


[image: ]




[image: ]

 

Secrets Of The Heart

Mail Order Groom

Whispers On The Wind

 




[image: ]

Book Liftoff

1209 South Main Street

PMB 126

Lindale, Texas 75771

 

This book is a work of fiction. Therefore, all names, places, characters, and situations are a product of the author’s imagination and used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, places, or events is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2018 Dana Wayne

 

Book design by Champagne Book Design

Cover design by Just Write.Creations

 

Library of Congress Control Number Data

Wayne, Dana

Whispers On The Wind / Dana Wayne.

Ghosts—Paranormal—Romance—Fiction.2. Supense—Romance—Fiction.

BISAC: FICTION / Romance / Fantasy. | Fiction / Ghost.

2018935060

 

ISBN: 978-1-947946-29-3

 

www.danawayne.com

www.bookliftoff.com




[image: ]

[image: ]

 

You let him kill her.

The angry female voice in the pre-dawn hour jolted Cooper Delaney from a restless sleep.

Adrenalin pumping, he rolled to the right and automatically grabbed his pistol from the nightstand, fully expecting to see a stranger beside the bed.

Nothing but moonlit shadows. He swiveled his head to the left.

The room was empty.

He blinked and drew in a deep breath, trying to dispel remnants of the dream making sleep all but impossible for over a month. Always the same dream; a shadowy figure begging Coop to find her. That was it…find me, please. Two weeks ago, the voice changed and insisted Coop had to stop him.

Stop who? From what?

Tonight, the dream exploded into a full-blown nightmare.

He put the gun back on the table and lay down, right arm over his eyes. “Shit,” he whispered as the vision replayed through his mind. Powerful hands gripped her throat, the eerie silence punctuated by ragged gasps as she struggled for air. Blood trickled from her nose and the corner of her mouth. Dark hair wedged into a jagged cut across her forehead. Terror-filled eyes stared at the figure bent over her.

All the while, the voice reproached…you didn’t stop him.

At forty-three, Coop considered himself a straight-forward, no nonsense lawman, well known and respected as the Sheriff of Baker County, Texas. He looked at the facts, the evidence, and made logical, rational decisions. And yet, the dream was so real, he smelled the metallic odor of blood, felt the dampness of the earth around her.

“Dammit.” He lowered his arm and punched the bed. I’m losing my fricking mind.

It was bad enough when the voice invaded his sleep, but two days ago, he heard it at the kitchen table where he sat eating breakfast. Wide awake. This time, she warned he – whoever he was – would kill again.

He tossed the sheet aside and sat on the edge of the bed. Heart pounding, his breath hissed as he gulped in air. Elbows on his knees, he cradled his head in his hands. “Just a dream,” he murmured, “a bad dream.”

He stumbled to the window and shoved it open with an angry thrust, gasping when the rush of cool night air caused gooseflesh to prickle his sweat-coated body. “A dream,” he whispered, willing himself to believe. “Nobody died.” He pulled down the sash and pressed his forehead against the glass pane. “Nobody died.”

When his racing heart finally slowed, he pushed away and headed for the bathroom, stopping at the foot of the bed as he tried to remember if Miss Eva had guests tonight. A curse escaped parched lips as he grabbed his jeans from a chair. Why in the world did she want to go into the B&B business anyway?

Even as the thought flitted through his mind, he knew the answer. She decided he needed a wife and used the lovely Antebellum home to lure prospects. Hence, the majority of her guests were single women looking for a good time, or to change their marital status. He lost track of the propositions, both subtle and otherwise, thrown his way in the last six months. When had women become so forward?

He opened the door and padded on bare feet to the bathroom he shared with his son, Jason, when he was home from college. Guests used the one across the hall.

Since sleep was out of the question at this point, he threw on a shirt and headed downstairs for coffee.

Light showing under the kitchen door stopped him cold. “Crap. Company.”
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Today is the first step of starting over.

