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      He’s had a troubled past… but is he a killer?

      When Gina Dunner’s brother, Vic, is accused of murdering his ex-girlfriend, Gina isn’t surprised. Living the life of a womanizing ranch hand with questionable friends and a lifetime of bad choices had to catch up with him at some point.

      After the Sheriff announces she has the right man, Vic vehemently denies the murder. When he begs Gina to help prove his innocence, she attempts to puts her doubts aside, despite him being the last one to see the woman alive. She and her rescue mutt, Daisy—a sweet, yet sassy, talking dog—start sniffing around into their own investigation.

      Will Gina and Daisy stumble onto the truth to exonerate Vic, or will the killer come for Gina next?

      

      Journey with amateur sleuths, Gina and Daisy, through the twists and turns of “Dog Treats and Death,” a tale of family, betrayal, and the enduring bond between a woman and her extraordinary canine companion.
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      Find out the full story on how Daisy and Gina met in the prequel to the Heywood Hounds Cozy  Mysteries, Tail Wags and Trouble.
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      “Will you help me?”

      My older brother’s voice coming through the phone didn’t carry the usual swagger of the self-assured man I knew, and whose actions tested the patience of saints. In fact, there was a hint of desperation. I’d be anxious, too, if I were him. The sheriff had just accused him of murdering his ex-girlfriend.

      “Fine. I’m on my way, Vic,” I grumbled. The last thing I wanted to do was be involved in Vic’s drama. But, when I’d been locked up and accused of killing someone, he’d come to visit almost every day, bringing me a breath of insanity and usually a couple of laughs.

      As children, Vic had always been by my side, protecting me. Like the time a kid stole my bike at school. My brother had hunted him down, exchanged some harsh words with him, and returned my bike. Or when we’d been messing around in the woods and I’d fallen and sprained my ankle. He’d carried me out. As adults, he irritated me beyond measure with his panache for bad choices in every aspect of his life because I was the one he always called on to help him right his wrongs.

      Like I didn’t have enough to do.

      I drove down Comfort Road, the main street in the idyllic little town of Heywood, Arizona, located in the mountains near Sedona. On my left stood the storefronts, or the downtown area, as most of the locals referred to it. Beyond the buildings, a river meandered through thick forest. To my right, streets cut up through the trees to the residential areas. I’d lived in Heywood my whole life, and I’d considered leaving more than once. Yet, I always ended up staying.

      “Do you think he killed that woman?” a soft voice asked from the back seat. I glanced into the rearview mirror to find big brown eyes staring at me from a brown and white furry face—my rescue dog, Daisy.

      Yes, speaking to the dog had been very weird at first, and I’d even questioned my sanity. But now, six months after the accident that had caused me to hear her voice, I’d just accepted that my brain had been rewired when I’d knocked my head on the tree branch while chasing the little turd through the snow. She’d spent two nights out in the bitter cold winter air, and the other rescuers and I were determined to make sure she didn’t have to attempt to survive another.

      “Probably not,” I mumbled.

      “Probably not?”

      “I’m hoping not,” I said. “Vic likes trouble.” Although, I had a hard time imagining what kind of trouble would lead to him hurting a woman.

      Vic liking trouble—that was the understatement of the year. Bar fights, speeding on his motorcycle, and selling drugs were a few of his favorite extracurricular activities.

      “You’re driving kind of fast, Gina. Who do you think you are? Mario Andretti?”

      Daisy didn’t like my tendency to get to where I needed to go as quickly as possible. Hmm… maybe I shouldn’t be so judgmental of my brother.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I’m just worried about Vic.”

      “But I thought you didn’t like him,” she said.

      Did I like my brother? Sometimes. Did I love him? Yes. “It’s complicated,” I sighed. And a situation I didn’t feel like explaining to my talking dog.

      Vic worked at the Diamond Ranch, a place about six miles out of town. The sun beat down relentlessly on the summer day and once I got out of traffic, I opened the windows.

      “This kind of feels like a hairdryer in my face,” Daisy yelled as she stuck her snout out the window. “But I love it!”

      With a smile, I pressed my foot on the accelerator and hoped the cops had something better to do than give me a ticket on an open road with little traffic.

