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CHAPTER 1


          

          ARTHUR

        

      

    

    
      I sat behind the counter at Safe Haven animal rescue, listening to my shelter manager calling me from across the ocean. “Did you see the video?” The happiness in Shane’s voice made me smile. “Was that cool or what?”

      “Hang on.” I swiped my phone over to where I had a waiting text from Shane’s boyfriend, Theo. Sure enough, there was a video attached. When I hit play, I saw Shane with his little white cat Mimsy doing their routine of Mimsy-tricks with the iconic architecture of Paris behind them. In this short clip, Mimsy jumped from the ground up to Shane’s shoulder, then balanced on his head and raised one paw in a salute.

      I said, “Did you just busk in front of Notre Dame?”

      Shane had lived off his wits and Mimsy’s skills for a long time, but Theo was rich enough he no longer needed to.

      “Not busking,” Shane told me. “I didn’t put the hat out. Wouldn’t risk breaking the law here. But Mimsy was riding on my shoulder and these two kids asked if she was a real cat, speaking English with the cutest French accents, and I couldn’t resist letting her show off a bit.”

      Of course he couldn’t. Shane would deny it till he was blue in the face, but he was a sucker for kids, and for that little cat. Letting her shine while making kids laugh was his favorite thing. Aside from being with Theo, of course.

      The newfound brightness of Shane’s voice warmed me, even as I pushed aside an unworthy pang of jealousy. Shane had lived a much harder life than I had—forced to leave his family as a teenager, going homeless, sometimes going hungry, so independent it’d taken Theo months to persuade him love didn’t have to come with strings.

      My own family might’ve lost interest in me long ago, but I’d never gone without a meal. Now Shane and Theo had a relationship so solid even Shane was willing to trust it. I should be happy for my friend and stop thinking about how I was ten years older and far more alone. “Sounds like fun.”

      “France is something else.” Shane laughed. “The history’s just everywhere, the food’s amazing, and the cafés all let me bring Mimsy inside.” His tone became less animated. “Are you sure you’re okay without my help? We’ll be out of touch for a week, once we hit Africa and get out in the bush. I feel guilty⁠—”

      “Don’t,” I cut in. “The shelter’s doing well. I have Neil on the office side and plenty of volunteers to help with animal care. Safe Haven will get along just fine without you for a month. Not that you aren’t super valuable,” I hurried to add, because it was the truth. “But we’ll survive. I’m counting on some pictures of the charismatic megafauna when you get to Kenya.”

      Theo had a photo safari planned for them, and Shane had researched every wild critter they were likely to see and a few they weren’t. His latching onto the scornful term charismatic megafauna for the big popular critters hadn’t masked how eager he was to see them all.

      Unless we were hit by a tornado here in SoCal or a plague wiped out all our volunteers, I wasn’t going to ask Shane to cut their trip short.

      Shane added, “And how’s Foxy doing?”

      “Hah. The ulterior motive,” I teased. “You really only called me to talk about your dog. Nina’s doing great with her, you know that.” I’d offered to dog-sit, but Foxy didn’t really like the hustle and bustle of the shelter. She was happier with one of the volunteers, and I’d visited her at Nina’s where she was getting thoroughly spoiled.

      “You are checking up on her, right?”

      “Yes, Shane—” The chime of an incoming call interrupted us.

      Kevin.

      “I’ve got to go,” I told Shane. “Our favorite thirteen-year-old is on the other line.”

      Shane chuckled. “A voice call from Kevin? Yeah, better find out what limping otter or mangy raccoon he wants you to help now.”

      “I’ll send you Foxy pics.” I ended that call and switched over. Shane wasn’t pulling examples out of thin air. Last time, Kevin had wanted me to figure out how to get thirty-dollar flea-and-tick chews into a wild fox with mange… “Hey, Kev. What’s up?”

      Kevin’s breathless tones came sharp over the phone. “There’s a dog and I think it’s hurt and this guy’s going to shoot it!”

      “Whoa. Wait.” I jumped to my feet, waving at Vicky, today’s volunteer who was straightening up the store, to gesture that I was heading outside. “If someone has a gun, you get yourself out of there now, kid.”

      “He’s not pointing it at me. He’s pointing it at the dog.”

      “I don’t care. Get well away from him, you hear me?”

      Kevin’s voice sounded distant and muffled, as if he was speaking away from the phone. “She’s just scared, sir. She’s not going to hurt you. I swear. Don’t shoot her.”

      “Kevin! Leave the man with the gun alone.” I jogged to my elderly pickup in the shelter parking lot, digging in my pocket for the keys. “Where are you?”

      I heard the bass rumble of an adult male voice, the words inaudible. Then Kevin said, “Culver Street. 3027. Hurry.”

      “Get yourself to safety. Call 9-1-1 and then call one of your dads.”

      “Got it.” And the damned kid hung up on me.

      Praying he was actually calling emergency services, I slammed the truck into gear and peeled out of the lot. Kevin was an awesome kid for thirteen, but he had a terrifying amount of faith in people and the universe. For a boy who’d faced his share of bullying, he still somehow believed everything would work out for the best if he just threw himself into helping.

