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Horses and land hunger brew into a
rip-roaring tale of depravity, deceit, and family tragedy. Somebody
is stalking Quarter Horse breeder Kellie Sutton, and the one person
who can protect her is the man whose heart she broke 15 years
ago.
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A sickening odor clung to the still morning
air and fear curled through Kellie Sutton’s chest.

Dr. Hyde Browning’s eyes darkened with
compassion. “I won’t kid you–he’s going downhill fast.”

Taking a deep breath to quell the nausea
churning through her stomach, Kellie forced herself to look down,
and another wave of revulsion rolled through her. The stallion’s
left front foot was a volcano of angry red flesh, with thick yellow
pus oozing from the ruptured skin.

Her voice cracked. “Do you have anything else
that might work better?”

“Without knowing what happened to him, I can
only make guesses on treatment. Based on the extensive tissue
damage, I’d say it’s a staph infection, but he doesn’t seem to be
responding to the antibiotic. I can try a different type,
but...”

The unfinished sentence held little
optimism.

Kellie stroked Dancer’s sleek coat, brilliant
as a newly minted penny. His skin quivered beneath her touch, the
elegant head hung low, and his large brown eyes, usually so alert
and curious, were dull as dry river pebbles. In the space of three
days, what she’d thought was a simple stone bruise had escalated
into a nightmare.

“Would an x-ray show anything? Could it be a
fracture? Or something embedded in his foot?”

The veterinarian shook his head. “I’ve ruled
those out, plus a few you haven’t thought of.” He touched her arm.
“I know this is hard for you, but the medication needs time to
work.”

She struggled with emotions that threatened
to overwhelm her. “You do whatever it takes to save him.” Her voice
broke again. “He’s my best stallion.”

Hyde depressed the plunger on a syringe and a
tiny drop of liquid squirted from the tip of the needle. “I’ll
photograph the wound, and take a tissue sample over to Stillwater.
Maybe the university lab can give us some answers.”

“What about a spider bite? Or a scorpion–I
got stung once when I was a kid, and it hurt like hell!”

“Neither of those would cause this much
damage.”

He deftly slipped the long needle into the
horse’s bulging heel, and Kellie flinched. Focusing on the vet’s
ministrations, she pushed away all thoughts of the possible outcome
of the disaster in her barn.

A few minutes later, she followed Hyde out
into the morning sun. His expression revealed nothing, but his tone
was cautious.

“I gave him a shot of Bute to keep him
comfortable. You can dose him again with the paste in eight hours.
I’ll be back in the morning–hopefully, with some answers. If
anything changes in the meantime, call me.” He walked toward his
truck, then turned back. “I checked the palomino mare. She should
deliver her foal tonight.”

A cloud of red dust churned behind his
tailgate all the way to the end of the lane. The strong spring sun
beat down on Kellie’s bare head, but despite the temperature, she
shivered with apprehension. Nothing in Hyde’s demeanor gave her any
confidence that world champion Docs Dirty Dancing would
recover.

For long moments after the truck had
disappeared from view, she stared at the endless pale yellow fields
spreading across acres of flat land. A cobalt sky slammed into the
horizon and a few wispy clouds drifted above, with no promise of
rain. Scattered mesquite trees punctuated the skyline, and the
steady up-and-down movements of several oil pumps brought to mind
the image of giant birds pulling the rich black treasure from
beneath Oklahoma’s parched crust. Her home. Her heritage. Red soil
that flowed through her veins.

She turned and stared at the round corral
behind the barn. Dancer might have injured his foot on something
while he was turned out. Resolve lengthened her stride as she
headed that direction. Her life and livelihood depended on the
stallion’s recovery, and she couldn’t idly stand by, waiting for
someone else to come up with answers. She slowly walked the inside
fence perimeter, examining the base of each post and scanning the
ground for anything that could have caused the horse’s wound.

Fifteen minutes later, she’d made the full
circle, finding only a beer bottle top. She leaned against the
rail, running her thumb over the sharp ridges of the metal cap,
trying to imagine how it might have caused Dancer’s wound. She
shook her head and pushed away from the fence, stuffing the cap
into her pocket as she walked toward the main barn. The university
lab would have answers.

Inside the spacious office, she passed by the
ranch manager’s desk. His papers were neatly stacked, pens and
pencils tucked into a mug, his to-do list squared up with the edge
of the desk. A sharp contrast to her own jumbled workspace in the
corner. Once upon a time, Frank Frazier’s attention to detail had
made him the perfect choice for ranch manager, leaving her free to
pursue the business of building her Quarter Horse herd. She set her
jaw. Once upon a time, a lot of things had been
different.

She settled into the comfortable leather
chair behind a dark mahogany desk, an ornate relic from her
Grandfather Sutton’s ranching days. The antique seemed out of place
in the new modern building, but she didn’t care. History and family
heritage were precious commodities to be guarded with a
passion.

A ranch hand rapped on the doorjamb.

“Boots is limping.”

Kellie jumped up and followed him down the
barn aisle. At the stall door, she closed her eyes tightly.

“Aw, you have to be kidding!”

Boot Scootin Doc, the best reining horse on
Rocking S Ranch, stood in a corner of the stall, holding his left
front foot off the ground.

Kellie smoothed her hand over his shoulder,
then kneeled in the wood shavings to get a closer look. Angry red
skin glowed through the sparkling white hair on the horse’s ankle,
and swelling had forced the flesh into a puffy ridge along the top
edge of the hoof. She touched the foot lightly to confirm the heat
of infection.

“Where was he yesterday?”

“In the east grazing pen.” The young man
sounded nervous, and hastened to add, “He seemed fine when I
brought him in last night.”

Rocking back on her heels, Kellie focused
again on the distorted foot. Could they be dealing with a
bite? She knew nothing about spiders, but she’d grown up sharing
the land with scorpions and had always given them the respect they
deserved.

She pulled out her cell phone and dialed
Hyde’s number. “We have another one. Same foot, same beginning
signs.”

“I have two more farm calls to make, then
I’ll swing back. In the meantime, check all your horses’ feet, see
if any others have similar symptoms.”

She snapped the phone shut and turned to the
ranch hand. “Find Frank and tell him I need him.”

Kellie had checked three horses by the time
Frank appeared.

He leaned against an upright and shoved a
hand in his pocket. “What’s up?”

“We have another lame horse. I want you to
check the outside stock.”

“Can’t–I’m headed into the city.”

Kellie mentally took a deep breath. “This
won’t take long.”

Frank pushed away from the post, his features
hardening. “We pay the hired help to do this stuff, so let’s get
our money’s worth.”

She carefully controlled her tone. “Frank,
this is serious. Please do your job.”

Anger darkened his hazel eyes and a muscle
twitched along his jaw line. “Yes, Ma’am!” He turned on a
heel and strode down the barn aisle.

The unpleasant exchange burned through
Kellie’s thoughts. His nonchalance about the critical situation
bothered her deeply. She glanced toward the doorway where he stood
talking to the stable manager. What had triggered this sudden
attitude?

Putting the troubling thoughts out of her
mind, she worked her way down the row of stalls, further
considering the idea of scorpions as the source of her problem.
During the past few severe drought years, the population of
strange-looking-but-timid creatures had exploded. Normally, the
creepy little spider relatives were considered harmless, but hidden
in the dark corners of a stall, they most certainly could attack a
poorly placed foot.

An hour later, Hyde picked up Boots’s foot
and leaned in close, brushing his fingers lightly over the heel
area. He released the hoof and straightened up.

“I don’t like what I’m seeing here.”

~ ~

Anger still snapped through Frank’s thoughts
as he barged through the squeaky door of the Sooner café and headed
for the corner booth where his coffee pals waited. He slid across
the cracked red vinyl seat, wedging his thick thighs under the edge
of the low table, settling himself into the morning din of the
popular meeting place. No women, just the guys catching up,
savoring the brief chance to be themselves. Ranchers, merchants,
retired men with nothing to do–all equal for an hour each
morning.

Across the table, an overall-clad man grinned
and stubbed out his cigarette. “Yer late, Frankie. Boss Lady got
you doing extra chores this morning?”

“Fuck you.”

The local mechanic cackled and shook his
head. “Boy, I sure don’t understand how you can work with her.”

“Business is business.”

“I guess...Did ya hear the fire department’s
havin’ equipment problems again? That damned old military brush
tanker keeps breakin’ down. Bad timing, too, what with the dry
weather.” He stopped to wheeze and clear his throat. “I’m tellin’
ya, we’re gonna get caught with our pants down one of these
days.”

The café door creaked and Sheriff Ed Campbell
ducked through. He greeted a couple of patrons, then his gaze
drifted to Frank, and the pleasant expression disappeared. He
nodded, then turned back to the waitress and paid for a cup of
coffee to go.

Frank scowled. Pompous
sonofabitch.

A moment later, Campbell left the café and
the mechanic chuckled. “Whoo-ee! No love lost between you
two!”

Frank bit back a nasty retort and grinned
smugly. “Only on his part. I got the girl, remember?”

“Yeah, but that didn’t last long...I
wonder who convinced ol’ Ed to come back to Guthrie.”

Frank carefully controlled his expression.
Campbell’s recent return bothered the hell out of him, but he’d be
damned if he’d let anyone know it.

Beside him, a portly man stirred three sugars
into a cup of coffee. “Frank, you ever buy another racehorse after
that accident at the track?”

Another path Frank didn’t want to follow.
“No, I’m still looking at prospects.”

“Sure was a shame. I couldn’t friggin’
believe it when I heard. That was some nice looking horse.”

Frank’s gut tightened at the recollection.
Nice looking and worth half-a-million dollars. Gone in a
heartbeat.

The mechanic chimed in. “I heard some Texan
offered to buy him before the race.”

For about the millionth time in the past two
years, Frank kicked himself for not accepting the generous pre-race
offer to buy the colt. Greed had commandeered that decision.
But on the up side, the horse’s death had set the wheels in motion
for something much bigger, a business operation now earning a hell
of a lot more money than racing.

He ignored his friend’s fishing expedition,
and glanced at the clock above the door. “Gotta go, I have an
important meeting.”

“Break a leg. Oops–sorry!”

~ ~

Kellie could not control the waver in her
voice. “Deputy White, please.”

She chewed her lip while she waited, Hyde’s
words looping over and over in her head. Who would do such a
thing? And why?

A soft drawl hummed through the phone.
“Sheriff Campbell. Can I help you?”

Stunned recognition snapped through her brain
and familiar images crowded in, forming a vise-grip around her
chest.

The voice took on more authority. “Hello?
This is Sheriff Ed Campbell.”

She took a deep breath. “It’s Kellie Sutton.
I have an emergency out here.”

A taut silence filled the line. “What’s going
on?”

“Please, just send someone out.”

She closed the cell phone and swallowed hard,
struggling with the echo of Ed Campbell’s voice in her head. How
could fifteen years have evaporated in the space of a phone
call?

Hyde stepped out of the stall and latched the
door. “I’ll drop this sample off at OSU this afternoon. We’d better
get some answers soon–this stuff is moving like wildfire.” He
stopped and peered into her face. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

“I just got off the phone with the new
sheriff.”

Hyde raised an eyebrow. “And...?”

“I wasn’t ready to talk to him yet.”

Hyde patted her arm. “That’s ancient
history–time heals most wounds. Let’s go take a look at your young
stock.”

Outside, Hyde moved to the center of a
grazing pen filled with yearlings, and the youngsters crowded up
close, eager for his attention. He raised his arms to shoulder
height and the milling crowd melded into an attentive group, all
ears pricked forward. The way he communicated with horses seemed
almost mystical, a subtle body language that only the animals
recognized. The talent had never ceased to amaze Kellie, but Hyde
shrugged off the skills as being part of his Osage heritage.
Squatting beside each horse, he carefully examined the small feet.
The young horses stood quietly while he worked and, when he’d
finished, the formation dissolved into playful pushing and rearing.
Class was dismissed.

He strode across the grass toward her, his
long legs covering the distance quickly. Dark eyes gazed from
beneath heavy eyebrows, and his wide high cheekbones accentuated a
rugged classic face. Kellie’s heart warmed. He’d been the best
friend anyone could have–loyal and sympathetic, supporting her in
everything she tried, and always there to pick up the pieces when
she failed.

He pushed his hat back off his forehead. “The
kids are fine.” He gestured toward two sheep dogs stretched out in
the sun. “You oughta get some watchdogs instead of those worthless
mutts.”

The old dog, Buck, raised his head to stare
indignantly at Hyde, and Kellie laughed.

“Working dogs need their sleep.”

Hyde’s phone beeped and he turned away,
lowering his voice. Within minutes, he closed the phone and shook
his head.

“Your neighbor’s horse has a swollen foot.
Sounds like the same symptoms.”

~ ~

Kellie sat in her office, lost in thought
about Dancer. More than all his national and world championships,
or his prowess in the breeding barn, she treasured his friendship.
They’d been a team for over ten years. Her eyes misted at the
terrifying possibility he might die. The emotional tussle lasted
only seconds. It will not happen. It can’t. Hyde will
save him.

In moments, her usual calm confidence
returned and she reached across the desk for a scheduling calendar.
A shiny reflection caught her eye and she picked up a snapshot from
amongst the papers strewn over the desktop. The scene was almost
ethereal, looking as though it might have been taken from outside a
stall, since the only light in the photo came through a small
screened window in the background. She stared with growing
curiosity at her own image standing next to Dancer, her cheek
resting against his large jaw, her red hair almost the same color
as his coat. She drew the photograph closer to inspect the details.
Must be a shot for one of the farm ads. The phone rang and
she set the picture aside.

Her brother’s hearty greeting sounded a
little too cheerful. “Hey, Sis, how ya doin’?”

She pursed her lips. “I’m good, Cliff–and
you?”

“Can’t complain, other than Houston’s a steam
bath again today.” He cleared his throat. “I’m gonna be up to
Guthrie next week on business. Thought I’d come by and catch up on
the news.”

An alarm sounded in Kellie’s head. Cliff
Sutton wouldn’t just drop by from Texas unless he wanted
something.

“I’m judging a horse show this weekend, but I
should be around after that.”

“I’ll give a holler when I get to town. See
ya.”

The line went dead, and Kellie set the
portable phone back into the base. I hope this isn’t about the
land developers again.

She glanced once more at the snapshot, then
pushed it out of the way to make room for a three-panel calendar.
June, July, and August were booked with competitions almost every
weekend, and she’d blocked out the first three weeks in October for
the American Quarter Horse Congress–the largest breed show in the
world, and one that had been the setting for many of Dancer’s
triumphs.

Her index finger trailed down the list of
horses slated to go to Congress, and an uneasy thought formed.
She’d planned to take Boots, but unless his injury was unrelated to
Dancer’s, he wouldn’t be competing. She leaned back in the chair
and stared at the raftered ceiling. Why did things seem to be going
sour lately? Ever since the blow up with her brothers, she’d felt
as though she controlled nothing. Now this with the horses.

“Mama?”

Kellie’s dismal thoughts evaporated as her
nine-year-old daughter stepped into the office.

“Hey, Sara Baby, what are you up to?”

The little girl’s green eyes sparkled and a
rosy flush covered her freckled cheeks. “I’m gonna work Juicy on
the lunge line. Can you come and watch?”

“Sure, give me a sec.”

Kellie closed the scheduling calendar, and
Sara reached across the desk to pick up the snapshot.

“Where’d this come from?” She peered at the
image, then giggled. “Your hair was really short!”

“It sure was–hey, are you coming to the show
with me on Saturday?”

Sara laid the picture back on the desk and
rolled her eyes. “Oh, duh!”

Kellie laughed, emotion crowding into her
heart as they moved out into the barn aisle.

Sara fell into step beside her mother. “Why
does Dancer’s stall stink so awful?”

“He has a bad infection, honey.”

Sara stopped mid-step, her eyes suddenly big
and glistening with fear. “Is he gonna die?”

Kellie’s dread bubbled up, clamoring for
release, but she pushed it away. “Doc Browning’s taking good care
of him. We just have to hope he gets well soon.”

Sara nodded solemnly, then opened a stall
door and stepped inside to put a halter on a flashy sorrel and
white pinto. After setting the horse up in crossties, she deftly
applied splint boots, and gave the horse a quick once-over with a
brush. Kellie’s own childhood memories freshened as she followed
Sara and her horse out into the sunshine.

“When I was your age, I spent every possible
waking hour with horses. I dreamed about them at night, and drew
pictures of them during school.” She chuckled. “Your granddad was
pretty worried about my one-track mind.”

“Did your brothers like horses too?”

“Only my older brother–your Uncle Randy.”

“What about Uncle Cliff and Uncle
Clarke?”

Frick and Frack. The twins’ attitude
about horses had always been a sore spot.

“They taunted me constantly about my
obsession. Horses were nothing more than work animals to those two.
When I turned twelve, Randy started letting me ride with him. We
spent hours on horseback, playing rodeo and practicing our roping
skills on fence posts. He was fantastic. He advanced to High School
Rodeo and won all the titles.”

Sara stopped walking and looked up with
sympathy. “Do you miss him?”

Well-remembered sorrow moved into Kellie’s
heart. “Yes, I do. Very much.”

She turned to gaze toward the rambling ranch
house where they’d all grown up. The memories seemed like only
yesterday. While her brothers and school chums had abandoned the
sticks for the excitement of the world outside ranch life, she had
settled in, knowing she belonged right where she’d come into the
world. The painful memories deepened–the choice had cost her
dearly.

In her peripheral vision, a county patrol car
turned into the lane and she closed her eyes. Please let that be
anyone but Ed.

~ ~

Kellie waited inside the barn, trying to calm
her jumping pulse by listening to the background sounds. A country
beat thrummed from a radio, someone laughed, a tractor rumbled
outside. A silhouette appeared in the doorway, then Ed Campbell
stepped into the light. His long legs quickly closed the distance
between them, and breath-stopping thuds hammered through her
chest.

He tipped his brown Stetson and offered a
large tanned hand. “How are you, Kellie?”

His steely gray eyes glinted like mica at the
bottom of a mountain stream, and his firm grip sent a familiar
stutter through her heartbeat.

Unable to deal with the rush of memories, she
looked away. “Not good. Two of my horses have come up seriously
lame.”

His tone rang with surprise. “Sounds like
Doctor Browning could help more than I can. Why’d you call
us?”

“Come down to the office and I’ll fill you
in.”

She headed across the aisle, intensely aware
of his nearness.

He stopped for a moment in front of the
awards display. “Looks like the Suttons are doing pretty well for
themselves.”

Spiraling into the magic of his strong
baritone, Kellie caught her breath at the burst of excitement
coursing through her. A flashback rushed into her head. After all
these years, could he deny his own history here?

He eased into one of the chairs beside her
desk, and she focused on the way his crisp uniform shirt hugged the
contours of his chest and shoulders.

He leaned forward, elbows on knees, a serious
expression sharpening his chiseled features. “Okay, what’s the deal
here?”

Unfamiliar indecision grabbed her. Had she
called the authorities too soon? What if...no, it was the right
thing to do. Still horrified at what she was about to say, she
swallowed hard.

