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Chapter 1

 


 


August in Alabama … a
washed-out blue sky, sweltering heat brewing the predictable
afternoon storm. Right on cue thunder rumbles in the distance. That
wimpy blue will soon darken to purple. The breeze shifts, and I
catch the unmistakable scent of a fast-approaching storm. Bad luck
for me. Forget that foolishness you hear that cats like a bath or
will swim in a lake. It’s all lies. Take it from me. I should know.
I’m a cat. Callahan by name.

Why I thought it was a
good idea to hitch a ride into town, I’ll never know. It isn’t
proving to be my best scheme, but not even a cat can be brilliant
every moment of every day. This small town doesn’t have much to
offer. A few of the restaurants look above average, which was
unexpected. A miniature city-style park, complete with fountain and
wrought iron benches, made a good place to rest my paws and catch
forty winks. Otherwise, not much to see. It’s cute, and all that,
with an old-fashioned main street full of shops, but cute doesn’t
interest me. For the past thirty minutes, I’ve been stuck at the
base of the courthouse steps, roasting in the heat still rising
from the sidewalk while I wait for the gal who brought me to this
party. Maybe a drenching wouldn’t be the worst that could happen,
after all.

 It’s mildly entertaining to people watch. And I might have
dozed off for a bit. I’ve had company for the last little while,
but the broad-shouldered man isn’t much for small talk. He hasn’t
so much as shifted positions since he stepped from the dark pickup
truck, sliding equally dark sunglasses into place all in one smooth
move. The only interest I’ve seen him give his surroundings was a
hard glance across the street at the motorcycle rider who sat
pretty conspicuously on his bike. Even that interest faded when the
brawny gentleman—and though I’m not one to judge by appearances,
the term gentleman is a joke—fastened the strap on his helmet and
went on his way.

After the smoke and the
noise of the bike cleared, my guy in sunglasses leaned back against
his truck once more. There’s something about his manner that
suggests his being here isn’t by chance. I’ve given him more than a
few sidelong looks, but there’s been nothing more to
see.

Abruptly, he straightens
from his lazy position. Warned by his sudden movement, I turn,
rewarded for my patience at last. There, far less fresh than when I
arrived with her at nine on the dot this morning, is my ride
back.

She looks more like the
gal I’ve gotten used to seeing out and about at the ranch, although
maybe a bit worse for wear at the moment. At some point, her dark
hair escaped that neat pile she’d made on top of her head, and the
slim fitting skirt she’s wearing with a tucked-in blouse has a
crease here and there. Other differences are more subtle and might
be difficult for non-felines to detect, but they’re clear to this
street-smart, self-taught cat. Her eyes, pretty for a human, aren’t
filled with anxiety as they were and her jaw isn’t tight with
tension. I’d say those changes signal a turn for the better in her
circumstances.

I’m glad not to see much
of this morning’s dread and anger when she was confronted at the
base of these same steps by her ‘significant other’—and who coined
that ridiculous phrase, I wonder. They had a heated exchange when
he insisted she would lose the battle ahead and suggested she cut
her losses and sign the papers he waved in her face. If I’m any
judge of circumstances and people—and I’m better than most—he was
wrong.

It was clear to me that
the man was already near desperation. If I’m right, he’ll be even
more desperate and might prove dangerous as well. Nothing I can’t
handle, but I’d prefer to hurry her along and avoid rather than
engage.

Unfortunately, she doesn’t
look worried or rushed. There’s a quiet confidence in her light
movements as she descends toward me on black stiletto heels. These
boardroom looks are at odds with the working horse ranch she owns
and manages with a flair for the unusual. Of course, I haven’t seen
a lot of her so she could be manager in name only and gained those
supple lines in a well-fitted home gym. Maybe, but I somehow don’t
think so.

 


* * *

 


Avery startled in surprise as the
solidly built cat leapt lightly onto the step right below her feet.
For a moment she doubted her eyes, that this could be the same cat
that had accompanied her latest seasonal hire, but the golden eyes
with that gray fur were as distinctive as those folded ears, the
right one scarred. Prodded by the knowledge that Eddie would soon
be emerging from the courthouse behind her, she sidestepped instead
of stopping as she normally would have to let her fingers glide
through the soft fur.