      As I took the back route around to Riverside East toward Culver Street, trying to dodge traffic, I called on fate or karma or whatever to please make it so. Kevin had a lot of good karma saved up. It would take the fingers of both hands to count the number of stray cats and injured wildlife the kid had saved, but none of that would protect him from a bastard with a gun and the willingness to use it.

      If I’d had a hands-free phone set-up, I’d have called Kevin’s dads myself, but the truck was too old to make that easy. I concentrated on driving fast.

      That address was less than ten minutes away. As I cruised down the three-thousand block, I didn’t see any cop cars or crowd. Hopefully that meant nothing bad had happened. Yet.

      3027 was the last house before the ravine that led down to Gaynor River where it cut the town in two. That maybe explained why Kevin was there because he liked to explore the parkland along the riverbanks.

      I parked and got out, listening. Raised voices came from behind the house, and then, before I could head back there, the sound of a shot rang out. I froze.

      Kevin!

      A tall blond man who was approaching down the sidewalk stared at me, then as one, we turned and sprinted up the lawn at the side of the house. I didn’t know this dude from Adam, but if he was the kind to run toward a gunshot, I wasn’t going to turn down help. “Call 9-1-1!” I shouted at him as we ran, and his steps slowed as he fumbled out his phone.

      I rounded the corner of the house with blond dude a couple of steps behind me and there was Kevin standing in an untidy yard. Alive. Not bleeding. At least as far as I could see. He had his arms out at his sides and his back to a rickety wooden structure the size of a kid’s playhouse raised up on legs, backed by a chicken wire enclosure.

      “Arthur!” he called.

      At his call, the man standing across from him whirled my way. This guy was short and skinny, at least ten years older than me although I couldn’t tell fifty from sixty from seventy. Bushy gray hair, a weathered face, and work-worn hands holding a gun. A pistol of some kind. Handgun. Despite growing up in rural Minnesota in a family that loved their hunting and fishing, I’d never liked guns, so I had no clue.

      I raised my hands. “Hey.” My tone automatically fell to the soft, low one I used to soothe frightened critters. “No need to get excited. The boy means no harm.”

      “There’s a coyote under my henhouse and I aim to shoot it,” the man growled.

      “It’s not a coyote,” Kevin said, because the kid never knew when to keep quiet. “She looks like some kind of pittie-golden mix. Definitely a dog.”

      The man swung back to him, gun raised, which was what I’d been trying to avoid. “I don’t care if it’s a fucking show dog. It’s killing my chickens and I got a right to shoot it.”

      “Kevin,” I said calmly. “Go stand over by Mr.—” I waved at the blond stranger who’d caught up to me, phone in hand.

      “Brooklyn,” the guy said softly. “Come on over here, son.”

      “No.” Kevin crossed his arms and didn’t budge. “He’ll shoot her.”

      Well, dammit. I was definitely going to have words with the boy’s dads. As it was, I hoped the cops would show up soon. Any time now would be good. With my hands raised high, I edged forward toward Kevin.

      The gun dude watched me but said nothing as I reached the boy.

      “Go on.” I gave Kevin a nudge. “I’m here now. You go out to the road and watch for the cops.”

      “Don’t need no cops,” the gun guy said. “This is my property, and a man has a right to defend his property. You’re trespassing. I could shoot you all and the dog. This is my land.”

      Kevin turned a pale face up to me, then finally scurried out of range although he stopped behind the Brooklyn guy instead of heading to the street.

      I faced the older man, trying to project calm and helpful and friendly. Treat him like a feral cat. I took my eyes off him, though it was hard, but a stare could be thought of as a challenge. Instead, I turned to look at the henhouse. “Did you build this coop? Looks like a solid bit of work.”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      “I’m Arthur. That’s Kevin and Brooklyn over there.” I’d read it was harder to shoot someone whose name you knew.

      “Frank,” he mumbled.

      “How many chickens do you have, Frank?”

      “Six. Now. Was seven.” The growl in his voice made me regret the question and I scrambled for something else.

      “What kind? Are they good layers? I was always fond of Plymouth Rocks. Consistent producers and easy keepers, but my mom swore by Rhode Island Reds.”

      “I have Reds.”

      I turned back a little to offer a friendly smile. “My mom would approve of you.” Maybe not so much for pointing a gun at me, although it’d been so long since I’d seen my family, she might not even recognize me, or care.

      The man huffed and I searched for another topic. Come on, Gaynor Beach PD. Where the hell are you? I said, “I’d worry about stray cats, myself. They like the park along the river, and that chicken-wire run in back would keep out dogs but not cats.”

      “My rooster would make mincemeat of any cat⁠—”

      Our bonding moment was destroyed by the dog deciding this was the moment to make a break for it. She burst out from under the side of the coop and bolted right past me toward the underbrush along the river.

      The man yelled and a shot rang out.

      “Aaah!” A flash of red-hot agony lanced through my thigh. I fell. Something hard smacked me on the back of the head like a two-by-four to the skull as I landed. Waves of pain slammed into me from my right leg, making my stomach cramp. I gagged against a flood of bile in my mouth, and the motion sent shooting pain through my skull. Dimly, I heard shouting, but no more shots.