“Hyde says...he thinks someone purposely
injected something into my horses’ feet.”

Ed straightened up in the chair, his eyebrows
coming together. “Why does he think that?”

“Both horses have identical symptoms in the
same foot, and the most recently injured horse has a round puncture
wound, like it was made by a needle. Swelling and infection haven’t
camouflaged it yet.”

Ed reached into his shirt pocket and removed
a small brown notebook, then looked up. “Could be an insect
bite.”

She looked away from his impersonal
expression. “Hyde collected tissue and blood samples, and took them
over to the university lab, but we won’t know anything until
tomorrow.”

“Assuming this is a deliberate attack,
do you have any idea who might want to cause some trouble?”

Disbelief snapped Kellie’s somber mood.
“Trouble? Ed, you don’t seem to understand–this is
disastrous! My horses could die from whatever’s in their
systems!”

He looked startled at the outburst, and
apology surged into her thoughts. She rose and headed toward the
door. “I’ll show you what I’m talking about.”

A minute later, Ed took a quick step back
from Dancer’s stall door. “Holy cow, what’s that smell?”

“Rotting dead flesh.”

Her throat constricted to the point where she
couldn’t say anything more, and tears threatened behind her lids,
intensifying her feelings of helplessness. Worse, Ed’s nearness
made her long to erase the past, step into his arms, let him make
everything right again–the way it used to be.

His tone was grim. “I’ll get a deputy on it
right away.”

His boots echoed on the concrete barn floor,
then faded, leaving Kellie with a familiar sense of loss. She gazed
at Dancer for a moment, then turned away, squaring her shoulders
with resolve.

“Roy?” Her voice resonated through the
cavernous building. “You in here?”

A lid slammed shut on a grain bin in the feed
room, and a grizzled old man stepped into the aisle. Kellie walked
swiftly toward him, gathering her thoughts.

“Get the staff together in my office in
fifteen minutes.”

He nodded and moved toward the barn door, and
Kellie began to compose what she would say to her employees.

Shortly, six men and three women crowded into
the office, their faces forming a collage of curiosity and
apprehension.

“It appears we’ve had an intruder in the
barn–Dancer and Boots have been viciously attacked.”

A collective gasp echoed in the small room,
but no one spoke.

“I want each one of you to think back over
the past week. Tell me if you saw anything unusual, no matter how
insignificant it might seem.”

A newly hired stall cleaner spoke up. “I
found a half-smoked cigarette by the door to your office one
morning.” The young woman glanced around nervously. “I didn’t say
nothing, ’cause I didn’t want to get anyone in trouble...me being
new here an’ all.”

Kellie narrowed her eyes, controlling her
annoyance. She’d remind everyone later about smoking in the
barn.

“What did you do with it?”

The girl’s voice wavered. “I threw it in the
manure pile.”

“Okay, we’ll discuss that later. Someone from
the sheriff’s office will be coming around. Please cooperate so we
can catch whoever did this horrible thing.”

“Are the horses going to be okay?”

“Yes.”

Her voice sounded hollow, but maybe if she
said it enough times, it would be so.

~ ~

Water pounded the top of Kellie’s head and
streamed down her body, encasing her in a cocoon of heat. She
inhaled deeply, letting the steam filter through her lungs to
cleanse away the dust of the day while she focused on a glob of
soap bubbles sliding down the tiles. Today had been the longest day
of her life and, as usual, she’d handled it on her own. But this
time, her aloneness held a sharper edge. Seeing Ed had severed an
emotional artery, spilling the past into the present with painful
force. He hadn’t even seemed glad to see her. Polite, but distant.
She closed her eyes tightly, denying the painful admission of
youthful error.

Stepping out onto the soft bath mat, she
shivered as the change in temperature prickled over her body. Ed’s
handsome face materialized again, and another flood of memories
washed over her. She swiped the condensation from the mirror, then
leaned on the sink and stared at her forlorn expression.

“You can’t do this to yourself.”

An hour later, she leaned back in the porch
swing and nibbled a piece of cheese as Frank approached the front
steps.

She brushed a crumb off her lap. “Have you
been to see the horses yet?”

His boots thumped on the old planks, then he
dropped into a wicker chair. “Nope.”

An angry retort teetered on her tongue,
stayed only by the chime of her cell phone and the appearance of
Hyde’s number on the screen.

“Kellie, the Anderson horse has the same
puncture wound as your horses. Same foot, same symptoms. We’re up
against a real sick-o.”

“I’ve already talked to Sheriff Campbell, but
you should give him a call too. And please let me know the minute
you hear from the lab.”

She closed the phone, instantly aware of
Frank’s frown.

He crossed his arms. “Now what’s going
on?”

“Hyde hasn’t figured out the cause, but he
found a similar puncture wound on the neighbor’s horse. The
injuries were intentional.”

Frank snorted. “Jesus, Kellie, you have one
hell of an imagination!” His eyes narrowed and a nasty smile curled
his thin lips. “Or maybe you were just looking for a chance to
reconnect with ol’ Ed.”

She rose from the swing and stalked toward
the front door. “Go to hell, Frank.”

“Guess you shoulda married him instead of
me.”

 


 


2^p^pThe chilly dawn air raised a flush of
goose bumps over Kellie’s bare arms as she walked briskly toward
the barn, wrestling again with Frank’s cruel words. Yes, she should
have married Ed, but youthful ignorance entertains the fantasy that
there’ll always be plenty of time. She’d thought she could make
choices on her own terms, manage pride and passion as she
controlled everything else, only to lose the one thing she’d ever
really wanted.

Stopping inside the door, she inhaled deeply,
letting the unique aroma of horses and hay salve her inner turmoil.
Horses were in her blood, had been from her earliest childhood, and
nothing had ever affected her the way these magnificent animals
did.

Her step faltered as she neared Dancer’s
stall. The horrible odor drenched her with apprehension, but the
stallion’s deep nickered greeting filled her heart with hope.

She opened the door, then closed her eyes for
a second. “Oh my God.”

The big horse leaned heavily against the
wall, holding his left foot above the bedding. Kellie forced
herself to look at the gauze-wrapped hoof. A dark yellow patch
stained the bandage, and a bright red center formed a bull’s-eye.
The ankle had swollen to twice its normal size, and the distention
encompassed the foreleg to the knee. The antibiotics weren’t
working.

Dancer let out a heavy sigh, and sympathy
seared Kellie’s heart. The horse was exhausted from keeping the
weight off his foot, knowing instinctively that, if he lay down,
he’d never be able to get back on his feet.

Her despair fed her sense of helplessness.
Hyde wasn’t due for another thirty minutes. Would he find a
solution before Dancer ran out of time?

~ ~

Ed Campbell doodled along the edge of the
desk mat while he listened to the soft-spoken man on the cell
phone. Several thoughts vied for attention, the strongest being how
good Kellie Sutton looked–even better than his memories. A prick of
disappointment quickly popped the warm feeling. She hadn’t acted
happy to see him, in fact, had never made more than brief eye
contact during their conversation. He scratched an X over the heart
he’d just drawn. Who was he kidding? The past was just that, and
she’d moved on without looking back. Coming home to Guthrie had
been a mistake.

The voice on the phone sharpened. “Campbell!
Did you hear me?”

Ed straightened in the chair, pressing the
small white phone closer. “Sorry, say again.”

“The subjects have accelerated their
activity. It’s time to move into phase two. Everything from here on
out is strictly dark–including discussions with the commissioners.
Make something up if you have to, but report only to me.” The man
paused, then his tone changed. “You having any problems down
there?”

“No, there’s some town stuff going on, but I
have it covered.”

The phone screen faded and Ed scowled. Kellie
Sutton’s problems were not going to screw this up–not after all
these years.

“Morning, Chief.” Deputy Danielle White’s
husky voice preceded her voluptuous six-foot body into the office.
She flashed a wide smile and leaned a shoulder against the
doorjamb. “Got time for breakfast?”

Ed slipped the cell phone into his pocket and
shook his head. “Can’t, I have a ton of paperwork, and a new
situation is brewing out at Rocking S. They’ve had some mysterious
attacks on the horses. I want either you or Jimmy to go out there
this morning and start asking questions.”

Danielle’s smile disappeared and she gazed at
him for a moment, then nodded and left the room. He exhaled slowly,
wondering again why he’d thought accepting this assignment had been
a good idea.

~ ~

A creamy yellow foal pranced around the
stall, swishing her sassy little white tail, her bright eyes
glowing with curiosity about her new world. Kellie leaned on the
door and offered a hand. The tiny filly came forward to sniff the
fingers, then snorted and tossed her head.

Hyde’s soft voice resonated in the quiet
morning air. “Born in the full moon. My grandmother would say that
brings good temperament.”

Kellie cast a sidelong glance at her friend’s
serene expression. “Oh, puh-leez! Temperament comes from genes, not
planetary positioning. All Dancer’s babies are like this.”

Hyde’s expression darkened, and Kellie
hastened to soften her retort. “But I’m sure the timing
helped.”

The filly uttered a throaty nicker and moved
nearer the stall door to peer up at Hyde. She bobbed her head as
though a silent message had passed between them, then squealed and
pivoted on her hind legs to dive beneath her dam’s belly.

“She has come at the right time, to fill the
void.”

His words hung on the warm air, and Kellie
whirled to face him. “What void? What do you mean?”

“My grandmother would say, ‘For every death,
a birth’.”

The breath froze in Kellie’s lungs. Whose
death? Not Dancer! She began to shake her head, trying to break
the paralysis that kept her from speaking.

Hyde slipped an arm around her shoulders and
squeezed. “The guy at the lab called. The culture didn’t grow
staph. He tried a couple of different tests, but got no
identifiable results. I asked him to send some of the sample over
to the state forensic pathology lab. Maybe they can tell us
something.” He released her and stepped back, shaking his head. “I
can’t fight what I don’t know.”

Kellie almost choked on the tightness in her
throat. “What do we do in the meantime?”

“One of my colleagues suggested hyperbaric
oxygen therapy after we clean out the dead tissue. The treatment is
relatively new and I don’t know much about it, but apparently it is
highly effective for speeding new tissue growth and healing. It’s
also quite expensive.” He paused a little too long before
continuing. “The real danger here is laminitis. Dancer’s good leg
is beginning to swell from the excess weight he’s putting on it. I
brought along some special heel pads that should relieve the
strain. It might give us some time.”

“Anything. Just do it.”

She watched him leave the barn, then turned
her attention back to the newest addition to the herd. With a full
tummy, the foal now rested in the straw with her eyes closed.

“Hey, new baby!”

Kellie spun around at Frank’s voice close
behind her. For a moment, she was happy to see him, wanted someone
to soothe her pain and hold her close. The impulse passed
immediately, and she stepped aside while he inspected the new
arrival.

Years of playing high school and college
football had built muscular shoulders and a thick neck, but more
years of beer and cigarettes had allowed those muscles to go soft.
In the beginning, she’d thought he was sexy, but that notion had
disappeared quickly the first few times they made love. Frank’s sex
drive was strong, but basic–every man for himself, as they say.
Kellie’s salvation on that front had been her pregnancy. With the
announcement, her new husband’s libido had veered in other
directions, leaving her to savor, undisturbed, her impending
motherhood.

Frank straightened up and faced her, his eyes
without emotion, his unshaven jaw tightening. “Okay, show me the
horses you think were vandalized.”

His patent disbelief sent a flush of anger up
Kellie’s neck. “I can’t believe you haven’t been to see them
yet.”

His patronizing stare reminded her that
fighting with him was unproductive. He always managed to maneuver
her into a position that made her feel ineffectual. Without a word,
he turned and strode down the aisle toward Dancer’s stall.

A moment later, he grimaced. “Jee-zus! What a
stink!” His eyebrows formed a dark line. “Is Boots this bad?”

“Not yet, but he will be if Doc Browning
can’t identify the cause of the infection.”

Frank stepped into the stallion’s stall,
talking in a low voice. “Hey, big guy, how ya doin’?”

The horse didn’t respond, and Frank dropped
to a knee to inspect the bandaged foot. When he rose, his dark
expression was heart stopping.

“I’d better call the insurance company and
get permission to have him put down.”

“No! Frank, it’s too–”

“Kellie! Wake up! Look at this swelling–he’s
in a lot of pain and he’s not getting better.”

He turned away, his footsteps tapping across
the concrete aisle. She slumped against the stall wall, her throat
constricting as panic spread through her body and a deep shudder
convulsed her. She could not–would not–accept the grim promise of
Dancer’s death.

“Kellie, what’s wrong?”

Hyde’s voice curled around her, hooking the
edges of her near-hysteria and drawing it back. He stepped into the
stall and laid a hand on her arm.

She drew a deep breath. “Frank thinks we
should have him destroyed.”

Hyde dropped his bag into the shavings, and
moved to the stallion’s shoulder.

“Frank’s not the vet, and I haven’t given up
on this.”

~ ~

Half an hour later, Sara bounced into the
spacious country kitchen, her sunny disposition the perfect tonic
for Kellie’s fragile mental health. Hugging the child tightly,
Kellie buried her nose in the soft curly hair and inhaled the light
floral scent of shampoo, gathering strength from the love bond
between them.

“Morning, Baby. You’ll have to settle for
cold cereal–I’m getting ready to leave.”

Sara wriggled out of the embrace. “Mama, let
me come with you. I just love watching you be the judge.”

Kellie gave her a stern look. “You have
school, remember?”

The child’s pink lips puffed into a pout.
“Pleeeze, Mama? We aren’t doing anything important today, and
I–”

“Absolutely not.” Sara’s smile faded, and
Kellie softened her tone. “Ask your dad to bring you down after
school.”

Sara flounced over to the refrigerator and
yanked open the door. “I never get to do anything fun!”

Kellie chuckled and grabbed her jacket.
“Don’t forget to take your vitamin.”

Easing her dark green Silverado onto Sutton
Corners Road, she almost relented. What would it hurt to miss
one day of school? She’s such a joy to have around, and she loves
horses so much, and...

“No, I’m already a big pushover.”

She pressed the accelerator and headed toward
the highway. A quarter mile down the road, she pulled onto the
shoulder and squinted against the sun, trying to get a good look at
the neighboring farm that abutted Sutton property. Waist high weeds
surrounded the small drab house, and the original barn had finally
succumbed to gravity. A scraggly oak tree grew inside the roofless
corn silo, and rusted equipment dotted the property. One lone
length of barbed wire fence remained upright.

The elderly owners had clearly given up, and
it was only a matter of time before they would sell out. Kellie
frowned. Too many things were changing too fast, and she didn’t
like it one bit. Rather than wait until it was out of her hands,
perhaps she should make them an offer. The property wasn’t a full
section, but it did have the advantage of being right on the road.
I’ll call the bank on Monday.

As she put the truck in gear, a vehicle
appeared farther up the road and she recognized the light bar on
the roof of the cab. A jolt of anticipation shot through her.
Glancing in the rearview mirror, she pushed a renegade strand of
hair off her forehead, suddenly feeling ridiculous about her
reaction to the prospect of seeing Ed. Like a silly young
girl.

The cruiser pulled up beside her, and Deputy
White unfolded from the front seat.

Kellie swallowed her disappointment and
rolled down the window. “Hey, Dani, you’re certainly the early
bird!”

The woman shook her head. “New sheriff is a
hard task-master.” She grinned wickedly. “But he sure is easy on
the eyes. Anyway, I’m supposed to question your staff about this
thing with your horses. What happened, anyway? Campbell didn’t
say.”

Kellie hesitated, distracted by the woman’s
personal observation about Ed. “We don’t know for sure, but it’s
serious...I’m judging a horse show today at the Lazy E, but I told
the staff to cooperate fully. I’ll call the stable manager and tell
him you’ll be there shortly.”

Danielle straightened up and shook her head.
“I’d rather you go with me to get things started.” She stepped away
from the window. “I’ll follow you.”

Kellie turned the truck around and started
back toward the ranch, disturbed by her reaction to Danielle’s
frank appreciation of Ed. Glancing in the rearview mirror, she felt
the beginnings of a new concern. The woman was drop dead
gorgeous.

Danielle’s friendly manner put the barn staff
immediately at ease, and Kellie watched, wondering what it would be
like to have the woman for a close friend. Many times during her
adult life, she’d wished for a female confidante to share her
secrets and joys. Her sorrows. Someone who’d understand. Hyde had
been wonderful, but there were things she’d never been able to
discuss with him. A stall latch chunked and Kellie turned to watch
him walk toward her, his features composed, as always.

He stopped beside her and shoved his hat back
off his forehead. “I think those pads will help.”

Danielle’s husky voice interrupted. “Your
turn, Doc.”

A deep flush darkened his burnished cheeks
and he snatched off his hat, then strode across the aisle to where
the deputy waited. Kellie shook her head. The woman was a man
magnet.

Thirty minutes later, Kellie’s truck cruised
down the highway toward Guthrie, and her thoughts centered on the
situation in the barn. Hyde had spent over two hours fitting the
corrective pads to both horses, but his cautious optimism made her
nervous. While he’d never been one to pull punches, he’d also never
dealt with such dire circumstances in her barn. Would their
long friendship keep him from telling her the truth? She had
to believe he thought the horses would recover.

Outside town, the highway curved and her
thoughts derailed. Red dust boiled behind a bulldozer, and several
dump trucks were parked just beyond a construction site entrance. A
large sign posted the bad news. “Available Soon–Westview Homes
at Red Creek Farms.”

“Dammit! That was prime pasture a week
ago!”

An angry knot formed in her gut and she
clenched her jaw. Urban sprawl relentlessly crawled north from
Oklahoma City, obliterating the beautiful historic land of her
ancestors–land they’d starved for, fought over, died on. And for
what? So the newly affluent could talk about their country estates
over martinis? She stared grimly at the yellow line threading down
the center of the highway. They’d only get Sutton land over her
dead body.

When she pulled through the gates of the Lazy
E Arena, she squinted up at the huge structure. She’d grown up
showing her horses at the old county fairgrounds south of Guthrie,
and had never understood why the region needed another facility,
much less one that seated seven thousand people. But when Randy had
reached the top echelon of High School Rodeo, she’d understood–the
seats were always filled and, as the years passed, the Lazy E
hosted more national events, not all of them horse-related. Another
questionable advantage of living only thirty-five minutes from a
major city.

Inside the cavernous building, she strode
past the dirt-floored arena, glancing briefly at the riders
practicing their patterns. Show volunteers were setting up the
announcer’s booth and hanging banners. Somewhere, a horse whinnied
and another answered. Thank God, some things never change.
She climbed the stairs to the second floor and entered the judges’
lounge.

“Kellie! Good to see you again!”

“Pete Dayton! What are you doing back
in town?”

Her high school pal shuffled forward,
dragging a stiff leg, and packing about twenty pounds more than the
last time she’d seen him.

His ruddy face beamed. “I never miss a chance
to come home.”

She hugged him, then stepped back. “I guess
we old timers are doomed to spectate instead of ride.”

Pete pulled himself up to a full
five-feet-four-inches. “I like to think they want our superb
expertise.”

“Yeah, I like that concept better. How’s the
leg?”

