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      He sent from above, he took me, he drew me out of many waters.

      Psalm 18v16 KJV
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        Grayland, Washington

        nineteen years ago

      

      

      

      Thirty minutes after they left the conference center full of PD officers from around the country, Mitchell Gaines spotted the change in his dog. He and his K-9 partner, Saxon, had already walked nearly three miles, trying to burn off the long training day. Being out in the woods alone and working was one thing. But an all-day focus during seminars and demonstrations meant they needed the quiet of the dark beach.

      Waves crashed onto the shore. The sea breeze had a bite to it that cut through Mitchell’s jacket and numbed his ears.

      Saxon didn’t care. The German shepherd loved cool temps.

      Until he shifted, his ears back. His pace changed, and he started to break out of the heel in a way that meant only one thing—he’d picked up a scent.

      Saxon’s training allowed him to pick people out in locations. Hidden victims. Hiding suspects. If there was a person to find, he knew where they were.

      “Whatcha got, Sax?” Mitchell kept his tone high.

      They kept walking. Waves crashed, and one particularly eager one got Sax’s paws wet. The next only made half the distance.

      Saxon slowed, scenting the ocean with sucks of those nostrils. His body tense, and his ears pricked.

      “Who’s out there?” The dog could have a scent from a distance, on the breeze. But Mitchell didn’t see a boat anywhere. The ocean was dark, with no lights out on the horizon except for a container ship in the distance.

      Too far.

      Mitchell turned, about to call Saxon to turn back to the conference center when he saw it.

      A flash in the moonlight off the tip of a wave. Red. Or a color that looked like it. Then the ocean surged with the roll of a wave.

      “What is…”

      The surface dipped. An inflatable dingy hit the top of the next wave and flipped over. A person—small enough to be a kid—flung out. The child hit the water with a splash.

      Saxon barked.

      Mitchell dropped the leash. “Stay!”

      He raced to the ocean and waded in. The water slowed his progress, but the kid hadn’t sunk. He floated face down on the surface where he’d landed. Mitchell’s heart felt like it was in his throat. The water was instantly numbing in a way he could fight, but which Saxon wouldn’t be so quick to shake off.

      A kid? The dog would save the child with no care for his own health.

      Mitchell raced against the swirling black water all the way to the child. He grabbed the back of the kid's life vest and flipped him over into his arms. “Okay. I got you.” Don’t be dead. “I’ve got you.”

      He turned and waded back to shore, where Saxon stood watching, straining to help.

      The kid had to be kindergarten age or thereabouts. In the moonlight, Mitchell spotted a wound on his forehead, blood running down his face and back into his hair.

      “Don’t be dead.”

      Mitchell laid the boy on the sand and knelt. His legs were stiff from the numbing cold of the water. He bit his lips together to keep them from chattering. “Okay. Okay.”

      Saxon sniffed at the boy’s face.

      “Phone. Ambo.” Mitchell fished his phone from the inside pocket of his jacket. “Thank You, Lord, that wasn’t in my jeans. Okay.” His body shuddered with cold, his fingers as numb as his legs, and his teeth chattering. He managed to punch out 911.

      “This is Officer Gaines.” He explained where he was, as best he could since he was from Benson, not the coast of Washington, and told the dispatcher about the boy.

      Mitchell pressed two fingers to the kid’s carotid. Come on, come on. “His pulse is low, but he’s probably freezing, and with this head wound…” His voice trailed off. Mitchell didn’t know what else the dispatcher said, but he stuck the phone between his shoulder and ear so he didn’t lose them.

      He unclipped the life vest and peeled it off the kid. Underneath the boy wore well-fitting clothes, not rags. Someone had cared about him enough to put him in a vest and brand-name sneakers, but a dinghy on the ocean late at night?

      Lights flashed to his right as an ambulance pulled into a parking area, then up onto the sidewalk before driving right up to the sand.

      Mitchell looked at the dark water again. “Where did you come from?”

      Then he picked up the boy and headed for them.

      Three days later, he still didn’t know who the boy was.

      Mitchell’s phone rang, and he came awake in the kid’s hospital room with Saxon lying against his right boot. The dog lifted his head.

      Mitchell reached out his hand and patted the dog’s side. “All right.”

      The dog laid his head back down.