      A hand gripped my shoulder, too big to be Kevin’s. A face peered down into my watering eyes. It was a nice face though only vaguely familiar—straight nose, determined chin, worried hazel eyes… The guy from the street. Brooklyn. I found enough focus to say, “Protect Kevin.”

      “He ran for help.”

      “Oh. Good.” I tried to sit up, but Brooklyn pressed me into place on the ground.

      “Don’t move.”

      “It’s just my leg.” And maybe my head. I was too dizzy to even know.

      “You were shot. There’s no just about it.” I heard a tremor in Brooklyn’s voice, so maybe he wasn’t as calm as he was pretending.

      Fair enough. Neither was I. “Were’s the, um, gun dude? Frank?” I blinked and tried to turn my head, but the fire-hot lance of pain up my skull made me freeze and just breathe.

      “He ran into his house.”

      “With the gun?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Crap. Let me up.”

      “I don’t think…” But when I pushed determinedly, Brooklyn didn’t fight me.

      I sat up and looked around. Not down at my leg. I don’t mind blood—heck, I was going to be a nurse, once—but I wasn’t fond of seeing my own. Especially when the world was already whirling like a tornado in Oz.

      Sirens wailed on the other side of the house, approaching fast.

      “Thank God,” Brooklyn said, which was exactly what I was thinking.

      “As long as Frank doesn’t do anything stupid.”

      “Stupider.” Brooklyn gave a nervous chuckle. “Shooting you was pretty stupid.”

      Another wave of nausea clenched my gut. “Right.” As the sirens came to a stop out on the road, I had to look down at myself. Oh, that’s not good. Bright blood welled out of my thigh in a steady stream. I clamped my hand over the spot and hissed through my teeth. Not the femoral artery, I don’t think. That’s on the inside, right? This hole was more on the outside of my leg. I wasn’t thinking straight.

      Brooklyn said, “I’m going to go get⁠—”

      I grabbed his wrist, harder than I meant to. “Don’t go!” Through my tunneling vision I saw the bloody handprint I’d smeared on his fair skin. Blood. Skin. “Don’t worry. I’m negative.” I knew what mattered as a thirty-eight-year-old gay man. Right? The pain thudded a drumbeat in my head that made it hard to form words.

      Two cops in uniform skidded around the corner of the house, guns drawn. “Hands up! Where I can see them!” the woman yelled.

      Brooklyn raised the hand I wasn’t holding but called, “The man with the gun’s in the house.”

      Two steps closer, the male cop said, “Arthur?”

      I recognized him from somewhere, the shelter maybe. I repeated, “In the house,” my voice setting up shrill echoes in my skull.

      He waved urgently at us as they headed for the back door. “Stay down.”

      Sagging to my back on the grass was all too easy.

      Something crashed over by the house, and Brooklyn launched himself to lie over me, tucking my head against his neck. Like he could cover me and protect me, though I was twice as wide as he was. Should be me protecting him. But I hurt and there was something so safe, so warm despite the chills racking me, in that moment, in having Brooklyn blanket me away from the world. I lay there through several people shouting and another crash, but no gunshots, with the clean shampoo-scent of Brooklyn’s short straight hair in my face.

      Another voice, this one female, snapped, “Who’s injured?”

      Brooklyn scrambled off me. “He is. Arthur.”

      “Damn it, Bjornsson, what did you do?” The paramedic knelt by me. Her face was familiar. Lori? No, Lauren. I think. I was crappy at names. She’d adopted a pair of male tuxedo kittens, that I did remember.

      “Got shot,” I told her without moving. I didn’t want to know.

      “So I see.” Her tone gentled. “Max and I are going to take care of you, okay? Just lie still and let us help. Anything else, or just the leg?”

      “Kevin,” I remembered. “He’s probably scared. You should help him.”

      “Is he injured?” she asked.

      I couldn’t remember. A gun was pointed at him, right? Before I could stress out, I heard Brooklyn say, “No, Kevin’s fine. Just, like Arthur said, probably shocked at seeing him get shot.”

      Lauren began cutting up the side of my jeans with shears, starting by my ankle. They were a favorite pair, but I’d probably never get the blood out anyway.

      My head spun. “Brooklyn, you’ll take care of Kevin, right?” I didn’t know the guy at all, but he’d run with me to find the gunshot. He’d covered me with his body. That made him a good guy, didn’t it? “Call his dads, and…and… yeah, the shelter. Tell them I’ll be late for evening feeding.”

      The guy with Lauren chuckled at something, not sure what. My vision swam as he felt around my head and neck with gloved hands. “Can you move your toes? Your fingers?” I think I did, but they wrapped a padded collar around my neck anyway. Then they said more stuff and began lifting me from the grass to the lowered stretcher beside me. Damn, new and exciting levels of pain. I tried to breathe through it, tried to think. All I came up with was, “Kevin. And my dogs. They’ll need a walk.” A thought came to me through the pulsating darkness. “Brooklyn, the dog. The yellow one? Is she okay?” I tried to sit up to look for her.