Samantha Fowler gazed out the kitchen window, transfixed by the beauty of daybreak, convinced the magnificent sunrise was a good omen. The sky, once dark and gloomy, now showcased varying degrees of orange, blue and purple. Giant oaks, pecans and pine trees, previously hidden by darkness, sprang to life, as did the beautifully landscaped yard of the bed and breakfast she would call home for the next two weeks.

Her best friend, Barbara Walker, who grew up in Bakersville, suggested Pecan Grove B&B for her much-needed sabbatical to contemplate what to do with her life. A quick perusal of their website convinced her to give it a try. Located two hours from Dallas in rural Baker County, it was a beautiful antebellum-style home re-constructed after a fire in 1920.

Everything from the graceful columns on the front, to the upper-level porch running across the back, conveyed old-world-south. The interior was painstakingly decorated and furnished like its predecessor built in 1880. Modern upgrades included air conditioning and wi-fi, but the majority of the house retained the serene elegance and charm of the time.

“Oh, Jack, you should see this.” A soft sigh of wonder arose as she took in the panoramic view. “No way could I capture this with a camera.”

Her companion, a huge crossbreed dog of indeterminate lineage laying at her feet, merely grunted.

She sipped her coffee, still rooted by the window. “Don’t be such a grouch. We’ve been up a lot earlier than this.”

The mutt didn’t bother to grunt this time.

“Ms. Benton said breakfast will be ready by the time we get back.”

A soft groan followed by the swish of his tail on the worn linoleum floor acknowledged he heard what she said.

“No exercise, no food. Time to rock and roll, old man.”

Suddenly, Jack growled low in his throat and stood in front of her, attention fixed on the kitchen door as it slowly opened.

A man, barefoot, shirt half-buttoned, sporting a severe case of bed head, strolled into the kitchen.

Every cell in Sam’s body began a happy dance.

As a doctor, she was trained to quickly assess every situation and did so now. He towered over her, at least six-three or four, dark, curly hair in need of a trim touched the collar of a half-buttoned chambray shirt, while streaks of gray edged around the temples. Ruggedly handsome, his dark beard stubble projected an explicit manly aura.

Storm-cloud eyes, sharp and focused, assessed her as well.

Feminine radar pinged. Hard.

He liked what he saw.

Her fingers tightened around the cup. She attempted to speak but nothing came out. She settled for what she hoped was a smile of welcome but feared it may look more like a grimace.

Her protector didn’t appear happy at the intrusion and bared his teeth in a menacing snarl.

She fumbled for the dog’s collar. “Down, Jack.”

Man and woman stared at each other in silence as seconds ticked by.

She reminded herself to breathe.

He cleared his throat as he ambled over to the pot on the counter. “I didn’t expect company.” He glanced her way, then focused on pouring his coffee. “Guests usually aren’t up this early.”

His voice, deep and sensual, coupled with that just-out-of-bed look sent ripples of awareness through her.

Oh my God. Looks like sin and sounds like Sam Elliott. “Oh, yes, well, we arrived late last night.”

He looked around the kitchen. “We?”

His mouth moved so she knew he must have spoken, but it took a moment for her brain to stop fixating on the mat of chest hair peeking out the top of his shirt. She blinked and gestured toward the dog. “Me. And Jack. My dog. We arrived last night.”

“Don’t think I’ve ever seen a dog like him. What is he?”

An irresistibly devastating grin accompanied the question, and her stomach lurched.

She gulped in air. “Vet said maybe a cross between Mastiff and Rottweiler but even he was stumped.”

The man cleared his throat – again – and looked everywhere but at her.

Warning bells sounded.

Holy crap. He feels it, too.

“Unusual coloring,” the man offered at last. “Like someone splattered black and brown paint all over him.”

She patted Jack’s head. “Yeah. He’s so ugly he’s cute.” Really? That’s the best you can do?

Jack, apparently satisfied the visitor was not a danger to his mistress, lay back down with a heavy sigh.