The cat surprised her,
again, with a move that placed him firmly in her path. The movement
was so precise it seemed almost intentional. Despite her haste and
the remnants of dread that gripped her still, Avery allowed herself
to smile and stooped to stroke the animal. “You are the cat that came here with the
new guy, aren’t you?” she murmured, as he arched in appreciation
against her caress. Dax, it came to her after a moment. The man’s
name was Dax.

Golden-yellow eyes regarded her calmly
but the sound of voices—angry male voices—had Avery quickly
straightening her back. The thud of heavy footsteps warned her it
was too late to turn her back and exit gracefully. She would look
like a coward if she did that now and Avery was no coward. Knowing
how fiercely Eddie hated cats, she swept him up in her arms. She
had a quick vision of Eddie booting the innocent creature out of
his path, if for no other reason than having seen her pet the
animal.

Avery shifted to one side of the broad
steps, giving plenty of room and silently willing Eddie to take his
venom elsewhere. Her ex came down the stairs, his attorney
following close at his heels. The attorney appeared as irritated as
Eddie looked irate.

Eddie came to an abrupt halt inches
away and Avery resigned herself to enduring one last ugly scene.
Ugly was the best word she could give anything to do with Eddie
these days. She marveled at the change the last five years had
brought about in the man she’d once believed in and trusted
completely. The handsome, energetic man at the height of a
successful career had been replaced by this gaunt caricature of a
person with poorly cut hair and ill-fitting clothes. She recognized
the expensive taupe suit. She’d selected it for him, as she once
had all of his clothing, and, at the time, it had fit his muscular
shoulders to a tee.

“You won’t win,” he snarled
at her.

Avery said nothing, knowing
nothing she said would make any difference. Reminding him of the
fact that she had won would do no good and would serve to fuel his
resentment.

Paul Fletcher, once his closest friend
and advisor and still his attorney, laid a hand on Eddie’s
shoulder. “Don’t do this, Eddie. Let’s get that coffee
now.”

Eddie ignored him, thrusting his face
closer to Avery. She stood her ground, despite a tremor of alarm at
the lack of control in his expression. She wouldn’t let him see
that it affected her. Her silence seemed to infuriate him even
further. His pale face darkened with red blotches.

“Don’t think this ends
here.”

She studied his face, seeing nothing
left of the man she’d married. “It has ended,” she said finally,
quietly. “It’s done, Eddie.”

His harsh laugh had the cat tensing in
her arms, and she instinctively snuggled him more closely to her
chest.

“You stupid bitch! You
would’ve been a hell of a lot smarter to take what I offered and
gotten the hell out of Alabama. That ranch is mine, every acre,
every horse.”

She could see the hatred in his eyes
where once she’d imagined she’d seen love. And she supposed Eddie
could see with equal clarity the emptiness she felt when she looked
at him.

“Over my dead body.” She
kept her voice steady by sheer strength of will. Her exhaustion was
bone-deep. “The judge gave you twenty-four hours to remove the rest
of your belongings from the ranch. Marla is welcome to continue on
with me.”

“Marla is my daughter, and
that ranch is my property! Over your dead body?” he mimicked her
words. His lips curled. “I hope you mean that, because that’s just
what I’m going to step over to take back what you’ve stolen from
me.”

“Eddie, what the hell…”
Fletcher scrubbed a hand over his face in disgust.

Shock and fury hit Avery in a tidal
wave of heat. “I can and will defend what’s mine.” Her voice was
made hard by the reminder of all she’d been through, all he’d put
her through. “You should listen to your attorney, Eddie. He might
just keep you out of jail.”

“Don’t threaten me, you
emasculating bitch.”

Even more shocking than his threats,
Eddie grabbed her shoulder, his fingers digging in so hard she
sucked in her breath. As bad, as nasty, as things had gotten
between them, Eddie had never laid hands on her—until
now.

In one blurred moment, she sensed
rather than saw the cat swipe unsheathed claws at the hand on her
shoulder.

Eddie howled and jerked away with a
string of curses more vulgar than anything she’d ever heard from
him. He flung drops of blood from his hand, glaring at the thin
line of welling blood before lunging forward. Avery couldn’t tell
if she or the cat were his target, but with the stair rail at her
back she had nowhere to go.

Fletcher tried to restrain Eddie but
his ineffectual attempt proved unnecessary. Before Avery had time
for real fear, she watched in amazement as a complete stranger
stepped past her, effortlessly pulling Eddie’s arm behind his back
so hard that Eddie’s features contorted with pain rather than
anger.