      Somehow, even though I’d barely moved and my eyes had drifted shut, I recognized his hand on my shoulder. “Hey, stay put and listen to the paramedics. The dog’s fine. She ran away at top speed.”

      “Have to catch…catch her,” I mumbled. “Ask Kevin…”

      Then the paramedics raised the stretcher with a swoop that almost made me lose my lunch, and I was rattling over the grass, clinging to awareness and clenching my teeth not to scream. Screaming was bad. It’d scare Kevin and Brooklyn and the dog. I repeated that thought over and over in my head, till I was safely in the ambulance and the doors closed behind us.

      There were things that needed to be done back there, but all I could do was breathe and answer the paramedics’ questions and trust that Brooklyn, whoever he was, would figure out what those things were.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          BROOKLYN

        

      

    

    
      So many flashing lights.

      I’d let go of Arthur—albeit reluctantly, though he was in good hands—and come to find Kevin. Because that felt like a vaguely logical thing to do.

      Smart kid had finally run when Arthur ordered him to. Well, after multiple attempts, but yeah, when the shot went off, the kid ran. He’d apparently sent the sheriff’s deputy and her partner around to the back. While she and the other officer dealt with Frank, Kevin had then flagged down the paramedics and, once Frank was secured, they’d hustled to get to Arthur.

      Now the teenager paced back and forth on the sidewalk, phone in hand, glancing from the side yard to the house behind us. “I can’t believe the guy shot Arthur. Did you see that? Arthur has to be okay. Right? That Frank guy would’ve shot the dog, too. That dog was not a coyote. Sure, they sometimes come to the river, but they mostly stay in the forest over by the base. And there was a fence. I doubt the dog was even attacking his chickens. Something else probably did, so he had no reason to shoot at her. Or him. I didn’t get a good look. Did you?”

      Before I could answer, he drew in a breath.

      “I still can’t believe⁠—”

      I held up my hand. “Have you called your dads?” Dads…right? That’s what Arthur had said? I’d been a little focused on the man who was putting himself between the gun and the kid with the dog. “How old are you?”

      “Thirteen. And yes, I’ve called my dads. Well, I called Alec because I hoped he’d be a little less angry. When I realized I’d miscalculated, I hung up and called Dad.”

      “Did you hang up on him too?” I eyed his phone with the suspiciously dark screen.

      “You’ll be okay.” At the female paramedic’s voice, I spun to see her and her partner wheeling the stretcher.

      Arthur looked deathly pale against the white sheet, and panic surged within me. I wanted to stalk over and demand to know if he was going to be okay.

      Except they appeared to be very focused, and anything that might delay the trip to the hospital would be bad.

      I heard shouts of, “Kevin. Kevin!”

      The young man and I pivoted to see two men being held back by a female police officer from one of the four patrol cars now parked haphazardly along the street.

      “You can’t go down there, sirs.” The woman couldn’t be more than perhaps twenty-four…so a couple years younger than me. Not much of a force to be reckoned with, against two determined guys a decade older.

      “Dad!” Kevin waved.

      The officer glanced at us as I encouraged Kevin to move toward two rather harried-looking men. The shorter and slimmer of the two kept running a hand through his straight brown hair. The taller and broader guy waved agitatedly at Kevin. And despite Kevin being skinny and not tall for thirteen, he really did favor the bigger guy with matching snub noses and wavy hair and something about the shape of their eyes. Dad, I presume. And the other one must be Alec.

      “Officer—” I called.

      “Branson.”

      “Right.” I tried to smile even as the ambulance pulled away, siren blaring.

      Using that momentary distraction, Kevin’s fathers slipped past Officer Branson to snatch the young man into their arms, the likely bio dad sweeping him into a hug while the shorter guy hugged them both and clutched the kid’s sleeve like he wasn’t ever going to let go. After a moment, the bio dad said, “Let’s get you home.”

      “Hey—” Branson shouted, striding toward the huddled family.

      “Officer Branson?”

      She met my gaze.

      “He just saw someone get shot⁠—”

      “Which makes him a witness. We’ve got officers who’ll need to take his statement.”

      “I’d prefer you start with me. I saw what happened.” Whether I could be a great witness was an entirely different story. Everything had happened so fast.

      “And you are?”

      “Brooklyn. Brooklyn West. I was walking down the street, and I heard a gunshot, and⁠—”

      “Sir.” She held up a hand. “I’ll need to take your statement as well, but perhaps not at this exact moment.” Even as she said the words, the front door of the house opened.

      The sheriff’s deputy and the other officer guided a handcuffed Frank down the driveway and to their car.

      Frank whined, “Someone’s got to look after my chickens. That damn coyote will come back and eat them⁠—”

      “It’s not a coyote!” Kevin actually yelled the words. “That’s what I was trying to tell you. The dog’s a pittie⁠—”

      “Kevin.” The dad who had his arm protectively around the boy squeezed his shoulder. “Maybe let’s let the police do their job. He had a gun.”