Silence filled the room.

She set her cup on the counter. “Um, I’m Samantha Fowler. Are you a guest here, too?”

When his laser-sharp gaze fixed on her mouth, a swarm of butterflies invaded her stomach.

A muscle flexed in his jaw. “Cooper – Coop – Delaney. Guess you can say I’m a permanent guest.”

Awareness bounced off the walls like a rubber ball, charging the room with explosive energy.

She let out an audible lungful of air and moved away from the counter. “Well, I think it’s light enough to explore.”

Jack snorted.

The edges of Coop’s lips turned up. “He doesn’t seem interested.”

“Yeah, but he needs the exercise.”

“Got a route in mind?”

Every word he spoke rolled over her in a tidal wave of heat. A quick shake of her head sent her ponytail sliding to the side. “Just riding around, checking out the area. Got in too late last night to see much of anything.”

“Well,” he pushed away from the counter, “enjoy your ride” He headed for the door, stopping to speak to the dog. “Nice to meet you, Jack.”

A soft rumble and a couple of weak tail thumps indicated acceptance.

Cooper grinned and walked out.

Sam closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “No. No. No,” she commanded, “Hormones fooled me once. I won’t let it happen again.”

She nudged Jack with her toe and headed out the back door, her unhappy companion lagging behind.
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What the devil is wrong with me? Sam sped down the road, tires kicking up rocks and dust. She looked straight ahead, but her mind’s eye recalled the chance meeting in sharp detail. Her body still hummed with the force of his effect on it. Lust at first sight? Is that a real thing?

“Oh my God, Jack. What must he be thinking?”

Her silent companion watched intently, head cocked to one side as though listening while she ranted.

“I ogled like a fricking school girl.” She shook her head, cheeks burning as she relived the encounter. “But at least, thank you God, I stopped short of drooling, though I’m sure I would have if he hadn’t left when he did.”

Jack’s head cocked the other way, as though silently urging her to continue.

“Okay, okay, I looked. I admit it. I couldn’t help it.” She licked her lips. “Oh my. That chest,” she murmured. “So much hair.” Her fingers arched as she imagined running them through the thick mass of dark curls. “And didn’t he sound a little like Sam Elliott to you? Kinda gravelly and raspy, and when he smiled—” She slapped her palm against her temple. “What the blue blazes is wrong with me? Did Paul not teach me anything?” She shook her head, sending her lopsided ponytail lower. “But his eyes, they were so, so, intense. Such an unusual color, too. Not grey, not blue; more, I don’t know, like the ashes of a cold campfire or the color of storm clouds rolling in. The minute I looked at them,” she paused as a light shiver rolled over her. “I swear it jolted me down to my toes.” She wagged a finger at her companion. “And I’m not some sex-starved divorcee who can’t control herself, either, though I’m sure he thought so. I stared. Fine. Not a crime. God took a lot of extra pains with him, and it would be extremely rude of me not to notice.” She focused on the road. “My goodness did I notice. If ever a man was built for seven kinds of sin…”

Sam gave little thought to conversing with Jack as though he understood. In fact, sincerely believed he did. She found him beside a dumpster near the hospital two years ago more dead than alive from two bullet wounds. After he healed, they were constant companions. Paul, her now ex-husband, complained constantly about him being in the house, going everywhere with her, but she ignored his rants. Their marriage was already rocky by then, and she needed the mutt as much as he needed her.

Which no doubt explained why Paul and Jack never liked each other. Or maybe Jack was a better judge of character than her.

She sped down the road, wheel gripped in her left hand, her right waving around as she poured out her thoughts. “What did he expect anyway waltzing in there half-dressed?” She inhaled deeply and rested both hands on the wheel. “I shouldn’t be surprised, though. Males in general are self-centered jerks who should be lined up and shot at sunrise.” She reached over and patted Jack’s head. “Well, except you, of course.”