      He lifted enough to tug out his phone. Laurel’s name flashed on the screen. “Hey, honey.” Mitchell had abandoned the conference after he found the boy in the ocean.

      “How is he this morning?”

      Mitchell looked over at the hospital bed. “He still hasn’t woken up.” The bandage the kid wore had been the same shade of pale as his skin at first. Now the boy had more color to him. He was warm. He’d been given fluids.

      The news conference had been playing on repeat for days, and several couples and a few singles had shown up trying to claim the body as their child. DNA tests would take weeks, but the lack of family photos refuted each claim. The child’s biological parents had yet to show up.

      Mitchell scrubbed a hand down his face.

      “If no one…” Laurel’s gentle tone faltered. “Maybe we could…”

      “Honey.” Mitchell squeezed his eyes shut. “His parents could show up.”

      “But we can take care of him until then, can’t we?” The loss of their children, so early in pregnancy that there had been barely any evidence of their existence, cut deep in both of them. But he knew he couldn’t imagine how much it hurt her.

      “Honey,” he said, “I’ve been thinking the same thing.” Because she deserved the truth from him. “But it’ll take some doing. We don’t live in this jurisdiction, and I’d be taking him back to Benson.”

      There were so many factors.

      Training as foster parents. Dealing with a child who’d been through who-knew-what.

      Getting close to him, only to have his parents show up and take the child home with them. They’d have to lose a child again, just another way.

      He didn’t know if Laurel could handle that.

      “Maybe his parents will never show up,” she said.

      “Maybe they can’t,” he added.

      “What if this is God giving us what we can’t have?”

      “I love that, honey.” He sighed. “I do. And I want it, too. But we have to be patient.”

      The kid started to stir on the bed.

      Mitchell dislodged his dog and stood. “I’ve got to go.” He ended the call and moved to the kid.

      Light brown hair, threaded with red tones. He was slender but not malnourished. Cold from the water, but the kid had been uninjured despite the wound on his head. No signs of abuse. By all appearances, this was a healthy kid.

      So where were his parents?

      The kid let out a moan.

      Mitchell set a hand lightly on the kid’s shoulder. “It’s okay. You’re safe.”

      His deep-brown eyes fluttered open. He stared at Mitchell.

      “It’s okay.”

      The door opened. “He’s awake?”

      Mitchell didn’t move his gaze to the nurse. He smiled at the kid, ignoring the bandage wrapped around the boy’s head. “Yeah, he’s awake now.” He kept his voice soft. “Hey, buddy.” He let the boy acclimate, his gaze darting around, figuring out where he was.

      “Sax?” Mitchell held the boy’s shoulder and turned for his dog. The shepherd could be intimidating, but he walked over and set his muzzle on the edge of the bed. His nostrils working.

      The boy sucked in a breath, immediately animated.

      “This is Saxon. He’s the one who found you.”

      His little fingers slid across the blanket to touch the dog’s nose.

      “He’s a police dog. He’s my partner. My name is Mitchell.” He kept his tone easy. “Can you tell me what your name is, buddy?”

      The kid’s eyes widened. He blinked and tears filled those scared brown eyes. “I…” He gasped.

      “What’s your name?”

      His bottom lip quivered, and the boy whispered, “I don’t know.”
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      Tessa Atkins sat under the awning outside the coffee shop in the baking summer sun. Though, the mountain air in Benson, Washington, was nothing like the heat of Arizona just a few weeks ago.

      She sucked on the straw of her mega size iced coffee.

      “I brought this out for your dog.” The barista walked slowly, carrying a low plastic bowl. “I put ice in it.” She crouched and set it in front of Tessa’s long-haired German shepherd, who sat beside her.

      Far too alert. He leaned against her leg and watched everything.

      “Thank you.” Tessa touched the back of his neck, and the dog jerked. “Get a drink, Mav.”

      “That’s his name?”

      Tessa nodded in answer to the server’s question. “Maverick.”

      Her goodest boy lowered to lap at the water.

      “Is he okay?”

      “He’s not a fan of busy places.” Which was why Tessa had picked this coffee shop in her hometown. They’d been working together long enough that she understood, as well as the dog did, the difference between when Maverick found a victim buried in the desert outside Scottsdale, the dog “Mav” who hung out with her off duty, and the “Ricky” her niece and nephew played with in their backyard. Three facets of his personality that made up the most complex dog Tessa had ever worked with.

