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Note to reader: The idea for the Primal Justice series was born while I was working on a newspaper article about the local humane society. I, of course, fell in love with every dog waiting for their forever home. More than once I was brought to tears by what the canines had endured before being brought to the facility. Knowing someone deliberately mistreats a helpless animal is beyond my comprehension. Being angry isn’t enough. I long to force the abuser into a corner and take a baseball bat to him, her, or them. I believe I’m capable of violence in such a situation, but if I did, I’d probably be charged with murder or attempted murder and locked up.

Instead of giving into my dark side, I’ve created three hard hitting stories about animal advocates who do what they are convinced needs to be done to make the abusers pay. 

Needless to say, my heroes and heroines are challenged in ways they never anticipated.   
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Chapter One
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“You sense it, don’t you? We’re being watched. Maybe stalked.”

Niko Fox’s Doberman didn’t acknowledge her. Instead, Chinook continued walking ahead of her on the narrow, packed dirt road. Towering Douglas-firs, alders, dogwoods, ferns, and ground-hugging bushes surrounded the pair and Misty, the pinto gelding Niko was riding bareback. 

As much time as Niko spent in southern Oregon’s coastal woods, she usually sensed when deer or other animals were studying her, but this was different. More intense. She straightened and studied the vegetation ahead and on both sides. The road led to Dogwood, a remote and rarely used campground. She hadn’t seen any sign of recent tire tracks or shoe prints and would have known if she didn’t have this part of the Siskiyou Forest to herself.

Of course the watcher-stalker might not be human.

“Do you smell anything?” she asked the silent, self-contained nearly hundred-pound Doberman. “Something that doesn’t fit?”

Chinook set her long legs and studied her. Because the dog was deep in shadow, Niko could barely make out the mostly black body. If Chinook left the narrow strip where sunlight reached, she wouldn’t stand a chance of finding her. However, Chinook and she were bonded, had been since she’d found the skinny puppy at the local animal shelter.

“You’re walking slower than earlier and you’re holding your head high. What’s going on, girl?”

By way of response, Chinook headed to the right, stopping when she reached the edge of the road where vines threatened to cover what was manmade. Chinook stood tall in that tiptoe way Dobermans had, her ears alert, and hackles raised. Niko touched the knife at her waist with her right hand. The left gripped the reins. Judging by how Misty was prancing, Niko surmised the horse had either picked up on Chinook’s uneasiness or but he too had sensed something that didn’t fit.

“Maybe we’re gone far enough,” Niko told her companions. “We don’t need to see the campground after all.”

Chinook continued her study of the vegetation. Niko couldn’t blame the dog for reacting as she had. After all, Chinook understood her human’s need for movement, her inability to sit still, the deep restlessness.

If a human or humans were close enough that they could hear, they might pick up on the tension in her voice. The damage had been done. Darn it, she should have brought her pistol. Considering what had happened not far from here a few months ago, she was crazy to try to convince herself that life had gone back to what it had been before—

No. She wasn’t going to go there now.

“What do you see?” she asked Chinook. “Tell me what, if anything, you’re hearing and smelling?”

Chinook didn’t acknowledge her presence. Misty shook his head, and his breathing had gotten louder. Damn it, the Siskiyou Forest had always been a place of peace. It shouldn’t change.

But it had.

“We’ve gone nearly five miles,” she pointed out unnecessarily. “Time to pack it in.”

Chinook responded, if that’s what it was, by growling. Niko couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard that sound from the creature she understood better than she did most humans. 

“Come back. You’ve told me all I need to hear. If there’s a cougar or wolf...”

Wolf? Or a huge, gray dog? Maybe more than one.

The hairs on the back of her neck stood up, and her belly clenched. She struggled to stay in the present but what her best friend Mia Sandas had experienced threatened to envelop her. There’d been enough death and violence around here, no need or desire for more.  

“I’m serious. Time to leave.”

Chinook’s growl continued, a long, echoing note barely loud enough for Niko to hear. Misty continued to prance, forcing Niko to concentrate on preventing the horse from bolting. Cougar, wolf, or killer gray dog. Did it really matter which it was?

“I want you alive, got it. Get away from the edge. Come back to me. Please.”