A soft whine and a thump of his tail drew her gaze.

“Again? You just went.”

Another whine.

“Okay, okay.” She searched ahead for an appropriate exit. Seeing what appeared to be a lane off to the right, she slowed and signaled a turn. It was little more than a well-traveled dirt lane leading to a briskly moving stream surrounded by willows, pines and an assortment of East Texas foliage. The nearest bank held a collage of mementos from past visitors, classifying the area as a primo make-out spot. Her mind’s eye marked the location of beer cans, towels and discarded condoms even as she pulled under a towering pine. She rummaged in the glove box for tissues and finding them, opened the door and stepped out.

“Come on you big whiney-butt.”

Jack jumped out and headed for the pine tree.

Sam headed in the opposite direction and gave a sharp, “Stay,” when he turned to follow. Rounding the lone holly bush, thumbs tugging on the waistband of her pants, she saw the body.
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Coop shaved with a shaky hand, mulling over what happened in the kitchen and the newcomer’s perplexing effect on him. At least I maintained some control over myself and didn’t let her see what she did to me.

He couldn’t remember the last time he felt such an immediate attraction to a woman. Granted, she was stunningly beautiful, even in baggy sweats and a tee shirt, but it went beyond the physical. Eyes blue as a summer sky, ringed by ebony lashes, pulled at him like a powerful magnet. High, exotic cheekbones, inky black hair pulled into a lop-sided ponytail, and a perfect bow-shaped mouth that begged to be kissed. By him. Desire rushed through him in waves unlike anything he had ever experienced.

He was in for an agonizing two weeks.

Short term flings and one-night-stands were not his style. But, given his body’s reaction to their brief encounter, he knew it imperative to stay far away from her.

In the space of the next few seconds, his over-charged, sleep deprived mind conjured countless ways this newest guest could make his life miserable for the duration of her stay.

I’m not myself today, that’s all. Probably just my lack of sleep and crazy dreams. Even as the thought popped in, he dismissed it. This was real. Too real, and not something he wanted to study too closely.

Fifteen minutes later, he entered the kitchen where Miss Eva prepared breakfast. At sixty-five, Eva Benton was still an attractive woman with an infectious smile, and an endless capacity for caring. Her short gray hair rested in soft curls around her head, and the ever-present apron circled a slim waist.

“Morning, Coop,” she said over her shoulder, “almost ready.”

He shuffled to where she stood scrambling eggs and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Morning, Beautiful. I’m starved.”

He re-filled his mug, and reached for the paper lying beside his place at the table. He watched as she moved about the kitchen, humming softly to herself. His mother’s best friend, she’d always been a part of his life. After his parents were killed by a drunk driver when he was twenty, she took him in without a second thought, sharing every triumph and failure in his life.

Her most recent, self-appointed role, was matchmaker. For him.

“You’ll be happy to know, Coop,” she said as she worked, “I’ve one guest for the next couple of weeks and she’s not the least bit interested in finding a husband.”

Coop sucked in a breath as the memory of captivating azure eyes and lush lips swamped him.

“I misjudged the last one so badly, I thought I’d give you a break.”

He tipped his head back and glared at the ceiling. “For the last time…I am perfectly happy with my life. I don’t need, or want, a wife.”

If she heard him, she simply ignored it and continued. “Dr. Fowler—Samantha, but she goes by Sam—will be here a couple of weeks. She’s a friend of Doc Harper’s niece, Barbara Jean Reynolds. Well, she’s Barbara Jean Walker now. You remember her, don’t you? I think she was a year or two behind you in school. She’s a social worker in Dallas at the same hospital with Sam.” She paused, shaking her head. “Bless her heart, just went through a pretty nasty divorce. Sam, not Barbara Jean. I got the impression men were on the top of her things-to-avoid-at-all-costs list.”

Coop groaned, caught between wishing it was true, and hoping it wasn’t.