      Maverick needed time off to rediscover why Ricky loved to chase a ball even though Tessa’s little niece couldn’t throw it far.

      Tessa needed the time to talk to Mitchell about training a new dog so they were ready when Maverick retired.

      “Let me know if you need anything else.”

      Tessa lifted her cup. “Thank you.”

      Maverick leaned back against her leg.

      “You’re getting my knee wet, Mav.” She wiped the skin below her khaki shorts and leaned forward. Mav responded by licking the side of her face. “I know.”

      She spotted her sister across the street and nearly rolled her eyes as her two-years-younger sister strolled past a limo parked at the curb on the far side of the busy downtown street.

      Tessa was not the picture of chic. Unless anyone counted hiking outfits as the picture of sophistication, which it turned out no one did. Her sister, however, took mom-style Tessa saw in catalogues, threw it out the window, and went for Sunday school teacher flowery dresses Tessa wouldn’t be caught dead in, plus a tote that definitely fit the description of “mom purse.”

      Then again, Kirsten was married and Tessa wasn’t, so maybe that was what her husband liked? She didn’t want to ask.

      Tessa was fine with her sweat-wicking T-shirt, shorts, and running shoes caked with Arizona dirt. She slid her sunglasses to the top of her head, ignoring the flyaways that had come out of her ponytail, and got up to hug her sister.

      Kirsten hopped from the crosswalk to the sidewalk and scurried over on brown strappy flat sandals. As soon as they hugged, she crouched in front of Maverick. “Hi, baby.” Kirsten rubbed his face, running her hands over his fur. “How is my goodest boy?”

      “That’s my line.” Tessa chuckled. “But that’s the first tail wag anyone’s gotten in days.”

      Kirsten hissed out a breath and sat. “It was rough?”

      “When the FBI calls, it’s always rough. But that’s the gig as a volunteer search and rescue K-9 team.” Tessa shrugged.

      Her sister ordered a skinny latte with no flavor.

      “We found who we were looking for. They arrested the bad guy. Mav did his job like a champ, and he slept all the way here in the car.” That wasn’t so unusual, but he had been more lethargic than normal. Instead of being rewarded for a job well done, they’d been rushed by grieving parents wanting to know what they’d seen. Maverick, like any K-9, absorbed the emotions of the people around him. Dogs were empathetic, and the more he worked the more Maverick took on board tension, anxiety, and grief. “He’ll shake it off.”

      “It’s good you came home, then.” Kirsten sipped her coffee. “The kids are at Sean’s mom’s tonight so they can swim in Grammy’s neighborhood pool and eat far too much sugar. I’m shopping for a new dress, and we’re going to Amaretto’s for dinner.”

      “Nice.” Tessa drawled out the word.

      Kirsten’s eyes sparkled. “It’s not the same as working for the FBI.”

      Tessa shook her head. “Sweat, dirt, and dead bodies? I’m living the dream.”

      Kirsten chuckled, no idea how gorgeous she was when she smiled—though, her husband had to know. She reached over and scratched under Mav’s chin. “Bring him over to see the kids.”

      “I will, thanks.” Tessa took a sip of her drink. “He’s been enjoying the attention from Will and Dani’s boys since we got to the training center. Their parents are on a job in Montana, in the Kootenai National Forest. A trio of young men went out hiking and no one has heard from them in a week.”

      “I saw that on the news. I’ll pray for them.” Kirsten winced. “What about the new class of search and rescue trainees?”

      “Mitchell selected some good ones. Three females and a male.”

      “Please tell me you’re talking about the dogs, not their handlers.”

      Tessa laughed. “I guess I am.”

      “I know.” Her sister sipped her coffee with a smile.

      “They’ll be good.” She would spend the summer training session helping out, and either way, they’d figure what each of the handlers was made of.

      Most search and rescue workers were volunteers, attached to a local county or not. Often they worked on teams—like Dani and Will, and the American Red Cross search and rescue team she went out with. They’d met years ago while Will had been a Homeland Security agent. Now they had twin boys and loved their life. Going where jobs took them.

      Home base would always be Benson.

      Even for Tessa, who spent the Washington winter season in Arizona at her tiny house just outside Scottsdale. Helping out with search and rescue down there—which included answering the phone when the resident FBI agent called.