      Minutes later, I slowed as I pulled onto the long, tree-lined, dirt road leading to Diamond Ranch. After a quarter mile, we rounded the bend. A large brown house with green trim and a matching barn came into view, along with acres of green grass and dozens of horses. The Diamond Ranch specialized in breeding Arabian and quarter horses. Well, that’s what Vic had told me. Personally, I couldn’t tell the difference from one to the other. They all had four legs and some were prettier than others.

      “What are those?” Daisy asked. “Big dogs?”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “Horses. I take it you’ve never seen one before?”

      “No, I haven’t. They’re huge! And they smell weird.”

      As I pulled up to the main house, I realized the reason I hadn’t received a ticket on my ride over was because the cops were all at the ranch. They stood outside an arena where a lone figure covered in a white sheet lay in the middle.

      “That’s not a horse,” I muttered.

      “I think you’re right,” Daisy said. “That’s definitely a dead human. Is that the one Vic murdered?”

      “No, Daisy! He didn’t kill anyone!”

      “Well, you’ve made it clear you have your doubts.”

      I rolled down the back window fully so Daisy wouldn’t get hot, then exited the car. As I approached the group of people, it was easy to spot Vic. His huge frame towered over almost everyone. I also noted Sheriff Mallory Richards, Deputy Trevor Hutchinson, and the owner of the ranch, Roger Wagner, were present. Tall and thin, Roger wore a black cowboy hat, just as he had the first time we’d become acquainted a few years ago during the ranch Christmas party Vic had asked me to attend with him. I hoped Wagner didn’t remember me. I had spilled a glass of red wine down his wife’s white dress and onto the white carpet. Man, had she been angry. Then, despite my apologies, she’d called me a bunch of names, which caused me to say a few things I shouldn’t have, and I’d been escorted from the party.

      Vic nodded in my direction as I advanced then Mallory turned to me, narrowing her gaze. I’d known Trevor Hutchinson almost my whole life, and he simply smiled, giving me a quick wave. Wagner barely gave me a second glance.

      “What are you doing here?” Mallory asked when I got within hearing distance. Short and muscular with black hair, I often thought she did more harm than good in her position, but no one would challenge her in the polls, so she continued to be elected.

      “Just visiting my brother,” I replied, then pointed to the figure lying in the middle of the arena. “Looks like you have a problem though, Sheriff.” I smiled innocently. “How long are you going to let the poor thing lie there?”

      I didn’t meet Roger Wagner’s gaze but felt his stare on me.

      “Am I supposed to believe you’ve just turned up to visit your brother in the middle of a murder investigation?” Mallory shot back.

      “How did she die?” I asked, ignoring her question.

      “It looks like a blow to the head,” Trevor replied.

      “So, you don’t actually know if it was murder,” I said. “She could’ve been kicked by a horse, right?”

      “Don’t think so,” Trevor said. “There weren’t any horses in the arena when she was found.”

      “Who found her?” I asked.

      “I did,” Roger said. “Aren’t you that woman who spilled red wine on my carpet?”

      “And your wife, sir,” Vic added. “She also spilled it on your wife. That’s my sister, Gina.”

      I shot him a glare. He asked me to come help him then threw me under the bus. Typical Vic.

      “Look, you need to leave right now,” Mallory hissed. “Get off this private property.”

      “Great idea,” I said. “I’ll take my brother with me.”

      “You will not!” she yelled as her cheeks reddened, her voice oozing annoyance. It was so easy to get under her skin.

      “Why?” I asked innocently. “Is he under arrest? Or are you still in the middle of your investigation, as Trevor just mentioned, and you don’t have any evidence to hold my brother?”

      Trevor rolled his eyes while Vic’s satisfied grin spread from ear to ear.

      “She’s right, Sheriff,” Roger said. “I’d like to get poor Phoebe taken care of first and foremost. The rest can wait.”

      All of us turned to look at the body. I gasped in horror when I realized Daisy had jumped from the car and was now sniffing around the dead woman.

      “Whose dog is that?!” Mallory yelled. “It’s going to contaminate the area!”

