back before returning to the bucket she’d
left behind. Abby clenched her fingers around the hot-pink nylon
lead rope, and then relaxed them before holding the lead out for
Kira to take. “This is your horse, I assume?”

“My daughter’s,” Kira said. She reached for the rope
with one hand and tucked the other in her back pocket. Abby felt
her slight tremble as their fingers briefly touched, and she
understood how worried Kira must have been when the horse escaped.
The vibration traveled through Abby and echoed inside after their
contact ended. It was only the aftershock from the collision
between her secret life and warm, pulsating reality. Would she have
reacted to Kira the same way if they’d met beyond the context of
Abby’s job? She rubbed her palm with her thumb, trying to erase the
lingering effect of Kira. Yes.

“Thank you for catching her,” Kira said. Her voice
was low and well-modulated, like Abby would expect from someone who
was an actress or a public speaker. She was disconcerted by Kira,
who was thoroughly a surprise. And by her own equally unexpected
responses. Abby had formed opinions based on the details she’d read
in the report, but Kira wasn’t the fragile, helpless woman she’d
imagined. Like someone with a family history of addiction who swore
off alcohol, Abby never got involved socially—whether as friends or
potential love interests—with people who were connected to her or
her family by work, but she found herself wishing she didn’t have
to keep such tight control over the barriers between her public and
private worlds.

“No problem. I’m glad I was able to stop her,” Abby
said. Even though Kira held her rope, the mare stayed close to
Abby, sniffing every pocket before pressing her forehead against
Abby’s chest with a deep sigh. She should walk away, leaving both
of them behind, but she couldn’t resist smoothing the horse’s
cheeks with her hands, reaching under her chin to scratch the itchy
spots she knew so well. Muscles, tendons, pulse, warmth. The feel
of the horse grounded Abby in the past for a brief time. Kira and
Nirvana both embodied something earthy and pure, and Abby longed to
trade her insubstantial life of guilt and atonement for the
physical reality of Kira’s world. But Kira had already been bruised
by contact with the Hargroves. Being with Abby might immerse Kira
fully in their lives instead of releasing Abby into hers.

“She seems to like you,” Kira said. Her voice held a
hint of something. Confusion? Suspicion? No. Abby was ascribing her
own tendencies to Kira. Kira was just making a comment.

“She must know I like horses,” Abby said. She smiled
and gave the mare a pat on the forehead. “I’m riding with the
Tacoma Police Department’s mounted unit.”

“Yes, I saw the uniform.”

Did Abby detect a hint of disdain in Kira’s voice? Or
was she hearing it because she was expecting it? She was getting
uncomfortable with the subtext in their interchange. It might only
be on her side and Kira might be innocently carrying on a casual
conversation, but Abby was confused by the constant
second-guessing.

“It was more than sensing a horse person, though,”
Kira continued before Abby could make an excuse and get away. “She
heard your voice and pulled the lead rope out of my hands. She’s
never done anything like that before. And then she ran right to
you. Why?”

Abby stepped back, breaking contact with the mare.
She needed to leave. Now. “How would I know why your horse ran away
from you? She’s at a new place, with unfamiliar noises and crowds,
so it’s only natural that her behavior would be—”

“Hargrove?” Kira asked.

Startled out of her rambling explanation of the
horse’s actions, complete with gestures at the horses and people
around them, Abby looked at Kira and saw her staring at the small
brass name badge that had been hidden from view by the mare’s head
only moments ago. In another time and situation, Kira’s pointed
focus on her chest would be welcome. Abby felt a shiver of arousal
even though she knew Kira’s attention was due to Abby’s damned name
and not her body. Her own desires were superseded yet again.

“Um, yes.”

“And you’re related to the other Officer
Hargrove…how?”

“He’s my brother.”

Abby didn’t offer any more than her terse statement.
She had been prepared to deflect attention and keep her identity
from Kira, but she wouldn’t lie. She wouldn’t defend or apologize.
She remained silent and watched Kira clearly struggle to figure out
what question to ask next.