      Laurel said, “Maybe I’ll bring the kids up to the training center.”

      Tessa grinned. “I’d love that. Mitchell just got a new group of puppies, and right now they’re chewing on everything and everyone and driving the older dogs crazy.” She really should spend time with them, since one of those dogs could be her next K-9, but she wasn’t quite ready to let go of working only with Maverick. She wouldn’t be able to put it off for long, though.

      “Mom’s birthday is next week.” Her sister looked at Maverick, strategically ignoring Tessa’s eyes.

      “I know. I got the gold embossed invitation in the mail.” She blew out a breath. “Before you ask, I’ll be there.”

      “It’s just one night.”

      “One night of uncomfortable shoes, a dress so tight I can’t breathe, and watching my ex-fiancé dance with some airhead.”

      Kirsten winced. “Maybe Jasper won’t go?”

      “Senator Hollingsworth will be there. You think he’d let a chance to show off his SWAT officer son to all his highbrow friends pass by?” Tessa shook her head. “No way.” She reached over and patted her sister’s hands. “I’ll survive.”

      “You won’t get blind drunk like you did junior year?”

      Tessa winced. “You won’t throw up like when Mom made you go even though you had the stomach flu?”

      Kirsten turned her hand, and they linked their fingers together.

      For a second, Tessa was back there—the two of them, alone in that cave. I’ll protect you. She sucked in a breath and pulled her hand back, petting Maverick so it didn’t look like she couldn’t handle one high society party.

      “Maybe the deputy mayor will throw another after-party in the pool house, and we can order pizza.” Kirsten laughed. “Sean would like to see Dad blow off steam like that.”

      Tessa managed to find a laugh. “Geez, I thought she was gonna have a conniption that year.”

      Their father, the deputy mayor, did what he needed to do to keep their mom—curator of the Benson Museum—happy. That one year he’d ordered pizza for them after Mom’s high society birthday party and they’d played Ping-Pong in the pool house until three in the morning, all amped up on too much sugary soda. They’d been laughing themselves silly when their mom found them hanging out, their dad on the couch in the pool house. Snoring. His tie pulled down and his collar unbuttoned.

      Tessa sighed. “Maybe Jasper will get the stomach flu this year.”

      The last thing she needed was to run into Mr. Fancy Behind SWAT Officer, and his I need a sweet woman, Tess. Someone soft.

      Tessa sighed off the hurt and frustration. She was supposed to be content. God wanted her to be thankful and in awe of the grace given to her. That was easier than being happy with where her life was right now.

      “I should go.” Her sister pulled her into a tight hug. “Love you, Tessie.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Back at ya,” Tessa echoed.

      Kirsten knew she felt the same. They weren’t ever going to lose the bond they’d forged in that cave.

      Despite the sun and the heat of summer, Tessa could still feel the cold.

      “See you later.” Kirsten waved.

      Tessa finished her coffee, refusing to leave when it would feel like she hadn’t been able to handle being out here. Ugh. That was what she was doing! She slid out her phone, pulled up the moving company website still open on her browser, and closed the tab. Being a coward who ran away wasn’t her style.

      She clicked her fingers for Maverick and shook off the shudder as she headed to the crosswalk. Traffic slowed for the red light.

      The limo pulled out of its parking space and took up the lane on the far side.

      In the middle of the crosswalk, everything flashed. Concussive force smacked into her. Someone screamed.

      Tessa flew through the air, still clutching Maverick’s leash. She could only gasp.

      She hit asphalt, and everything went black.
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      K-9 Officer River Gaines rarely rolled up to a scene without his partner. This callout he’d been advised to fly solo, without his German shepherd Kutter.

      River parked his patrol car and spotted the Benson SWAT team at the edge of the chaos. As he approached the team, Sergeant O’Connell—Liam, a good guy even if he was a bit broody—lifted his chin.

      Lieutenant Gage DeLuca stuck his hand out. “Gaines.”

      “LT.” River frowned at the ambulances, firefighters, and people all over. Smoke laced the air. “What happened?”

      “Near as we can tell, the limo had been rigged with a bomb.” Gage started to walk to the center of the still-smoldering wreckage. “It pulled away from the curb and immediately exploded.”

      “Any fatalities?” River asked.