      “He shot Arthur. But he didn’t have to shoot him. We could’ve caught the dog⁠—”

      “Damn coyote probably has rabies.” Frank tried to angle himself toward the deputy propelling him by the arm. “Kathleen⁠—”

      “That’s Deputy Olson to you. You can’t shoot people. I’ll see about your chickens, but you’ve been advised of your right to remain silent, and I suggest you do that.” She tucked him into the car with way more gentleness than I would have, had our situations been reversed.

      “Is that blood?” Officer Branson pointed to my hand.

      “Well, yeah⁠—”

      She yelled at a burly young cop down the block, “Quakenbush, call another ambulance.”

      Quakenbush? Unfortunate last name. I waved my hand at him. “It’s Arthur’s blood. I’m okay, I swear. Although if I could get something to wipe it off..." I took a good look at my wrist, remembering the feel of his hand on me. I’d bet he was normally a strong guy, but he’d felt weak as he’d asked me to stay. As he’d listed off all those things that needed tending to.

      “I’ve got a first aid kit with disinfectant wipes.” Quakenbush gestured for yet another police officer to help hold back the gathering crowd, then strode off toward one of the cop cars.

      A thin voice that was meant to be strong echoed in my brain. “Call his dads, and…and… yeah, the shelter. Tell them I’ll be late for evening feeding.”

      Arthur’s instructions for me flashed back in an instant.

      Call his dads. Check. Well, I hadn’t actually been the one to call them, but Kevin had. And I’d have offered him physical comfort while he waited, if that’s what he’d needed. Along with Kevin’s fear, though—appropriate given Arthur getting shot—I’d sensed a whole pile of righteous indignation and independence from the young man that didn’t invite a hug from a stranger.

      Kevin’s dads kept murmuring things to him.

      I couldn’t hear, which was probably their intention, but I was impressed they were keeping it together. If my baby sister Cheyenne had pulled this crap? I’d be hollering my head off at her stupidity. Bravery…and stupidity. Kevin could’ve got himself killed. For a dog. My sister likely would’ve done the same thing.

      Call the shelter.

      “Uh…?” I was about to stick my hand in the air to get their attention when Quakenbush approached wearing gloves and carrying a first aid kit.

      He laid the zippered kit on the patrol car trunk and started rummaging through it. While he was busy…

      “Hey? Kevin?”

      “Yeah?” He eased out of his dad’s hold and stepped toward me, straightening his shoulders and jerking his chin up although I could see his face was flushed and his eyes glossy.

      A protective hand landed on his shoulder. The slimmer guy I assumed was second dad Alec met my gaze. “You said your name was Brooklyn, right? And you helped?”

      How much I’d helped, I wasn’t certain. Questionably, I’d run toward the gunshot. Still… “Yeah, I tried to help.”

      “You kept our son from getting killed.” The taller dad offered a tiny smile. “Thank you.”

      I cleared my throat but then the police officer grabbed an alcohol-wipe and set about cleaning my wrist. I spoke past him. “Really, no thanks necessary. I’m just sorry—” An image of Arthur’s jeans going dark with blood filled my mind. “I wish things had ended differently. Oh, meaning that no one got shot.” Lest they think I’d somehow meant their son should’ve been killed…

      “Well, we’re grateful,” the big guy said.

      “I might need your help.” Frustration welled within me. I would’ve been happy to clean myself—given there wasn’t any injury—but Quakenbush seemed determined. As long as that meant he finished quickly, I was okay with that.

      “Whatever it is, you just ask.” The dad winced. “I should introduce myself. Apologies. I’m Joe, and this is my husband, Alec.”

      I waved with the arm not being tended to. “Better circumstances, right? I’m new in town, and this wasn’t how I envisioned meeting people.”

      Joe offered a sheepish smile. “That’s true. How can we help? Is there something you need us to do?”

      “Arthur said something about a shelter? Did he mean Safe Haven Animal Rescue? I’ve heard about it, of course, but I haven’t had time to go there myself.” One item on my long to-do list was to take my brochures there and see if they would stock them. Once I had better brochures for my doggie daycare. A redesign was even higher up on that to-do list.

      “Oh, of course, Arthur’s dogs will need to be fed and walked. And all the shelter pets too.” Kevin grabbed his father’s arm. “We can go, right, Dad?” His gaze passed between his two dads—almost like he figured if one said no then the other might agree.

      “I promised Arthur I would go.” I eyed Quakenbush. “If you’re done with me for now.”

      “Statement.” That came from Officer Branson.

      “Surely you can take my statement at the shelter.” I glanced over to Frank’s house. “And what about the chickens?”

      Officer Branson pursed her lips. “They’ll be fine for a few hours. I can call Pam. She organized fosters before Safe Haven opened. I’ll see if she can take care of the chickens. And I’ll call Shane. He’s the manager of the shelter⁠—”

      “Shane’s in Europe with Theo and Mimsy.” Kevin jutted his chin as if daring any of us to argue.

      I, of course, had no idea who any of these people were. “Arthur said something about the evening feeding. I want to help him out.” That felt super important to me. He hadn’t asked for much. And given how much pain he’d likely been in, the fact that he focused on the shelter suggested it meant everything to him. Well, along with the young man before me whom Arthur took a bullet for.