“Hey, Mom, I’ve been looking all over for you. Why’d
you bring Nirvana out here?”

A tinier version of Kira walked over to them. The
same wavy hair as her mother, but longer and closer to blond in
color. Similar features, but seemingly more prone to lightness and
smiles. After one glance, anyone would be able to identify the two
as mother and daughter.

“Wow, are you one of the mounted police riders? That
is so cool! Have you ever shot anyone from horseback?”

“Julie!” Kira sounded shocked at the girl’s question,
but Abby wanted to laugh out loud in relief as Julie managed to
break the tension that had been building between the two adults.
Kira was rapidly putting together the puzzle pieces Abby spent her
life trying to scatter, yet she perversely kept giving Kira clues.
She wasn’t used to having sexual attraction interfere with her
mission in life, and the more Kira knew about her, the more she’d
want to avoid Abby. Abby needed to drive Kira away for her own
well-being.

“No, I haven’t, but I usually have more of a
supervisory role with the unit. You can ask the other officers
about the police work they’ve done. None of them has shot someone,
but they’ve each caught their share of criminals.”

“I’d love to talk to them. Angie and I tried to see
your horses, but that whole end of the barn is closed off.”

Abby couldn’t stop her smile at the obvious request,
complete with dramatic sigh. “Stop by anytime and we’ll let you in
so you can meet them,” she said, feeling helpless to keep herself
from making the offer.

“That’s very generous of Officer Hargrove,” Kira said
to her daughter, saying the name as if it tasted bitter in her
mouth. “But I’m sure she has more important things to do with her
time.”

“She offered, Mom. I didn’t ask.”

“You hinted. That’s the same thing.”

Abby smiled as she watched mother and daughter face
off in what sounded like a laid-back argument they’d had many times
before. This pair could prove to be dangerous for her. Julie was
frank and chatty, making Abby feel uncharacteristically at ease.
Kira made her feel things, too, with her subtle strength and
effortless beauty and the scent of gardenias when she came
close.

“I’ll tell my sergeant, Rachel Bryce, to watch for
you if I’m not there,” she said, striking a compromise. She’d be
able to grant Julie access to the police stable, while reassuring
Kira that she wouldn’t be around. She didn’t think Kira would want
anything to do with the police in any fashion, but a visit to the
stable might be less unpalatable if Abby herself wasn’t
involved.

“That’d be awesome! Thanks, Officer Hargrove.”

Kira cringed when she heard her daughter say that
name. She had spoken it herself, about a year ago. Please help
me, Officer Hargrove. Spoken to a different person, in a very
different kind of plea, but the memory was tied to her, body and
soul. Tension, anger, helplessness—they arose automatically at the
sound of that name. They were feelings she never wanted Julie to
experience, but Julie wasn’t in the same situation. Kira might feel
as if she’d been transported back in time, back into the midst of
pain and helplessness, but Julie was in the present. Cheerful and
at ease as she and this other Hargrove talked about a book they’d
both read on using mounted police techniques for training a spooky
horse. Kira closed her eyes briefly as she struggled to get her
mind, her body, and her reactions back to now.

“I can’t wait to see your demonstration today so I
can get some training tips for working with Nirvana. Are you
actually riding, Officer, or do you just supervise the demos?”

“You can call me Abby, please. And yes, I’ll be
trading in my desk chair for a horse during the fair.”

Kira opened her eyes when Hargrove laughed. Abby. Her
laugh had a musical quality and made her sound more dimensional
than her polished exterior implied. Her light makeup and controlled
expression gave her an airbrushed quality, as if she had applied a
mask over a human face. Kira focused on what she could clearly see
in Abby, like her perfectly upswept auburn hair, her aloof
demeanor, and the pressed and spotless uniform that set her apart
as an authority figure. The gun strapped casually on her hip. Kira
tried not to see the cracks that appeared for brief moments. The
warm, almost childlike smile when Julie’s charisma charmed her. The
haunted look in Abby’s eyes when she touched Julie’s horse. Kira
had been around enough dominant personality types in her lifetime.
Far too many. She didn’t need anything to distract her from the
resolve to stay far away from the kind of personality that could
make her feel helpless ever again.