Misty’s hooves drummed the ground. The gelding reared, thudded back to earth. Niko remained seated while second-guessing her decision not to saddle her horse. Just because she was a full-blooded Tillamook Indian didn’t mean she could take horsemanship for granted. It wasn’t as if she spent many of her waking hours with a horse under her.

To her relief, Chinook started backing away from the forest’s edge. The dog’s hindquarters dropped which made her appear vulnerable, submissive really. Instead of returning to her human, however, Chinook trotted to the middle of the road. Judging by how she kept turning her head, whatever she’d noted was moving to the right. Chinook swiveled in that direction. Her teeth were exposed and she drooled, signs of nervousness. Niko again strained to see what held the dog’s attention, but Misty wasn’t making it easy. 

Niko planted a hand on the side of Misty’s neck. “Easy, easy. You’re all right. I won’t let anything hurt you.” Unless it comes after me.

There were too damn many shadows and too little sunlight. The vegetation was closing in on her. Even if she reached it, the small campground offered no security, just an outhouse and two picnic tables. There was only one thing to do—go back the way she’d come. 

If she could get dog and horse to agree with her.

Chinook yipped and dropped to her haunches. She stared behind Niko. Knowing she had no choice, Niko forced herself to do the same. There was something in the road where she’d been a few minutes ago. Two somethings. Taller than Chinook with broad shoulders, large fangs, and stances that said they’d claimed the road.

Gray. The damned beasts were monochrome in color, the hair so short that their muscularity was on full display. 

Niko couldn’t swallow. Could barely breathe.

Mia, the grays have found me. I don’t know what they want but—hell, I’m scared.

She’d first become aware of the massive dogs’ existence when Mia had shown her the pictures she’d taken of them on Dark Mountain north of here. The photographs had been beyond impressive but that was nothing compared to seeing the silent beasts in the flesh.

Shaking, Niko turned Misty so they faced the dogs. Misty held her head so high Niko couldn’t get a clear view of the intruders. They weren’t acting aggressively, but they didn’t need to. Just their presence was enough. As long as they claimed that part of the road, she was trapped in the wilderness.

“What do you want?” She didn’t recognize her voice. “I haven’t done anything—I’m armed. You make a move and I’ll kill you.”

The smaller of the two dogs lifted her upper lip in what might have been a smile. Was it possible the beast knew she was bluffing? As long as there was this much distance between them, a knife was useless. 

“I’ll leave. This is your turf? Is that it? I blundered where I shouldn’t have?”

The dogs’ stances put her in mind of palace guards. They didn’t want her to pass, but that didn’t make sense. Why had they let her come this far? Shouldn’t they have already chased her off?

Seconds marched by. Misty still trembled but was no longer trying to bolt. As a result, Niko was no longer consumed simply with survival but was starting to put a few pieces of the puzzle together. 

Back when the big gray dogs had initially shown up and exacted their brand of punishment on several men, Mia’s now boyfriend Jeff Julian had researched them. The ranger had learned they’d first played judge and jury in a community several hundred miles east. Their motivation was starkly simple, direct, and inescapable. Somehow they knew when a human abused an animal or animals. The guilty were punished, usually fatally. Why the avengers had decided this area needed them was beside the point. 

“I’ve never harmed an animal.” She hurried the words. “At least not knowingly. Where have you been since—what do you want of me?”

A sigh to her left had her looking down. Without Niko being aware of it, Chinook had moved to within inches of Misty’s hooves. Chinook stared at the grays, her hackles no longer raised. Instead, her tail slowly moved from side to side. The larger gray’s tail did the same. 

“What’s going on between you two? You’re communicating—Chinook, you think we aren’t in danger?”  

Even with her grandfather giving her a grounding in their heritage, her life had been rooted in reality until the day Mia came across a snow-white bull elk, a wounded cow elk, and her helpless calf.  Not long after, Niko, Mia, Jeff, Jeff’s partner Darick Creech, and others had been given undeniable proof of what the gray dogs were capable of. Since then Niko had been open to what she called woo-woo experiences but she’d never expected anything like this. Looking at the two beasts overloaded her mind.  

“What do you want?” she whispered. 

The pair started toward her. They weren’t aggressive as much as dominant. Whatever they wanted of her, it didn’t include letting her head home. It was early afternoon which meant she had hours before she had to contend with night. However, no one knew she was here. The way the duo approached reminded her of cowboys preparing to herd livestock. As she saw it, their intention was to force her to go where they wanted—specifically toward the campground. 