The man leaned in close and spoke with
quiet effect. Avery wished she could hear the words that drained
all resistance from Eddie’s taut body. Eddie glared in disbelief
then jerked backward as the other man loosened his grip.

The stranger turned his back on Eddie
in dismissal. An assessing gaze skimmed Avery and the cat. “Mrs.
Danson.”

Avery was vaguely aware of Eddie
stumbling past them, his attorney trailing behind.

“Ms. Wilson,” she corrected
automatically. She’d taken her own name back as soon as she’d filed
for divorce more than a year ago. For a moment, she stared at him.
His eyes were hidden by dark, aviator-style glasses, but she could
almost feel his gaze, one that seemed as feline as the animal in
her arms, but far more predatory, more in line with a panther than
someone’s pet.

“Ms. Wilson,” he returned,
without a hint of a smile. “I’ve been waiting for you. We need to
talk.”

Instinctively, Avery recoiled and
shook her head. “No.”

The man who had come to her rescue
lifted an eyebrow, and she flushed at her own rudeness but she was
exhausted, stretched to the limit.

“No,” she said again, but
with less force. “But thank you for your help.”

“I understand your caution,
however I’ve traveled a significant distance to meet with
you.”

“Meet with me? Who are
you?” She felt completely bewildered by this turn of events. She’d
been drained by the past few hours of courtroom drama and suspected
she was far from her best, mentally. Even so, she knew she wasn’t
expecting a visitor of any kind, particularly not one with the
authoritative air of the man standing in front of her. “What do you
want with me?”

“This is not a sidewalk
conversation.” His tone brooked no argument. “Listen, it’s late.
You’ve got to eat and so do I. I need to talk with you, and it may
as well be over food.”

Whoever he was, Avery realized
whatever he wanted to talk with her about, he wasn’t going away
until that happened.

 


* * *

 


Camp stood motionless during her
silent study of him. He was a patient man, a hard-won virtue he
hadn’t possessed in his early years. There was no doubt in his mind
his appearance screamed career military, even out of uniform.
Short-clipped hair, deep brown edging toward gray. Navy polo tucked
smoothly into pressed khakis. These days that persona, that image,
infuriated and disgusted as often as it inspired. Since she had
aligned her ranch with wounded veterans, he hoped at least for
neutrality in that regard. He wondered if she sensed the concealed
firearm he wore, if the knowledge of its existence would make her
even more skittish.

He removed his sunglasses so that she
could see his eyes. People often had a hard time trusting someone
who wouldn’t show their eyes, even if they didn’t realize the cause
of their mistrust. He’d had extensive training in human behavior,
training that came in handy more often than not.

“I’m not selling my place,
if that’s what you’re after. You won’t be the first buyer Eddie has
sent with an offer.”

“I never laid eyes on your
husband before today.” Not in person, at any rate.

“I have animals to care for
at home.”

“You also need to eat.” He
suspected she’d missed more than one meal of late. A soft sigh
seemed to release some of the tautness in her stance, and he
pressed that advantage. “And a moment to catch your breath before
you have to tackle your next challenge.”

The slow widening of her eyes revealed
the moment she accepted he knew far more about her than she did
about him. “Who are you?”

“Food,” he said firmly,
taking her elbow but keeping a wary eye on the cat that had fended
off Eddie Danson so handily. The cat, however, seemed to sense no
threat in him. And there was none, at least no physical threat.
“There’s a restaurant down the block. You’ll be surrounded by
people, and hopefully we can find an unobtrusive place for your
cat.”

At his words, she gave the cat one
last stroke then placed him gently at her feet. The move pulled her
arm from Camp’s light hold. “I’d love to have him but he’s not
mine.” As if to prove her point, the cat wound once around her
legs, then trotted gracefully up the steps and disappeared into the
foliage.

Straightening, she met his stare
fully, and Camp felt a quick jolt of unexpected and unwanted
attraction. Looking into those eyes was a little like looking into
a forest. At first glance, a person would catch the myriad swirl of
greens and browns with flecks of gold before their gaze adjusted
sufficiently to see the depths buried below.

Camp glanced away. She was an
assignment. And pretty eyes, like a pretty face, could hide a
wealth of evil. He slid his hand under her elbow once more. He
expected her to shrug him off. She didn’t, but she didn’t yield to
his light pressure either. It was more as if she ignored or didn’t
notice. Not being a ladies’ man by nature, the fact was more a
curiosity to him than a disappointment.