Of course, Abby wasn’t her brother. Whatever issues
Kira had with him, his sister hadn’t been on the call that night.
She hadn’t been the one to abandon Kira when she most needed help.
She wasn’t involved. But the similarities between the two siblings
were hard for Kira to ignore. There was a resemblance in
appearance, once Kira started looking for it, but Kira didn’t care
about that. What set off the alarms in her head was the way Abby
wore her uniform. Proudly, as if she had been born to carry the
weight of responsibility and power that the simple material
conveyed. Of course, the fit of Abby’s was more distracting. Kira
had to work hard to keep her gaze from dropping below Abby’s waist
and down to those snug navy pants. But her attraction had to be
tempered by reason. Abby’s brother had flaunted the control his
more generic uniform gave him. Abby’s alpha streak seemed less
overt, but no less present.

“You’ll want to watch the rest of my team closely,
and not me,” Abby said. “They’ve been working with their horses for
almost a year now, and I think you’ll be impressed by their level
of training. I’ll look like an amateur in comparison, but I’m sure
you’ll pick up some great training ideas if you study Sergeant
Bryce and the others.”

“But you do know how to ride, don’t you?”

Kira heard the wistful note in Julie’s voice. Her
daughter had found someone to worship, but Abby would be dropped
like a disgraced idol if she couldn’t stay on a horse with some
degree of skill. Kira would be happy to have that happen, but Abby
wasn’t cooperating.

“I do. I even competed here at the fair when I was
about your age. But being a lieutenant means I don’t have time to
ride like I used to. These two weeks will be a sort of vacation for
me, but I’m sure I’ll end up with saddle sores and aching
muscles.”

Kira sighed. So much for Abby’s inability to ride
quashing Julie’s adoration. Kira hadn’t been too optimistic,
though. She saw how Abby moved and how natural she looked in the
equestrian uniform. Kira imagined her looking equally graceful on
the back of a horse, drawing the attention of every woman in the
crowd as they applauded her skill and drove her ego even higher.
Besides, she had recognized Abby as a horsewoman the moment she saw
Nirvana run straight to her side…

“Do you have a horse of your own, Lieutenant?” Kira
interrupted their conversation.

She watched as Abby hesitated before answering. “I
did. But not anymore.”

“Until how long ago?”

“About a year ago.”

Again the brief pause. Kira almost stopped her line
of questioning when she realized Abby didn’t want to give her any
more information, even though she seemed compelled to tell the
truth. Kira had lived with so many lies and half-truths, she
couldn’t believe someone with such integrity really existed. Julie
stepped in and unknowingly pieced together the suspicion that had
been forming in Kira’s mind.

“Hey, that’s when I got Nirvana! I entered an essay
contest for 4-H members, and I won her. It was the best day of my
life.”

“I’m glad it was. She seems like a special horse, and
I’ll bet you’ve given her a great home.”

Abby’s eyes didn’t leave Kira’s while she spoke.
There was something Kira couldn’t define in Abby’s expression.
Sadness and loss, but also a sense of relief at Julie’s obvious
happiness.

“We’ve often wished we knew who the anonymous donor
was,” Kira said, “so we could thank her…or him for this gift.”

Kira’s mind faltered as she tried to figure out the
web of connection between her and Abby. She’d thought her
bewildering night with Hargrove had been over the moment he turned
away from her pleas and walked out of her life. For some reason,
Abby had reached out to her by giving Julie Nirvana. Abby seemed as
disconcerted by this meeting as Kira was, so why had she insinuated
herself into Kira and Julie’s life? What was her motivation? Kira
had to override the instincts attracting her to Abby and rely on
logic and lessons learned instead, although she couldn’t reconcile
the wonderful gift of Nirvana with the obvious indications of a
deeper relationship than she’d been aware of between her and the
Hargroves.