      Quakenbush said, “We’ll take a statement from you now. The shelter can wait half an hour. Give me your ID, and I’ll make sure we have your address so we can follow up later.” He met my gaze with dark-gray eyes. “You’re going to want to wash your hands and arms well with soap and water, but the blood’s gone.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Sure.” The cop’s dark-brown hair shone in the late afternoon California sun. A very different shade from Arthur’s red-tinged light brown. Clean-shaven too, where Arthur had a full beard and a long curling mustache I’d thought a bit comical, until the man turned out to be a damned hero.

      Ridiculous man, letting himself get shot, standing in front of a gun like he was invincible. God, I hope he’ll be all right. I couldn’t recapture the disinterested amusement I’d felt as I approached down the sidewalk, noting a tall, broadly built stranger with a wild beard, in the moment before that shot rang out. Arthur wasn’t just some stranger now.

      Alec said to Quakenbush, “I suppose you need Kevin’s statement, too.” He didn’t look pleased.

      “We’ll make it as easy as possible.”

      Officer Branson smiled and, for a moment, I noticed she was attractive. “In fact, why don’t you take the boy on home? We know who you are and where he lives, and the perp’s in custody so there’s no huge urgency. Quakenbush can get Brooklyn’s statement now, then drop by and get Kevin’s. No sense having the boy waiting around on the scene—” She gave Kevin a compassionate look, which he didn’t seem to appreciate if folded arms and a raised chin were any indication. “—or dragging everyone down to the station.”

      “I’m not a child⁠—"

      I interrupted before Kevin could antagonize a friendly cop, asking Branson, “You got Frank’s gun, right?” I couldn’t remember any deputy having brought the gun out with them. “The bastard won’t get out on bail and come right back and use it?” The quiver in my stomach told me I had some shocky anxiety waiting to pounce, the moment I stopped finding things to keep me busy. I hope the shelter needs me for hours.

      Branson told me, “We’re waiting on a warrant, and we’ll do a search of the entire house and confiscate any weapons. He certainly shouldn’t have been waving one around his backyard. Plus, he won’t get bail till tomorrow, if then.”

      “Dad, if Mr. Brooklyn’s going to the shelter, we need to find the loose dog. She’s probably scared.” Again, Kevin looked back and forth between his fathers. The closeness between fathers and son touched me. So unlike my own upbringing.

      “Kevin, I understand you want to help. I really do. But for tonight, we should go home, have some dinner, speak to the nice police officer, and then call it a night. If you want, I can spend some time with you tomorrow looking.” Joe caught my gaze. “I’m a writer, so my schedule’s flexible.”

      I wouldn’t have asked, but writer sounded cool. I didn’t, to my knowledge, know any writers.

      He kept his attention on me. “Do you need a ride? We’ve got our car…” He waved down the street.

      “Thanks for the generous offer. I don’t live far from here… and I know where the shelter is. As soon as Officer Quakenbush is done with me.” My gaze passed between the two police officers.

      “Let me clean up and then we’ll get to your statement.” Quakenbush disposed of the gloves and cloths in a plastic bag he sealed. Then he set about tidying up the first aid kit. He hadn’t needed to take care of me personally. I was appreciative and offered my hand. “Thank you.”

      He shook it. “I’m glad you were here.” His gaze settled on Kevin. “Things, although they’re bad, could’ve been much worse.

      Not going to get any argument from me. “How’s Arthur doing? Does anyone know?”

      “That’s confidential medical information.” Officer Branson gave me a stern look.

      I held up my hands. “Innocent question.”

      “You’ll have to take it up with him.” Her cell phone rang. She glanced at the screen. “Excuse me.” She stepped away as she swiped to accept.

      “Hopefully I won’t need a key to get into the shelter.” I yanked my own keys out of my pocket, almost like a talisman. I had a home to get to and an SUV to drive to the shelter with, and—I glanced at the old beat-up truck. “Is that Arthur’s?”

      “Yes. I wish I could drive it home for him.” Kevin nearly vibrated with tension.

      “Still a few years until you turn sixteen.” Joe appeared relieved at that statement.

      Although Kevin tried to appear responsible, he also had an impetuousness that couldn’t be hidden. I bet he’s a handful.

      Like Cheyenne. She was thirteen years younger than me, and had been wild and demanding from the day she’d been born. Brave and defiant and never willing to keep her head down. Now, she was a senior in high school, and I despaired of her focusing enough to get a college scholarship, her escape if our parents would even let her go. She was brilliant…but undisciplined. Which was ironic, coming from a household where rules were of paramount importance. She understood that—and then broke them all anyway.

      “We should call James.” Alec gazed first at Joe and then at me. “Arthur’s best friend. He’ll want to know what happened. He lives in Marina Park, and he might have a key for the truck.”

      Joe nodded. “We probably should’ve thought of him first. If my best friend were shot, I’d want to know. I’d be at the hospital in a heartbeat.”

      “Don’t forget he and Colin are super busy fostering,” Kevin put in.

      “A dog?” If I didn’t run a doggie daycare, I might’ve considered fostering. As it was, with my growing business, I had plenty of furry chaos every day.