The walk was brief and silent. Camp’s
gaze scanned the sidewalks on both sides of the quaint, paved
street with its old-fashioned parking meters, boutique shops, and
numerous restaurants.

“This isn’t quite the rural
town I expected.”

Her lips curved. “Casino nearby. We
capitalized on that like everything else that comes our
way.”

We. He picked up on the nuance as he
held open the door of the little café that boasted French cuisine.
He’d been dubious of that claim but now wondered if he’d judged the
restaurant too quickly. He’d made note of the casino in the files
downloaded to his laptop but hadn’t thought of the cultural impact
upon the small town. “You’ve lived here a while.”

“Yes, I have.” She didn’t
elaborate and he didn’t press. He’d studied the facts and figures
of her life, but interesting though they were, they’d been nothing
compared to the vibrancy he sensed below the surface calm she
presented now.

Their hostess was young, with smooth
hair and wide, deep blue eyes. She was at least twenty years his
junior, and the flirtatious glance she gave him would’ve been
amusing if Avery Wilson hadn’t noticed it as well. Her husband, he
recalled reading, had been fond of late nights with very young
women.

“We’d like a table by a
window,” he told their hostess. If it were cooler, he would have
chosen the sidewalk area with its hanging ferns and scrolled iron
railing around the perimeter, but he suspected even the wide blades
of the overhead fans couldn’t hold the heat at bay. Nor was he
certain the thunderstorm rumbling in the distance would remain
distant.

Seated in an alcove filled with soft
light from both the sheer-curtained window and a small but elegant
crystal chandelier, Camp ordered iced tea and Avery asked for water
with lemon. After a day in court, Camp wouldn’t have been surprised
if she had selected from the wine menu.

He was intrigued, even a little
impressed, when she sat watching him with that fathomless regard,
waiting for him to speak. She didn’t lean against the back of the
cushioned chair but kept herself slightly forward, alert. Although
he could see her fatigue, that direct gaze never wavered. Patience
in this woman, he thought. Patience and strength. He acknowledged
the allure of that combination, made himself put it aside. It was
altogether likely that his investigation would not turn out well
for her.

He handed her a menu but she set it to
one side. “You wanted to talk, and my time is limited.”

Unruffled, he glanced at his menu as
they were served their drinks and ordered a simple meal of salad
and grilled white fish for both of them.

He could feel her scrutiny, but when
he looked up, her expression was a careful blank. If she was
irritated by his high-handedness in ordering for her, it was
well-hidden.

As the waitress walked away with their
order, Camp removed a small fold of leather from his back pocket
and withdrew two cards. Silently he handed her his credentials. One
was his military ID. The other was styled as a business card with
his bogus position and responsibilities. The latter had been
created and printed a little more than a week earlier.

He watched her face as she studied
them. Not until those truly incredible eyes lifted to gaze into
his, did he speak. “You applied for the wounded veteran program.
Equine therapy.”

Her eyes widened with what could be
either excitement or trepidation.

“Lieutenant Colonel
Kirkland. I’d given up,” she admitted. “I knew the government moved
slowly but …” She gave a little lift of her shoulders.

Camp schooled his expression, not sure
where this was headed but prepared to follow whatever lead came his
way. “Your application crossed my desk about eighteen months ago,”
he prompted.

“I didn’t mean to insult
you or imply you were the hold-up, but I did expect someone
sooner.”

Which gave away exactly nothing, he
thought. He found it interesting that she toyed with the elegant
black napkin which had been folded around the place setting. He
also noted that there was no pale circle around her slender finger.
She hadn’t waited until the divorce was final to remove her wedding
ring. From what he’d read of her husband, he couldn’t say he blamed
her.

“We do eventually get to
every applicant.”

He lost the opportunity to judge her
response to his words as their waitress arrived with their salads.
By the time they were alone again, she’d resumed her watchful pose.
He gave a mental shrug, perfectly willing to retrieve the gauntlet
he’d tossed and she’d ignored.

He picked up his fork and waited for
her to do the same before he spoke again. “When would be a good
time for me to tour your facilities? Do you need a day or two to
regroup?”

She blinked. “Regroup?”

