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  places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination, or,

  if real, used fictitiously—and any resemblance to actual persons, business

  establishments, events, or locales is purely coincidental.
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  THE DALE KINSALL SERIES:


    Nose for Trouble


Scent of Danger


Tracking Murder (novella)


 


Author Note:


 


This novella comes after Scent of Danger, but can be read

  at any point; it stands alone. And yes, just as in the FoxAcre Press editions

  of Nose for Trouble and Scent of Danger, the cover model is my youngest boy,

  Dart Beagle AKA D’Artagnan Beagle AKA “Albedo's Charter Member TD RA OA EAJ CA

  CGC”—but Dart is a young dog, and that string of titles is evolving all the

  time. The fun one with regards to this story is the TD, which is his AKC

  Tracking Dog title, and which he earned at the very site where the story takes

  place.  His pack-brother ConneryBeagle (AKA CH MACH2 Cedar Ridge

  DoubleOSeven CD RE MXG MJG XF EAC EJC CGC) is still working on a TD, but has

  also started Search & Rescue for lost cats.


 


As usual with Real Life ™ locations, however, I’ve

  tweaked the area into something between truth and fiction—and you can be

  certain that none of the characters are the tracking people I know. The same

  can’t be said for Tanner, the young walk-on who made it into these pages by

  virtue of winning a donated Tuckerization via pet rescue auction. Tanner is a

  cutie and can be found on FaceBook! 


 


I have very little excuse for writing this story, except

  that I missed Dale and Sully and wanted to go back to that world to play. I

  hope you have fun with it, too!


 


I appreciate your letters, emails, blog comments, and

  FaceBook posts more than I can ever express, and I love your reviews. It's

  amazing to be a part of such a large circle of friends through a mutual love of

  books!


~~~~~
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  Tracking Murder


By Doranna Durgin


 


1.


 


Dale Kinsall cracked open the Albuquerque motel door to

  the crisp outdoors and found the unexpected: a tidy little man packed a little

  too tightly into an unzipped jacket over a neat button-down shirt, sharply

  creased slacks, and a perfectly centered belt. His head shone through the

  clipped peach fuzz over the dome of his head—and given Dale's height, he had a

  perfect view of same.


who? Sully pushed his Beagle face between Dale's leg

  and the doorframe, sniffing out into the cold New Mexico night air now

  permeated with cologne. Laura's quiet presence intervened from behind; the nose

  disappeared, but not without a muffled "BAWH!" of protest.


"Dale Kinsall?" the man asked, rocking up on his

  toes and back again.


Bantam rooster. Mercifully, Dale didn't voice the

  words. This time. Then again, he was waiting to see how the cologne would hit

  his lungs.


"I'm Stephen Roberts," the man said, still brusque—but

  with a little hesitation after his words, as if waiting for Dale to pick up his

  expected next line. "You are Dr. Kinsall, the vet who made such a

  splash in Flagstaff last summer?"


"Well," Dale said, "I'm Dale Kinsall,

  anyway." He left a polite space for the man to further explain himself.


From within the room, Sully escaped Laura's capable hands;

  Dale heard him coming and executed a deft knee block. His tenor growl vibrated

  in the air. who?


"And this must be young Sully," the man said. "Champion

  Cedar Ridge Sully CD RE, I believe?"


"And CGC," Laura added from the depths of the

  room, her mellifluous voice full of its subtle amusement. Dale recognized the

  timbre, knew she found humor in this unexpected visitor. It had taken time to

  read Laura's subtleties, but he had them now.


Mostly.


"But CGC is a certificate, not a title," the man

  said, a scold to his tone; his breath smoked into the vapor-lit air. "And

  it's certainly somewhat superseded by the obedience and rally titles."


Dale had been busy with Sully since the previous summer—finishing

  his training, starting his trialing. Best to channel all that Beagley energy as

  constructively as possible, he'd decided.


"If your dog passes his tracking test," the man

  said, pinning Dale with an over-bright gaze, "will you attempt to trial in

  agility for a versatility title?"


"We're entered in our first agility trial next

  month," Dale said, and decided the man had no intention of explicating

  himself. "Who were you, again?" Because it's cold out here, and I

    have things to do in there.


Things to do with Laura that had everything to do with this

  shared motel room and this first excursion together, and nothing to do with

  Stephen Roberts and his cologne.


The man stood straighter, his belly rounding against his

  perfectly fitted shirt. "Stephen Roberts," he repeated. The bright

  gaze turned disapproving. "From the Canyon Chronicle?"


Dale offered him a blank look. Laura recaptured Sully, who

  made audible air-scenting noises in the background, but only until the sudden

  sound of a tortured squeaky toy filled the air. A smile twitched the corners of

  Dale's mouth, but Stephen Roberts was not charmed. "The Canyon

    Chronicle reporter," he said. "The celebrity tracklayer for

  tomorrow's test?"


Even the squeaky toy hesitated at that pronouncement. Dale

  clamped his mouth closed on the response crowding his tongue. There's no

    such thing as a celebrity tracklayer.


No doubt the tracking test's host club had been short on

  volunteers and long on entries—and they'd known just how to push this man's

  buttons. So Dale cleared his throat and said, "Oh. Right. Celebrity

  tracklayer. Of course."


That sound in the background—that was definitely Laura's amusement.


"Of course, I've come to interview you," Roberts

  said. "The vet who moved to Flagstaff only last spring and has already

  solved two murders? Not to mention your... shall we say... colorful past, with your previous clinic gone up in flames."


Dale's humor evaporated. He drew breath, leaning one long

  arm against the door frame with deliberate intent to loom. And suddenly Laura

  was there, ducking under that arm to plunk Sully against Dale's chest, a

  stuffed toy hanging from his mouth in drooping dismay, his eyebrows quirking. woe?


"I'm sorry," Laura said, not sounding it—even

  shorter than this abrasive little man, her refined features quiet but firm and

  reflecting the heritage of both her Castilian mother and her Navajo father. "Perhaps

  you should have called ahead. We've had a long drive today, and tomorrow is a

  startlingly early day. I'm sure we'll see you there."


If only because Dale was too tall to blend into any crowd,

  never mind the small cluster of tracklayers, judges, drivers, and participants

  in the wilderness-based tracking test.


"Surely a few moments—" Roberts said, firming his

  shoulders as if he might walk right through the both of them and into the room.

  "This is an opportunity you'll want to take. I can give your story the

  kind of attention no big city newspaper can offer."


"Have a pleasant evening," Laura told him and

  stepped back to close the door. Dale yielded not to the temptation to stand

  there and let her bump into him, backside first; he made way, absently tugging

  on the stuffed toy to distract Sully. "And oh," Laura said,

  hesitating with her hand on the door. "Don't wear that cologne tomorrow if

  you want to lay track."


He quite clearly didn't believe the door was closing, even

  as she pushed it into place.


Dale stopped moving back; he grinned down at her, letting

  Sully slide gently from his arms to drop to the carpet, the stuffed toy

  forgotten in his mouth as he went off to investigate the food molecules

  lingering below their Mexican market take-out. "I saw what you did

  there."


She looked back at him, dead pan. "Did you."


"You didn't trust me not to put my foot in it."


"I trusted you, all right," she told him, with

  some affection.


"Fine," he said, understanding perfectly. I

  trusted you to put your foot in it. Dale was not known to be amiable on the

  subject of media interest in his past. "Whatever. Because, of course, this

  puts you right where I want you." Here, with the door at her back and not

  a whole lot of space between them.


She raised one arching brow in challenge. What are you

  going to do about it, then?


Dale knew exactly what to do about it. He yielded to

  temptation.


