
        
            
                
            
        

    


Dale Kinsall thinks he's pretty much adjusted to his new home—to the eccentric nature of his clinic staff and to the altitude and climate of the high desert. He's even gotten used to being known as the veterinarian who solved the eco-murders. 





But that fragile sense of stability vanishes overnight. Contractors turn the clinic upsidedown, fellow-vet Laura's nephew is deathly ill, and then Laura herself is hit by the same feared virus—even as Dale is the victim of a brutal and mysterious attack. Dale can't believe it's all coincidence... but everyone else pretty much thinks he's nuts. 





Everyone but Sully the Beagle, that is. He’s an expert mouser and experienced tracker. He can tell there's trouble brewing for Dale and Laura—because, after all... 





Sully knows the Scent of Danger.
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Trivia Notes:


    Dale is reading from A Thousand Words for Stranger, by Julie Czerneda. The other book mentioned in that scene is Talking to the Ground by Douglas Preston. And the Wicked Tinkers mentioned later in the book? Totally awesome.


    Laura’s Navajo phrases, gleaned from They Have a Saying For It by Alan Wilson with Gene Dennison:


    T’ah ńt’ę́ę́’: “To one’s surprise, unexpectedly” AKA “didn’t really see that coming.”


    T’ááláhádi áhoot įįh áádóó t’óó tsék’eh áhoonííł: “One time it happens, and then just rocky rubble it keeps on happening” AKA “it never rains but it pours.”


      T’óó hashtł’ish: Laura says it: “Merely mud,” AKA “[they’re] not worth a damn.”


    West Winona: Doesn’t exist, but I know exactly where it sits, just east of Flagstaff and west of — you guessed it — Winona.


    Flagstaff: Don’t let the term “city” confuse you. Flagstaff perches in a small footprint at the base of the San Francisco mountains, where it divides its nature between native culture, the university/granola/Sedona effect zone, and old-time cowboys.


  


  


Chapter 1


  Come daylight, Dale Kinsall still expected to open his eyes to lush Ohio fields — summer humidity closing in around him, song birds trilling him awake to rolling cornrows. And each morning, the dry bite of high-desert air still somehow came as a faint and welcome surprise. The scent of hot Ponderosa pine, the acrid bite of ancient volcanic cinder dust, the dry sting of single-digit humidity — they were all reminders of a new home, new job, new friends...  new life.


  Dale sighed, wiggling his toes at the end of a bed not quite long enough as he admired the bright splash of late summer sunshine against the adobe-textured bedroom wall. Bare bedroom wall. Pretty much past time to hang his pictures. But not there. He hadn’t even realized the sun hit that spot, because he was always up and gone before it had the chance.


  Up and gone... 


  Dale snatched up the alarm clock and scattered change, three battered paperbacks, and his cell phone. Way past time to get up, it informed him. Dale made a strangled noise. Any day but a clinic surgery day, oh please! “Why didn’t you wake me?” he demanded of the tightly curled bundle of Beagle in the corner dog bed.


  One eye cracked open to regard Dale without concern. sleeping.


  “Up,” Dale said, mercilessly brusque as he rolled out of bed, groping for yesterday’s jeans along the way. New jeans, worn once...  they’d do. “Up,” he repeated, snagging a short-sleeve button-down from the closet without even looking to see which.


  Sully Beagle gave a languid yawn, stood up, shook off, and trotted to the recently installed dog door in the corner, right through the wall to the buffered outdoor storage closet on the porch and into the yard. He returned as Dale emerged from the bathroom, toothbrush in mouth, to scoop up his wallet, paw through the sock drawer, and hunt the errant cell phone.


    food.


  “Later,” Dale muttered, dashing toothpaste from his chin before it caused a change of shirt.


  Wrinkles of woe appeared, most effective over black-lined chocolate-brown eyes and a whiteblazed face, long ears set to Flying Nun mode. staaaarving.


  “Busy,” Dale told him, stretching beneath the bed and hoping the black widows hadn’t found this space yet. “C’mon, phone...”


  It rang. Right beside his ear, it rang. Dale jerked in surprise, smacked his head on the bedside table, lost the toothbrush, and snatched up the phone from behind a stuffed fuzzy smiley face, not bothering to check caller ID. “I’m coming!”


  “Doggy neuterectomy in forty-five,” Sheri said, undeterred by his brusque tone. “Snap, snap, snap!”