“What’s there?” She still couldn’t do more than whisper. “If this is a trap—“

Before she could finish, Chinook started inching toward the larger gray. As she fought the urge to command, or try to command, her dog to stay where she was safe—if she was—she concentrated on the big beast. He was male, intact.

Thank goodness Chinook wasn’t in heat, but maybe the gray didn’t care. He’d drive the Doberman to the ground and force her to submit. Maybe that’s what all this was about. The grays didn’t give a damn about her. 

Chinook had had one litter, a planned pregnancy using another Doberman. She’d loved watching the three tiny pups grow old enough to be adopted by local families and had been on the fence about having Chinook neutered. As she watched the gray and Doberman touch noses, she vowed to have her dog fixed. The last thing she wanted or needed was an unplanned pregnancy, especially when the male was a killer.

However, instead of trying to get Chinook to return to her, she watched as the male gray thoroughly sniffed Chinook. He didn’t try to mount her.

“She won’t run away with you. She likes regular meals too much.”

The comment about regular meals caught her attention. From what Jeff had learned about the grays, there’d initially been three but one had been shot and killed. The trio had been hand-raised which meant they probably didn’t have hunting instincts. Despite that, the two she was trying to wrap her mind around were well-fed, probably because the wolf-dog that ran with them was supplying them with meat on a regular basis.

Chinook was still smelling her admirer when he and the female with him again started toward Niko. Their steps were measured, confident. They intended to make her go somewhere specific. She could either refuse to do so—and risk being torn apart—or let them have their way.

* * * *
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SOME FIFTEEN MINUTES later, Niko, Misty, and Chinook reached the small campground. There was a weathered outhouse with moss on the roof, two rotting wooden picnic tables, and a rock-lined footpath that led to a seasonal creek. It appeared that no one had been there in a long time. 

Misty was still nervous, necessitating more of Niko’s attention than she wished she needed to. In contrast, Chinook calmly walked alongside Misty while frequently looking behind her at their herders. As for the grays, as long as she headed where they wanted her to go, their expressions were neutral, almost friendly. However, every time she made Misty stop, which she’d done several times to see what would happen, the dogs had pressed their agenda by coming close enough to make the horse rear and snort. 

This was the end of the road. There was nowhere to go unless she was willing to plunge into the wilderness. Feeling much older than her thirty-one years, she faced the two dogs. This was real, no denying it.

“Now what? I’ve done what you ordered.”

The duo touched noses. Then the female came to within a few feet of a nervous-again Misty. The gray was obviously trying to make her understand something. Niko was tempted to dismount and extend her hand but caution kept her on horseback.

After a few seconds, the female gray turned and walked to the edge of the small clearing. The male joined her, both dogs staring intently. The ground dropped there, a semi-gentle slope mostly hidden by vegetation. Niko wished she knew what she was supposed to be seeing.

Then she heard it.

The sound was so faint that at first she mistook it for nothing more than the forest’s offerings. Then she realized she was listening to a horse’s high whinny. 

“What...” 

Head tilted and concentrating, she strained to hear more than birds, insects, the creek, and the wind. The way her heart was racing, she should be certain she was listening to what the grays had brought her here for but it wasn’t that simple. The sound was barely audible, as if the horse responsible for it was reaching the end of its strength. She didn’t want to see what was wrong with it—and obviously something was—but she couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t.

“This is why you brought me here, isn’t it? There’s something...”

There was nothing more to say, no way of putting off what had to be done. She’d never seriously wanted to go in search of her spirit guide, had only participated in a handful of ceremonies because that’s what her grandfather wanted, but this afternoon she’d give anything to have something she could depend on.

The whinny repeated, no stronger than it had been the first time. As tears threatened, Niko dismounted and ground-tied Misty. Even though she wasn’t sure Chinook would obey, she pointed at the ground and told her to stay. 

She could only hope the grays wouldn’t startle Misty so much he’d bolt. After assuring herself that her knife was still at her waist, she pushed through the ferns and bushes until she reached the barely-trickling creek. She felt the grays’ gazes along her spine but check behind her. Neither did she question what she was doing. She had no choice. This thing was bigger than her.