      “Occupants of the vehicle that exploded.” Gage pushed out a breath. “A couple bystanders are critical. That’s why you’re here.”

      Without his dog. Because they didn’t want Kutter to injure himself on all this debris? “What do you need me to do?”

      It wasn’t unheard of for SWAT to call him in. He’d even applied at one point, six weeks ago. After Dakota headed for Last Chance County, River had tried out, but Gage washed him from the training course saying he wasn’t a good fit for their team. Once again, he hadn’t measured up. Apparently River had too much empathy—not that Gage said it precisely like that. All he’d heard was, You’re not tough enough.

      It wasn’t the first time, and nor would it be the last. River liked his K-9 partner and the job they did together. But was it so wrong to want more out of his life, and make his parents proud of him?

      It seemed like, to the people who counted, he would always be the little boy with no name. No background. No story. Like a black mark of distrust that would never go away.

      A couple of uniformed officers parted.

      Between them a woman lay on the ground, bleeding from her head. Facedown. Eyes closed. She looked unconscious, and the road rash on her legs didn’t look good. She’d been thrown by the force of the explosion. A snarling German shepherd stood over her, ears back. Hair on his back raised.

      “He won’t let anyone get near her,” Gage said. “The EMTs need to treat her.”

      “She’s alive?” River couldn’t see her breathing. He kept his attention on the dog, its leash hanging down. The end was somewhere under her hips. “He’s hurt.”

      “So he needs to get seen as well.” Gage slapped River on the shoulder. “Get him contained so the EMTs can get in there and help her.”

      Great. River took another step, shoulders back.

      “Lieutenant,” he called out, “I need the slip lead from the back of my car.”

      “You got it.”

      River kept himself tight and straight as he stood there. So much of working with dogs was body language. Command presence was something cops learned, and it taught a dog that respect went both ways.

      The dog barked.

      River took another couple of steps, then stopped.

      This animal was a powder keg about to blow like that limo had.

      “Hey, boy.” River moved a little closer. “You’re hurt and scared, but it’s okay.” He kept his voice soft.

      Someone moved to River’s left.

      The dog’s attention moved to the officer, and he barked.

      “Don’t!” River held up his hand.

      “I can tackle him.”

      “If you want to get your arm torn off.” River didn’t get a good look at the collar on this dog, but it was enough for him to realize exactly who this was—the dog and the woman under him. He sucked in a breath and yelled, “Ricky, Platz!”

      The dog’s belly hit the woman’s back, but there was nothing relaxed about this “down.”

      “You know this dog?”

      River glanced at the officer, a guy he’d never met. “Yes. Now back up.”

      He waited until the guy took a few steps in retreat, then turned back to the dog. River walked slowly toward the tense animal and held his hand out, low down. Maverick was a chin scratches dog, and he had been ever since River had spent two weeks before the police academy hand feeding the German shepherd, trying to get a handle on the food aggression.

      River touched the side of Maverick’s neck and ran his hands through the dog’s fur while he crouched. It put him in a vulnerable position, but when the dog was hurt and scared, with no idea what was happening, River didn’t need to stress him out more.

      “Hey, Ricky.”

      The dog sniffed. Some note of recognition hit him, and he whined.

      “I know, buddy. She’s hurt, and she needs help.” The search and rescue handler lying unconscious under the dog had chosen Maverick after his training had been completed because they’d connected immediately. They’d been working together a while, so they were probably pretty close. Maverick and Tessa.

      The woman he’d successfully avoided for two years…and she was here.

      “Gaines.” Someone tossed the slip lead next to River.

      Both he and the dog flinched. River picked up the slip lead without turning. “Come on, Ricky. Let’s go.”

      The dog whined and didn’t move.

      River slipped the lead over his head, then tugged the leash out from under the woman. He stepped over the woman, moving the dog back with him as they went. Maverick lifted up long enough to reposition himself and lay back down, never taking his attention from his handler.

      “Okay,” River called over his shoulder, and two EMTs headed over.

      The first one crouched, they got the woman rolled over, and the EMT hissed. “Multiple abrasions. That one on her thigh looks nasty.”

      “So does her head.”

      River held on to Maverick’s leashes and with his free hand tried to soothe the dog with long strokes down his side. The dog flinched when River hit a sore spot. “You need medical attention, too, huh, Ricky.”