  “Be there!” he said around the toothpaste, as if neuterectomy was really even a word anyway. He hung up on her, tossing the phone on the bed and tossing the smiley face to Sully. His once broken and recently healed wrist and hand gave their usual single morning twinges and then gave it up for the day.


  Dog hair now coated the toothbrush. Dale dropped it in the bathroom trash, spat out the remaining paste, ran wet fingers through his dark hair, and at the last moment remembered to snap up his jeans.


  From the bedroom came a half-hearted smiley face squeak. food.


  “Later.” Dale emerged from the master bath at a near trot. “Time for work.”


  Sully froze in an instant of quivering glee and then shot past Dale to reach the back door first. No dancing in excitement for Sully Beagle, oh no. He crouched motionless, every fiber of his twenty-two pounds focused on the doorknob. Waiting...  waiting... 


  Late or not, Dale couldn’t resist. He could never resist. He let his hand hover over the knob, not...  quite...  touching.


  Sully glanced away from the door in disbelief, pinning Dale with a reality check. His astonishment burst out in an explosive “Bawhh!” of demand. His eyes bugged out only a little.


  Dale grinned and pushed the door open into the warm morning heat, listening to claws scrabble across garage concrete to the back of the Forester, where he dropped the tailgate so Sully could leap up and crate himself for the short drive to the Foothills Clinic. A few slammed doors and the garage door cranked open, exposing him to the bright morning sunshine.


  Only moments later, the clinic sign loomed large at the edge of the sparsely developed highway, the paint still bright and fresh on his newly added name. Dale Kinsall, DVM. Soon enough, Dale hoped, Laura Nakai, DVM would be on the clinic sign, next to Brad Stanfill’s name. What with the clinic expansion and remodeling under way, they’d have room for a third vet. They’d need a third vet to pay off that loan... 


  Dale pulled into the parking lot with the careless speed of familiarity. The clinic sat in West Winona, the not-really-a-town outside the eastern edge of Flagstaff, Arizona. Seven thousand feet high, one volcanic range, and more Ponderosa pines than a man could shake a stick at, whatever that meant. For Dale it meant escaping Ohio, where fire had damaged his lungs into asthma. Of course, it had also meant immersing himself in the most bizarre series of murders to hit this area since... 


  Well, since ever.


  Didn’t matter. That was over, life had settled — as much as it ever did — and he’d met Laura in the process.


  Yeah.


  Dale glanced longingly at the neighboring RoundUp Café as he slipped a martingale collar and lead on Sully. Not today. He’d grab office coffee and hope for something stale in the new upstairs break room fridge.


  But after negotiating the construction detritus in the parking lot, the painter’s truck and the ladder leaning askew against the truck, he stopped short — coffee notwithstanding. With Sheri gesturing impatiently at him through the recently installed storefront-type window — get in here! — and his hand on the knob of the outer door, Dale instead squinted suspiciously at the note jammed into the tight space between door and jamb.


  Notes. Never a good thing. Never said you’ve won the lottery, only sorry I lost that winning lottery ticket.


  bored. Sully abandoned his obedient dog guise and tugged at the lead, sniffing around the doorway to find the very best place to lift his leg.


  “You’d better not.” Dale plucked the note free. “You’re a year and a half now. You should be setting a good example for Beaglekind everywhere.” In the background, Sheri had subsided to angry hands-on-hips mode, her brightly flowered and tightly tailored slacks largely — and mercifully — obscured by the tunic-length scrub smock she’d taken to wearing lately. More professional, she said, though how she thought it could offset the slacks or even the bright pink streaks currently slashing through her highly coiffed hair, he wasn’t sure.


  Sully, too, subsided. poop


  And Dale opened the note to read a neat little handwritten verse.


  Due to your expertise

This should be a breeze.


  Say what?


  Sheri stared at him, a glare of demand, her veryvery red lips pressed together in stark contrast to her dark skin. Dale waved the note at her in mute question and she shrugged in an exaggerated fashion and stabbed a finger at the door. He shrugged back and stuffed the note in his pocket, pulling the door open to the surprise of the high-perching painter inside the air-lock space.


  To Sully’s surprise as well. Up close and personal, the ladder and the pile of painting gear beneath it clearly resembled a dog-eating monster. His hackles rose all the way down his back and his tail disappeared, an extra wary hunch in his back making sure it stayed hidden. He skittered to the far side of the small space. Brave dog.


  “Oh, hey!” The painter straightened, a careless hand on the texturing trowel. Innumerable layers of paint had turned his once-white bib a muddy black, stiff enough to stand up on its own. Maybe even to walk away. He was surprisingly short of stature even near the top of the ladder, and he had a thick monobrow that turned his developing frown into something truly alarming.