The slope right ahead of her was steep but short, making it necessary for her to watch every step while holding onto bushes to keep from falling. She was questioning her decision to try to leave her dog behind but was afraid Chinook’s presence would frighten the unseen horse. Another whinny, sounding defeated, kept her going. The thick vegetation was confined to the immediate area around the campsite. She was moving into more open territory, fortunately with a gentler slope. 

She stopped and shielded her eyes. There were still plenty of Douglas-firs and a handful of alders, but for the most part the thick ferns and prickly bushes had given way to ground cover. She wondered if those who came to the campsite bothered to travel this far or believed they were surrounded by rainforest and didn’t venture beyond the so-called improvements. She entertained the fantasy that she’d stepped into virgin territory, a place no other human had ever seen. However, for all she knew, she wasn’t far from the farmland that dominated much of the county.

Yet another whinny. Worn out and thin. 

“I’m coming. Call out again. Let me know where you are.”

* * * *
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LESS THAN FIVE MINUTES later, Niko found what she’d been looking for without knowing it. The Douglas-firs and alders were still present, albeit even less in number, the ground nearly level with sunlight reaching the ground and the wind whispering all around.

A small, emaciated roan mare stood at the end of a rope attached to her halter. The other end was tangled around a bush. Her head was down, her legs widespread. Niko could see every rib, the scraggly mane, the weed-tangled tail. The mare was so done in Niko expected her to collapse at any moment. If she did, that would be the end of her unless Niko could get her up again which would take a superhuman effort. 

“Oh baby what are you doing here?”

On the verge of tears, she slowly approached the poor animal. The mare’s mouth was open, her lower lip hanging. Her hooves were overgrown and ragged but that wasn’t what concerned Niko the most. The mare’s eyes were glazed over as if she’d given up. Niko had to force herself to run her fingers over the bony flank. The mare barely reacted. 

“Who did this to you? What are you doing here?”

Fighting revulsion, she forced herself to continue to examine the trapped animal. Frayed as the end of the rope was, she wondered if the mare had broken free of an earlier tether. As for what she was doing in the wilderness—it made no sense unless they were closer to civilization than she realized. That was possible. After all, there were any number of small farms and ranches tucked into the valleys. None were what she’d call prosperous, mostly people trying to support themselves by raising crops or keeping livestock.

“There’s hardly any grass here,” Niko pointed out, even though the mare must’ve known that. “Did something frighten you? You panicked and...”

Second guessing the mare’s actions wasn’t getting her anywhere. As depleted as the creature was, it would have been a simple matter for the grays or wolf-dog to kill this sad source of protein. Instead the grays had directed Niko here, why? Because they hoped she could accomplish what they couldn’t?

They saw her as the mare’s rescuer? 

First things first. Nothing was going to happen as long as the mare was anchored to this spot. Anger fought with compassion as she pulled out her knife and sawed through the rope where it was wrapped around a bush. At first the mare didn’t react. Then she slowly lifted her head and whinnied. 

“You’re welcome. Feels good doesn’t—?”

A second whinny, a squeal almost not far away silenced her. She’d heard that sound before—from foals.

“My god.” She crouched so she could see between the mare’s hind legs. A slightly swollen bag dangled. “You’ve given birth.”

As the mare turned in the direction the new sound had come from, Niko debated severing what was left of the rope to lessen the risk of the mare tripping on it but she might need it to lead the animal away from here. However, that wasn’t what mattered right now.

“Speak to me,” she implored the hidden foal. “Where are you little one?”

She didn’t need to have asked since the mare’s uneven movements made it clear she had a goal. The new mother slowly stepped over downed branches and rocks as if she knew not to trust her strength. Much as she wanted to assure the mare that she was here to help, Niko tried to make herself as unobtrusive as possible so not to distract her new charge.

Here the ground reminded Niko of gentle ocean waves. At least there weren’t any steep slopes which might be more than the mare in her weakened state could handle. The grays might have followed her. She should’ve looked, to be sure, but she didn’t want to take her attention off the mare who was continuing her single-minded journey. Deer often left their fawns in order to search for food, but that didn’t explain why the mare had, in essence, abandoned her child.

It didn’t matter. She was returning to him or her now.

When the mare again whinnied, Niko strained to hear a response, but there was none. Weak as the one sound had been, it was possible the foal had died.