“Pretty good, still gives out occasionally.”
He grinned. “Doc says no more bronc riding.”

She tried to smile, but the joking comment
only reminded her of another tragic ride.

He touched her arm, and his voice grew thick.
“Aw Kellie, I’m sorry. Not a day goes by that I don’t miss him
too.”

She smiled sadly and shook her head. “Don’t
apologize–Randy would kick our butts for being morose.”

“He could do it too. Remember the time I
stole his award buckle?”

Memories bubbled up, smoothing away her
sadness. “I could never figure out why you took such a chance.”

Pete’s face colored with embarrassment. “Man,
I wanted that buckle so bad I could taste it. Figured if I couldn’t
have one, my best friend didn’t need one either...boy, did I pay
for that joke!” The mirth faded from his eyes. “Whatever
happened to it?”

“I don’t know–it disappeared.”

Pete threw his hands up. “Don’t look at me!”
He suddenly stopped clowning and took her hand. “What’s wrong?”

She regarded him for a moment, grateful for a
sympathetic ear. “Two of my horses were attacked a few days
ago.”

“Attacked? Holy cow! Cougars?”

“Worse–humans...but we don’t know that for
sure. Both horses are in serious condition.” A painful lump grew in
her throat. “The vet doesn’t know how to treat them.”

Pete put his arm around her shoulders and
squeezed. “When did this happen?”

“Dancer came up lame early this week. The
other horse began limping yesterday.”

Pete’s face crinkled into a sorrowful mask.
“Dancer? Oh man, I’m really sorry. Anything I can do?”

The sympathy almost unraveled her composure,
but she lifted her chin. “No, we just have to wait it out, but
thanks for asking.”

“Any idea who’d do something like that? Could
it be related to the land deal you killed?”

“How would you know about that?”

He looked sheepish. “I still get the Daily
Leader...stupid, huh?”

“Not at all. Staying connected with your
roots is important.” She frowned. “I hadn’t given a thought to the
land developers, but I guess anything’s possible. I’ll mention it
to the new sheriff.”

“How is ol’ Ed? Still smitten as ever?”

Kellie’s cheeks burned and she looked away.
“We broke up after he returned from the Gulf War.”

“But you two were the perfect couple.”

The familiar heartache unfurled and Kellie’s
voice softened. “Yes, we were, but the timing was wrong. Real life
stepped in and I set my own needs aside.”

“Maybe, but you were always so definite about
getting what you wanted. Marrying Frank Frazier seemed out of
character.”

Kellie smiled wryly. “I guess if you still
read the town newspaper, you also know we ended up getting
divorced.”

Pete’s face reddened and he picked up a
clipboard. “Sorry–I didn’t mean to pry.”

“It’s okay–I’ll tell you about it later.”

~ ~

Kellie dropped into a chair on the sideline.
After staring at riders for three hours, her shoulders ached, her
feet hurt, and her throat felt dry and scratchy from breathing
dust. A ground crew hurried into the arena to begin setting up for
the pole bending class, and she took a long swig of bottled water,
dreading another three hours of classes. At least the show kept her
from dwelling on the situation at home.

The announcer called the next division, and
Kellie observed while Pete judged the class. He’d been such a good
horseman when they were teenagers, but his daredevil spirit had
channeled him into rodeo, and one bad ride had ended his chance at
a trophy buckle forever. A shiver ran up the back of her neck and
warm moisture blurred her vision. Blinking hard, she tried to erase
the images of her own brother lying mangled and bleeding in the
dust. She leaned forward, fighting off the gruesome memory. Lately,
the past had been her constant companion.

The last exhibitor raced through the poles,
bumping one, but still riding against the clock. Disappointment
clouded the girl’s face as her horse cantered toward the out-gate.
The announcer called for a fifteen-minute break, and Pete dropped
heavily into the other folding chair.

He winced as he stretched his bad leg. “So,
what’s Frank up to these days?”

She glanced at Pete’s face, open with
curiosity. “He still manages the ranch...when he’s around.” She
gazed at the tractor dragging the arena floor. “When Dad had his
heart attack, I had too much to do by myself. Frank came back to
town, looking for a job...He’d studied business management in
college, and seemed a natural.”

“Maybe so, but you didn’t have to
marry him!”

She sighed. “Yes, I did.”

The PA system hummed with the announcer’s
voice, and she rose. “I’m up.”

Striding toward the center of the arena, her
cheeks burned with embarrassment at the revelation of her secret.
She nodded for the ring steward to call the class, the in-gate
opened, and a line of beautifully groomed horses paraded through,
their heads bobbing in perfect rhythm to the ambling gait. Sterling
silver fittings sparkled on bridles and saddles that had been
buffed to a soft sheen. The riders wore elegant outfits in exotic
color combinations. Tunics and jackets of black with shimmering
copper. White with Indian turquoise. Blood red with tan. Soft
leather chaps in earth tones. Crisp, perfectly blocked hats and
highly polished boots. A fashion show on the hoof.

A shiny sorrel with four white socks entered
the ring, and Kellie gaped at the rider’s arrogant expression.
No way–I’m not going there again. She motioned a time-out to
the ring steward, then hurried across the arena.

“Pete, you have to do this one.”

He lumbered to his feet, raising his
eyebrows. “What’s wrong?”

“I’ll tell you later. Trust me–I can’t judge
this class.”

Thirty minutes later, the lounge door opened
and Pete shuffled in as Kellie unwrapped her chicken sandwich.

He pulled off his hat and dropped it on a
chair. “Okay, tell me what happened out there.”

“The last exhibitor in that class was the
woman who harassed me last year after I disqualified her.”

“The one you filed an official complaint
against?”

“Yes, and I’m surprised she entered the
class, knowing I’d be one of the judges.”

Pete chuckled. “Maybe she was hoping for a
rematch.”

“That’s not funny. I don’t take personal
threats lightly.”

Kellie pushed her lunch away, unnerved by the
bad memories and the chill crawling across her shoulders.

Pete reached for his soda. “You might
consider adding her to your list of suspects.”

“What kind of lunatic would mutilate animals
because of an organizational slap on the hand? I think you’re
stretching here.”

“You shouldn’t discount anyone,
Kellie. Today’s world is full of crazies.”^p^p

 


 


3^p^pFrank leaned on a fence rail and pressed
the cell phone against his ear, straining to hear over the rumble
of a manure spreader in the next field.

“I’ll be there, but don’t keep me waiting
this time.”

He closed the phone and turned toward the
barn. Yellow flashed in his peripheral vision and he turned to
watch the school bus roll to a stop at the end of the lane. Sara
jumped to the ground and ran toward him, wildly waving her arms. He
grinned, watching her skinny little legs propel her along at an
amazing speed, her ponytail bouncing with each step. Her happy grin
sent a soft twang through his heart. She was the brightest spot in
his life, and he could no longer remember why he’d been so angry
with Kellie when she’d announced she was pregnant.

“Daddy, Daddy! Mommy says you’ll take me over
to the horseshow!”

Frank’s sentimental feelings vanished.
Mommy’s not running my life anymore.

“I can’t, honey. I have an important meeting
in the city.”

“But she promised!” Sara’s eyes widened,
tears pooled on her lower lashes, and her voice quivered. “You’re
always too busy.”

He leaned down and thumbed a tear from her
cheek. “Honey, I’m really sorry. Your mom should have told me early
this morning so I could rearrange my schedule.”

Her sad little face turned away and, for one
second, he considered canceling the appointment.

“Tell you what–tomorrow, you and I will ride
out to check on the cattle.”

Her radiant smile sent a shaft of guilt
through his head. The day might come when she would hate him. Was
there any way he could prevent that? He watched her skip across the
grass toward the house. How had his life disintegrated in such a
short time?

He walked slowly across the lane, stopping
briefly to admire the black HumVee parked by the barn door. Though
Kellie had been disparaging about him spending money on such an
ostentatious vehicle, he’d ignored her. It was his money,
and the sucker made him feel fantastic. He wiped a patch of dust
from the hood and grinned at his distorted reflection in the shiny
paint. Fuck her. He might even buy himself another one.

A short while later, he steered his old Jeep
Wrangler onto one of the section roads of the ranch. A cloud of
dust appeared in the rearview mirror, then a kid on a dirt bike
with no muffler roared past on the right shoulder of the road. The
two dogs jostled each other for the window, barking at the
intruder. Frank scowled as the biker disappeared into the red fog
he’d stirred up. The off-roaders loved it back here, and didn’t
care that they were trespassing on private land. But this
particular road was buried deep in Sutton property, and Frank’s
thoughts escalated to the possibilities and risks. All he needed
was some stupid kid showing up where he didn’t belong.

The dust cloud drifted down the road, and
Frank turned left onto another less defined lane with grass growing
in the center between the wheel ruts. A hundred yards ahead, the
silhouette of a winter hay storage barn loomed against the
brilliant blue sky.

Frank grinned at the dogs. “What do you
think, boys? Pretty soon we can buy us a big spread in Dallas, an’
you guys can work cattle all day while I drink margaritas.”

Stumpy tails wiggled and both dogs licked
their chops.

~ ~

Hyde’s truck moved up the lane toward the
barn and Kellie steeled herself. No matter how much she wanted to
believe otherwise, her horses were losing their race against time.
She tried to read the vet’s expression as he walked toward her, but
his years of dealing with life and death in rural Oklahoma had set
his features into a perpetually neutral mask.

“Thanks for coming back, Hyde. I expect
you’ve had a long day.”

“No problem. I don’t have anyone waiting on
me at home. How are the patients doing?”

She fell into step beside him. “Dancer isn’t
eating, but Boots seems to be in a little better condition.”

“I think he might have been given a smaller
dose...How was the horse show?”

Kellie’s anxiety level increased. Was he
being evasive? Or was he just trying to reassure her?

“The classes these days are huge–nothing like
when we were kids.”

“Uh-oh, the famous good ol’ days.”

He stepped into Dancer’s stall and the mirth
faded from his eyes. Silently, he examined the horse’s legs and the
bandaged wound. Dancer didn’t flinch as the skilled hands gently
touched and probed.

Kellie’s voice rattled in her throat. “Can
you–”

“I need to get some x-rays before I know
where we stand.”

While Hyde returned to his truck, Kellie
stroked Dancer’s warm neck and battled the crushing pressure in her
chest that made every breath an effort. A soft nicker rumbled from
deep in the stallion’s throat, and he rested his chin heavily on
her shoulder. She pressed her face against his cheek, soaking up
his familiar scent and struggling to keep fear from conquering
her.

Hyde returned with a portable x-ray unit
slung over his shoulder, and Kellie stepped away from the horse,
trying to steady her emotions.

Hyde’s manner was brisk and professional.
“You’ll need to hold his head.”

Relieved for the distraction, she grabbed a
soft leather work halter and slipped it gently over Dancer’s
ears.

Hyde fiddled with the dials on the unit. “See
if you can swing him around about forty-five degrees so I can get
behind that good foot.”

For the next twenty minutes, the x-ray unit
clicked and hummed, the only sound in the still air. When Hyde
finished, Kellie ventured a question.

“Any word yet from the forensics lab?”

Her friend’s dark eyes softened with sympathy
and he shook his head.

“They’ve never seen anything like this, but
they’re going to run some other tests.”

He closed up the x-ray unit, then turned to
her, puzzlement furrowing his forehead. “I was wondering...why
wouldn’t your dogs bark if a stranger came on the property?”

“Frank takes them home with him every night,
except when he’s, uh...with his girlfriend.”

“I think you should install some security
cameras.”

Her chest thumped. “You think this person
might come back?”

“If he or she does, wouldn’t you like to find
out who it is?”

~ ~

The morning newspaper landed with a plop on
top of Kellie’s work schedule, sending several sheets of paper
spiraling to the floor. She jerked at Frank’s ugly tone.

“What the hell is this?”

He towered over the desk, his square jaw
knotted, his eyes glinting with anger.

She stared hard at the dark headline.
“Champion Quarter Horses Vandalized.”

“Oh, boy,” she muttered, reading on.

 


“Who says small towns don’t have any
excitement? In a classic Dick Francis whodunit scenario, Rocking S
Quarter Horse Ranch is the scene of apparent malicious vandalism
that has crippled two of Kellie Sutton’s finest horses. According
to our sources, sometime last week, an intruder allegedly entered
the barns at the historic ranch and injected an unknown substance
into world champion Docs Dirty Dancing and state champion Boot
Scootin’ Doc. The Logan County Sheriff’s Department is
investigating.”

 


Frank’s irritation clogged the air. “Jesus,
we don’t need this kind of publicity. Why did you talk to the
press?”

Kellie shoved the paper aside and rose from
her chair. “I had nothing to do with it. The editor is your
friend.”

She strode out into the barn aisle, anger
crawling over her skin and confusion fracturing her thoughts.
What’s his problem, anyway? He doesn’t seem to give a darn about
the horses. Frank’s boots thumped behind her and she braced
herself for more of his tirade.

“Kellie, hold up. I feel as bad about this as
you do, but I can’t believe it was an intentional act–that’s
ridiculous. The horses probably tangled with some insect, or maybe
rats. Certainly nothing that warrants a headline on the front
page.”

She whirled to face him. The lame ideas
sounded defensive. And why was he so concerned about the publicity?
Wouldn’t he want the culprit caught? His expression revealed only
irritation.

Keeping her tone level, she said, “If you
can’t be supportive in this, why don’t you look for another
job?”

He opened his mouth to retort, then frowned,
his gaze diverting to the barn door. Two men in tan work overalls
walked toward them, and Kellie glanced at her watch.

“That’s the crew to install security
cameras.”

Frank’s stunned expression hardened into
sharp planes. “Pretty damned hard to be supportive in a one-woman
show.” He turned and clumped away.

Kellie instructed the installers to place a
camera at each of the four main barn doors and two in the mare
barn. The office phone rang and she hurried across the aisle,
feeling as though she’d been swept into a movie set where the bad
guys were winning.

Ed Campbell’s tone was all business. “I trust
you’ve seen the morning paper.”

“Will the article hurt the case?”

“Can’t really say. If the culprit is still
around and knows we’re looking, he or she might disappear. Any idea
how the story got out?”

“At first, I thought Frank was responsible,
but we had a major blow up over it a few minutes ago and now I’m
not so sure.” She moved to the window and closed her eyes, pushing
away the altercation with Frank, and trying to absorb Ed’s presence
at the other end of the conversation.

He remained silent for a moment before
continuing. “What do you think about offering a reward? It might
encourage anyone with information to come forward.”

“Good idea.” She pressed the phone against
her ear, not wanting the connection to end yet. “I’m also having
surveillance cameras installed today.”

“Excellent. We don’t want anyone slipping in
there again. I’ll be out later to ask you some more questions.”

“Wait, did Dani find out anything
yesterday?”

“She took everyone’s statement, but I haven’t
had a chance to look at them yet.”

For long moments after she hung up, Kellie
gazed out the window, trying to fathom why, after twenty-four
hours, Ed still hadn’t read Danielle’s report. Shaken by the
thought of a lunatic returning to the barn, she reached for the
phone to call him back, then changed her mind. I can ask him
about it when he gets here. She shuddered and moved back to her
desk, trying to obliterate her increasing fear that more horses
might be attacked. She dropped to one knee and began gathering the
scattered papers from the floor. As she retrieved the last one, she
spotted the mystery photograph wedged beneath the leg of the desk.
Examining the picture again, she squinted, trying to figure out
where or when it had been taken. In the dim background–out of
focus, but still readable–a banner stretched across a stall door.
A horse show. And her hair–she’d cut it very short over a
year ago. Before or after I had the run-in with that
exhibitor? Why did this image bother her so much, and why
didn’t she remember it? How had it appeared on her desk? Had Frank
put it there? Had he taken it? The dizzying parade of questions
bombarded her, but no answers followed. Could the snapshot be
connected to the attacks on the horses? Should she have mentioned
it to Ed? She closed her eyes, fighting the paranoia that
threatened to destroy any vestige of clear thinking.

The confusion pressed her into action. How
much money would be enough to entice someone to speak up? She
pulled the checkbook from Frank’s desk drawer, and dropped into his
chair. As she focused on his precise handwriting and neat numbers,
his nasty remarks echoed in her head. Clearly, if she wanted any
cooperation, she’d have to start including him in the plans–or
eliminate him from her life. Easier said than done.

“Ma’am? Where do you want the monitor
screen?” A short man wearing a baseball cap stood in the
doorway.

“Does someone need to watch it all the
time?”

He grinned and shook his head. “Only in the
movies. These here cameras are on twenty-four hours around the
clock and are triggered by motion sensors. If you get any
intruders, they’ll show up on the tapes.”

She gestured toward a file cabinet in the
corner. “Put it over there.”

The installer picked up a small black
monitor. “Hear you’ve had some bad stuff going on here.” He placed
the screen on the cabinet. “I’m real sorry–I like horses. Rode my
granddad’s nag when I was a kid. Always wanted to be in a
rodeo.”

He squatted down and reached behind the file
cabinet to find the electrical outlet and, in seconds, the dark
screen brightened, giving Kellie a view of the main barn aisle. The
unfamiliar downward angle of the camera distorted the stall doors
somewhat, but she recognized the view from the north entrance. The
silent scene flicked to another angle as a different camera sent
its image to the monitor. A ranch hand stepped out of the tack room
and closed the door behind him. The screen changed again and Kellie
shook her head, struggling with the surreal circumstances, and
wondering what misstep she’d taken to bring on such vengeance. Who
could hate her so much?

The previous day’s mail lay unopened on the
corner of the desk, and she idly leafed through it, thinking about
how fast disaster could strike. She snatched up an envelope from
the state unemployment board. Of course! Tina Brown! The
obnoxious stall cleaner had gone ballistic about being fired. No
doubt, this mess was revenge.

The camera installer stepped into her line of
vision. “Ma’am? This picture was on the floor in the corner. It
must’ve fallen off your bulletin board.”

Kellie plucked the photograph from the man’s
hand. The snapshot was grainy and underexposed, but not so much
that she couldn’t identify the subjects–she and Hyde standing
beside a fence rail. They both wore their usual barn garb, but
nothing in the picture gave a clue as to when it had been
taken.

~ ~

Travis Mack shifted his lanky body on the
lumpy mattress, trying to find a comfortable position, then pulled
his knees up and buried his face in the pillow to sink back into
the depths of tormented sleep.

The old house creaked with night noises
and shadows stretched up the stained walls to crisscross the
cracked ceiling of the small room. The bedroom door opened and
she stepped in. Her blouse was unbuttoned, exposing her immense
breasts. He tore his gaze from the bobbling brown nipples to focus
on her bright red gash of a mouth forming words thick with
alcohol.

“Your daddy’s making a mess in the living
room.”

The strong odor of whiskey drifted on the
air and he looked down at the broken toys scattered around his
feet.

When he looked up at her again, she was
wearing a black chiffon negligee, draped off her shoulders. A
wide-brimmed black hat, adorned with a large red rose, covered her
bleached blonde hair.

“We’re waiting for you at the cemetery.”
She turned and walked away, her voluptuous curves visible through
the transparent garment. The hinge on the old door creaked as she
left the room.