“Oh, stop groaning. You’re safe.” She set a plate of scrambled eggs and bacon in front of him. “For now. Sam is just the sweetest thing, too. The prettiest eyes you ever saw. BJ told Doc Harper it was such a shame someone as wonderful as her got taken in by that scoundrel. Why he just sucked the very life right out of her.”

“And you believe all that?” Coop didn’t bother to hide the sarcasm in his voice, “Without even knowing her?”

“I believe in first impressions,” she replied neatly, “As do you. She has a kind and caring heart. I’m certain of it. You can judge for yourself when you meet at dinner tonight.”

The sharp ring of the phone saved him from further discussion of Sam’s attributes.

“Delaney. What? Calm down, Alice, calm down. Now, start over. Where? Get JD and Johnson and tell them to meet me there. Call the judge, too. Tell her to stay put till I get there. And Alice…don’t you dare say anything to anyone else. Understand?” He hung up and hurried back to the table, knowing full well the gossipy secretary, who happened to be the mayor’s pampered daughter, would likely not heed his instructions.

“What’s wrong, Coop?”

He consumed his coffee in one scalding gulp and headed for the back door, grabbing his hat from the rack as he passed. “Someone found a body down by Simmons Creek.”

“Oh, Lord, no!”

Coop rushed out the back door, the condemning voice trailing after him.

You should have stopped him.
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Sam slid the phone in her pocket and mentally prepared for the ordeal to come. The 911 call took longer than normal because Baker County used a central call center, which then routed the call to the appropriate person. In this case, the sheriff’s dispatcher who couldn’t believe Sam actually found a dead body. When finally convinced otherwise, she brought up another series of anxious questions about the woman’s identity. It took time for Sam to calm her down enough to provide the information needed. Afterward, the dispatcher put her on hold for almost ten minutes, and came back only long enough to say she was not to move under direct orders from the sheriff.

Sam smirked at the command. Clearly, when the sheriff gave an order, he expected it to be followed to the letter.

Sensitive to her every mood, Jack whined and pushed his nose against her arm.

“Don’t worry, baby,” she said rubbing his ears, “everything will be okay. Just stay put like I told you.”

The sun sat well above the horizon now, and September’s Indian summer heat began to climb. Resigned to being stuck here a while, she put the top down, and debated taking pictures. While not a professional per se, she did have a knack for it. An old high school hobby, photography provided a much-needed creative outlet. The stress of being a doctor evaporated with each click of the lens. Over the years, her skills improved to the point she equipped her home with a state-of-the-art dark room, and every wall showcased her favorite pieces.

Being from a family of cops, she briefly considered forensic photography. But, she wanted people to see the joy and beauty in life, not the pain and suffering, so she kept to her still life and landscape photos.

She understood the routine involved in a crime scene, and the importance of not disturbing anything. But, if Bakersville was anything like the multitude of small towns in Texas, half the population owned a police scanner. Company could already be on the way.

“Easier to beg forgiveness than ask permission,” she mumbled as she retrieved her camera from the back seat. She took a series of shots of the road behind her, the area around her car, and what she could see of the clutter along the riverbank up to where the body lay. She used both a wide-angle and zoom lens to get as much detail as possible without moving from her spot by the car. At one point, she stood in the seat to get a different angle. The proximity of the holly bush prevented any shots of the body itself, but she managed to get the area leading to it. Satisfied at last, she placed the camera in the front seat, and leaned against the door.

Jack nuzzled her arm, trying in his own way to comfort.

“Well, my friend, looks like we’ve found ourselves in the middle of a crime scene.”

She absently scratched his ears and wondered about the dead woman. Who was she? How did she end up here? Did she have a family?

Sam sighed and considered her own complicated life. She loved being a doctor despite the long hours, and even managed to donate time to a local free clinic. Paul begrudged any time she allocated to something with no monetary return, but she refused to give it up. Her work meant everything to her. Maybe too much.