No! She wouldn’t let herself believe that. 
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Chapter Two
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The foal, almost identical in color to its mother but startlingly small, was lying on its side with its head downhill and one bony front leg trapped under it. The hooves looked unfinished, leading Niko to conclude it might be premature. No wonder it lacked the strength to stand.

His feet, Niko amended as she knelt beside the fragile creature. The mare had given birth to a colt. And judging by the dried afterbirth near the small body, this was where the birth had taken place.

She wasn’t a crier. In fact she couldn’t remember the last time she’d shed tears, but they clouded her vision as she knelt and flattened her hands over the small chest. Thank goodness the colt was breathing. She felt the heartbeat and acknowledged the mare standing only a few feet away. Instead of trying to encourage her offspring to stand, the mare balanced her scrawny weight on wide-spread legs. Her head drooped.

“Giving birth nearly killed you.” Niko slid her hands under the small body and eased the colt around so its head was slightly higher than the rest of the body. Hopefully the change in position made it easier for the newborn to breathe. “You’re too depleted for a pregnancy. What idiot let this happen?”

A thought started to form, but she didn’t try to hold onto it. Only fighting to save two lives mattered.  

“Can you stand?” she asked the little guy. “If I help you, do you think you can support your weight?”

The colt’s eyes had been closed. When they opened and she saw how long and dark the lashes were, her vow to do everything she could to keep him alive became stronger. She’d believed she was in the wilderness because she needed a day far from the walls of the school that employed her, but it had turned out to be more than that. Maybe something preordained.

No. She didn’t believe in destiny. She wasn’t even sure she believed in the spirits that formed the basis of her grandfather’s life.

She started by aiming the colt’s head at his mother so hopefully the sight, smell, and sound of the mare would give him a reason to try to stand, but he didn’t. When she let go of his head, it flopped back down. Whether he’d been born today or yesterday mattered since the longer he went without colostrum and milk, the lower his chance of survival. 

“I have to get you out of here. Both of you. Somehow.”

She supposed she could look for wherever the mare had come from and ask the owner for help, but the more she thought about them, the angrier she became. No way would she place mother and son’s lives in that person’s hands.

A sobering, almost frightening memory threatened to break free. It had to do with the recent past, a similar situation, guilt and fanged justice. But remembering the details of what had happened would have to wait because the colt and mare might only have hours to live. She pulled out her cell phone and tried to place a call to her grandfather because he had a horse trailer, but she was in a no service area.

Think. Plan. What are your options?

Not many, she acknowledged as she stood, leaned over, and struggled to lift the colt onto his toothpick legs. His head was at half-mast, same as his dam’s, and when she stopped supporting him, he collapsed. She eased him back down.

“I can’t carry you, but Misty can. I just need to get him here. That’s it.” She stroked the long, soft ears. “A plan little one. Hold on, please. I’ll make this happen.” Somehow.

* * * *
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WHEN SHE AGAIN REACHED the horses, Misty and Chinook were with her. If the grays were still at the campground, they were where she couldn’t see them. Maybe they considered their job done. Neither mare or foal had moved. Thank god they were both still alive. She hoisted the baby to his feet, carried him over to his mother, and positioned his head under her belly. To her relief the mare didn’t move away. Despite the strain of trying to hold the colt up, she managed to push a little milk out of the teat and rub it over the colt’s muzzle. After several false starts, the foal latched onto the teat. Niko’s legs and arms trembled as she kept the little one in place while awkwardly stroking its throat. The swallowing sensations brought more tears to her eyes. Then the mare shifted her weight, breaking the connection. Niko tried to bring the colt close again only to have the mare kick at her belly.

“Sensitive are you? Maybe that’s all the milk you have in you.”

She’d positioned her horse so his left side was uphill from the right. Just the same, she was nearly done in by the time she’d lifted the colt onto Misty so the little one straddled the larger horse. She had to keep her hand on the colt to prevent him from sliding off. Misty didn’t approve of what he was being asked to do which meant Niko didn’t dare let go of the reins. 

When she started guiding Misty back to the campground, the mare simply watched. Niko was afraid she’d have to come back for the mare, but maybe mother instinct finally kicked in because she started plodding after them. 