      “Uh, no. Colin and James are fostering three young children. The kids’ single mom is going through a rough patch, and so they’re helping out.” Joe pulled out his phone. “I’ll make the call.” He wandered away.

      The sun was starting to set, and I still had no idea how long my statement would take or what I faced at the shelter. I met Kevin’s gaze, and told him, “I’m proud of you. Thank you for sending the cops around back to us. I was…busy.” I’m not going to think about the gun and how easily Frank could’ve turned my way. That’s for another day.

      Alec rested his hand on Kevin’s shoulder. “You always try to do your best, son, and I’m proud of you too. We’re going to have words about going onto strangers’ properties, though, okay?”

      “Yeah.” Kevin didn’t sound thrilled, but he looked down. I got the sense, fleeting as it might be, that he’d at least listen to what his dads had to say.

      Joe returned. “James is heading to the hospital. When things calm down, he said he can get his brother Danny to drive Arthur’s truck back home to the shelter.”

      “Arthur lives at the shelter?” I asked.

      “Yep.” Kevin beamed. “Isn’t that the best job ever?” Then his smile slipped, and he glanced between us. “He’s not hurt that bad, right? Just his leg, and he’ll be back running the shelter soon?”

      Joe put an arm around his son’s shoulders and hugged him close. “I sure hope so. He seemed awake when the ambulance left, and that’s a good sign. Come on, I think you’ve had enough excitement for one day.”

      “Should we go to the hospital and make sure? There was a lot of blood.” Kevin’s lips quivered, despite how adult he was trying to seem.

      Alec said, “Remember when the snapping turtle bit your finger and you shook blood all over the kitchen? That’s not always a terrible sign.”

      Joe added, “And James will be at the hospital, and Colin, probably Neil from the shelter, and more. They’ll let us know how Arthur’s doing. Come on, let’s get out of the way and let the police do their job.” He held out a hand to me and engulfed my fingers in a strong clasp. “Thanks again, Brooklyn. If you need anything as you get settled here in Gaynor Beach, let us know.”

      I watched them walk off, the boy between the two men, already talking and gesturing. When I was a kid, I’d never had anyone who listened…

      “Right. Time for your statement,” Quakenbush said. “My body cam is active, so you are being recorded while I make notes. Do you give consent to that?”

      “Uh. Sure?”

      “We’re going to start from the beginning. Where were you an hour ago?”

      “I was home, I guess.” I had to check my phone. Only half an hour since I walked out my door? Felt like a lifetime. “Yeah. At home.”

      “And when did you leave?”

      Quakenbush led me through the events of the last half hour. When he focused on Did I know I was on private property? and Had the homeowner asked me to leave? I began to wonder if I should have a lawyer myself, but then he moved on to the shooting. I was priding myself on how calm I sounded until my breath stuttered and came short. So much blood. And Arthur fell. I choked on the words and squeezed my eyes shut.

      “No rush, sir.” Quakenbush’s voice came deep and steady. “Take your time.”

      I can do this. I counted backward from thirty, listened to the sounds of a seagull overhead and voices to my left. I’m fine. I opened my eyes. “Sorry, where was I?”

      Quakenbush wrapped things up fairly quickly and closed the case of his tablet. “One of the detectives will call in the next couple of days to bring your statement by for your signature, and to ask any follow-up questions.”

      “Right. Of course.” I sucked in a deep breath. “Is that all?”

      “Yes. You’re free to go. Drive carefully, now.”

      I nodded, turned my back on the scene, and walked slowly and calmly—ha, who was I kidding?—I hurried home. The sooner I got into my SUV and busy taking care of things for Arthur, the less time I’d have to worry.

      As I drove the short distance from my home in Riverside to the shelter in the tonier Marina Park neighborhood, I considered Kevin’s words. “He lives at the shelter. Isn’t that the best job ever?” I thought I had the best job. A run of bad luck had landed me where I was—good coming out of bad. I’d have given the money back if it meant not going through the shit I had, but I’d come out in one piece—more or less—and I had a new home, my doggie-daycare business, and a fresh start in an LGBTQ-friendly town. What I didn’t have were friends, or any kind of support system here. What I also didn’t have was a familiar routine, that sense of knowing where I was and how I belonged. Seeing Kevin with his dads, hearing them talk about all of Arthur’s friends, made me feel alone.

      Of course Arthur has friends. A guy like that, what would he need with me? But a promise was a promise, and I’d do my best for him.

      I parked in the front lot, exited my vehicle, and headed to the door beneath a cool mural of cats and dogs that spanned the upper story. I stepped inside the airlock entry, pushed open the inner door, and stopped short. Not what I expected.

      The floor under my feet looked like expensive marble, or the best fake I’d seen. The lighting fixtures overhead were chandeliers dripping with sparkling crystals. This is a shelter?

      A woman hustled out from the back area. “We’re closed. Sorry, I was about to lock the front door. We open again tomorrow morning at nine.”

      “My name is Brooklyn. Uh… Arthur asked me to come by, and⁠—”

      “Arthur? Do you know where he is? He tore out of here, and I haven’t been able to reach him, and Mario’s out sick. I’m done with my shift, and I have to get to my night class, but I can’t just leave. But I’m writing a big exam. I can’t be late…” She bit her lip.