      His dad would take care of that. The handler would be treated at the hospital, and the cops would find out who’d destroyed a city street in the middle of the afternoon.

      Tessa had thick brown hair, pulled back into a ponytail. She had some muscle tone to her arms, but being a search and rescue handler that wasn’t surprising. They had to be able to walk miles and handle all kinds of situations.

      She’d gone through his dad’s search and rescue training center class at some point, but River didn’t meet everyone they graduated, so no one had thought it odd. When he’d heard Ricky got adopted, he’d been a little bummed the dog wasn’t going to be a police K-9. But dogs had temperaments for different things, and Kutter was a cop from nose to tail.

      They lifted the woman onto a gurney and wheeled her off. She hadn’t woken up yet, so it still didn’t count. They’d never “met.” But that grace would run out soon enough if he was ordered to the hospital to take her statement.

      Maverick started to move.

      “Stay.” River pulled out his phone and dialed his dad’s number.

      Mitchell Gaines, former cop and currently the head of the most renowned search and rescue training school in the Pacific Northwest, answered on the second ring. “Hey, kid. How’s things?”

      River might be twenty-six, but his dad still called him that. “I’m good, but one of yours isn’t.” He explained about the limo bomb and the injured woman. “They took her to the hospital, but Maverick is here, and he’s freaked.”

      His dad sounded like he was on the move. “I’ll come get him.”

      “The hospital will need to know who she is.”

      “I’ll call the deputy mayor.”

      “Why would you⁠—”

      “Reggie Atkins is Tessa’s dad.” Mitchell paused. “How bad is she hurt?”

      “I don’t know, but I can⁠—”

      “I got it.” A car door slammed through the open phone line. “I’ll be there in thirty.” His dad hung up.

      River pocketed his phone and stood. He gave Maverick the command to heel, and they headed toward the SWAT officers. Jasper Hollingsworth looked like he was about to be sick.

      “I didn’t know it was her.” He ran a hand down the back of his hair. “I didn’t think she was here, and we were all worrying about the dog not eating someone.”

      River reached down with a hand and touched Maverick’s shoulder. If this dog was going to eat someone, it would only be because he’d been told to. “What’s going on?”

      Blake Reed, one of River’s buddies, held out his hand and they shook. “Jas knows the vic.”

      “Come on.” Gage clapped Jasper on the shoulder, and they strode off.

      Liam eyed the dog. “Is he good?”

      River nodded. “Mitchell is gonna come pick him up.”

      “How’s Dakota?”

      River blinked at the sudden subject change from the sergeant. “I talked to him yesterday. He’s good.”

      Their teammate had been cut from SWAT in the spring after Lieutenant DeLuca realized Dakota had an addiction to pain meds following an ankle injury. The fact he was asking River could just be because of River’s connection to the search and rescue training center, and the training center’s connection to Dakota—through his half-brother Will Masterson.

      Or, Sergeant O’Connell knew that River had tried to get Dakota to own up to what was going on with him. Then Dakota stopped coming over to his townhouse. Even Blake hadn’t been able to get through to him.

      Liam said, “He’s staying in Last Chance County?”

      River nodded. “Dakota completed his sixty-day rehab, but he decided to stick around and get a job there. Just for now. He’s got friends who run a construction crew, and the whole lot of them are in the same Bible study, so it’s like a program.”

      “That’s good.” Liam managed to get the words out.

      River ignored his distaste of conversation about faith. Dakota Masterson was their friend, and they needed to know he was good and why. Dakota’s brother Will had asked River the same questions the last time he’d seen the guy.

      River liked the couple, which was good since Will and his wife, Dani, lived at the search and rescue training center River’s parents ran. But Dakota was the one that River was closest to. Or he tried to be. It would take time for Dakota to come around, and then they could be the close friends they’d been before. Right?

      He glanced at what remained of the limo. “Who was inside?”

      “Get this.” His other friend, SWAT officer Blake Reed, slapped his shoulder. “The guy was Russian. Probably mafia.”

      River frowned.