Niko had covered most of the way back to the campground when the mare cut loose with a long, low whinny and pushed past Misty and her son. Soon she was out of sight. Hopefully the rope wouldn’t trip her. Where had the mare’s energy had come from when just moments before she’d looked utterly played out? Surely she wasn’t interested in connecting with the grays.

Where were they? 

The sight of the campground which had made Niko feel claustrophobic before now filled her with relief. Who cared that the tables might be decades old and the outhouse full. Those things served as proof that other human beings had been here. She guided Misty onto the road and pushed the colt higher. The mare was just in sight with her front legs bent so she could drink from the creek. She swallowed and swallowed, trembling as she did.

“That’s it, isn’t it? You smelled water. You poor thing.”

Where the hell was the bastard who called him or herself the mare’s owner? Whoever he was, he deserved—what?

What the grays had done to elk poachers a few months ago?

That’s what her mind had been dancing around. Because of what had happened to Kendall Taft, Grover Brown, and Ram, she knew the grays and the word vengeance went hand in hand. The grays had killed Grover and Ram and had mutilated the teenager. Maybe that’s all she’d have to do, point out the damned so-called owners and let the dogs do what they were so terribly good at.

Was that her role? Could she condemn humans to death or disability?

Answering the question was for another time. Right now only keeping mare and colt alive mattered. 

To her relief, this time she was able to connect with her grandfather’s cell phone. Unfortunately, he didn’t answer. Instead of leaving a message, she hung up. The mare had finished drinking and muddy water dribbled from her mouth. She didn’t look any stronger. The colt’s head hung. 

“Mia,” she said almost before her friend finished saying hello, “how soon can you get one of your trucks to Dogwood Campground?”

“My truck? What do you want it for?”

As she explained what was happening, Niko tried to imagine what Mia was doing. Mia owned a Christmas tree farm off Highway 101, the main road that ran along the Oregon coast. Since it was early fall, Mia spent much of her time shaping the trees in preparation for sale. Mia had been a one-woman operation until Fish and Wildlife officer Jeff Julian had entered her life. Hopefully Mia had been able to put the reason behind that meeting into perspective and was focusing on their romance. However, Niko wouldn’t be surprised if Mia had nightmares about the day she’d been forced to kill a wounded cow elk.

“It won’t work,” Mia said. 

“What won’t? Why not?”

“You know how big my trucks are. Even if I could get one on that excuse for a road and the mare loaded into the bed, I’ll never be able turn it around.”

Mia was right. She should have thought that through.

“I have it,” Mia said. “Fish and Game has a small horse trailer. Jeff or maybe Darick should be able to get it up there, disconnect the trailer so they can turn the truck around and—“

“Can you reach Jeff? Mia, I don’t know how much time this little guy has.”

“Jeff  and not Darick?”

Jeff was easy to talk to, her best friend’s boyfriend while Darick Creech was another story—a rather complicated one. 

“You know why I rather not involve him. Do it, please.”

“Of course. And while you’re waiting, I’d love a picture of your rescues.’

‘Rescues’ was the right word. At least it would be if she managed to get mother and son to a vet before it was too late. 

Because she was concerned that leaving the colt positioned like he was would put too much pressure on his internal organs, she eased the little guy off Misty’s back. Then she carried him over to the side of the road and stretched him out on some vines. His eyes were open, and she made sure they showed as she used her cell phone to take several pictures. She did the same with the mare and sent the images to Mia.

Time was moving too slowly. Maybe she should start back toward civilization. She could ride Misty which should make keeping the colt in place easier. She’d hold onto the mare’s rope and—if the mare had enough energy for the trip.

She started when her phone rang.

“They’re on their way,” Mia announced.

“They?”

“Jeff and Darick. I’d give anything to come with them, but I told them not to waste time picking me up. I just got the pictures. Who the hell let the mare get in that condition?”

“That’s what I’d like to know.”

“Yeah. Well...”

As concerned as she’d been about her charges, she hadn’t told Mia about the role the grays had played. Now as she did, she imagined her friend with her hand on her throat and her eyes big and knowing.

“Shit. Ah shit,” Mia muttered. “It’s going to start again.”

“You don’t know that.”

“The hell I don’t. You do too.”

* * * *
[image: ]


GUN COULDN’T TAKE HIS attention off the broad-chested, mostly black dog with the woman. He sensed his sister’s disapproval at his interest but that didn’t matter as much as the messages he was getting from Lobo. Gun had never completely accepted the wolf-dog’s place in his world. Yes, Lobo kept them fed. He’d also fathered his sister’s nearly grown puppies and was teaching them how to hunt, but Lobo was another male.