  ~~~~~


 


2.


 


Dale hadn't expected Laura to start the day with,

  "Maybe he was right."


No, he'd thought to start the day with coffee. Lots of

  coffee, burning its hot dark way down his throat into wakefulness in spite of

  the bitter, early morning. The scent of it permeated the hotel room as he returned

  from the fastest possible lift-a-leg with Sully.


Sully stood beside Dale for the pouring of the coffee, his

  eyes fixed firmly on the mini-fridge, his tail wagging with gentle persistence. food. for me. A quick glance at Dale, a mere shift of eyebrow. in

    here, dale. mine.


Dale stopped with the mug and coffee pot in still in hand,

  watching Laura gather thick, long hair from the sides of her face to a flat

  clip at the back of her head, her fingers efficient. The length of it fell

  smoothly down her back, heavy enough to sort itself out. He'd forgotten what

  she'd said, and though he wanted to blame it on the morning, he knew in his

  heart that he had to blame it on the fact that he was here in a hotel room with

  Laura, watching her fix her hair.


He was nothing if not smitten.


"About the article," she said, zipping her little

  cosmetics bag closed and tucking it away in her suitcase.


food. me. Sully's tail wagged with an extra

  determination. His nose eased closer to the refrigerator and he stared with the

  intensity of a dog who knew—knew—that the refrigerator door would open

  if he only wanted it badly enough.


Dale barely noticed. "About Ohio?"


"Yes, Ohio." Laura pulled gloves and a hat from

  her suitcase and zipped it up, setting it by the door while Dale made little

  more progress through their brusque morning timetable than returning the

  miniature hotel carafe to its hot plate. She straightened to look at him, quiet

  brown eyes understanding but without hesitation. "The fire wasn't your

  fault. Bringing things out in the open might help you process that."


He sent her a look of naked disbelief. "By talking to

  that man," he said, just making sure he had it right. "Stephen

  Roberts. The guy at the door. Last night."


Laura bit her lip on a smile. "Maybe not that man, specifically."

  She tossed her hat and gloves on the bed and pulled a nut bar from her worn and

  comfortable purse, a serviceable thing of stout leather made by a man on the

  rez who'd known his craft. She sat on the edge of the bed to take a bite. "Celebrity

    tracklayer. Want to bet he's laying the alternate?" The one that

  probably wouldn't be used in the test. The one where a man of little experience

  and even less acknowledgment of that state would have less potential impact.
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