Paul, the jackass, told her so more than once, adding it was why he cheated, which of course was crap, but, still the allegation hurt.

A toss of her head banished the depressing image of them fighting over every stipulation in the divorce settlement. It crushed her to realize he wanted more from ending the marriage than he ever put into saving it.

When it was all said and done, she resigned her positions at the hospital and clinic. The house and most of the contents were sold. A few keepsakes, as well as her favorite photographs and lab equipment, ended up in storage.

Now, two weeks later, her future remained unclear. Guess that’s what happens when you’re thirty-three years old and your husband of five years decides he wants his freedom and as much of your money as he can legally steal.

In hindsight, she pegged herself as lonely and vulnerable, and perhaps even a little naïve. She devoted her life to fulfilling the dream of being a doctor, leaving little time for anything else. Consequently, she easily fell for the smooth-talking pharmaceutical salesman. It took time to admit her mistake, and still more to gather the courage to end the charade.

She took a deep breath and refocused her thoughts, thinking instead of the woman behind the bush. Sam worked enough assault cases through the ER to know she died a painful, prolonged death, and hadn’t given up without a fight.

“I need to be a fighter, too.”

Ever the optimist, Sam believed she still had a chance for some kind of happiness, and she’d fight tooth and nail for it.

The distant wail of a siren said things were about to turn serious. She snickered at the mental picture she developed of the approaching sheriff; overweight, balding, a wad of chewing tobacco in his mouth the size of a tennis ball, belt buckle hidden by a massive beer belly, and an attitude to try the patience of Job.

Her day got off to a wobbly start and was about to take a significant downward turn.
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Coop raced down the highway, cell phone pressed to his ear. “Affirmative. Just off forty-eight, half mile east of county road four-sixty-three. There’s a dirt road on the east side leading to Simmons Creek. No specifics yet, other than one female body. Caller indicated she was nude with some obvious physical injuries. Can you roll now? Good. Thanks.”

Coop wanted the Texas Rangers Mobile Crime Unit on site ASAP. There hadn’t been a homicide in Baker County in over forty years, and his office wasn’t equipped to handle one. Another call had State Troopers on the way to help with crowd control. Bakersville was a small town with an active rumor mill. Something like this would spread like wildfire. He wouldn’t be surprised if a few locals even beat him there.

He slowed as he approached the one lane road but still took the corner too fast, dirt flying as the late model Ford Bronco skidded down the lane. Fifty yards farther, he spotted a vintage fifty-six Chevy convertible parked under a pine tree. The Fowler woman stood beside the car, one hand shading her eyes.

“Crap,” he muttered, “It had to be her.”

He slid to a stop and marched past her without a glance, ignoring the dust cloud he generated. “Where’s the body?”

“Over there,” she pointed off to the right with one hand, waving the other in front of her face to ward off the powdery onslaught, “behind the holly bush.”

He moved in the direction indicated, scanning the area carefully for anything out of the ordinary. A favorite make out spot for local teens, he steeled himself against what he might find on the other side of that holly bush. Bare feet extended beyond the edge, toe nails painted a bright red that somehow seemed indecent under the circumstances. He held his breath when he rounded the bush to get his first look at the body, hoping against hope he didn’t know her.

He froze mid-step.

It was her. The woman from the dream last night.

What the hell?

No mistake about it. Every detail was present. The gash on her forehead, the dried blood in the corner of her mouth, and crusted in her nose. He stared for several heartbeats, unable to process the fact she was the woman in the dream. He clamped his jaw tight, and focused on the job.

She lay on her back, unseeing eyes focused upward, legs straight, arms flat against her body like a soldier at attention. He stepped closer, careful not to disturb anything, looking for something to help identify her, and maybe the killer.

Nothing. No shoes, no clothes, nothing. He squatted down beside her, gritting his teeth as he surveyed the brutal scene. He was no stranger to death, but that didn’t make it any easier. And this one had been painful and prolonged. He saw it in the bruises, cuts and scrapes covering her body.