He looked down again, and screamed. His
father lay amongst the toys, a dark pool of blood oozing across the
floor, creeping slowly toward his bare feet.

Travis bolted straight up in the bed, gulping
for air, his heartbeat thundering in his ears. Beside him, the
girl’s plump ass shifted against his thigh, and he jerked away from
the sweaty contact. Swinging his long legs over the edge of the
bed, he took a deep breath, his pulse slowly receding to a dull
thump. He pulled on his jeans, glanced at the sleeping mound in the
bed, then padded down the hall and flopped onto a low-slung
fifties-era couch. The match shook as he lit a cigarette. He took a
long drag, waiting for the nicotine to work its magic while he
focused on sending the nightmares back into the dark recesses of
his mind.

A green neon sign across the street throbbed
through the window of the girl’s tiny apartment, flooding the cheap
furnishings with a ghoulish glow. He stared without seeing, his
thoughts far away, his head filled with memories of slinking
through dark fields, a long bus ride, a shattered life.

“You okay, hon?”

He jumped up, adrenaline screaming through
his body as he fought the urge to tell the stupid bitch to get the
hell out of his face. “Yeah, can’t sleep. You go on back to bed.
I’m headed out.”

“See you after work today?”

“Dunno, got some business to take care of.”
He stubbed out the cigarette. “I’ll call ya.”

Tina Brown’s round face puddled into a pout,
and he wanted to smack her. Fuckin’ pushy broad.

As he drove north, he flicked on the radio,
paying little attention until an early morning call-in talk show
came on. A report of a vicious attack on innocent animals was the
hot topic, and he listened intently to the indignation and anger
voiced by the many callers and the moderator. At one point, someone
mentioned security cameras, and Travis boosted the volume
again.

“My neighbor’s husband works for Acme
Security and they’re gonna install cameras at all the barn doors at
the Sutton place. That should stop anyone from doing any more
damage.”

Travis snapped off the radio.

~ ~

Ed pulled into a parking spot halfway down
the block from the Sooner Café, then glanced up the street. The
town hadn’t changed much while he’d been away, but he could see the
restoration efforts for many of the original buildings. In keeping
with tradition of the annual 89er Celebration, red-white-and-blue
flags adorned the elaborate minarets and spires on the beautiful
red stone Gaffney Building, and banners hung from the streetlights,
proclaiming the start of the event. In a few days, Guthrie would
swell with thousands of tourists, and he’d have his hands full.
Timing certainly wasn’t on his side these days.

A shiny black Hummer pulled into a spot in
front of the café, and Frank climbed out. Ed snorted. How a
military vehicle could have so charmed the civilian population was
a real mystery. These yahoos had no clue what they were driving.
His thoughts briefly reverted to a vision of dust and heat and
noise, but he pushed it away. Frank entered the café, and Ed strode
down the sidewalk after him. Through the big window, Ed saw Frank
slide into a booth with the newspaper editor and the local grease
monkey.

Ed pushed through the café door and headed
for the counter, where he settled onto a stool and reached for a
menu.

The local editor’s voice carried in the small
room. “Frank, what in the world is goin’ on out at your place?”

Frank’s voice rumbled with anger. “Chaos, no
thanks to you. Why the hell didn’t you talk to me before you
printed that story?”

“News is news. I figured I’d do a more
in-depth piece after I interviewed you.”

“Where did you hear about it?”

Ed turned to watch the exchange.

“My cousin’s sister-in-law works over at the
vet’s office. The information came straight from the horse’s mouth,
so to speak.”

Frank’s exasperation exploded. “Jesus, isn’t
there some rule about client privilege?”

The mechanic laughed, his bushy white
eyebrows stood out against his flushed face and his bright blue
eyes twinkled with amusement. “Not in Podunk Guthrie, there
ain’t!”

The news editor pushed a Meerschaum pipe to
the corner of his mouth and narrowed his eyes. “Frank, let me
remind you that the Daily Leader has been keeping Guthrie up
to date since before the big land rush. No holds barred. As editor,
I have the right–and the responsibility–to keep the town informed
of everything that goes on.” He pulled a small spiral notebook from
his shirt pocket, then licked the end of his pencil. “Do you have
any new information yet?”

“Nope, and I’m not convinced this was
deliberate. Kellie’s too theatrical sometimes. And I don’t
appreciate your timing, either–we’re trying to get the ranch ready
for tours this weekend, and she’s got her panties in a twist.”

“Sheriff have any ideas?”

“Not that he’s shared.”

Ed slid off the stool and stepped over to the
booth. “Actually, Frank, I was hoping you’d share your ideas
with me.”

Frank’s jaw rippled with anger as he rose
from the bench. “Don’t you have robbers or killers to catch? This
whole thing is ridiculous!” He dropped a dollar bill on the table
and glared at the newsman. “How about a heads up before you put any
more of your surprises in the paper?”

The mechanic gestured toward the window. “I
see you’re drivin’ that tank today. Why the hell would you buy
something like that?”

“Because I can.”

Frank stalked out of the café, and Ed turned
to the men. “Might be a good idea to soft-peddle this story for a
while...give us a chance to investigate.”

The editor glowered. “Perhaps you weren’t
eaves-dropping close enough. This is news and not even you
can keep me from letting the public know what’s going on.”

Back out on the sidewalk, irritation crawled
over Ed’s shoulders. He had yet to meet anyone who didn’t resent
his return to Guthrie. He scanned the street and caught a glimpse
of the Hummer’s taillights turning the corner. Animosity rippled
through his chest. Frank Frazier isn’t good enough to clean
Kellie’s boots, yet he acts like she’s a nobody. The emotional
thought startled the hell out of him, that he could become so
instantly distracted at a time when he needed all his wits about
him.

He climbed into the cruiser and headed after
Frank. Three blocks away, he spotted the Hummer parked in front of
a row of businesses. He pulled into a parking spot and waited,
making a list of every visible license plate on the street. A few
minutes later, Frank emerged from a building and headed down the
sidewalk toward the old Santa Fé depot. A dark skinned man appeared
from an alley and approached Frank on the corner. Ed whipped out
his camera and, as the two men came into focus, he began to smile.
He zoomed to full power to confirm who he was seeing, then pressed
the burst button. Maybe timing wasn’t working against him, after
all.

~ ~

Sara skipped into the office and Kellie
smiled. “You’re just the person I need to see. Help me decide who
to ride in the parade.”

“Oh Mommy, I forgot about Dancer.”

Her face crumpled, and Kellie gathered her
up, hugging her fiercely, unable to murmur even one reassuring
word. Sara finally pushed back and gazed up through brimming
eyes.

“You can ride Juicy.”

“That’s very sweet of you, honey, but then
who would you ride?”

The child’s eyes widened and her small mouth
formed a perfect “O”.

“I get to be in the parade?” She squealed and
launched herself back into Kellie’s arms, wriggling like a puppy.
“Thank you, thank you, thank you!” She stepped back and solemnly
took her mother’s hand. “C’mon, I know the perfect horse for
you.”

Kellie chuckled as she was pulled out the
door and into the sunshine. “Where are you taking me?”

A dimpled grin sparkled over Sara’s shoulder.
“You’ll see.”

Minutes later, Kellie stood in front of a
stall in the mare barn, hearing tenderness threading through Sara’s
voice.

“Mama, she’s so lonely since her baby died.
You should ride her in the parade so she’ll feel wanted again.”

Kellie gazed at the aged bay horse staring
balefully at the two visitors. The mare had a beautiful head, wide
chest, firm barrel, and a perfect straight back. Bits of straw hung
in her tail, and a damp spot on her hock revealed she’d been lying
down not long ago.

“Hey Belle. How’s my girl?”

The mare nickered softly and stepped up to
nuzzle Kellie’s outstretched hand.

“I think you’re right, Sara. She certainly
deserves a little reward.”

“Daddy!” Sara raced across the aisle. “Are we
going riding now?”

Sara’s delighted squeals and Frank’s laughter
bounced off the rafters and, for one instant, Kellie wished things
had turned out differently.

Frank straightened up from tickling Sara.
“How’s Belle doing?”

“She’s physically fine, but she is
depressed.”

“Then let’s get her bred back right away. It
sure as hell doesn’t make sense to feed her through another open
season.”

Kellie gritted her teeth. Frank was always
about the money, but this wasn’t a good time to challenge him, nor
to bring up the idea of offering a reward.

“Listen, Kellie, I’m sorry about what I said
earlier. You’re probably right to install some security. We have
too much at stake here to be careless.”

She recognized the sincerity in his eyes and
accepted the truce. “I should have mentioned it to you.”

~ ~

Frank watched his daughter lead her horse out
into the sunshine. Her eyes sparkled with anticipation, and it
struck him how little it took to make her happy. I’ll spend more
time with her as soon as things settle down. A flashback to
that morning sent a sickening roll through his gut. He’d nearly
peed himself when that Mexican walked right up to him. I need to
get a grip. Maybe the big doings in town will overshadow all the
local interest in the news about the horses.

Sara trotted Juicy toward the pasture gate,
then reined him around so that he stood parallel to the fence. She
leaned down and flipped the latch to let the gate swing open.

Frank let out a low whistle. “Where’d you
learn to do that?”

She threw him a proud grin. “Roy taught
me.”

Regret tugged at Frank’s heart. His little
girl was growing up fast, and he was missing most of it.

Their horses ambled through the tall grass in
the empty field, and his thoughts shifted to business. By July, he
could move his herd of beef cattle to this sector for a couple of
months, then down to the feedlot. If beef prices held steady, he’d
get a hefty return on his investment.

“Dad! Did you hear me?”

“Sorry, I’m listening.”

“Mom’s letting me ride in the parade on
Saturday. Is that too cool?”

He grinned. “It’s about time. Aren’t you
almost sixteen?”

Sara giggled hysterically. “No! I’m going on
ten!” She sobered. “I don’t know why she treats me like such a
baby.”

“You’re her baby and she’ll always
look out for you. Don’t ever forget that.”

Sara rolled her eyes, and Frank caught a
glimpse of the headstrong young woman she’d grow to be. Kellie
would definitely have her hands full. Could he be of any help?
Considering the fractious relationship they’d been two stepping
through for the past couple of years, probably not.

Sara opened another gate, and they struck off
on a diagonal through a pasture filled with sleek Black Angus. The
two dogs immediately started working, circling and dropping back,
moving the herd without spooking them. Several of the cattle stood
knee deep in a muddy waterhole rimmed in red dirt, and Buck
splashed in after them.

Frank chuckled. “They’re having a
ball–nothing worse than a bored work dog.”

Sara steered her horse around a large pile of
cow dung. “Eeeww, why are cows so messy? Why don’t you raise
horses, like Mom?”

“Can’t eat horses. I make money on beef.”

She didn’t respond, and he took it as
acceptance of his answer. They rode on in companionable silence,
skirting the perimeter of the field. The roof of the winter hay
barn came into view and his thoughts turned again to his precarious
situation.

Sara threw him a mischievous grin. “I’ll race
ya.”

“No, I have to get back.”

“Aw c’mon, that old barn is really neat. I
love climbing around on the hay bales, especially when it’s full to
the rafters.”

A lead weight plummeted through the pit of
his stomach, and the reaction sharpened his tone. “Don’t you
ever go out there alone! Jesus, what if you got hurt? No one
would be around to help!”

Her face paled and her lower lip began to
tremble. “You don’t have to yell at me.”

He sidled his horse up beside her and patted
her knee. “I’m sorry, but I just don’t want anything to happen to
you. You’re my baby too, you know.”

The happy glow had faded from the outing, and
Sara rode quietly beside him as they headed back toward the ranch.
Frank’s adrenaline rush disappeared, his head reeling with all the
problems that had suddenly become a way of life. Where was he
headed? And who was in control?

“Will you take me to the racetrack with you
sometime?”

“Where did you hear about that?”

She gazed at him for a moment. “It’s no
secret. I’ve known for a long time. But you never talk about it.”
Sarcasm edged her soft voice. “Like you’re ever around.”



He shook his head. “The track is no place for
a chil–young lady.”

“So tell me something about it. Mom said you
lost your shirt–what does that mean?”

He paused, searching for the right response.
“I had a fantastic Thoroughbred colt. He was worth a lot of money,
but he broke his leg during a race and had to be destroyed.”

A sob bubbled into Sara’s voice. “Ohmygod,
Daddy! That’s so horrible! The poor horse!”

Frank gazed across the wide expanse of land
that had held him hostage for so long. He felt isolated from the
real world. Everything he’d ever tried to do had turned to shit. A
fucked up football career. A short-lived farce of a marriage. A
racing business gone bad.

And then he’d dived into the cesspool.

 


 


4^p^pKellie closed the breeding ledger and
set it aside. Ten of thirteen broodmares were safely foaled out,
and she could rest easy for a while. Voices echoed through the
barn, and Sara’s laughter brought a warm glow into Kellie’s
heart.

Frank stepped into the office. “One of the
guys brought in a couple of mares from the west graze. I think
they’re okay, but–”

Kellie leaped up. “Oh my God! When is this
going to stop?”

“Put your imagination away for a minute. This
looks more like a hormonal altercation–they’re both in heat.”

“I’ll call Hyde.”

“I said they’re fine! Give it a rest!
What’s the matter with you?”

She stared at his hard expression. “A better
question is, what’s the matter with you?” She grabbed the
two snapshots and held them up. “Did you take these? Or leave them
on my desk?”

He flicked a glance at them. “Never saw them
before. Why?”

“Just wondering. I don’t remember them
either.” She gazed at him for a moment, wondering whether to pursue
it. Their recent clashes made her think better of starting another
argument.

The minute he was out of earshot, she dialed
Hyde’s number.

His strong voice calmed her. “Slow down,
Kellie, I’m on my way over.”

Thirty minutes later, he settled into the
chair next to her desk. “The mares are fine–they only have a couple
of scrapes.” He cocked his head. “But are you okay?”

She nodded, then her shoulders sagged. “What
kind of sick person would attack innocent animals?”

Hyde remained silent for a moment, then laced
his arms across his chest. A dark fire burned in his eyes.

“Whoever did it has knowledge of the ways of
a horse. First, this person knows exactly where to inject to do the
most damage. Second, Dancer would never allow someone to touch him
who didn’t have confidence and authority, and your dogs wouldn’t
bark at someone they know–the criminal could be right here in your
own back yard.”

Stunned by the simplicity of truth, Kellie
stared at her friend. In the panic and emotion of the past two
days, she’d wracked her brain trying to think of any outsider who
might have it in for her. The thoughts had dead-ended with the more
likely idea that these were random acts by a crazy person. Now,
Hyde’s assessment opened up a new and frightening array of
suspects. Someone in her barn. Including Frank, which could
explain his strange behavior lately.

After Hyde left, she dialed Ed’s number,
tapping her foot against the chair leg while she waited. How naive
could she be? Frank would never admit to knowing about the mystery
snapshots if they were part of a plan. She closed her eyes. He
couldn’t possibly be involved. If he was, she didn’t think she
could stand it.

Ed’s rich voice curled intimately against her
ear, but she pushed away the heady distraction. “I just talked to
Hyde and he–what?” She hung up, then hurried out of the barn as Ed
climbed out of a plain dark brown vehicle.

He grinned. “Now, where were we?”

His intense gaze sent a double thump through
her chest. She took a deep breath and began to reiterate Hyde’s
observations.

While she talked, Ed nodded slowly, his
features hardening in the shadow of his hat. “Unfortunately, he’s
probably right. We’ve questioned all your employees, but I’ve also
asked for lie detector tests.” He pursed his lips. “I’ll talk to
Frank later this afternoon.”

“I can’t believe Frank would do this. We’ve
had our problems, but he’s not cruel.”

Ed considered her for a moment. “Jealousy is
a powerful emotion.” He gestured toward the building. “Can we go
inside? I need to get some more information from you.”

Kellie’s thoughts reeled as they walked
toward the office. The jealousy comment had rung with conviction.
Had he ever been jealous of her? She searched the memories. If he
had, she’d never known about it. So in love and consumed with each
other, they’d been oblivious to anyone else. She glanced at him as
he pulled a chair up next to the desk, and warmth radiated beneath
her shirt. The almost forgotten physical reaction to his presence
startled her.

He opened his notebook and thumbed through
the pages, his easy manner bringing on another flood of memories.
The two of them, laughing and breathless, racing their horses
across the fields. The senior prom, and how he’d been all thumbs
trying to pin the gardenia corsage on her strapless gown. Heavy
necking in the warm hay nest they’d carved out in the winter hay
barn. A stir moved through her belly, and she struggled to quell
the pain building in her heart.

He looked up. “Think hard–who might have a
grudge against you?”

“I fired a stall cleaner last month–her
name’s Tina Brown and she’s a local. She was furious the day she
left.”

“Did you notice anything out of the ordinary
after she’d gone?

“No, but a new employee just informed me
about finding a cigarette butt by the office door. We don’t
allow–”

“What did she do with it? Could be
evidence.”

“Manure pile. I doubt you could even find it
now.”

He made several notations, then looked up.
“Anyone else here at the ranch?”

She shook her head. “The land developers
weren’t too happy when I put the kibosh on their plans to buy part
of the estate.”

“They’d be insane to jeopardize their
business with something like this, but I’ll put it on the
list.”

“Pete Dayton thought an angry exhibitor might
want to cause me some grief. I filed a formal complaint against her
last year, and she was suspended for three months.”

“How is ol’ Pete? I hear he’s raising
Thoroughbreds down around Lawton.”

“Seems to be doing fine...he’s put on a lot
of weight since the accident.”

Ed shook his head. “Damned rodeo games. I
used to nearly go crazy when you–” A muscle in his jaw rippled and
he quickly looked down at his notebook.

Kellie’s thoughts reeled. The quick side trip
into the past had clearly jolted him. She gazed at the silver
glints scattered through his short brown hair, remembering its
silky texture beneath her fingers. Longing washed over her. Would
it be possible to close the door on the past and start over? Was
the decision even hers to make?

Ed cleared his throat and his gray eyes
darkened. “What about Cliff and Clarke? I understand you all had a
falling out over this property.”

Her heart thumped hard, and she stared at him
for a full minute, unable to respond. Her own flesh and blood
couldn’t possibly do such a horrendous thing.

Ed’s tone softened. “When was the last time
you saw your brothers?”

“About six months ago...I can’t believe
they’d stoop so low over a piece of land.”

“Families do more damage to each other than a
stranger could ever dream up–land hunger didn’t end in 1889.”

Cliff’s recent phone call surfaced in
Kellie’s thoughts. Clearly, the property dispute still simmered on
a back burner.

Ed studied his notes for a minute, then
looked up. “Let’s talk about Frank.”

“You’re serious, aren’t you?”

A veiled flicker passed through his eyes, and
she recognized the unmistakable animosity. The meaning of his
jealousy remark crystallized. Did a spark of love still burn in his
heart? Did she have the nerve to find out?

He stood up. “We have to question everyone.
Meanwhile, I’ll have a couple of my deputies come out and search
the surrounding area. The person who did this might have been
careless and left something behind.”