“I assume this morning’s
court appearance was successful given your
husband’s—ex-husband’s—reaction but it must still have been
difficult.”

“Difficult describes the
last few years. This morning?” She shook her head. “I’ll take a few
hours drama in exchange for peace.”

“What will you do with that
peace?” The question, he was honest with himself, had less to do
with his purpose in being there than with the woman.

She didn’t answer right away, and, for
a while, he thought she wouldn’t at all.

“Be me.”

She didn’t elaborate, and he realized
she didn’t need to add anything, not for her or for him. Those two
simple words were very revealing. He wondered if she realized just
how revealing. What kind of a lie had her marriage imposed on her
existence? And would that lie figure into his
investigation?

Realizing she had said all she would,
he leaned back in his chair. He had to focus on the business at
hand.

“Tell me about the horses
you use in your veteran assistance program.” His word choice was
deliberate. Use. Not plan to use. They both knew that no veterans
had been referred yet. Would she correct his word choice? Would it
mean anything if she didn’t?

“My horses?” she asked. “I
could talk about them forever. They all love what they do. They
know their job and they love doing it.”

Was her wording adroit? Or was it
meaningless?

She didn’t remind him that she was
still waiting for the first veteran to arrive at her facility,
didn’t explain or apologize for funds sent but not earned. Camp put
away his disappointment, reminding himself that ignoring a
misstatement wasn’t self-incrimination, and listened to the soft
Southern cadence of her voice. He’d lived in so many places over
the course of his career, in and out of the States, that he himself
had a diction that could have placed him anywhere and nowhere,
depending upon the language he chose to employ.

Her eyes brightened as she described
the animals, one by one, rarely noting bloodlines—some of which he
already knew were impressive—focusing instead on their personality
and backstory. How they came to her and how she felt about them
seemed far more important than their sires and dams.

“I know what rescue animals
are, of course, but is a kill
pen as ugly as the name implies?”

Sorrow, and something he suspected was
anger, touched her features. “Uglier. And sometimes I hear about
horses with great potential too late. I have contacts at several
facilities who do what they can for the animals. I wish I could
take them all, but there are other people besides me who help save
as many as possible.”

“How do they end up there?
I saw a news report once that implied most of them were vicious
killers.”

“That’s not true. Yes, some
are mistreated to the point they strike back, but most?” She shook
her head. “Animals are an investment of time, income, and energy.
Too many people realize that too late and throw them away like so
much trash. And then, there are horses injured in competitive
sports that need healing time and others too old to continue
competition. Their owners don’t want to be bothered feeding and
caring for them as they heal or age. They just move on to the next
new toy. These are the ones I can almost always take and train and
make into a useful instructor horse. Some, who’ve been abused, I
find I can’t help at all.”

“What then? I’m certain you
don’t send them back where they came from.”

“No. Never.” She sighed.
“There are a few rescue farms in the area that take them when they
can, but I also have a pasture full of horses that are nothing but
an expense.”

“Of the ones who have
worked out for you, do you have a favorite?”

“Jack,” she said without
hesitation. “He was a hunter-jumper and one of my first finds for
New Hope Ranch. He has papers a mile long, but he was injured early
in his career and his owners no longer had any use for him. He was
a stallion, which is pretty rare in a successful working
competitor, but so gentle. If he’d made it to some big stakes’
wins, I never would have gotten him. He would’ve been put to stud.
It took him a year to heal and another year to learn what I needed
from him. The amazing thing with Jack is that he is a producer, and
his offspring are equally talented, equally gentle. I’ve been
offered a small fortune for any one of them, but they aren’t for
sale. From time to time, I do let rescues go to other homes in
order to make room for more, but they don’t leave me unless I think
they’re needed someplace more and I can be sure they’ll be
well-treated. And even then, there will be stipulations to the
transfer.”

“Stipulations?”

“If they’re no longer
wanted or can’t be cared for where they are, they’ll come back to
me.”

He raised his brows at that. “Could
get expensive for you if you’ve already added more to your
herd.”

“I’m pretty good at vetting
potential new owners. None have come back so far.” Her quick grin
held an appeal he didn’t expect and found uncomfortable. Her
expression turned somber as she added, “And if they do, I’ll make a
way for them. Always.”

He kept her talking with a well-placed
question or two, listening as intently for nuances to her words as
he did to the humor of her interspersed anecdotes about the animals
she loved. He found himself hoping she was everything she seemed,
if only for the sake of the animals depending upon her. She was
either very clever or had absolutely nothing to hide.