In contrast, the black-brown dog was female. Unfortunately not in heat. His sister had no claim on Lobo. Lobo could and probably would try to mate with the newcomer, but Gun wouldn’t let that happen. The newcomer belonged to him. Or would if he had his way.

A sharp sting on his shoulder had him whirling toward his sister. Smoke’s eyes were narrowed and she’d exposed her fangs. 

Mating isn’t what we’re here for, she insisted.

With an effort, he remained silent. Lobo hadn’t shown himself to the female human, but he was nearby and doubtlessly willing to do whatever his mate ordered him to. Gun didn’t want to fight Lobo today, not with the Force’s commands that resided within him echoing his sister’s reminder. The Force had been silent lately, which had made it possible for them to concentrate on the puppies, but the voice was back, commanding.

She wasn’t afraid. Gun indicated the human. At least she wasn’t so scared she didn’t understand what we needed her to do.

We may need more from her, Smoke replied. She might be the only way we will learn what we need to. What the Force can’t tell us. 

Gun wasn’t sure what further assistance the human might provide but didn’t want to argue the point. The Force had directed them to the dying mare and her too-weak-to-stand foal. From the moment he’d seen the two helpless animals, rage had threatened to rob him of caution. Then the Force had again controlled his sister’s and his movements. Otherwise, they would have never approached the human or make sure she found the mare and colt. 

The Force. The reason he was alive and why he and Smoke did what they did.

* * * *
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“MIA FORWARDED THE PICTURES to us,” Jeff told Niko as he exited the agency truck. “Things like this make me sick.”

“How is the foal doing?”

Niko didn’t rush turning her attention from Jeff to Darick. She’d seen and talked to the big Oregon Fish and Wildlife officer enough times that she shouldn’t get hung up on those eyes, but she was. It wasn’t just that he outweighed his fellow officer by a good thirty pounds and was maybe three inches taller. Darick’s shoulders were impossibly wide, his gaze unrelenting. There was a don’t-mess-with-me attitude to the way he conducted himself and yet she’d sometimes sensed an underlying vulnerability. Jeff had told Mia there was something wrong with Darick’s back and he’d had at least one surgery on it. Maybe that’s what it was—Darick didn’t know how to handle any kind of physical weakness so buried it beneath masculinity.

Not that it mattered.

“Thankfully the colt’s still alive,” she said. “He nursed a little, but I don’t know how much got into him.”

“The sooner we get the two of them to a vet the better,” Jeff said. “Damn, but she’s skinny.”

“Yeah,” Darick muttered. “This is a lot more than the result of her pregnancy. She’s been starved.”

Deliberately? No, she couldn’t wrap her mind around anyone doing that to a living creature. At the same time she couldn’t think of any excuse, not even poverty or illness, for letting an animal become so depleted.

Instead of wasting time talking about someone who needed to have the shit beaten out of him or her or asking questions about what she’d done, the men worked together to unhitch the single horse trailer and turn it around. After Jeff did the same to the truck, they hitched things back together. As concerned as she was for the mare that was trying to find something edible and the foal who had shown scant interest in the activity, Niko was relieved to see the men working so efficiently. She detected no weakness in Darick’s back, but he was probably well-practiced in keeping its limitations to himself. 

Jeff shook out a packing blanket that had been in the horse trailer and made a bed out of it. Darick picked up the little colt, carried him into the trailer, and placed him on the blanket, looking for all the world like a man holding his newborn. She wasn’t ready for so much humanity in him, not after the way their relationship had started.

She climbed in next to Darick and guided the spindly legs so they weren’t in danger of getting caught beneath the small body. Darick ran a big, strong hand over the satiny coat.

“I don’t know,” he muttered.

She didn’t need him to say anything more. The colt’s survival was far from a given.

After Darick and she exited the trailer, Jeff led the mare into it. In addition to something padded for the colt to rest on, the men had thrown in some hay. The mare immediately buried her head in it. It took some doing, but Darick managed to find room for Misty behind the mare. Niko hated seeing the mare pay so little attention to her offspring. Maybe starvation had shut down the mothering instinct.