“Oh wait a minute.” Kellie pulled the bottle
cap from a cup of paperclips. “I found this in the corral. Do you
think it’s important?”

“Everything’s important. It could carry
fingerprints or DNA.”

He pulled out a small plastic bag and she
dropped the cap into it, intrigued that the trail to the culprit
might start with ordinary litter.

He peered at the cap. “Huh, light beer. Only
about a million of these around.” He wrote something on the label,
then tucked the evidence bag into his shirt pocket. Kellie watched
him, wondering again if they could leave the past behind them.

Boots scuffed on concrete and Frank stepped
into the office, then stopped abruptly. Kellie shivered in the
chill that suddenly pervaded the warm room. A scowl darkened his
face as he stepped over to the desk to pick up a file folder.

“I’m headed for Tulsa.”

Ed turned to Kellie. “Let me know about the
reward.” He strode from the office, leaving a heavy silence in his
wake.

Frank crossed his arms. “This is gettin’
real old.”

She didn’t blink. “Yes, it is.”

~ ~

About a quarter mile down the road from
Rocking S, Ed backed his vehicle into the overgrown driveway of a
shabby farm, then sat back and stared out the windshield at the far
horizon. The soft browns and pale greens formed a watercolor
memory, and regret settled into his heart. This land was his home
and he’d been away too long. For what? Foolish pride. His dreams
had sequestered themselves into a hidden part of him, never daring
to surface over the years. But the few minutes with Kellie had
taken him right back to where he’d started. Crazy about her. How
could all the pain and slights disappear with just a glance? And
what a mess the whole thing was turning into. Four months ago, the
plum undercover assignment with the Drug Enforcement Agency task
force had seemed a dream come true, giving him a chance to be near
her, maybe see if anything had changed. How the hell could he tell
with all the shit going down? Maybe when this was over...

The white cell phone vibrated against his
chest and he turned his attention to business. “You get an ID on
those pictures I sent? Is it who I think it is?”

“Yup, Jesus Hermano–contractor to the cartel.
Good work, Agent Campbell.”

“What I don’t understand is what he’d be
doing in a place like Guthrie.”

“That’s what you’re going to find out. Keep
me posted.”

A black Hummer roared past, and Ed reached
for the ignition. “Roger that.”

Pulling onto the road a minute later, he
settled back in the seat to see exactly where Mr. Franklin Frazier
was headed in such a hurry. At the crossroads, the Hummer turned
south on Route 35 and Ed scowled.

“Tulsa, my ass.”

~ ~

“Un-fucking-believable.”

Frank glared through the windshield as he
sped down the highway toward Edmond. Kellie’s arrogant independent
attitude was beginning to piss him off. And every time he turned
around, Ed Campbell was there, pretending to be professionally
involved. Hah. The only thing he’s interested in is crawling
back into Kellie’s good graces. Lotsa luck, chump. The Ice Queen
melts for no one.

Frank shook off the disturbing thoughts and
concentrated on the serious consequences of the events at the
ranch. In the space of a few days, Rocking S had taken center stage
in the news, and the attention would only intensify with the offer
of a reward. If Kellie wouldn’t keep him in the loop, maybe it was
time to take things into his own hands.

The Edmond city sign appeared and he grinned,
relaxing his grip on the wheel. Right now, I’m gonna get
something else into my hands.

His long-time girlfriend owned an elegant
home in a select part of Edmond. The porch lights came on as he
pulled into the driveway and activated the garage door remote. The
Hummer eased to a stop beside a shiny red Mercedes convertible.

Celeste Harding appeared at the door before
he’d even climbed out of his vehicle.

“Hey Baby, you’re early.”

The luscious blonde’s smile sent a thump
through his pulse and lust into his loins.

He gathered her perfect body into his arms
and nuzzled her ear. “The early bird gets the nookie.”

She pulled him into the kitchen and pressed
close, kissing him and making little whimpering noises that tickled
his lips. All his disappointment and worries vanished as Celeste’s
tongue explored the contour of his ear.

Her husky voice hummed with invitation. “What
time do we have to be at the club?”

He slipped the silk robe off her shoulders
and gazed at her beautiful naked body. “Later. Much
later.”

 


Sprawled in the jumble of satin sheets, Frank
stared at the ceiling and listened to Celeste humming in the
shower. His thoughts wandered far from the cozy bedroom. An
intentional attack on Dancer and Boots was a far-fetched
possibility, and for what purpose? Who would be a reasonable
suspect? Someone with an axe to grind. He clenched his jaw. That
damned lazy stall cleaner was just the kind of lowlife loser to
pull a stunt like this.

The bed jiggled as Celeste slithered her
naked body across the sheets. She touched his face, her violet blue
eyes dark with concern. “What’s the matter, honey?”

He ran his fingers over her full breast.
“Nothing. Just all the bullshit with the horses.”

“I saw the newspaper. How’s Kellie taking
it?”

He sat up and shook his head. “I dunno. We
aren’t even on the same playing field anymore.”

She moved closer and slipped her arms around
him. “I’d never let you be so miserable.”

He savored her embrace for a moment,
wondering if she’d stick with him if she knew the truth.

“Frankie, I have more money than even
Kellie–we could go somewhere, do anything you want.”

He didn’t trust himself to respond. From one
“kept man” situation to another–would her love make a
difference?

~ ~

Kellie leaned on the porch rail and stared at
nothing, willing her weary brain to take a break. To the west, a
smooth band of black clouds hovered just above the sinking dark
orange sun, a storm bank that would bring either rain or
destruction. She closed her eyes. Mother Nature’s wrath couldn’t
come close to what was happening at Rocking S.

The background sounds of a television show
drifted from an open window, punctuated by Sara’s giggles. A pair
of mockingbirds barked and meowed from a branch in the massive
pecan tree shading the house. Kellie exhaled long and slow,
abandoning her attempts to stop thinking about the conversation
with Ed. Through the years, he’d remained in her heart, secure and
familiar, loving and vulnerable. The man who’d sat in her office
today seemed a stranger. Why had she expected an older version of
the softhearted teen who’d vowed to do anything she ever wanted?
Had the willingness to compromise always been only his? Recognition
of her blunder was a dagger through the heart. She straightened up
and crossed her arms, pushing away the pointless
self-recriminations. She’d think about it later.

Mentally, she cross-examined each possible
suspect to see if anything new occurred to her. Someone close,
someone with access and familiarity. Roy was the only employee who
still lived at the ranch, but the old man would lay down his life
for the horses–not maim them. Frank came and went as he pleased,
but she still couldn’t seriously consider him as the culprit. What
would he gain? Nothing. In fact, he had almost as much to lose as
she did. His financial investment in the business had been pivotal
in their success, he leased Sutton land for his cattle, and he drew
a good salary as ranch manager. Would he do something like this
simply to hurt her? Doubtful–Frank had never loved her, and he
worried only about himself and what would be in his best interests.
Yet his seeming lack of concern about the injured horses was a
strange reaction, considering the seriousness of the attacks. She
couldn’t rule him out completely.

She straightened up and stretched the tension
from her shoulders. Ed was right–the developers might want the
land, but not enough to face criminal charges. She frowned. Would
the attacks even be considered criminal acts? What category
would cover vandalizing farm stock? Property damage? Trespassing?
She shook her head sadly. Whatever the proper term, it was enough
to destroy everything she’d worked for.

She glanced at her watch, then stepped over
to the screen door. “Sara...bedtime.”

A whiney “Aw Mom” drifted back. She grinned,
then returned to the process of elimination. Grudgingly, she
acknowledged that the suspended exhibitor would no more retaliate
like this than sprout wings and fly. A big legal hassle would be no
trade-off for three months out of the show circuit, no matter how
prestigious the trophy she’d been chasing.

A light breeze wafted around the corner of
the house and Kellie looked again toward the fading sunset. The
clouds were breaking up, moving in different directions, leaving
only a dark azure sky with a soft pink stripe above the horizon.
Soon the land would plunge into a darkness that only a rancher
knew–starry skies unspoiled by man-made lights. With that image
came the unsettling certainty that whoever was stalking her not
only felt safe in the cover of those black skies, but also was
comfortable and confident in the open and wild land.

The unthinkable suspicion she’d been avoiding
surged into her conscious thoughts. Her brothers had spent their
young lives in this environment, had done their share of ranch
chores, and would certainly know every inch of the property. She
closed her eyes tightly. What needs could they possibly have that
would warrant destroying her livelihood to get their money out of
the land?

Sara came out on the porch and wrapped her
arms around Kellie’s waist, pressing her pajama-clad body close.
“’Night, Mama.”

Kellie kissed the top of her head and stroked
her shoulder, gazing through the dusk. “See you in the morning,
hon.”

~ ~

Slipping through the partially open barn door
half an hour later, Kellie took care not to make any noise. The
aroma of warm bodies and alfalfa drifted on the still air, and she
stopped to listen. Only the occasional sigh or snuffle broke the
silence. Walking softly, she moved down the aisle toward Dancer’s
stall, acutely aware that none of the horses paid any attention–her
confident familiar presence gave them no cause for alarm. Hyde’s
words reverberated in her head. She’d just proven him right. At the
stallion’s stall door, her throat constricted at the sight of the
once vibrant stud, now only a shadow of his former self. Whoever
did this would pay dearly–she’d see to that.

She moved on to the office and her attention
immediately focused on the surveillance monitor and its steady
parade of gray images from each of the barns. What good would it do
to have the culprit on tape if another horse suffered? For no
distinct reason, she had a feeling the intruder would return. If
nothing else, she wanted to feel as though she was doing something
constructive toward catching this person. She strode back into the
barn aisle and out the rear door, a surge of adrenaline prickling
her skin. The rush felt good as she hurried across the grass toward
the mare barn.

She stopped to peek at the palomino filly,
then continued on to the foal-watch room at the end of the barn.
The bunk had been stripped, the bedding washed, folded, and stacked
on the chair, ready for the next round of deliveries. She grabbed a
blanket from the cupboard and headed back to the main barn. After
putting together a makeshift bed on the couch in the tack room, she
wandered restlessly about, her senses on full alert, her thoughts
racing. The soft aroma of leather polish cooled her agitation and
she focused on the array of fine saddlery, gleaming in the soft
light. Dancer’s show halter hung next to an ornately tooled saddle
with sterling fittings. Her heart almost shattered at the
memories.

She turned away and her gaze stopped on a
small chest of drawers in the corner. She hesitated, then kneeled
to open the bottom drawer. Her pulse thumped and she took a deep
breath, then set aside a small worn saddle blanket to gaze at a
scrapbook in the bottom of the drawer. How long had it been since
she’d looked through that record of joy and sorrow? Indecision
crowded her thoughts, but the desire to revisit the past was
stronger, and she lifted the book from its hiding place.

Curled up on the couch with the blanket
covering her legs, she leafed through the first few pages, smiling
at the gangly red-haired girl on horseback, holding ribbons or
trophies. Details in the yellowed newspaper clippings supported the
photos and, on one frayed page, a blue ribbon had come unglued. She
picked it up and squinted at the faded gold printing, then shook
her head sadly. The ribbon was from the year she met Ed Campbell.
How important it had been, that she would sequester this bit of
fabric away from the trophy case. She leaned her head back and
thought about the changes in her life after that year. Swallowing
the hard lump rising in her throat, she leafed through the next ten
pages until she came to one that had nothing to do with riding.

Private Edward Campbell gazed back at her
from the official Army photograph. His expression was properly
solemn, but even now, Kellie could see the message to her in his
eyes. In the lower corner, his bold scrawl proclaimed his love. “To
my darling Kellie.” She turned the page and scanned the various
snapshots of Eddie and his class of recruits doing all the corny
things young men do for the camera. As she turned the pages, she
saw for the first time the change in Eddie’s physique, as he ground
through boot camp and muscled up. The journey through the scrapbook
began to take its toll, and her eyes burned.

She turned a page and was transported from
photos of a happy-go-lucky young man to newspaper clippings of a
sober faced hometown hero. A tear rolled down her cheek and
splashed on the page. She closed the scrapbook and set it
aside.

~ ~

Barking echoed through the dream and Kellie
bolted upright, confusion slashing through her thoughts as she
struggled to untangle the blanket from her legs. Outside, Buck’s
deep bark had a warning edge to it, then Pal’s voice joined in.
Kellie raced toward the barn doors. God, what time is it?
She dashed into the night and stopped abruptly, stunned by the
brilliant white wash of moonlight that painted everything with
eerie shadows. The dogs were running along the pasture fence, and
she ran toward them, squinting into the moonscape field to see what
had upset them. She called out, commanding them to stay. If a
cougar was prowling through the pasture, she didn’t want the dogs
to tangle with it.

They stopped running, but continued to bark,
looking back at her expectantly. Her eyes adjusted to the strange
light, and she saw a shadow moving along the fence on the east side
of the pasture. A human shadow. She started forward, then stopped.
What could she do? She’d never catch him. She reached for her cell
phone, then swore. She’d left it on the floor beside the couch. She
darted forward, racing along the fence line, keeping her eyes on
the shadowy form, trying to see where it headed. Barking like mad,
the dogs ranged far ahead of her and ducked under the fence. The
running shadow merged with the dark trees along the section road,
and Kellie stopped, gasping for breath. An engine roared to life
and gravel ricocheted against metal. She ran forward again,
straining to see through the trees. Taillights careened down the
section road before disappearing around a corner. Tires squealed,
the sound echoing through the night air, a hollow background to her
thundering heartbeat.^p^p

 


5^p^pThe deep ache of a sleepless night
complained through Kellie’s shoulders as she eased into the desk
chair and reached for the phone. Ed picked up on the first ring,
and she glanced at her watch, surprised he would be in the office
so early. His voice calmed her fractured thoughts.

“Logan County Sheriff Department, Ed Campbell
speaking.”

She smiled at the familiar cadence of each
syllable.

“It’s me, Kellie. Someone came on my property
last night.”

“I’ll send someone right out to pick up the
surveillance tapes.”

“Whoever it was didn’t get that far–I only
saw a shadow out in the pasture.”

“At what time?”

She frowned. “I’m not sure–after midnight, I
think.”

His tone hardened. “What were you doing out
there in the middle of the night?”

“I slept in the barn last night, just in
case.”

“Kellie...never mind. I’ll be out
shortly.”

She listened to the dial tone for a moment,
then hung up. The conversation hadn’t gone the way she’d expected.
Why did he sound so annoyed? She hadn’t done anything wrong, yet
his tone made her feel as though she had. If she could just put
this whole mess on hold and talk to him, maybe they could close the
yawning gap between them. Her shoulders sagged and, with a resigned
sigh, she picked up the schedule of activities for the 89er
weekend. The opening ceremonies, her heritage speech, a chuck wagon
dinner...and the parade. Stinging tears burned her eyes. She and
Dancer had been part of the Grand Parade for the past eight years.
She pushed back from the desk. I will not let this
cripple me.

Before pointing a finger at Frank, she needed
to locate Tina. She was exactly the type who’d seek revenge for
being fired. Kellie dug through a drawer and found the girl’s work
file. She reached for the phone, and it jangled beneath her
fingers.

“Rocking S Ranch.”

A heavy voice rumbled through the receiver.
“Kellie? What the hell’s going on up there?”

Oh great. “Darrell, how are you?”

“I’ll be better if you tell me my mare is
okay. Your story is all over the news down here.”

She kept her anxiety from coloring her reply.
“She’s just fine. In fact, Doctor Browning just confirmed that
she’s settled. Congratulations–you’ll have a Dancer foal on the
ground next spring.”

“I’ll be up to collect her in the morning.
Sorry I was so gruff...hope your horses will be okay.”

Kellie nodded and hung up as the gush of
adrenaline subsided, leaving a wash of tremors in its wake. She
opened Tina’s folder, and picked up the phone again.

“Mrs. Brown, this is Kellie Sutton. May I
speak to Tina?”

The woman’s gravelly voice oozed contempt. “I
seen in the paper you got yerself in a bind. Whadaya need her
for?”

“I just want to ask her a question.”

The woman wheezed into a phlegm-choked
coughing fit, and Kellie considered hanging up.

“She ain’t here. Tina’s got a real job now,
working in Okee City. She’s a vet’narian assistant–she don’t need
you no more.”

The line went dead and Kellie shook her head.
How could Tina possibly be any help to a vet? She could barely get
out of her own way.

The Oklahoma City yellow pages listed over a
hundred and forty veterinarians, plus twelve display advertisements
for clinics. Starting with the ads, Kellie made eight calls before
she connected with the right one. She hung up before Tina came to
the phone.

Skyline Equine Clinic. She printed the name
and phone number on a scrap of paper and stuffed it into her back
pocket. On her way out of the office, she stopped to examine the
breeding roster posted on the wall. She still had eight outside
mares in residence–five confirmed in foal and three awaiting a
second cover. Worry rippled through her head. Dancer was in no
shape to breed a mare–they’d have to use artificial insemination.
Thank God we collected him over the winter. At least enough to
last until he’s recovered.

The phone rang and Kellie stopped to listen
as the answering machine picked up. Her heart sank at the panic in
another mare owner’s message. Unable to deal with it right then,
she headed down the aisle toward the barn door. She had to do
something–anything–that would make this go away.

The rising sun bathed the dewy fields in
glistening shades of pink and yellow, and the air was crisp and
lightly scented with spring. Her mood lightened. Buck and Pal fell
into step beside her.

“How are my fierce watchdogs this
morning?”

Stumpy tails wiggled, and Buck stopped to
stare expectantly toward the site of their nocturnal adventure.
Three broodmares milled about a paddock where an employee was
tossing out flakes of hay. A shot of adrenaline jerked through
Kellie’s gut and she stopped in mid-stride.

One of the mares was limping.

~ ~

Ed closed the desk drawer with a snap. “Boy
howdy, she hasn’t changed one bit–still determined to do everything
her way.”

He rocked back in the chair and scrubbed his
hands over his face. After a long night on stakeout, he’d managed
only three hours of sleep–an uneasy, frustrating night of mixed
dreams peppered with gangs of drug dealers, the desert, and Kellie.
An elixir of gut wrenching images. This job might kill him yet.

He opened the Sutton case report to review
each of the possible suspects so far. He crossed the veterinarian
and the horseshow exhibitor off the list. Tina Brown still seemed
the most likely suspect, although after the scene in town
yesterday, Frank’s name had drifted nearer the top of the list. Ed
sat back in his chair, pursing his lips. What possible motive could
Kellie’s ex-husband have for doing something like this? On the
surface, they seemed to get along all right. Did some dark secret
lurk beneath that benign facade? Time to do some digging.

As he headed down the hall, irritation
crackled through his mind at the thought of Kellie playing
detective in the middle of the night. At first consideration, the
attacks on her horses seemed to be either a warning or an attempt
to destroy her business, and he hadn’t considered her personal
safety. But now...

“Sheriff? What do you want me to do with this
stuff?” A young deputy held out two plastic evidence bags. “We
didn’t find much.”

Ed took the bags and examined the contents.
The first one held a soggy half-smoked cigarette. The label
indicated it had been found by the manure pile. The second bag sent
his instincts racing. A disposable syringe with a small drop of
brown goop inside.