Conversation flowed easily throughout
their entrée and he realized he was disappointed when she placed
her fork aside. She’d finished only half of what was on her plate
when she laid her napkin on the tablecloth.

“Thank you for the meal.
Truly. I have to get back to take care of things, but you’re
welcome to come out anytime. I cancelled classes today so my
instructors won’t be there. Tomorrow would be more helpful to
you.”

“You have guest quarters?”
He asked it as a question although he already knew the
answer.

He found her momentary hesitation
interesting.

“We do,” she admitted, “but
it isn’t prepared for guests. There’s a guest cabin—the one my
ex-husband was using—but it hasn’t been deep-cleaned in several
months although we keep the cooling and heating on so it’s
aired.”

Her voice trailed away as if to give
him an opportunity to offer to stay in town.

When he remained silent,
she sighed. “I guess I could bring some towels and linens out but
you’d be much more comfortable in one of the hotels in town. There are
several that are more than nice.”

He leaned back in his chair, every
instinct heightened. She most definitely did not want him staying
on her property.

“I don’t need much to be
comfortable,” he said, “and it will be easier for me to see what I
need to see if I’m there during various times of the
day.”

She frowned. “You plan a lengthy
stay?”

“It will take some time to
evaluate everything I need to review.”

As her frown deepened, Camp wished he
hadn’t felt such a swift initial attraction to her. It was almost
certain to be a feeling that could go nowhere.

 



Chapter 2

 


 


Campbell Kirkland paid the
tab, and they walked through the dusk back to the courthouse
parking lot. The energy Avery had felt as she talked about her
horses had faded and exhaustion seeped back into her until it was
the familiar dead weight she’d known since things had gone so very
wrong with her marriage. It felt like forever since she’d been able
to rest, to relax her guard. Not since this fight had started, not
since she realized there was
a fight. She’d won but she didn’t fool herself.
Despite her words to Eddie, she knew it wasn’t over. He wasn’t
going to go away. Maybe someday, but not yet.

As they walked, a slow
sense of dread blended with the exhaustion. Along with threatening
her over the course of their long, drawn-out court fight, he’d
threatened the horses as well. They meant nothing to him, now,
except as a means to an end and that end was money. Always money.
For newer cars, nicer clothes. For gambling. She’d realized too
late the siren call that dice and cards held for him. Not to
mention the women, always younger than her. When had
she stopped being enough
for him?

The carefully preserved oaks, so
pretty by day, seemed to crowd the sidewalk with shadows. She
experienced a sudden sense of urgency, a feeling she should have
gone straight home.

Avery heard Camp’s growl of anger
before she saw her SUV. She wasn’t surprised by the shattered glass
of her windshield. She wasn’t even surprised to see the gray cat
with those odd, folded ears pacing the sidewalk beside the slashed
tires. She had, she realized, almost been expecting …
something.

 


* * *

 


Well, I hope
these two enjoyed their grub for the games have
begun, and I haven’t eaten since lunch, which wasn’t bad, but I
burned that energy long ago.

Unless I miss my guess,
which doesn’t happen all that often, this horse gal is going to
assume that her nasty ex-husband is the culprit. She might could
handle him well enough … at least with my help … but he may not be
all we’re up against. Sure, a blade of some kind slashed those
tires but it wasn’t a knife that shattered that glass. I’d bet
Dax’s last dollar there’s a bullet somewhere behind that ruined
glass. I’d also bet it was discharged from a gun with a silencer.
Otherwise, we’d have a crowd surrounding us. Ex-husband, maybe,
maybe not. I’m thinking this is a step above his current mental
capacity.

Too bad these two don’t
yet have a clue how smart I am. They’ll catch on; the humans always
do, but it takes a nudge here and there. Sometimes a really strong
nudge.

 


* * *

 


“I’ll call the police.”
Camp, as he’d told her to call him, pulled his phone from his
pocket.

“I can’t wait for them.
I’ve got to get home,” Avery said, staring at her ruined SUV. “Now!
You’ve got to take me.”

She blessed the fact that he didn’t
argue. He took one glance at her face and gestured toward a dark
gray truck parked close to hers. Before they took more than a step
or two, however, the cat snagged a paw in Camp’s trousers, then sat
down and stared up at him intently.