Could I have stopped this? Was the voice right?

He shook his head. No. He could not have prevented this horrific crime. He forced his mind back to the moment, and continued his perusal of the area.

The killer was good. He left zilch behind except a once beautiful woman used and discarded like yesterday’s news. With one last look around, he stood and strode back to where Sam waited.

“You’re the sheriff?”

Under different circumstances, her shocked exclamation would have been funny, but not today.

Coop looked past her to the cars streaming down the one-lane road, led by Billy Ray Thomas, one of his jailers, who brought his car to stop behind Coop’s, jumped out, and walked toward him.

“Keep those people behind my truck, Billy Ray.” He glared at the growing crowd. “If anyone gives you any shit, I’ll throw ‘em in jail.”

Coop bowed his head slightly toward Sam. “Sheriff Cooper Delaney, Dr. Fowler.”

At her surprised look, he offered, “Miss Eva told me.” He removed his aviator glasses. “I hope I didn’t disturb you this morning. I wouldn’t have barged in so disheveled had I known she had guests. Frankly, can’t recall the last time one of them got up before ten.”

A couple of blinks preceded her reply. “Oh, okay, um, okay.”

He replaced his shades and started Cop 101. “What do you know about this?”

She jerked her gaze to him, brow creasing. “She’s dead.”

“How did you find the body?”

“Beginners luck.”

He jerked his head around and pinned her with his best don’t-jack-with-me-I’m-a-cop look.

She stared right back.

“Nature called,” she said at last, “This looked like a good place to answer. Went over there, found her, called you, end of story.”

Coop barely managed to hide his surprise as he took her right arm, leading her toward the Bronco.

“Where are you taking me?”

He stopped when he reached the vehicle and opened the door. “Get in. Don’t talk to anyone until I get back.”

“Why?”

“Because I said so. Dammit, Billy Ray,” shouted Coop, “Keep these people behind my truck.”

“Come on, folks, you heard the sheriff, move back.”

“Aw, come on, Coop,” came a voice in the crowd, “we just wanna see what’s happening.”

“Yeah,” whined another, “I ain’t never seen a dead body. Not like this.”

“Shorty, if your fat ass isn’t behind my truck in ten seconds,” roared Coop, “you’ll spend the rest of the weekend in jail. That goes for the rest of you, too. Now move it!” Turning back to Sam, he lowered his voice. “Get in. Please.”

She pulled her arm free and stepped toward the door, tripping over a root in the process. Her head just missed the corner as Coop caught her against him, causing her to mutter a startled squeal.

Immediately, Jack jumped from the car and raced for the sheriff, teeth bared, his growl deep and menacing. “No, Jack! Stay,” shouted Sam, still encased in his arms as she turned toward the dog.

Jack slowed, but inched toward them, his size alone enough to intimidate, but coupled with that low rumble, it was terrifying.

Her voice calm and soft, she told Coop, “No sudden moves. Let me go.”

He slowly released her and waited.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, “he’s very protective.”

Turning to the dog now a mere two feet away from his leg, she reached down. “Good boy, Jack, good boy.” She rubbed his ears and stroked his head. “I appreciate your concern, sweetie, but, really it isn’t necessary.”

Jack didn’t appear to agree, and crept forward.

She rose and stood beside Coop, slipping her arm through his.

“What the hell are you doing?”

She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. “Say something to him and be nice. He’s not as dumb as some dogs…and most men.”
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“Better do as she says, Coop,” came a voice from the crowd, “I think ‘at sucker means business.”

Snickers could be heard above the roar in his ears as he waited while her bad-ass guardian angel debated his next move.

Who says God doesn’t have a sense of humor, thought Coop as he endured being laughed at by half the town.

“What the devil am I supposed to say to him?”

“What would you want to hear from the person who hurt someone you loved?”

“This is ridiculous,” he snapped and started to pull away.