      “Well, then my timing’s perfect. Arthur asked me to do evening feedings.”

      “Oh, thank goodness!” Her eyes brightened, looking so happy that I choked back the words “Arthur got shot,” Someone else, someone closer to her, could pass along that news. After all, she’d want to know if Arthur was okay, but I had no clue, and there was nothing she could do right now. Let her write her exam.

      He has to be okay…

      “Do you know the routine?” she asked.

      “No. I run a local doggie daycare though, so I’m good with the critters.”

      “Cool! Come on, come on.” She hustled me down a hallway. “It’s all written down, but I’ll show you quickly. I’m Vicky, by the way.” She gestured for me to follow her.

      So, I did. And she took me through everything with such speed that I was breathless. Kitchen, food, feeding list, bowls, runs, cat room.

      Then she handed me the keys and was gone.

      I couldn’t blame her for leaving, although I did wonder about her giving keys to a stranger. She must’ve really been stressed about that test. Although probably there wasn’t much to steal, unless I wanted to take off with a mixed-breed pit bull. And, as I’d said, Arthur sent me. It seemed like “Arthur” was a magic word to earn her trust.

      I carried the list with me as I fed the various animals in the kennels. Each dog got their meal. I took time to read the chart on each door, focusing on the behavior notes like “Escape artist” and “He will jump on you” and “Very timid. Don’t approach.” I smiled at one that said, “Super friendly but will shark-bite for treats; watch your fingers.” This I understood. This I was good at—runs full of dogs with their tails up or down, wagging or still, ears pricked or flattened, approaching or hanging back, eyeing me or looking away.

      Running a doggie daycare meant I’d had to get adept with dog body language. For the first time in an hour, I felt grounded and competent. While the dogs ate, I did the cats. Not my area of expertise, but the instructions were clear. Food, water, each cat litterbox required an evaluation and, in a few cases, fresh litter. The place was cleaner than I expected. Clearly Vicky had taken care of everything to this point.

      I wondered if I should try to walk the dogs, and was out inspecting the exercise yard when a battered pick-up with a topper drove up to the side door.

      Is that Arthur’s truck? I hadn’t paid enough attention.

      The man who swung out was a few inches shorter than me with a shock of red hair. He came toward me, eyeing me with assessing green eyes. “Brooklyn?”

      “Yes. Brooklyn West.” I held out my hand and we shook. He looked familiar.

      “I’m Colin Reynolds. We met when Phillip picked up Wally, remember? You took care of the little Yorkie back in the summer. My husband, James, is Arthur’s best friend. He’s at the hospital with him now.”

      “How’s Arthur? Is he okay?” I demanded.

      Colin frowned. “I wish we knew. He’s getting a cat scan or something. They won’t say anything even to James. He sent me here to take care of evening chores, because I hate hospitals.”

      I did too, so I knew better than to ask him why. “I made a start. Everyone’s fed. But not walked.”

      “What about Arthur’s dogs?”

      “Uh? Arthur’s?”

      “Come on.” Colin led the way back into the building. “Let me introduce you to his menagerie. Up these stairs.” He headed toward the second floor up a narrow steep flight of stairs. “This is Arthur’s apartment, and these are…” He pulled a key out of his pocket and opened the door. “The drama brigade.”

      A big black lab galumphed over and tried to leap on Colin, then at the last minute swerved to land huge paws on my chest.

      I caught those bear-sized front feet with the ease of long practice, aiming the dog back to four on the floor.

      “Ebony, off,” Colin ordered.

      A beagle, sitting by the doorway into a small kitchen, howled in our direction with flop-eared pathos.

      “That’s Twain, lying about how starved he is. The little chihuahua mix is Chili, and the cat—” Colin spun in a circle, then pointed at the top of a bookcase.

      A longhaired Siamese-like cat peered down at us with scornful pure-blue eyes.

      Like Arthur’s. His dazed, imploring gaze rose in my memory.

      “That’s Xandra,” Colin finished. He addressed the dogs. “Sorry guys, your daddy won’t be back for a bit. But this nice guy Brooklyn and I are here to do dinner and walkies and maybe some butt-scritches, till we find out how your daddy’s doing and how soon he’ll be home.”

      Resisting the temptation to look around Arthur’s home, I focused on cleaning water bowls and opening cans and bags to fill food dishes. Working with Colin, forced to guess since there was no helpful list of directions here, we got everyone fed and he located the pill he knew Xandra needed, and convinced her to take it in some minced tuna. Then we walked every canine in the building, except one poor shepherd-mix too scared to come out of the run.

      It was good to keep busy, to be productive. The beat of worry in my head was muted as long as I had things to do. But by the time we reluctantly locked up for the night, with Colin taking a bag of clothes for Arthur and promising he’d come back to meet the morning volunteers, we still hadn’t heard if Arthur was okay.

      I went home and scrubbed my house within an inch of its life—even though it was already spotless—until I was finally tired enough to sleep. But my dreams were haunted by hospitals and gunshots, blood, and nebulous anxiety where I tried to prevent a disaster and always arrived too late.
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