When Camp stepped forward again, his
pants were snagged again. When he stopped, the cat sat. “Okay.”
Camp hesitated. His expression said clearly that he felt more than
a little stupid for talking to a cat. “What?”

The cat stood and stalked back to
Avery’s SUV. Camp looked at Avery. “Your cat wants to show us
something.”

“You’re crazy. He’s not my
cat. And I have to get home!” Avery knew her voice had risen
slightly with each short statement.

“Two minutes,” Camp
answered, and he followed the cat back to her SUV.

Avery trailed after him, fighting a
sense of panic and tears. Crying wouldn’t help, it never had, never
would, and she’d given it up long ago. Panic didn’t change things
either, she knew, but the tears were easier to quell than this
horrific sense that something terrible was going to happen to
things that truly mattered. If it hadn’t already.

Camp made a closer study of the
windshield, studying the broken glass. He whistled softly. “Does
your ex own a gun?”

“Eddie? Absolutely not. He
hates guns, though I own several. Are you saying … ?”

She stepped closer, trying to see what
Camp was studying.

“I’m saying you have a
problem.” He opened the door to the vehicle, quickly finding the
entry and exit for the bullet that went through her front seat.
Avery waited numbly while he continued his search in the back seat
and pocketed two bullets. “I’ll get these to the police later.
Let’s go.”

He turned with an odd expression to
the cat who had observed him from the hood of the car without
moving. “Interesting.”

Camp didn’t seem any more surprised
than she when the cat leapt lightly into his truck with them and
settled on the console.

“Let’s go, then.” He
started the engine, and Avery put her head against the headrest,
anxious to be home but terrified of what she might find when she
got there.

She listened as Camp made a series of
phone calls. With each one he was careful to tell the person on the
other end that they were on his truck speakerphone. First the
sheriff’s office, giving brief, pertinent facts of what they’d
found, of Avery’s concern for the safety of her property. He
affirmed they were on their way to the ranch and gave the address
without glancing at her. Even the awareness that he had it
memorized couldn’t edge past her growing anxiety sufficiently to
make her question the fact. The next call seemed to be to a travel
agency canceling a flight for later in the week. And then one so
cryptic she couldn’t tell if it was to friend or family or someone
he barely knew. Nothing seemed to be in whole sentences and the
sentence fragments could have meant anything.

Although the distance to her property
wasn’t great, the change from town to country was abrupt and
complete. Within minutes, stately homes with manicured lawns gave
way to long, rolling hills. The headlights of his truck swept field
after white-fenced field. All familiar to her and
dearly-loved.

He drove smoothly, expertly, and very,
very fast, for which she was grateful, especially if it was in
deference to her anxiety to be home. She supposed a military man
might be expected to be obedient to speed limits. She was glad he
wasn’t, at least for this trip.

Again, she didn’t miss the fact that
he didn’t need to ask directions and turned without hesitation into
her drive. On some level that bothered her, on another she’d almost
expected it.

She would’ve preferred that Camp’s
initial glimpse of the ranch happened in the light of morning.
She’d worked hard, poured her very heart and soul into it, and she
knew it was impressive at first sight, but he’d see little of its
beauty in the dark. She wanted him to be impressed, to approve her
application to provide equine therapy to wounded veterans, but
nothing mattered in this moment as much as knowing her horses were
there and unharmed.

As the truck skimmed along the lengthy
drive, she realized every light blazed from all three stable areas.
Her heart stuttered in her chest.

She was almost nauseous by the time
Camp had the engine off and was barely aware of him coming around
the hood to open her door as she stumbled out without waiting.
Kicking off her heels, she took off toward the barn at a run,
leaving Camp to follow—Camp and the cat.

 


* * *

 


The sound of weeping was clear in the
evening air. Avery felt the blood freeze in her veins well before
she reached the huge sliding barn door, standing wide in a manner
that was not the norm for this time of day. She believed that
horses, like humans, thrived on a set routine for meals and rest.
Blessedly the days of having to give riding lessons at odd hours to
adjust to her clients’ work and school schedules were well in the
past for her.

Before she reached the opening, a
shadow pushed away from the side of the barn. The light from the
barn crossed the man’s face in the same moment she heard the cat
give a soft greeting.

“Dax?”

He jerked his chin toward the barn.
“The young lady wouldn’t let me help. She told me to
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