      Crud. Mother of all things holy. That dang dog had her nose to the ground as she circled the body. “Daisy!” I yelled. “Get over here!”

      I began to crawl through the bars, but Mallory grabbed the back of my shirt and pulled me away from them.

      “Daisy!” I screamed. “Get your little butt over here right now or get back to the car this very instant!”

      She glanced up at me, tilted her head to the side, then turned her gaze to the body once again.

      “I mean it!” I yelled. “If you don’t get back into that car by the count of three, you won’t get to sleep on the bed tonight. One! Two!”

      She took off toward the vehicle and sailed through the open window with ease.

      “I swear that dog understood every word you just said,” Trevor muttered.

      If he only knew, which he never would. No one could know my secret.

      While Mallory railed on about her contaminated crime scene, an ambulance emerged from the tree-lined driveway and drove over to us. As they exited the vehicle and Mallory turned her attention to them, it seemed like the perfect time to gather Vic and leave.

      I met his gaze and motioned him to follow me. He took two steps and Trevor grabbed his arm. “Don’t leave the area, Vic,” he warned. “Whether you did this or not, the sheriff is going to want a word or two with you.”

      He nodded and we hurried over to my car.

      I sighed as I slid into the driver’s seat, then shot a glare at Daisy through the rearview mirror.

      “Don’t be mad, Gina,” she said, wagging her tail as she licked the side of my face. “I just wanted to see who had been around that person.”

      “Did you smell anything?” I whispered as Vic opened the passenger door.

      “Yes!”

      Vic entered and laid his head against the headrest while Daisy sniffed him.

      As I started the car, I met her gaze in the mirror again.

      “I smelled Vic,” she said. “And two other people, but I don’t know who.”

      Glancing over at my brother, I asked, “Why do they think you killed Phoebe?”

      “Because I was the last one to see her.”

      I accelerated down the tree-lined driveway to the highway. “When was that?”

      “Last night,” he replied.

      “I thought you two had broken up,” I said.

      “We did, but she needed my help.”

      “With what?” I asked.

      For a mile or so, we drove in silence and I realized he didn’t want to share anything with me about his talk with Phoebe the prior evening. Finally, I said, “Vic, if you want me to help you, I need to know the details regarding what she wanted to speak to you about.”

      He sighed. “I know.”

      “And we should discuss who would want her dead,” I said. Hopefully, the list was long. Since Vic had been the last to see her alive and Daisy had smelled him next to the body, things weren’t looking good for my brother.
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      As we pulled into the driveway at my house, Daisy started barking. The other dogs answered from inside, their little faces showing through the living room window.

      “How many mutts do you have now?” Vic asked, studying my humble abode, a white house with blue trim. I kept the front yard pretty basic—a swath of grass and some rose bushes against the house. The backyard I also kept as simple as I could with grass and a few trees. I’d fully admit I cared more about my dogs than the esthetics of my home.

      “Three, including Daisy,” I replied.

      We exited the car and Daisy followed, sniffing at Vic’s boots. I was worried that she smelled him around Phoebe’s body, but I had to hold faith that he was telling me the truth and they’d talked the prior night.

      “Did anyone have a guess how long she’d been dead?” I asked.

      Vic shrugged. “Not that anyone told me.”

      I opened the front door and the two other dogs greeted us. The small white terrier and the fluffy brown chow quieted down when they saw Vic, but immediately sniffed around his feet.

      “You remember Sing,” I said, setting my keys on the entry table and pointing at the chow. “And the other one is Banshee.”

      “Banshee?” Vic asked. “How did you come up with that one?”

      “Don’t ask,” I replied. I wasn’t about to explain that the dog had given herself the name and Daisy had informed me of the new moniker. “Do you want some water?”

      “Whisky, if you have it,” he said, leaning over to stroke my rescues.

      “It’s ten in the morning, Vic.”

      “And Phoebe’s dead, Gina. I’m a little shook up about everything, so if you have the whisky, just pour it and don’t lecture me.”

      With a huff, I strode into the kitchen and pulled a bottle out from above the stove. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d drank any of the amber liquid. Could it go bad?