Jack snarled and Coop froze, belatedly realizing the seriousness of the situation. And to add insult to injury, by tomorrow, the whole county would be buzzing about Sheriff Cooper Delaney, ex-Army Ranger and lawman extraordinaire, being held hostage by a mutt of indeterminate heritage.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

He took a deep breath and looked at the creature glaring back. The mottled black and brown fur covering his body stood on end as he watched Coop with deadly eyes. With an inward groan, he knew if he didn’t convince him he truly meant no harm, things would go to hell in hurry. He slowly pushed his sun glasses up until they perched on top of his head. “See here, uh, Jack, I didn’t hurt her.” He kept his voice light, ignoring the ever-growing laughter from the crowd. “I know it probably looked like I did somehow, but I didn’t. I swear.”

The mutt glared, his expressive eyes accusing.

Without forethought, Coop argued—with a dog. “I didn’t push her, she tripped and I grabbed her so she wouldn’t fall.”

Jack’s defensive stance weakened, and his growl grew less menacing. He looked from one to the other, but didn’t appear totally convinced.

The snickers spiraled into belly laughs. Coop ignored them. “I didn’t hurt her. I swear. I couldn’t.”

Jack eyeballed Coop, and sniffed once.

“I promise.”

The dog studied the crowd, now laughing hysterically, then Coop, and finally, Sam. Satisfied at last, he wagged his tail, and ambled back to the car, jumping over the door in one smooth move to settle in the front seat.

Coop immediately stepped back and put on his sunglasses.

“Hey, Coop,” came a voice from the crowd, “you think she done it or the dog?”

“She don’t look like no killer to me,” came another, “but that dog, now, he’s another story.”

At his thunderous glare, the crowd shuffled back, still laughing at the incident, no doubt altering the details to suit themselves.

“You’re hurting me.”

He looked at her, then stared at his fingers, surprised to see how tight he held her. He didn’t even remember reaching for her. A quick look at Jack told him the dog saw no reason to get hostile again, though he continued to watch. He loosened his grip.

Lips forming a tight line, she glanced at his hand, then shot ice-blue daggers at him until his hand dropped away.

The imprint of his fingers was clearly visible, and he mentally kicked himself for such a deplorable lack of control. He didn’t hurt women. But he’d hurt her.

“On second thought, maybe you should wait in the car with the dog. I don’t want him getting excited and hurting someone.”

“Fine.”

He gritted his teeth at the sharpness in one four letter word. He probably had it coming. And then some.

Jack stood in the seat as they approached. A snap of her fingers, and he hopped into the back seat.

“I have a g-u-n. I’m licensed to carry and sorely tempted to use it.”

He ignored the jibe. “Where?”

“Glove compartment, a thirty-eight revolver, loaded, not chambered.”

“I’m going to look at the gun,” he said firmly. “Keep him off me.”

“Just tell him what you’re doing. The g-u-n will upset him.”

Surprised when she spelled the word again, he asked “Why spell it out?”

“When I found him, he had two bullet holes in him.”

Coop shook his head in disgust, and shifted to the dog. “Look, Jack, I’m going to come around and get the…,” he stopped and looked at Sam. “The gun, okay? I’ll unload it, and lay it on the seat. No need to go all nasty on me.”

Coop slowly opened the passenger door, one eye on the dog. “I’m just gonna reach in, and get the gun, okay? No need for us to get sideways again.”

Jack whined every time he said the word gun.

Slow and precise, he reached toward the glove box, released the catch, and let it drop. “I’m gonna take the gun out and unload it, okay?”

When he reached for the weapon, Jack tensed and growled.

Sam reached over and patted his hindquarters. “Shhhhh, baby. It’s okay.”

“Look, boy, one hand,” said Coop. “See? One hand.” He grasped the butt of the gun, and pulled it toward him.

Jack whined.

“It’s okay,” Sam murmured as she stroked his arched back, “it’s okay.”
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