“Where did you find this?”

“One of the stalls in the big barn.”

“Which one?”

The man’s face sagged with embarrassment. “I
don’t remember.”

Ed shoved the bags back into the deputy’s
hands. “Get these down to the lab ASAP and tell them I want a
report right now.”

He turned and strode down the hall, stopping
briefly at the dispatch window. “I’m headed out to the Sutton
place. See if you can locate a local girl named Tina Brown.”

The dispatcher nodded. “I know who she is.
I’ll put the information on your desk...Don’t forget your meeting
with the commissioner.”

“Ah! Thanks for reminding me. I’ll be back in
time.”

He stepped out into the fresh morning air and
started down the steps. On the sidewalk below, Deputy White leaned
against the handrail and grinned up at him.

“Morning, Chief. Ready for decadent doughnuts
and caffeine?”

Danielle’s pristine uniform hugged every
womanly curve, and the sun glinted off the shiny badge rising and
falling on her ample breast. In another time and place, she’d be
just what his tormented heart needed, but this duty was too
important to chance a FUBAR situation. In a small town, any
indiscretion would be on the grapevine before Noon.

“Sorry, I’m on my way out to the Sutton
place.”

She pivoted on her heel and fell in beside
him. “I’ll come along. I don’t have anything going right now.”

He stopped abruptly and pinned her with a
hard look. “Dispatch is searching for the address of a local
suspect. When she gets it, you go do some digging. And call me as
soon as the lab has something on the new evidence.”

A dark flare of anger crackled in Danielle’s
dark brown eyes and she lifted her chin. “Yes, Sir!”

~ ~

Fighting the panic rising in her chest,
Kellie led the chestnut mare into the barn, trying to convince
herself the limp was unrelated to the night visitor. She glanced
over her shoulder, consumed with the thought she might be under
someone’s scrutiny at that very moment. Who hated her enough to do
something like this? Why didn’t they just confront her in person?
For probably the hundredth time in the past few days, she reviewed
her actions and contacts from the perspective of an antagonist and,
again, frustration burned through her dead-end thoughts.

Initially, the mare’s left front leg appeared
normal, but Kellie gingerly lifted the hoof for a closer look. The
wound was identical to the others–a small dark hole rimmed with red
skin. She released the foot. My god, what am I going to do? This
isn’t even my horse.

She pressed the cell phone against her ear.
“Hyde, I have another one.”

“Aw Jeez. I’ll be there as soon as I can. I’m
at the Anderson Farm. Their kid’s horse isn’t responding to the
medications.”

Kellie slowly closed the phone. In all her
mental rambling, she’d forgotten the attack on the neighbor’s
horse. What did that mean? Was the attacker simply a
lunatic, and she was unfortunate enough to be in the wrong place at
the wrong time? Or was the Anderson attack part of a larger plan–a
diversionary ploy meant to confuse everyone?

The mare shook her head, rattling the chain
on the crossties, and Kellie turned to stare at the slender ankle
and fetlock that would swell to draft horse proportions before this
was finished. Never in her life had she felt so helpless. Worse,
now she had to call the owner with the bad news.

Outside, a vehicle door slammed and she
glanced at her watch. Hyde had made record time. She strode toward
the barn door and stepped into the sunshine, then sucked in her
breath at the sharp quickening in the pit of her stomach.

Ed waved, sending a flood of joy and relief
through her mind. Why did the mere sight of him make her believe
everything would turn out all right?

His eyes reflected amusement. “You look like
you just saw a ghost.”

Warmth raced across her cheeks. “I thought
you were Doc Browning.”

The twinkle faded to concern. “What’s
wrong?”

Her lower lip began to quiver and she pulled
it hard between her teeth before speaking. “Another attack. Out in
the paddock. Right under my nose.”

Ed’s jaw line hardened. “Damn!” He punched a
button on the radio clipped to his shirt at the shoulder.
“Dispatch, get a couple of units out to the Sutton ranch.
Now.” A response crackled and he nodded before signing off.
His features softened with sympathy. “God, I’m really sorry...I
should have posted someone sooner.” He quickly retreated into his
official capacity. “Think back, try to figure out what time you saw
the intruder.”

“The moon was brilliant...it lit up
everything like daylight.”

“Then it had to be well after midnight. Full
moon was high at one a.m. Will Doctor Browning be able to pin down
the time precisely?”

“I think so.”

“Were you able to see if the intruder was
male or female?”

“No, and I couldn’t see the vehicle,
either.”

Ed touched her hand, sending sizzling warmth
over her skin. “Kellie, I–”

The sun glinted off two patrol cars rolling
up the lane, and he stepped back. Kellie shaded her eyes against
the glare to watch Hyde’s truck follow close behind the
deputies.

Ed cleared his throat. “I’ll get my men
situated. Give me a call after you’ve talked to the vet.”

He turned away, leaving her with the sense
that he’d come to the ranch with more on his mind than the
horses.

“Ed? Fifty thousand dollars to catch whoever
did this.”

~ ~

Hyde released the mare’s foot. “I’d say this
happened about four or five hours ago. I’d like to try something
different–an old Indian remedy my grandmother used.”

Kellie shook her head. “No Hyde, this is an
outside mare, here for breeding. I can’t tell the owner we’re
practicing on her.”

Hyde gave her a hard look. “I’ve been talking
to a friend of mine about snakebites. First aid involves opening
the puncture wound, then sucking out the venom.” His expression
softened and he grinned. “Since I’d like to keep my teeth, I think
I’ll use a different method. A poultice should draw out the poison.
Then we can pursue treating the wound traditionally and preventing
infection.”

Hyde’s logic made sense. The wound was new
enough to give them an advantage. Maybe.

The horse jerked and snorted as a long needle
pierced the tender flesh at the back of the fetlock. Hyde released
her foot and straightened up.

“A little local anesthetic. It’ll take a few
minutes to work.” He cocked his head. “My friend at OSU came up
with some interesting possibilities for these cases. A number of
toxins cause tissue destruction, and leave no identifiable
traces.”

He glanced at his watch, then picked up the
mare’s foot again and pressed a thumb against the wound. The horse
didn’t flick an ear.

“Good, she’s numb–but hold her head, just in
case.”

He reached into his bag and pulled out a
shiny scalpel.

Kellie cringed. “What are you going to
do?”

“A puncture wound closes up on itself and
traps the infection inside. If I can get the toxin out, she should
be okay.”

Kellie held the mare’s halter and looked
away, trying not to visualize the razor-sharp blade slicing through
flesh.

Hyde rose to his feet. “A small amount of
fluid came out. I think we’re early enough for this to work.” He
opened a plastic container, then sniffed it and chuckled.

“Smells like gin. Juniper berry is one of the
ingredients.”

He squatted down beside the horse’s foot, and
Kellie’s thoughts drifted to the recent conversation with Ed. He
hadn’t told her anything about their progress with the
investigation, and his manner had been guarded, except for that one
brief personal touch. He had something on his mind–she was sure of
it. She frowned. She’d forgotten to give him the clinic address.
History seemed to be crippling their ability to work together. She
had to find a way to distance herself from him, at least
until this nightmare was over.

“Are you about finished? I need to catch the
sheriff before he leaves.”

“I thought you caught him a long time
ago.”

“You are so bad.”

“You go on, I can finish up alone, then I’ll
check on Boots. This might help him too.”

With another glance at the mare’s foot,
Kellie left the stall and hurried toward the door, but she was too
late. Ed’s patrol car was already turning onto the road.

Questions tumbled about in her head like
lottery balls. When would he question Tina? What was taking so
long? Irritation replaced her earlier calm. Perhaps no one thought
this was important enough. She strode toward her truck, muttering
to herself. The only way to get something done was to do it
yourself.

~ ~

Ed picked up a handwritten note lying on his
desk. “Tina Brown lives in Oklahoma City now. What do you want
me to do? A phone number concluded the terse message, and he
smiled wryly. Danielle’s bold script matched her personality
perfectly. He pressed the intercom button.

“Have Deputy White contact OCPD with Tina
Brown’s information. I’m leaving for the commissioner’s office
right now.”

Outside, he walked past his vehicle and
headed down Harrison toward the tracks. The five-block walk to City
Hall would give him time to gather his thoughts. He’d never liked
these meetings with the Chairman of the Board of Commissioners. An
undercover operation had to be one-hundred-percent secret. Even one
person in the loop could screw up the whole thing. He wished he
knew what DEA had done to guarantee Barney McBee’s silence.

Ed’s footsteps echoed on the tile floor at
City Hall. The walls held portraits of former mayors and town
officials from Guthrie’s earliest days. Serious faced men who’d
struggled in the dangerous environment of land hunger, building the
town from a plot of dust and scrub, constantly alert for those who
would take it from them.

He strode toward the commissioners’ offices
at the end of the hall, mentally rehearsing the only things he
would agree to talk about today. After checking in with the
secretary, he turned and gazed at a display of photographs of
military men from Guthrie. Two rows of faces stared back at him,
many of them killed in battle through the decades. Above the top
row, his own sober face stared back, a silver star pinned to his
chest. A ripple of irritation moved through his head. Why would he
be any different than the rest of the gallery? He’d been doing a
job–nothing more.

A minute later, he stepped into Commissioner
McBee’s office. The rotund middle-aged man rose from behind a wide
oak desk, removed a fat cigar from his mouth, and extended his
hand.

“Afternoon, Sheriff. Have a seat. Already
getting warm out there, huh?”

Ed nodded as he settled into a leather chair
in front of the desk. “Before we get too involved, I have a
request. Would you please move my photograph to a less conspicuous
spot? It should be in the lineup with everyone else.”

McBee pursed his lips. “You always were a
humble young man. If that’s what you want, I’ll see to it.” He made
a note to himself, then sat back in his chair and laced his fingers
across his expansive waist. “What’s the status of your situation?
Any idea when you’ll be finished?”

“Absolutely none. This isn’t a project with a
schedule.”

McBee’s soft face tightened and his voice
took on an edge. “Don’t forget, you’re only here because I got my
arm twisted. This is still my town and you report to me. I want a
weekly update, you understand?”

Ed kept his anger under control. “You’ll have
to talk to Washington about that. I have limits on what I can
discuss.”

The commissioner studied him for a moment,
then nodded. “Fair enough.” His tone became friendlier. “You making
any headway on that mess out at the Sutton place?”

Ed stood up and tried to smile. “When we do,
you’ll be the first to know about it.”

Minutes later, he strode along the sidewalk,
taking deep breaths to calm his anger. This mission had put him
between a rock and a hard place. McBee’s good-ole-boy attitude was
like a bear trap–suck you in, then rip your throat out. Kellie’s
face appeared in Ed’s thoughts, the fear and sadness in her eyes
driving a stake through his heart. If nothing else, he would catch
the person responsible for her pain, and maybe that would heal some
wounds.

 


 


6^p^pCity buildings appeared on the horizon,
an elegant geometric pattern of angles and shadows against the
brilliant sky. Kellie’s brief appreciation of the scene faded
quickly. The element of surprise would be in her favor, but beyond
that, she didn’t have much confidence in the outcome of a
confrontation with Tina.

The traffic thickened on I-35 and she
concentrated on finding the correct exit and getting off without
being mowed down by the idiots who drove with one hand on the wheel
and the other on a cell phone. She glanced in the rearview mirror
at the small car dogging her bumper. The young woman chattered and
laughed, oblivious to the world around her as they all flew down
the interstate at eighty miles an hour. Kellie tried not to think
about the hazards of slowing down or changing lanes.

She passed the interchange for I-44, then
took the next exit, breathing a sigh of relief as she entered the
city traffic pattern.

“Give me the country any day.”

Staying in the right lane, she slowed down
enough to read the street signs. Within a couple of blocks, she
passed the huge memorial to the Oklahoma City Bombing–a testament
to the event that had shattered so many lives and driven home the
unsettling reality that safety was a precious commodity. Redbud
trees surrounded by neatly mowed grass belied the horror that had
once filled the space. Terror could come in large or small
packages–in a vast city, or in her own backyard. A hard lump grew
in her throat and her brain flashed a vision of Dancer, grazing in
the morning sun. She would find whoever did this to him, and
make sure they suffered for it.

Skyline Equine Clinic was situated close to
the road, flanked by a small barn with a turnout pen. A mare and
foal stood by the fence nearest the driveway. The mare’s leg was
bandaged to the knee. Kellie shuddered and climbed out of the
truck.

Piney antiseptic cleaner mingled with animal
odors and stale air. A middle-aged woman sat on a plastic bench,
reading a magazine. The reception desk was deserted, but voices
drifted from a room at the back. Kellie tapped the bell on the
counter and Tina appeared.

Her sticky pink lips immediately formed a
hard line and she leaned against the doorjamb, crossing her arms.
“Y’know–I saw the news and figured it’d be just like you to think
I did it.”

Kellie hesitated. The girl didn’t seem
surprised by the visit, so why was she being so defensive?

“Well, did you?”

Tina barked a derisive laugh. “Why would I
waste any more time on your nags? I have an important job
here.”

Kellie glanced at the customer on the bench,
then lowered her voice. “You also have access to needles and
who-knows-what drugs. And a motive for revenge. If you didn’t have
anything to do with it, I’m sure you won’t mind talking to Sheriff
Campbell.”

Tina’s skin paled beneath her freckles, but
her tone remained cocky. “Bring him on–I have an alibi. I have a
new boyfriend and he’s been keeping me real busy.” Her eyes
darkened with innuendo. “If you know what I mean.”

Kellie picked up a business card from the
counter. “Goody for you–maybe he likes you enough to keep you out
of jail.”

She hurried out the door and inhaled deeply,
stunned by the effect of the confrontation. What had she expected–a
confession? Tina’s surly confidence undermined Kellie’s own, and
her fingers shook as she turned the key in the ignition. What
exactly had she accomplished with this visit?

At the outskirts of the city, she almost
slammed on the brakes.

“Oh my God! None of this is random–these are
my best horses. Even in the field, someone knows exactly which ones
to target. It has to be her!”

Every detail of the past week roiled through
Kellie’s brain as she burned up the highway toward home, but no
clear answers appeared. She turned onto Sutton Corners Road and,
moments later, braked to a stop in front of the old Borden place.
An orange-and-white rental truck was backed up to the front door,
and two burly young men carried furniture and boxes up the loading
ramp. A sick feeling oozed into her stomach.

She pulled into the driveway and climbed out
of the car. “The owners around?”

One of the men gestured toward the house and
Kellie maneuvered through the jumble on the porch, then knocked on
the doorjamb.

A petite elderly woman appeared, her leathery
face crinkling into a big smile. “Howdy, Miz Sutton. Come on in,
pardon the mess, but we’re movin’, as you can see.”

Kellie gazed around the shabby living room.
“This is sure a surprise–I didn’t see a for-sale sign in the
yard.”

The woman cackled. “Nope. Sold the place for
cash. No bother with banks and all that carry-on. Cold, hard cash.
Goin’ to live in Tulsa, near our grandkids.”

Dismay moved through Kellie’s chest. “Must
have been a really rich person to pay cash.”

“Don’t know. He was a furiner, but their
money’s as good as any.”

~ ~

Kellie strode angrily into the office. Would
anything ever go her way again?

Frank looked up. “I passed Hyde on the way
in. Any new developments?”

She pursed her lips, resisting the urge to
snarl. “Another horse came up lame. She was out in the field. The
wound hasn’t festered yet.”

He frowned. “A pasture horse? That makes this
sound even more like a natural accident than an attack. Who’d be
fool enough to roam through a pasture full of horses in the
dark?”

She stepped closer and glowered. “How would
you know it happened in the dark? Did you have something to
do with this?”

Startled surprise lifted his eyebrows, then
he laughed out loud. “God, Kellie, you should have been a script
writer! We already know that whatever is affecting the horses takes
a while to show up. Stands to reason, it happened sometime during
the night.”

He was right. Exhaustion and despair were
sending knee-jerk responses in all directions and she was falling
apart, which wouldn’t help anything.

“Sorry. I just wish you were around sometimes
when I need you.”

He was silent for a moment, then he spoke
softly. “Since when did you ever need me?”

~ ~

Travis hunkered over his beer and cast an
overt glance at the girl sitting beside him at the bar. Tina’s
round face was flushed, her eyes a little too bright. And no
wonder. So far, she’d matched him beer for beer. She caught him
looking at her, and ran her tongue suggestively over her pouty
lips. A jolt shot through his groin–he’d get more than lucky
tonight.

He threw her a lecherous grin, then waved two
fingers at the bartender. Tina’s throaty laugh intensified the
growing pressure in his crotch.

She drained the last of her beer. “Have you
seen the news? Someone tried to kill a couple of champion horses
where I used to work.”

Travis raised an eyebrow. “Really? Where’d
you see that?”

“Channel 5, and if you can stand it, the
owner thinks I had something to do with it!”

A thought grew in his head. “How do you
know?”

“’Cause she came to see me today! Since she
fired me, I’ve bitched to anyone who’d listen, and she just
automatically assumed I was looking for revenge.”

Damn. I didn’t think of that. He
glanced at Tina in the mirror. “Long as you have an alibi for that
night, you’re in the clear.”

“What night?”

Caution crept into his head and he took a
long drink. “Any night. Whatever.”

She nodded, then trailed a finger over his
forearm. “Travis, we’ve been seein’ each other for almost three
weeks now, and I don’t know hardly nothin’ about you.”

“Mystery Man, that’s me.”

Two new frosty mugs appeared on the bar, and
Tina’s warm hand moved to his thigh. He took another swig of beer
and savored the power of the erection straining against his tight
jeans. Yes, indeed. I’m gonna get very lucky.

Her round eyes were intense. “C’mon, baby,
tell me something about yourself. I’ll bet you were the cutest
little kid.”

Oh yeah, I was real cute. His thoughts
drifted briefly back to the childhood that haunted him. He glanced
at his companion, wondering why she wanted to know. What the
hell.

“I spent my teen years in Texas, moving from
one ranch to the next. I worked my way up from cleaning barns to
riding fence, then one of the wranglers broke his leg and the boss
let me ride in one of the roundups.”

“How come you were driftin’ when you were
just a kid? Don’t you have no family?”

A band tightened around his chest and his
gaze followed a rivulet of moisture drooling down the side of the
mug. He thumbed it away, then downed his beer in one gulp.

“Trav?”

Her hand touched his shoulder and he jerked
back to the present. His chest felt as though it would implode and
his hand shook as he picked up a crumpled pack of cigarettes.
Pulling out the last one, he motioned the barkeep for another
round, then looked at Tina.

“My old man died when I was fifteen.”

Her sympathetic expression bolstered the
simmering rage in his chest. He’d never talked about it, just lived
that day over and over in his own head. He drank some beer and
wrapped his mind around the past.

“The bitch of the thing is, he didn’t have to
die.” Travis stared at the glowing bud on the end of the cigarette,
transported back to the rubble of his father’s sorry life. “He
should’ve been stronger, been a real man, stood up for
himself.”