      “We’ll find out,” I muttered as I poured him a glass. He sat down at my kitchen table and I set it down in front of him. Then I opened the back door and told the dogs to go outside.

      “Tell me what happened,” I said, taking a seat across from him. As he sipped his drink, I studied my brother. Working in the sun had lined his tan face, but he was still as handsome as ever with his strong jaw and high cheekbones peeking out from under his thick brown beard. He sighed and ran a hand through his unmanageable curly hair. More than once, I’d wondered if we were truly related because we looked so different.

      I tucked a lock of blonde hair behind my ear as I stared Vic down, waiting for him to speak.

      After finishing his whisky, he stood, grabbed the bottle from the counter, then sat back down and poured another. “Phoebe came to me yesterday afternoon and said she had a problem and needed some advice. She asked if we could meet later in the evening.”

      “What was the problem?” I asked. “And why was she coming to you? If I remember right, you cheated on her and she dumped you.”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “You were never one to mince words, Gina.”

      “What part did I get wrong?”

      “Nothing. I was a jerk and she left me.”

      “Okay, so why was she coming to you? If I try to put myself in her shoes, I wouldn’t go to you for the time of day, let alone help in solving a problem.”

      He slowly spun his glass in his fingers. “That’s a good question. I don’t know why she came to me, but she did. We did remain friendly after I screwed everything up, though.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Vic, she slashed your tires.”

      “Well, after that she cooled down. We agreed that if we had to work together, there wasn’t any reason we couldn’t be civil.”

      “So, what was this big thing she needed advice on?”

      He stared at his glass for a long moment. “She was having an affair with Roger.”

      For a second, I blanked. “Roger?” Then it hit me. “Roger?! As in the owner of Diamond Ranch, Roger Wagner?!”

      Vic nodded. “The one and only.”

      “And he’s married,” I muttered, shaking my head. If there was one thing I detested, it was infidelity—having been in a short marriage where it was prevalent had left a bad taste in my mouth. In fact, the only good thing that had come out of the venture was my son, Jacob. Just thinking about him caused my chest to ache. Yes, he was living his best life at college, but I missed my kid.

      Back to Vic. Maybe his problems were the distraction I needed from my own loneliness. “So what was the big issue?”

      “She wanted to break it off, but she didn’t want to lose her job.”

      “Do you think he’d do that?” I asked. “Fire her because she didn’t want to sleep with him any longer?”

      Vic tossed back his whisky and shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Who else would want her dead?” I asked.

      Daisy barked at the back door. I stood to let her and the other dogs in. After they each had some water, Sing exited for the living room while Banshee took her place by the feeding bowl so she could get the next meal first. She didn’t seem to understand she’d eaten mere hours ago. Daisy curled up on top of my feet under the table.

      “I don’t know, Gina,” Vic sighed.

      “Come on, Vic. Think! They’re talking about taking you in for murder!”

      “We don’t even know if she was killed!” Vic yelled, slamming his hand down on the table. “She could’ve been kicked by a horse!”

      “How does that work when there wasn’t a horse in the arena?” I asked, ignoring his outburst.

      “Tell him we don’t like yelling in our house,” Daisy said. “It makes me nervous.” I reached down and gave her head a quick stroke, hoping to reassure her that overall, my brother was harmless, but he could be loud.

      “Maybe she was working with a horse and she was kicked, then someone came along and didn’t see her in the arena after dark, but took the horse away.”

      “Why would she work with a horse after dark?” I asked.

      Vic shrugged. “I know we recently sold a couple of Arabians. Maybe she was doing some extra training with them to make sure they’d mind their manners in their new home.”

      After dark would mean that she’d have the lights on, which indicated that someone would see her lying in the middle of the arena if they came to fetch the horse.

      “Perhaps the lights were on a timer or something?” I asked.

      “Yeah, they are. They’re set to go off at ten, just in case we forget to shut them off.”

      Okay, so maybe his theory of her being kicked by a horse held some water. I would think a medical examiner would find proof of that. Maybe a horse hoof print on her forehead or something…

      “Who told Sheriff Mallory you were the last person to see Phoebe?” I asked.