      “Exactly.” SWAT Sergeant Liam O’Connell nodded. “We’re about to have a turf war on our hands.”
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      Sixteen stitches later, Tessa finally had a moment alone. The Plexiglas door on her emergency room bay cut some of the noise but not all. She could hear the low hum of humanity. So far no one had been able to tell her what happened to Maverick. No one at the training center answered the phone. The doctors and nurses had heard from the EMTs that she’d been guarded by her dog before they could treat her, but not what was done with him.

      If her dog had been captured by animal control…

      Tessa pushed up to sitting, expecting the same swimming feeling in her head. It was still there, but not nearly as much as an hour ago.

      They’d said she could be discharged when she could walk in a straight line. Okay, so they didn’t exactly put it like that, but that was the gist of it. She convinced the nurse to get the paperwork ready. Who wanted to be in the ER any longer than necessary?

      She turned her feet to the side, about to test standing up when the door swished open.

      Instead of staff, her dad entered, talking on his phone. “Yes, I can do that. That’s my point. We work together on this.” He walked all the way to stand in front of her. Shiny shoes, tailored suit. His brown hair had a lot more gray these days than it used to, but the rest of him didn’t seem to have changed in years. He touched her chin and scanned her face, the phone still to his ear. “If you can convince Landry, even better. That neighborhood needs this.” He turned away and paced.

      Tessa didn’t look at her bare legs under the hem of her shorts—or the fact more of her skin had been covered in bandages than what wasn’t. Aches and pains she could deal with. The fact she had no idea where Mav was? Problem.

      “Good. Call me when you do know.” Her dad hung up. He turned around. “Honey.”

      “I didn’t think it was that bad.”

      “Your mother is going to have a conniption.”

      “I’ll wear pants when I go see her.” Tessa winced. “And long sleeves.”

      “I can’t stay long.” He shifted, hedging. “I have a dinner meeting up the street to get to.”

      “I just need a ride to my car, but the doctor has to sign release forms.”

      He twisted his wrist to see the face of his gold watch. “Can you call Kirsten?”

      Her sister had been planning to spend the afternoon with her husband. It was seven p.m. now, so they’d be at dinner.

      Even if she could call her sister, she wouldn’t.

      “My phone got smashed. It’s busted.” Tessa shifted to put her feet on the floor, wondering where they’d put her shoes. “How did you know I was here?”

      “I play golf with the chief of surgery. He called when you were admitted.”

      “Thanks for coming.”

      He strode over and kissed her head. “I’m glad you’re all right.” Something caught his attention, and he waved a hand. The door slid open. “Come in, Officer.”

      Tessa glanced over. Good-looking, but edgy. Not classically handsome like a certain other person she wasn’t going to think about. As if she needed to be reminded of that disaster.

      “Thank you, sir.” The officer had pink cheeks, like he’d been out in the sun, and a smear of ash or something on the side of his neck. The front of his shirt had “K-9” in white on the opposite side from his badge.

      “Do you know what happened to my dog?”

      Before he could answer, her dad said, “He’s probably just here to get your statement, honey.” Then to the cop, “Do we know who is responsible yet?”

      The cop shook his head. “I’m not working the case, but I am here to speak with Ms. Atkins, sir.”

      Her dad glanced at her like, See.

      “My dog was at the scene. Where is he?”

      The cop nodded. “I’m Officer Gaines. My dad’s been trying to call you. He took Ricky to the vet, and he’s waiting there. He’ll take your dog home with him when they’re done.”

      There was a lot there, so she wasn’t sure where to start. Except the response that wouldn’t be rude. “Thank you, Officer Gaines.”

      She knew about Mitchell and Laurel’s son. They spoke about him with pride, and their house was full of pictures of the three of them and so many dogs they’d lived with, worked with, or trained over the years.

      The guy’s professional expression slipped a little, and he smiled. “I couldn’t believe it was him when I saw him. I haven’t seen Ricky since he was a pup.”

      “Is he okay?”

      A frown drew his brows together. “Lacerations. Less than you, by far. Bruising. That kind of thing.”

      Tessa blew out a breath. “It could have been a lot worse.” Story of my life. But why be on edge here waiting for the fear to hit her again when she could be in the sun of Arizona? Finding murder victims like her last case.

      “But it wasn’t.” Her dad patted her shoulder. “And now I’ve got to go.” He walked to the door. “Call your mother.”

      “When I get a new phone.” She hadn’t been lying that it shattered. She or Mav had landed on it when they flew through the air and hit the ground. She winced and squeezed her eyes shut. The door closed.