Tina exhaled softly and laid her hand on his.
The personal touch unleashed the anger caged inside for so many
years. He stared at his reflection in the mirror behind the bar,
seeing the hatred that empowered him.

“After the old man shattered both knees in a
bull ride, his rodeo career and jock status were in the toilet. He
started drinking and let the ranch go to hell.”

“What about your mom?”

“She was a slut.” His words came out as a
snarl. “And my dad didn’t do nothin’ about it.” The familiar rage
grew. “She fucked everyone in town, then just ran off one night and
never came back.”

Tina slipped off the barstool and wrapped her
arms around his shoulders, pressing her large breasts against
him.

“C’mon, honey. Let’s go home. I’ll make it
all better, I promise.”

 


 


7^p^pKellie leaned against the back porch
rail and soaked up the silence of dawn. A pale aura of peach
stretched across the sky at the horizon and, while she watched, the
dark fields crystallized into discernible features. The fence line,
a clump of mesquite, the faint outline of a tractor waiting for the
day’s work to begin. Shadowy horse silhouettes ambled across the
pasture. Something about mornings filled her with optimism. A new
start, second chances for almost everything. Her gaze drifted to
the main barn and uncertainty trod on her serenity. Tina’s bold
defiance wasn’t the reaction she’d expected. Vehement denial,
fear–anything but smug confidence.

Sara’s voice came from the kitchen. “Mama,
Sheriff Campbell’s on the phone.”

Kellie’s pulse quickened as she took the
receiver. Should she tell him about her visit to the city, or leave
it alone?

His voice held no friendly overtones. “I
understand you called Tina Brown’s mother. Why?”

“To find out where Tina is.”

“That’s our job. I don’t want you
getting involved.”

Someone rapped loudly on the back door, and
Kellie turned as Frank stepped into the kitchen and tweaked Sara’s
ponytail. “Fine, Sheriff, I’ll be there.” She hung up, praying he
wouldn’t call back.

“They’ve located Tina. I’m going into town in
a while to give a statement.”

“You really think Tina’s smart enough to pull
off something like this?”

Kellie snorted. “Dumb enough is more like it.
They’re going to question her after they talk to me.”

“Where is she?”

“Oklahoma City. She’s working as a vet
assistant, if you can imagine.”

Sara piped up. “I didn’t like her. Neither
did Dancer. One time she was in his stall and he wouldn’t let her
touch his feed bucket. He pinned his ears and pawed the ground, and
she backed out the door.” Sara laughed gleefully. “And she said the
F-word. It was so funny.”

Hyde’s comments sprang to mind and Kellie
glanced at Frank. This mess had to be Tina’s doing. No way would
Frank purposely harm the horses.

As she headed to the barn, she thought about
her impending meeting with Ed. He was clearly annoyed, and she’d
need to be careful not to antagonize him. His call had taken her by
surprise, but now that she had time to think about it, she prickled
with irritation. I was only trying to help. She stared at
her boots as she walked, musing about how she should start the
conversation. Maybe she’d begin by showing him the photographs. A
ripple of anticipation cooled her ire, and she smiled. She could
handle this–she’d always been able to get him to do what she
wanted.

Her step slowed and she squinted at something
hanging on the fence, then covered the short distance quickly.
Another photograph was nailed to the post. She snatched it off and
gaped at a picture of the new palomino foal, asleep in the straw.
The full meaning of the mysterious snapshots hit her like a mule
kick. The attacks on her horses were a warning–but, of what?

A silver truck and matching four-horse
trailer turned into the lane, and she blew out a long breath. “Oh
great.”

Tucking the picture into her pocket, she
hurried toward the road to direct the driver to the mare barn. She
took a shortcut through the main barn, picked up a file folder, and
reached the mare barn as a burly redheaded man stepped down from
the duallie.

“Morning Darrell. You made good time.”

“Yep, gotta pick up a load of grain in El
Reno before headin’ back. How’s my girl this morning?”

Kellie grinned. “Barefoot and pregnant.”

While Darrell haltered the mare, Kellie
checked the breeding certificate and health sheets. “Final balance
through yesterday is $3,000. That includes the second payment on
the stud fee, the vet, and a week’s board.”

“Checkbook’s in the cab.” He led the mare out
of the stall and stood her up, then walked all the way around her,
stopping only to check a spot on her hock. “She looks good.”

Kellie’s smile felt wooden as she followed
him to the trailer. Lucky is more like it.

He held out the lead rope. “Here, hold her a
minute while I get the ramp down.” He pulled the latch pins on the
trailer doors. “How’s the situation in your barn? Any leads?”

Caution moved into Kellie’s head. Don’t
offer any suppositions or opinions. Just facts. “The
investigation is in full swing.”

Darrell reached for the lead rope and gave
Kellie a wry grin. “That’s your story and you’re stickin’ to
it?”

She opened her mouth to reply, then frowned
as another truck and horse trailer pulled into the drive. “Uh huh.
Here’s your invoice. Make the check out to Rocking S Ranch.”

Five minutes later, Darrell’s truck pulled
away, and Kellie braced herself for an unpleasant conversation with
another mare owner. The rats were jumping ship and she could offer
no assurances that it was unnecessary.

A sharp-faced woman climbed out of the truck
and glowered. “Why don’t you return phone calls?”

Stay calm. “We’ve had our hands full
and I’m behind in a lot of things. I’m really sorry.”

“I’m here to collect my mares.”

~ ~

Forty minutes later, with close to ten
thousand dollars in her pocket, but a huge dent in her business
plan, Kellie walked toward Dancer’s stall. The horrid odor grew
stronger as she approached and fear clutched her heart. The
nightmare she danced through seemed only to get deeper and darker
with each passing day, and the strength she’d always drawn upon had
evaporated somewhere along the rocky path at the edge of a
cliff.

Then Hyde’s phone call nudged her over.

“The x-rays show the coffin bone severely
rotated...I wish I had better news.”

A battering ram slammed into her chest and
her throat closed, thickening her words.

“You said the corrective pads would prevent
that.”

“I’m afraid we were a little too late. I’ll
come out this afternoon to flush the abscess. We can make some
decisions then...”

“What about the oxygen thing you were talking
about? Wouldn’t that help?”

“Kellie, I think we’re out of time. The
closest hyperbaric chamber is in Kentucky and I honestly don’t
think Dancer could survive the drive up there.”

“I can fly him.”

“Let’s wait and see how he is later
today.”

Kellie held the phone for a long time after
he hung up. She couldn’t give up–she wouldn’t give up. If a
slim chance existed that the oxygen therapy would save Dancer,
she’d do it. And she wasn’t waiting until later to decide.

She scanned a list of telephone numbers, then
dialed.

“Ferris Air Bus. Jeff here.”

“It’s Kellie Sutton. I need an emergency
flight for three horses to Lexington, Kentucky.”

The sounds of shuffling papers and the
charter pilot’s mumbled calculating seemed to take an inordinate
amount of time. Frank walked into the room and stood next to the
desk, a frown creasing his forehead. A quiver of concern ran
through Kellie’s head–another argument in the offing if he’d
overheard her.

The pilot came back on the line. “On short
notice, it’ll be twenty-eight hundred bucks each horse, one way.
When do you want to go?”

She glanced at Frank again and cleared her
throat. “As soon as possible, but I’ll have to get back to you.
Thanks a lot.”

Frank crossed his arms and pinned her with a
hard stare. “What do you think you’re doing?”

A defensive retort sprang up, but she bit it
back. “Hyde thinks some type of oxygen therapy will save Dancer,
but the closest facility is in Lexington. We’ll have to fly him up
there.”

“And you were planning to tell me about this
when? I know he’s your favorite horse, but at some point, we
need to be realistic about how much money you spend on a lost
cause.”

Kellie leaped out of her chair, anger and
adrenaline exploding through her body. “No! These are my
horses and my life, and I’ll spend as much goddamned money
as I damned well please to protect them!” She pulled the crumpled
checks from her pocket and threw them on the desk. “What’s more,
four mares went home early this morning, and we are still legally
and financially responsible for the mare that was attacked
yesterday. I’m doing this!”

Frank’s features hardened and his eyes
darkened. “Suit yourself, Miss Sutton.”

He scooped up the checks, then turned on his
heel and strode out of the room, leaving Kellie drained and
confused. Why was it so hard to communicate with him lately? What
should have been a joint discussion about financial and management
decisions had turned into a personal feud. And surprisingly, after
all these years, Frank still resented that she’d kept her maiden
name. She shook her head. He’d originally agreed that the Sutton
name generated benefits and recognition that couldn’t be bought. In
a small town, heritage played an important role in business
success.

A lot of good it did her now–all the prestige
and money in the world might not save Dancer and Boots. Or the
young chestnut mare.

Kellie slowly reached for the phone. She
couldn’t procrastinate any longer–she had to call the mare’s
owner.

An answering machine drawled the fact that
they were away at a show, and relief surged through her head. She
focused on a yellow sticky note with Hyde’s scribbled handwriting,
then dialed the Kentucky phone number.

“Bluegrass Equine Clinic. Mason
speaking.”

“This is Kellie Sutton in Oklahoma. I have
some horses that are–”

“Hold on, let me transfer you.”

Recorded Lexington weather information filled
the brief void, then a friendly female voice came on the line.

“Ms. Sutton? This is Dr. Charles. What can I
do for you?”

“I have three horses that were injected with
something caustic, and–”

“Oh my, the ones in Oklahoma?”

“Yes. Can you help?”

Compassion rounded the woman’s tone. “Do you
know anything about hyberbaric oxygen therapy?”

“Only that it is relatively new.”

“If you took physics in school, you’ll
remember that normal atmospheric pressure is about 14.7 pounds per
square inch, and air is 79% nitrogen and 21% oxygen. Under normal
atmospheric pressure, hemoglobin is saturated with approximately
97% oxygen, and those hemoglobin molecules are the primary delivery
system to the tissues. Several other calculations and issues go
into the process, but the end result of hyperbaric oxygen therapy
is the ability to dramatically increase breathed oxygen, and that
increases the amount of dissolved oxygen in the plasma...Still with
me?”

“Hanging on for dear life.”

Dr. Charles chuckled. “Sorry–this is such
exciting stuff, I tend to get carried away. Anyway, all tissue
damage injuries have swelling and some necrosis. Tissue swelling
compromises oxygen delivery to the site, which inhibits the body’s
ability to repair and reconstruct. Hyperbaric oxygen therapy
decreases the swelling and allows improved oxygen and nutrient
delivery to the area, while stimulating the production of
collagen.”

Kellie shuddered at the reminder of how
horrible Dancer’s wound looked. “Even when the horse’s foot is
almost eaten away?”

“First, we clean out the dead tissue and
flush the wound. The horse spends time in the chamber two to three
times a day, then we utilize stem cell therapy to accelerate
re-growth of the cartilage.”

“Stem cells?”

“I know–this is a tremendous amount of new
information I’m serving up. Veterinary medicine has come a long way
in the past ten years. I’ll send some literature to your vet, but
to simplify the explanation, researchers have found that body fat
contains large numbers of stem cells that will re-grow whatever
substance we mix with them. Put them with bone, they make bone. Put
them with nerve tissue, they grow nerve tissue. It’s
phenomenal–almost like magic–but it works.”

“Isn’t stem cell research illegal?”

“This is different from embryonic brain stem
cell research, where the embryo must be killed in order to acquire
the cells. In this procedure, the collection of the fat doesn’t
even cause pain for the animal.”

Kellie was silent for a moment, allowing a
glimmer of hope to grow. “As long as it works.”

~ ~

Travis groaned and rolled out of bed,
fireworks going off in his head. His mouth tasted like crap, and
his eyeballs felt as though they hung out of the sockets like gag
eyeglasses. He squinted at the dim light coming through the window,
listening to the voices outside–the crew was already up.

He pulled on his boots and shuffled across
the rough wooden floor to the kitchenette. The light in the
refrigerator sent a barb of pain blasting through his eyes and he
closed them for a minute before reaching for a soda. He hesitated,
tempted to grab a beer instead. Hair of the dog...nah, I’d get
my ass kicked for drinking on the job. Another throb of pain
slashed through his temple. Fuck it–who cares?

The beer fizz burned down his raw throat, and
he leaned against the counter and grinned, thinking about his night
of debauchery. Tina was some piece of work. Man, that girl knew
tricks he’d only dreamed about. He downed the last of the beer, and
wiped his mouth with his sleeve. Women were such suckers for a sob
story. Then he frowned. What exactly had he said the night before?
He shook his head slowly. No clue.

Putting Tina out of his mind, he opened a
cupboard door and lifted out the jar of specimens. The curved glass
distorted and magnified the creatures inside, making them look like
the figment of a horror movie producer’s imagination. They were
lethargic now that they’d been captive for over two weeks. If he
didn’t hurry up, they’d start eating each other.

He arranged everything on the counter, then
unscrewed the metal lid. His heartbeat accelerated and pain thumped
through the base of his skull. Holding a spoon in one hand, he
tipped the jar over a cereal bowl. Four of the small bodies tumbled
into the dish and he immediately started crushing them.

Before he could react, another one jumped
from the lip of the jar onto his right hand, and pain seared
through his flesh.

“Shit!” He slammed the jar down on the
counter, and shook his burning hand. “Goddammit! Fuck!”

A surge of adrenaline screamed through his
body as he scrambled to twist the lid back onto the container. He
searched the floor for the escapee, but the rogue had
disappeared.

A minute later, he stared at a white blister
rising in the center of a small red circle. Calm down. This is
not lethal. He squeezed his eyes shut. But it hurts like
fucking hell.

~ ~

Ed stepped out the front door of the county
building and stopped to gaze at Kellie at the bottom of the steps.
“I was just on my way out to your place. Come on up.”

She looked hesitant, then mounted the stairs
and silently followed him down the hall.

He kept his tone neutral. “You want
coffee?”

She shook her head and he turned away from
her wonderful green eyes, hardening his heart and preparing himself
for the confrontation. Why was this happening? After all the years
and distance between them, a brutal act of cruelty had brought them
together again, as though no time had passed. Yet the wound still
festered.

“Kellie, you cannot meddle in an official
investigation.”

Her eyes flashed with anger. “What
investigation? I don’t think you even believe these are anything
other than freak injuries! It’s been five days and you’ve done
what? Sent some deputies to poke around the barn!”

“We’ve been working on it, but your actions
could compromise our efforts to make an arrest.” He tried to soften
his tone a little. “More important is that these vicious
acts were done by someone without a conscience, and you might get
hurt.”

Her expression relaxed a little. “Did your
men find anything?”

“A syringe in one of the stalls–I don’t know
which one–but the lab can’t identify the residue, only that it’s
organic. We’ll send it up to OSU.”

She fished three photographs from her pocket.
“I think you should see these. I don’t know who took them, or where
they came from, but they all just appeared at the barn over the
last three days.” Her voice cracked. “I think someone’s watching
me.”

He took them from her, his chest thumping
with the struggle to restrain his anger and alarm. “Why didn’t you
show me these before?”

“I–don’t know. They didn’t seem important
until now.”

He slid the snapshots into an evidence bag.
“I’ll have them dusted for fingerprints, but I’d guess they’ll come
back clean. For now, let’s concentrate on Tina Brown. I need to
know everything you can remember about the girl. Don’t worry about
whether you think it’s important or not–I’ll decide what is
and what isn’t.”

Kellie laid a business card on his desk. “She
was defensive when I showed up. We only talked for a few minutes,
but she said she has nothing to hide, that she’s been spending all
her time with a new boyfriend.”

“Jesus! You went there?”

She recoiled at his outburst, and her
confidence clearly faltered. “I’m only trying to help. You can’t
begin to imagine how I feel!”

He took a deep breath. “If you won’t
cooperate, I’ll be forced to put you in protective custody.”

Her stunned expression confirmed that she
understood he meant business.

He stapled the card to a file folder and set
it aside. “Why did you fire her?”

“She was unreliable, always late. With so
many horses, I need–”

“Okay, late. Anything else?”

“One of the ranch hands caught her in my
office one night, going through the file cabinet.”

“Anything valuable in there?”

“No, just breeding records and pedigrees–Oh
my God, that explains it! Only really good horses have been
targeted.”

Ed wrote that down, then looked up. “You have
some high ticket animals on the property. She might have been
planning to steal one.”

Kellie snorted. “How would she do
that? She’s just a kid.”

“A kid with access to important information.
She could easily have been the insider for a theft ring. Stealing
horses is big business–you should know that. Goes way back in
history around here. Whether the horses end up at the killers or on
a truck headed to some other state, it’s a lucrative operation.
Firing your little stall cleaner might have cost her a big chunk of
money.”

Kellie thought for a moment. “She wasn’t very
good with the horses. I had reservations about hiring her, but we
were so short handed.” She shook her head. “But why would she be
taking pictures of me?”

“To get inside your head, make you nervous. I
think she’s a good suspect. She knows your barn, your routine, she
has access to syringes, and she has motive.”

The intercom hummed. “Oklahoma City on line
one.”

Ed picked up the phone and listened while
Kellie fidgeted in his peripheral vision. He jotted a note on his
desk mat. “Thanks, I’ll see you then.” He set the phone back in the
base. “The polygrapher will be out to your place this afternoon.
Let your staff know.”

Her eyes reflected disbelief. “Do you really
think one of my people is responsible?”

“Probably not, but in order to be thorough,
we have to find ways to sort through the suspects using a process
of elimination...Make sure Frank is available too.”

Her skin paled. “Oh boy, thanks a lot.”

Ed studied the woman he’d always thought
would be by his side. Strength and determination had replaced her
youthful eagerness for life. Where was the gentle girl who’d loved
him so much? Were the two of them still meant for each other? Had
they ever been?

~ ~

Around midmorning, Travis shifted in the
saddle and took a long slow breath to quell the nausea coiling
around his insides. The sensation faded, then his stomach bucked.
He gathered the reins and turned to his partner.

“I feel like shit...tell Dusty I’m goin’
in.”

The ride back to the cabin was the longest
mile he’d ever traveled. His eyes ached, each breath came with
difficulty, and his guts threatened to explode. I ain’t never
gettin’ that plowed on a work night again. He dismounted in
front of his quarters, and loosely tied the horse. As he stepped
through the door, his nausea returned with a vengeance. For ten
minutes, he retched and gagged, then sank to the bathroom floor,
tears streaming down his face, his nose dripping snot. Every muscle
trembled from the violent episode.

Finally, he managed to get back on his feet
and lurch into the bedroom. As he hit the bed, his cell phone rang.
He fumbled it open and rolled over onto his back. Tina’s shrill
voice pierced his hammering headache.

~ ~

Kellie’s conversation with Ed numbed her,
making it impossible to put one thought in front of another as she
drove home. She parked in front of the barn, then pulled down the
visor mirror. Why had she applied lipstick before going to town?
The bright gash of color accentuated her pale skin, making her look
gaunt. She swiped her mouth with a tissue, and self-admonition
pressed in. How could she dwell on the past while her present was
crumbling?