      “That, I don’t know. I was mucking out the barns in the back of the property like I do every morning. Roger came in and told me the cops needed to talk to me. I went over to the arena and found the police and Roger staring at Phoebe. They started asking me a bunch of questions and I quickly realized I was in a bit of trouble. I excused myself to the bathroom. That’s when I called you.”

      But I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do. I glanced at my brother again and noted tears in his eyes. Goodness. The only time I’d seen him cry was when our mother had told us she was going out for groceries and she’d never come back. I’d been four and he’d been almost ten. I remembered he’d blamed himself for it because he’d refused to unload the dishwasher and told our mom she was fat right before she left.

      “I loved Phoebe,” he said. “I screwed up our relationship, like I screw up everything, but I did love her, and I’d never hurt her, Gina.”

      My throat closed at this show of emotion. Like my father, Vic had always been good at expressing only one sentiment: anger. The rest of it stayed neatly tucked away.

      How did I help this big buffoon breaking down at my kitchen table?

      I cleared my throat. In my past experiences with the sheriff, her investigation methods were lazy and she liked easy answers. If she had already tossed around the idea that Vic was a murderer when we weren’t really sure if Phoebe had been killed, then I had to assume she wouldn’t change her tactics. I’d sat in jail a few days when my ex-husband turned up dead in my nail salon, File It Away, and the sheriff had arrested me for it. Suddenly, the way to help my brother became clear. If Phoebe had been killed, we had to be ready to steer the sheriff in another direction, away from Vic. I had to flood Mallory with options on who else the killer could be.

      “Who else would want her dead?” I asked again. “And this time, think about it.”

      After a long moment, he said, “If she’d told Roger she wanted to end their relationship, maybe he lost it and killed her.”

      “Okay, that’s good,” I replied. “A crime of passion. Who else?”

      “Maybe his wife?” Vic suggested. “Maybe she found out about the affair and she killed Phoebe.”

      I nodded, then stood and grabbed a piece of paper and pen from my junk drawer. I loved lists, so I sat down and noted our suspects. “Another crime of passion,” I muttered. “But of passionate hatred for sleeping with her husband.”

      “Chase Thomas was pretty upset about Phoebe getting her recent promotion,” Vic said. “He told her to watch her back.”

      I glanced up from my paper. “You heard him say that?”

      “Yeah. He’s been at Diamond Ranch for ten years, while Phoebe’s been there seven. Chase thought he should’ve gotten the promotion, not her.”

      “Was he right?”

      Vic shrugged. “Yeah, probably. I didn’t know she was sleeping with Roger when it happened. I just figured she’d out-performed him. Now I can’t help but wonder if it was her performance between the sheets that got her moved up.”

      I wrote down Chase’s name. So far, we had three really good suspects. “Anyone else?”

      Placing his elbows on the table and his head in his hands, he moaned. “Dang it. I should’ve seen this coming.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Debbie Towerhall.”

      “What about her?” I asked. Debbie Towerhall was trouble with a capital T. A homewrecker who’d had more problems with the law than Vic.

      “I was dating her for a bit after Phoebe dumped me.”

      Gross. He may as well been swimming in sewage, as far as I was concerned. “Oh, man, Vic. That’s awful and a new low for you. Did you get tested for STD’s?”

      “She’s not that bad,” he mumbled.

      “Yes, she is,” I said, shaking my head. “The woman is a walking Petri dish. I can’t believe you slept with her.”

      “I broke it off a couple weeks ago.”

      “Why?”

      “Phoebe and I were getting along well at work and I hoped to get back together. I told Debbie that.”

      “That was a mistake,” I muttered while writing her name down.

      “I know. I was trying to do the right thing.”

      “Didn’t she stab her last boyfriend who left her?” I asked.

      “Yeah, but she didn’t kill him.”

      “Small blessings for him.”

      “She did spend some time in the slammer for it, though.”

      I exhaled loudly and crossed my arms over my chest. What a mess. At least I felt confident that we had plenty of other suspects besides my brother, and Debbie moved to the top of the list, especially with her past. “Maybe this time, she didn’t go after her boyfriend for revenge, but instead, she killed the woman you were leaving her for.”

      “Maybe,” he muttered, pouring more whisky. “Maybe.”
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