      “Did that limo really explode?”

      She glanced at the cop, who seemed undistracted by the bandages all over her arms and legs. The professional expression was back.

      He nodded, then asked her a few questions. She answered what she remembered—which wasn’t much. She hadn’t seen anyone get in or out of the vehicle. No one acting suspicious. The only part that interested her is how long she’d seen it sitting parked on the side of the road. While she gave her statement and he made notes on his phone, the doctor and nurses came in and out with instructions, paperwork, and a prescription.

      When the questions wound down, she said, “So you’re River.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Mitchell and Laurel talk about you all the time. How proud they are of you.” Tessa shrugged her shoulder. Ouch. Tomorrow would be spent in bed watching a movie on her laptop and not moving. She needed distraction from the aches and pains. This buttoned-up officer didn’t need to know how much it hurt.

      He flushed pink. “You’re staying at the training center?”

      “I live there in the warm months.” Didn’t he know that? “Mid-October I head down to Scottsdale and work there until April.”

      Essentially, she spent half her time living at his childhood home. Since she’d been doing this for years, and they’d never met, she wondered why that was. Then again, given her relationship with a certain someone on SWAT, she hadn’t had much free time during that season. And after had been far too painful. It wasn’t like she intruded on family time when Mitchell and Laurel had a day off, and she’d spent eight months in Arizona since the breakup last year.

      The door slid open while she was staring at River Gaines.

      “Knock, knock.” Jasper stepped in wearing street clothes—jeans ironed stiff and a collared shirt. Not SWAT gear. “Hey, Riv.”

      They shook. River Gaines didn’t give anything away. It made Tessa want to ruffle his feathers. Get him to laugh at a joke. As if she needed to worry about a guy, even a good-looking one.

      “Babe, you okay?” Jasper looked like he was going to hug her. Like she needed her ex to walk in, flooded by guilt over the way he’d treated her, and be nice.

      Tessa reached for the cupboard instead of hugging him. Bingo. She pulled out the clear plastic bag with her shoes. “All patched up.”

      “I thought you might need a ride back up the mountain.”

      “Actually, just to my car.” She slid her foot into one shoe. “And Officer Gaines already offered. But thanks.”

      “He did?” Jasper glanced between her and River.

      Please. Tessa slid her foot into the other shoe. Don’t blow this. She might be asking a lot, hoping Mitchell’s son caught the subtext between her and Jasper. Hopefully he had his father’s instincts.

      “That’s right.” River took the empty bag from her and tucked it in the trash can. “I did offer to take Ms. Atkins to her car.” He could’ve said he still had more questions for her, but maybe he didn’t lie unlike someone else in this room.

      She lifted her head. “I’m good, but thanks.”

      Jasper stared at her. Did he really expect her to say it was nice to see him? “Tess…” He didn’t finish.

      “I’m sure Officer Gaines has better things to do than wait for me, so we should be going.” She took a wobbly step.

      Jasper reached for her elbow. “Let me help you⁠—”

      She glanced at him, tears in her eyes—from the aches and pains. Not anything else. “I don’t need your help.”

      They left Jasper in the room. River carried her papers, including the prescription slip. She figured she’d just take over the counter pain meds, but antibiotics would keep the dirty grazes she had all over from getting infected.

      Officer Gaines glanced over. “You okay?”

      “Nope.” She kept facing front, focusing on one foot in front of the other. “Just tell me Mav is okay.”

      “He’s banged up like you, but seriously, he’s good.” The entry doors to the ER opened, and they stepped out into the heat of evening. The sun wouldn’t go down until closer to ten, so it was still in the nineties.

      Her head swam. She touched her forehead but kept going.

      “You can hold on to me…only, are you going to bite my head off like you did with Jasper?”

      She reached out and took his arm. “He deserved it.”

      “Why’s that?”

      For some reason—some pain-induced moment of weakness—Tessa actually said aloud, “Because when he asked me to give him back the engagement ring, it was because his mother told him I wasn’t good enough to be his wife.”

      Officer Gaines stopped in his tracks and gasped. “Seriously?”

      “To be honest, I never liked her.”

      River Gaines smiled. All the hardness of his blank features bled away, and everything about him softened.

      Oh no. “We should go. It’s getting late.”
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