At Dancer’s stall door, she froze. Her
beautiful copper penny stallion stood motionless, not even the
tiniest movement of breathing. His coat glistened, almost
reflective. His heavy mane and long tail were brushed and free of
straw. She blinked, then focused on the objects braided into his
mane. Sprigs of something dark green, leaves of wild olive, a small
bone. Hyde has been here. She stared at the horse’s
grotesquely swollen front legs, and her chest caved in with
despair.

“I promise I will get whoever did this to
you,” she whispered.

Back in her office, she gazed at the
paperwork scattered over the desk. Four of the eight outside mares
were gone, and only two of them were checked in foal. She shook her
head. The woman who’d picked up hers that morning had been adamant
that she didn’t care if two hadn’t settled. She wanted them out of
there before something happened to them. Kellie sank into her
chair. What a nightmare. If they didn’t catch whoever was
responsible, her business was doomed. No one would ever take a
chance with Rocking S again.

The answering machine blinked steadily and,
with a heavy heart, Kellie pressed “play.” Two more owners wanted
answers.

They’d have to wait.

She dialed Ferris Air Bus and listened to the
charter pilot’s instructions for preparing the horses to
travel.

“How much for one of my employees to ride
along?”

“It’s included in the price. Just be sure
that person has good control over the horses. You might want to
sedate them a little before we load.”

Kellie made a note, thanked him, and hung up,
then rose and hurried out of the office. Roy was in the feed room,
and she handed him the details of the transport.

“Just before you load, give them all a shot
of Ace to calm them.”

The dogs began barking and she stepped up to
the small window. A plain white car rolled to a stop by the fence,
and a thin man with a shiny bald pate climbed out. He wiped his
forehead before donning a hat, then hiked up his trousers and
retrieved two metal suitcases from the backseat. The lie
detector tests. Why now?

The man smiled and stuck out his hand. “Miss
Sutton? I’m from the Oklahoma City Police Department. Where can I
set up?”

Kellie noted the dry warmth of his palm as
they shook hands. Despite his less than attractive physical
stature, he had amazing eyes. Intelligent-looking, dark blue, and
fringed by long black eyelashes.

She nodded toward the barn. “You can use the
office. I’ll get everyone rounded up–you got here sooner than I
expected.”

After removing a few things from Frank’s
desktop, she headed toward the stalls to find Roy.

“We have some more police business to take
care of. Would you ask the staff to gather in the tack room,
please?”

Roy’s eyes narrowed. “More questions?”

Kellie hesitated. “Actually, they’re going to
administer lie detector tests.”

“Are you accusing one of us?”

“No, no, this is supposedly standard
procedure in any criminal investigation. They want to rule out as
many people as possible.”

Roy turned and stalked off toward the barn
doors. “Damned kid, comin’ back to town with all his medals,
thinkin’ he’s better’n the rest of us.”

Though Kellie wanted to find and punish
whoever had attacked her, she knew this situation would forever
tarnish the confidence of her employees. That they would think she
suspected them nearly broke her heart.

“Miss Sutton? I’m ready.”

Kellie moved toward the office door. “My
manager’s gone to tell everyone you’re here.”

“We’ll start with you, then.”

She stopped in mid-stride. “The hell, you
say! Why would you test me? I’m the victim!”

The man’s calm demeanor only added insult to
injury. “We need to test everyone who has any connection
with this barn. Anyone who refuses puts themselves into a position
of being suspect.” He gestured toward a chair he’d placed beside
the desk. “Please sit down and take a couple of deep breaths to
calm down.”

This is ludicrous! Why would I attack my
own horses? Horror stories whirled through her
thoughts–insurance fraud by the owners of racehorses and high
ticket show horses. She grudgingly acknowledged the rationale
behind the process.

“I’ll be asking you a series of questions
after we hook you up, but first, I’ll read the questions.”

She nodded, wondering why they’d let her know
the questions ahead of time.

“These are in the order I’ll ask them: Is
your name Kellie Sutton? Is Paris the capital of France? Have you
ever administered dangerous medications to any of your animals? Is
a tangerine orange? Do you have any knowledge about the attacks on
your horses? When questioned by the sheriff, did you answer any
question falsely? Did you give something to your horses that harmed
them?”

Kellie’s nervous curiosity at the first two
questions on the list changed abruptly to dismay when the man asked
about medications. She listened to the remaining questions, telling
herself she had nothing to worry about. She’d had nothing to do
with the attacks, and the test would prove that.

“Okay, Miss Sutton, now I’ll hook you up and
ask the same questions. Just relax and breathe normally.”

Moving briskly and without speaking again, he
slipped a blood pressure cuff over her right arm and secured it,
then attached small sticky circles with wires to two fingers on her
left hand. Finally, he wrapped rubber tubes around her torso and
abdomen, then attached another electronic lead. The assortment of
wires made her feel like she was sitting in an execution chair.

“Okay, just about ready.” He turned some
dials and, on the far side of the machine, a printer hummed and a
strip of graph paper began to move past the ink styluses. “Answer
the questions only with yes or no, and look straight ahead.”

“Is your name Kellie Sutton?”

“Yes.”

“Is Paris the capital of France?”

“Yes.”

“Have you ever administered dangerous
medications to any of your animals?”

“No.”

“Is a tangerine orange?”

“Yes.”

“Do you have any knowledge about the attacks
on your horses?”

Kellie’s heart thumped. “No.”

“When questioned by the sheriff, did you give
false answers to any question?”

The deception about contacting Tina rolled
through Kellie’s mind, and she tried to remember if that had been
during questioning. It all seemed so long ago.

“No.” She glanced sideways to see if he
reacted to the reading on the machine, but his face was stony.

“Eyes straight ahead, please. Did you give
something to your horses that harmed them?

“NO!” Tears burned her eyes and she struggled
to keep from leaping out of the chair and slapping the crap out of
him.

The printer hummed for a few seconds more,
then he turned it off and closed the lid. “That went well.” He
calmly began unhooking her.

“Does that mean I passed?”

“I don’t read the tests.” He picked up a
sheet of paper. “Would you ask Franklin Frazier to come in,
please?”

“He’s not here.”

“Then he’ll need to make an appointment and
come down to the offices.” The man made a note on the list. “I’m
ready for whoever’s next.”

Kellie’s thoughts raced as she stepped into
the aisle and walked toward the tack room, dreading the prospect of
facing her employees and their judgments. But the closer she got,
the more she calmed down and, within minutes, her confidence
returned. She had vowed to do whatever it took to find Dancer’s
attacker, and it included this. A small price to pay.

After talking briefly with the staff, she
headed for Dancer’s stall. Hyde turned at the sound of her
footsteps and, the moment she met his gaze, she knew. Jerking her
eyes away from his, she looked down at Dancer’s feet. The bandage
had been removed, exposing a gaping wound that sent revulsion and
disbelief surging through her head.

Hyde’s tone was gentle. “Kellie, you need to
look at this.”

He picked up Dancer’s hoof and the horse
grunted with pain.

“This hole in the flesh goes straight to the
bone. The cartilage, tendons, muscles, and nerves are gone. The
necrosis seems to have stopped, but the foot is destroyed.” Hyde
gently placed the hoof back on the ground, then looked up at her
with sad eyes. “There’s nothing I can do. Even if the wound heals,
he’ll never be sound, and he’ll always be in pain.”

Desperation raged through her. “What about
the hyperbarics? The charter plane is standing by, and Roy will
prepare Boots and the mare–”

“I believe it’s too late. I’m really
sorry.”

Her knees began to shake and her lungs
stopped functioning. She shook her head, mouthing a protest, but no
sound came out. Slumping against the stall wall, she fought the
shroud of darkness threatening to engulf her.

Hyde slipped his arm around her waist, his
face etched with sorrow.

“Come away. I’ll get Roy to help me with
Dancer.”

She tore herself out of his grasp and lurched
against the stallion’s body, sobs gurgling through her breath.
Burying her face in his mane, she bawled, her words jerking through
her spasmodic gasps.

“I’m–so–sorry–”

Dancer’s smooth coat felt like satin beneath
her fingers, a sensation she wanted to preserve forever. A soft
deep nicker rumbled through his chest and her world crumbled.

An hour later, drained and numb, she crouched
in the shavings in Boots’s stall, watching him nose through the
hayrack. His fair appetite and alert eye gave her hope that
whatever he’d been given wasn’t a strong enough dose to inflict
critical damage. His legs were wrapped with bandages to the knee,
and the protective pad on his good foot seemed to have done its
job. Every so often, he’d turn to look at her with curious
interest, then return to eating, and another wave of sobs would
consume her.

Somewhere in the distance, a heavy growl
broke the still air. She closed her eyes, struggling to block out
the sounds of a backhoe digging Dancer’s grave.
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Kellie entered the mare barn and absorbed the
chorus of whinnies that echoed through the old building. She headed
toward Belle’s stall, feeling a bond of loss with the mare. At the
door, she focused on the horse’s beauty, building a baffle against
the pain. The mare nickered eagerly, and Kellie smiled. Leo’s
Belle, one of the last granddaughters of the legendary Leo, was
almost too pretty to be a Quarter Horse. Kellie had loved hearing
her father’s story about purchasing the yearling filly amid jocular
speculation that an Arabian stallion had sneaked into the dam’s
stall. Though Leo’s get were sought for their speed, Joshua Sutton
had been more interested in Leo’s reputation as one of the greatest
broodmare sires in history, and Belle had joined the maternity wing
when she matured. Wise breeding choices had positioned her to
become one of the foundation mares for the Sutton herd.

Brushing the dark brown coat, Kellie’s gaze
followed the steady rhythmic motions, her mind centered on what she
was doing, her subconscious barring any thoughts of Dancer. She
smoothed a hand over Belle’s back. The mare had maintained good
tone through her recent pregnancy and, with Hyde’s skilled care,
had weathered the traumatic delivery of a stillborn colt. Kellie’s
eyes watered as she stroked the mare’s neck, unable to imagine what
it would be like to carry a baby for eleven months, only to lose it
in the last hour of pregnancy.

A few minutes later, she settled into the
saddle and turned the mare toward the field in front of the main
barn. Belle spotted a band of two-year-olds and neighed loudly.
Kellie relaxed the reins and the mare picked up a brisk trot.
Foaling and breeding season had jammed Kellie’s schedule over the
past two months, robbing time from her riding, and she sorely
missed the communion with horse and nature. Why had she let this
part of her life take a back seat to everything else? Was success
that important? Had her drive for success caused her current
circumstances?

Belle’s muscles bunched and Kellie tightened
the reins to pull the horse back to a walk, moving to the fence
line where she’d have less chance of finding a gopher hole.
Relaxing into the gentle gait, she watched the young horses move
toward her. The horror of the day dimmed and she allowed numbness
to claim her.

A flash of yellow caught her eye and reality
returned. As Sara got off the school bus, Kellie steeled herself
against the pain of what would come.

Sara ran to the fence and waved. “I’ll go get
Juicy and we can ride together!” She dashed toward the barn.

Kellie urged Belle into a fast trot and
followed.

Dancer’s stall door was ajar and, a second
later, Sara stepped out, her face pale.

“Mommy, where’s Dancer?”

~ ~

Travis guzzled the last of the beer and
glowered out the window at the sun, sinking low in the sky. Tina
flap-mouth was starting to piss him off.

“Goddammit!”

The brown longneck bounced off the wall and
careened across the wooden floor, wheeling in a crazy
spin-the-bottle frenzy. He yanked open the fridge door, then swore
again. Out of beer. Jamming his hat down over his forehead, he
headed into the bathroom. The angry mound on the back of his hand
glowed in the light of a single naked bulb over the sink. The red
circle had turned dark purple and grown to about two inches. The
raw center of the bite stuck up a quarter of an inch, oozing pus.
He doused the wound with alcohol, sucking in his breath and
squeezing his eyes tightly.

The pain dulled and he leaned on the sink.
The reflection in the cracked mirror bore no resemblance to the
wimpy kid he’d left behind. His dark deep-set eyes, black goatee,
and scraggly soul patch added the right amount of macho to his
appearance. He grinned, cringing at his ugly teeth–a good reason to
keep a scowl as his expression of choice. Years of working outdoors
year-round had weathered his skin, almost erasing the acne pits. He
adjusted his beat-up straw hat to a more rakish angle. Getting rid
of that faggy curly hair had been a stroke of genius. When folks
saw the shaved head, they gave him a wide berth.

He wrapped a gauze bandage loosely around his
hand, then nodded at the man in the mirror. “Okay, cowboy. Head ’em
up and move ’em out.”

At the Perkins city limits, he slowed down.
The town’s claim to fame was a livestock auction, and one police
officer in residence spent all his time handing out speeding
tickets to the ranchers and farmers who rolled into town once a
week. Travis spotted the front bumper of the patrol car protruding
from behind a brick building on the corner. He crept past the
policeman, tipping his hat and offering a nasty grin.

“Fuck you,” he muttered.

The town’s only liquor store looked closed.
He squinted at the clock on the dashboard, then killed the engine
and climbed out. The entrance was locked, but he could see someone
moving around inside. He pounded on the door, but the shadow at the
back of the room didn’t come forward.

“Shit-hole town.”

He strode back to his truck, and punched the
gas as he pulled onto the road. Gravel rattled beneath the chassis
and sprayed out behind the wheels. He flicked on the radio and
relaxed a little, bobbing his head and belting it out with Toby
Keith. “How do you like me now?”

He snorted. “Bitch.”

Turning onto Highway 33, he settled back and
glanced at the package on the seat beside him. His pulse thumped
with anticipation, sending a slice of pain through his swollen
hand. A billboard loomed ahead, and he squinted to make out the
words. The annual 89er Celebration in Guthrie. He’d had some good
times there as a kid, especially watching his dad ride in the
rodeo.

Darkness crawled into Travis’s heart again,
and his fingers clenched the steering wheel.

~ ~

Ed yawned and took a sip of coffee as he
started looking through the stack of lie detector test results. He
read Kellie’s first and shook his head, imagining her indignation
at being questioned. A soft knock on the doorjamb intruded, and
Danielle stepped into the room. Her demeanor was more subdued than
usual, and Ed braced himself.

“Morning, Danielle. What’s up?”

She settled into the chair across from him, a
friendly smile crinkling the corners of her wide set eyes. “Not
much. It was a quiet night.” Her glance moved to the folder in
front of him. “Those the polygraph tests on the Sutton case?”

Ed relaxed and nodded. “I was just starting
to read through them. I understand Kellie was upset about being
questioned.”

“Can you blame her?”

“No, but since the circumstances at the crime
scene shout “inside job,” I’m sure she’ll realize the validity of
excluding everyone we can.”

Danielle nodded, a flicker passing through
her eyes that set off alarms in his head. She unfolded from the
chair and smoothed the dark brown gabardine over her thighs.

“I don’t suppose you want to go get some
breakfast?”

He gazed at her for a moment. “Close the
door, will you?”

When they had complete privacy, he pursed his
lips. “Danielle, I simply cannot have a personal relationship with
you, or anyone else on the force. It would be highly
unprofessional–what’s more, I’m only here until a new sheriff is
elected.”

Anger flashed in her eyes and venom curled
through her words.

“In your dreams! Who do you think you’re
kidding? Everyone in town knows the real reason you’re
here.”

Concern blipped across his radar screen, but
he controlled his tone. “And what would that be?”

“Kellie Sutton, of course.”

“Don’t be ridic–”

The door snapped closed behind her, leaving a
waft of spicy scent curling through the air. He exhaled sharply.
That went well.

He picked up the polygraph tests and quickly
read through each one. They all came up negative, providing him
some small satisfaction. Kellie didn’t deserve to have one of her
trusted employees be the person who did this. Or worse, Frank or
one of her brothers. Ed’s gaze dimmed and thoughts of his love for
the red-haired girl twisted their way into his work. Given a
chance, could he shuffle the past into some dark corner and speak
the words in his heart?

He flipped the folder closed and shoved it
away. And what good would that do? Would she be by his side
when he returned to Washington? Not likely.

He picked up the phone and punched in a
number, then waited for Frank to answer. The man was up to
something and it had damned well better not have anything to do
with Kellie’s horses. Frank came on the line, his tone cautious,
and Ed steadied his own voice.

“I want you to call Oklahoma PD right now and
make an appointment for a lie detector test, since you weren’t
around yesterday.”

“You’re shittin’ me! Is this Kellie’s idea of
a joke?”

“No joke. I’ll expect a call from the
polygrapher later today.”

Frank’s tone turned ugly. “You know,
Campbell, you’ve got a lot of nerve comin’ into town and throwin’
your weight around, just ’cause you won a little tin star. You
can’t force me to take the test.”

“Listen up! Mutilating livestock is a felony.
Five grand in fines for starters, and up to seven years in jail.
You want to argue any further?”

“I’m the victim, for Chrissake!”

“Goodbye, Frank.”

Ed punched the disconnect button on the
console, then slammed the phone back into its cradle, knocking a
logbook off the desk. He reached for the radio on his shoulder,
turned it on, then headed down the hall, stopping briefly at the
dispatcher’s office door.

“I’m going out for breakfast. Be back
later.”

Anger shifted into irritation as he pushed
through the heavy glass door to the street. His role here in
Guthrie was one of deep federal importance–what was he doing
screwing around with a bunch of cowboys? He stood on the sidewalk
for a moment, trying to decide whether to walk to the café or
drive. A movement across the street caught his eye and he watched
Jesus Hermano emerge from the title company. Ed ducked into the
front seat of his unmarked car.

Staying a safe distance behind Hermano’s
silver Escalade, Ed wound through the downtown streets. Alerted by
the man’s erratic driving, Ed dropped back even farther. When the
Escalade reached the library, it pulled into the parking lot and
stopped, but Hermano didn’t leave the car. Ed drove past, glancing
sideways to see what the driver was doing. He didn’t move, just
seemed to be waiting for something. Ed drove on, wondering if he’d
been spotted. At the next corner, he turned left and pulled into an
alley. Creeping back toward the previous street, he could view the
library parking lot and Hermano’s car. He stopped and waited. In
about five minutes, Hermano pulled out and headed north. Ed watched
until the Escalade reached the intersection and turned west on
Route 33.

Hermano turned in at the new subdivision at
the old Red Creek Farm, and Ed continued down Route 33, an idea
taking shape in his mind. At Sutton Corners Road, he spotted
Frank’s Hummer approaching the intersection. Ed accelerated and
whizzed past before Frank reached the stop sign. In the rearview
mirror, Ed watched the big black vehicle turn right, then he
wheeled into a lay-by farther up the road. When Frank’s car
disappeared from view, Ed gunned it and went after him. It was no
coincidence that Hermano and Frank were in the same vicinity at the
same time.

To Ed’s disappointment, Frank didn’t even
slow down at the construction site entrance, instead, heading
straight into town. Disgusted with the wild goose chase, Ed
followed him for a few blocks and, when Frank pulled into the bank
parking lot, Ed headed off in the opposite direction to take care
of his growling stomach.

The breakfast crowd at the Cowboy Café had
long since departed and Ed had the place to himself, at least long
enough to get a cup of coffee, order some eggs, and wonder why he
was so determined to find Frank dirty. The cowbell on the door
announced a customer, and Ed turned as Hyde Browning shuffled in
and pulled off his hat.
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