“We’re out of here?” Darick asked. “You don’t have anything else?”

Chinook had already jumped into the cab. “Nothing,” Niko said. She didn’t mention feeling as if she was leaving something behind.

Darick slid behind the wheel, Niko pushed Chinook onto the floor, and sat in the middle. Jeff was still settling in when Chinook planted her head on her lap and looked up at her accusingly.

“I take it she isn’t used to being booted off anything she claims as her bed,” Darick said. 

“No, she isn’t.” Niko couldn’t think of anything else to say. Being sandwiched between two men who were officers of the law was a little disconcerting, but that wasn’t all. She shouldn’t have been more aware of Darick than she was of Jeff. Both men had commanding presences. More to the point, they’d dropped what they’d been doing because this was more important to them.

“How did you find them?” Darick asked once they were underway. “Mia said to ask you.”

“Yes,” Jeff said, “how did that play out?”

So much for putting off the inevitable, not that she should’ve wanted to. After all, Darick and Jeff had seen the grays. They knew what the dogs were capable of. 

She placed her hands on Chinook’s head. “They approached me,” she started. 

“They? The grays you mean,” Darick said. 

“Yes.”

“Damn.”

She didn’t want to look at Darick, yet she did. His eyes were almost as dark as his nearly black hair. In the truck’s cab, so close, his gaze seemed more intense than it had been earlier. It was as if he was asking questions without words, wouldn’t abide anything except the truth.  

“Tell us everything,” he bit out.

Determined to meet his gaze, she detailed what had happened. No, she answered Jeff, she hadn’t seen any sign of the wolf-dog named Lobo or the two puppies that had been spotted with the grays, but the vegetation around the campground was so thick they could have all been around without her knowing.

“Yes and no,” she said in response to Darick’s question about whether she’d been afraid. “At first it didn’t seem real, but it didn’t take long for me to grasp what I was looking at. Once I did, I decided to let the grays be in charge. No, decided isn’t the right word. It was as if I had no choice.”

“You didn’t think they might be after you?” Darick asked.

“I’m not an animal abuser.”

“No, you aren’t. I’m wondering why they approached you. Before, unless they were attacking, they avoided humans. ”

“I was there. My having Misty meant I had a way to move the colt. Maybe they’re smart enough to figure something like that out. You aren’t thinking they might have been watching me for awhile, curious about whether I’d ever looked sideways at an animal? Hell, I haven’t even gone hunting since I was a teenager.”

“Why not?”

They were supposed to be talking about how two massive gray dogs were responsible for her finding the pitiful animals in the trailer. This was hardly the time for a personal conversation and yet she wished she knew more about Darick. Maybe this was what it took for that to begin. 

“Maybe my attitude toward hunting is something I picked up from my grandfather. He had a huge role in my growing up. He said that the more time he spent in the forest, the more he got in touch with animals’ spirits. I try to do the same thing. What I know is I’ll never kill unless I have no choice.”

Her last sentence seemed to expand inside the confined space. Was that how it was for the grays? They attacked and killed because the compulsion was beyond their control?

Jeff’s cell phone rang. Judging by his softened expression, he was talking to Mia. He brought her up-to-date then listened, nodding.

“She got in touch with the vet and sent him the pictures.” he said when he was done. “Doc wants us to bring the mare and colt right to him.”

It would be after office hours before they got to town, but Doc Beck obviously considered this an emergency. She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear what he’d say following his examination.

“There’s something we need to decide on before we get there,” Darick said. “How much should we tell Doc Beck about how Niko found the horses?”

Because her thinking hadn’t gone that far, she didn’t have an immediate answer. That didn’t matter nearly as much as getting mother and foal to help before it was too late. 

“As little as possible,” she said.

Darick nodded. “That’s probably wise. Is that going to bother you?”

“No.”

“In other words you don’t mind stretching the truth?”

Was he judging her? If so, that was his problem. “If he comes out and asks for details I’m not going to lie. Does that meet with your approval?”

“My approval isn’t the point.”

Then what was? Maybe working for the state had turned Darick into a stickler for following regulations.

“I don’t want the press getting involved and people talking,” she added, “which might happen if Doc knows everything and decides not to keep it to himself.”

“There’s something else,” Jeff said. “I’m  thinking the three of us suspect this isn’t going to be the
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