“I don’t know how anyone could want to give her
away,” Julie said, hugging the patient mare’s neck. “But I’m very
grateful.”

“Yes, I also wonder why her previous owner gave her
away.” She really had been curious about Nirvana’s past, but it had
never once crossed her mind that the mysterious gift might have
remotely sinister intentions behind it. She watched Abby closely,
trying to discern any sign of malice in her eyes, but what she saw
was a forthrightness that was hard to reconcile with her obvious
subterfuge, and a sensual appeal impossible to harmonize with
Kira’s driving need for caution and self-protection.

Abby shrugged. “Who knows? At least it worked out
well in the end. That’s all that matters. Look, I need to get to
work. Good luck in your classes, Julie. Be sure to stop by and see
the horses anytime you want. Kira, it was a pleasure meeting
you.”

Kira shook the offered hand. Abby’s face didn’t
really register pleasure, but something much more complicated. The
whole interchange had been odd, and the only thing Kira knew for
certain was how strong and comfortable Abby’s hand felt when it
gripped hers. Dangerously right.

“Nice to meet you, too,” she said quietly as Abby
patted Nirvana’s neck one more time and walked away from them.


Chapter Three

Kira followed Julie and Nirvana down the aisle and
back to their assigned stall. 4-H riders were everywhere and
constantly on the move as they either cleaned or prepared for the
upcoming show. Some kids were sweeping the aisleways or pushing
wheelbarrows full of shavings, while others were grooming their
horses. Kira stepped around a freshly swept pile of shavings, but
she felt disconnected from the noise and crowds surrounding her.
Julie was still talking about Abby Hargrove, and Kira barely
registered the words she was saying. She was more concerned with
her own questions about Abby. Was she a good role model for
twelve-year-old Julie, or was she too much like her brother? Kira
couldn’t believe that one sibling could be so uncaring and cold
while the other wasn’t, but she had no basis for judging Abby yet.
After all, Abby had given Julie her wonderful horse, but was she
planning to take her back now that she’d seen her again? Now that
she needed horses for her mounted unit? The loss would be painful
for Julie, and Kira couldn’t bear to have her daughter’s heart
broken.

She had to protect her own heart, too. Why did she
fall for the bad girls? Abby had the presence and confidence that,
in her experience, went hand-in-hand with arrogance. Yet Kira still
couldn’t stop herself from being attracted to Abby. What she
could stop, however, was any more interaction between the
two of them. True, Abby hadn’t even admitted the horse was hers,
let alone said or done anything to suggest she planned to reclaim
her. But Kira needed to prepare for the worst. She’d fight Abby if
she wanted to take Nirvana away from Julie, or she’d somehow manage
to pay whatever it cost to buy her, but that would be the extent of
their relationship. Kira would feel better, albeit poorer, if she
owned the mare outright and didn’t have to worry about her ever
being taken from Julie.

Kira was so distracted she nearly bumped into the man
standing by Nirvana’s stall. He put out a hand to steady her, and
Kira recoiled when he touched her shoulder. She took a step back
and forced a smile.

“Sorry. I didn’t see you there.” She was too wrapped
up in her thoughts—how had Abby managed to breach her defenses so
quickly, especially when Kira saw all the red flags? She needed to
get hold of herself, pay attention to where she was walking, and
concentrate on her daughter.

“Mom, can you hand me the tail comb?”

Kira sifted through the tote holding Julie’s grooming
tools and handed her the comb. She realized uncomfortably that the
man was still standing next to her. Too close. The heavy scent of
his expensive aftershave made her nostrils burn. He leaned against
the stall door and smiled down at her. Kira made a concerted effort
to stay where she
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