  But Dale knew that look, especially of late, and especially aimed in his direction. Recognition. Dark hair, dark eyes, taller than most, just barely ever grew out of lanky, a Beagle by his side... 


  “Hey! Aren’t you the one who —” The painter gestured to fill in his words, and texturizing glop flew through the air to land at Sully’s feet.


  evil! danger!


  “BAWHH!” Sully cried, completely fixated on the splot of goop. His prodigious hound voice reverberated in the air-lock space, and if the painter had anything else to say, it was lost. Dale, well aware of the futility of any other course, bent to swipe it off the floor with stiff fingers, flipping it aside.


  “There,” he said, as Sully stared at the floor with wrinkles of profound suspicion on his forehead. “Gone. You vaporized it with your noise.” And then he swiped his forelock out of his eyes without thinking about it until the very moment it was too late. He met the painter’s eyes steadily, a dare of sorts. Go ahead. Say something about it. The man pressed his lips together, suddenly mute. Good. “Yes,” Dale said, with much forbearance. “That was us.” We got tangled up with the bad guys. We brought them to justice. We are mighty. “You didn’t happen to see anyone hanging around out front, did you? Say, posting a note?”


  The man responded in patent relief at the new subject. “Sorry, been working up on the ladder. Can’t see anything from here except the fake fire hydrant.”


  A touch Dale had blatantly, unrepentantly, and gleefully stolen from Laura’s clinic. “Something wrong?” the painter asked.


  Dale shook his head. Nothing but weirdness...  and weirdness had pretty much become his life since his arrival here, so...  no big deal. Due to your expertise, this should be a breeze. Apparently not.


  “Nothing, thanks. You’ll be done with this before office hours?”


  “Planned it that way.” The man gave him a narrow-eyed look of impending resentment, and dug back into his bucket of texturizer. Dale beat a retreat. Sully squirted through the door into the waiting room, still unconvinced of their safety.


  “Gawd,” Sheri said. “Took you longer to come inside than it did to get here in the first place.” She reached over to her domain — that which everyone else called the reception desk — and swiped several folders from the surface, slapping them against his chest. “Neuterectomy is here and being prepped by Jade. Nasty cyst-dog just arrived. Isaac is considering a trank gun and I don’t blame him.” From behind the double swinging doors of the procedure room, Isaac’s bass voice rose several octaves into a yelp of dismay.


  Sheri didn’t miss a beat. “Guess he went for the hands-on approach. Now gimme that cute little dog and go get to work.” But when Dale handed Sully over, Sheri’s eyes strayed to his hair and stayed there; she forgot to reach for the leash. “Gawd,” she said again. “White men. You just don’t know what to do with product.” She helped herself to his hair — not the first time — quickly arranging it first this way and that, then nodding with some resignation. “Best that can be done. Now gimme.”


  “He needs breakfast,” Dale told her, and headed for the procedure room. Lab work, surgery, emergency trauma cases...  it all happened here, with two central stainless steel tables and the walls lined with equipment, supplies, and two massive sinks. At the end of the renovations there’d be a small separate surgery room off the back of this area, and a supply pantry with neat wire shelves higher than even Dale could reach without a stool.


  For now, there was Isaac and a small Maltese mix whose crooked bite sneered out the end of the tiny cloth muzzle. Dale imagined he saw a hint of blood staining the disarrayed white mustache. Isaac held the dog gingerly, like a living pillow; an IV catheter trailed from the dog’s shaved front leg.


  “Him first,” Isaac suggested, his long swoop of a curved nose emphasizing his current hangdog expression. “So I don’t have to start over again with the muzzle. I’ve got Midazolam and Butorphanol ready to go...  I’ll get him clipped up really fast once that’s on board.”


  “All right,” Dale said, “Cyst dog it is. Maybe he won’t be so cranky once that thing is off his hip.” He gave the dog a quick scritch and pretended not to notice when it tried to bite him through the soft muzzle. “We’ll be using Medetomidine and Fentanyl to start off the castration — lay that out for me, will you? And is Dru here?”


  “Of course,” Isaac said, his expression changing into something like dread. Dru, their kennel master — grandmother, as abrasive as Brillo and irrepressible as the pink battery bunny. “Out in the kennels. You want me to get her — ?”


  “No, no,” Dale said hastily. “Just thinking that if we’re fast enough, we can get through at least one castration without —”


  “Oh.” Isaac nodded. “The earrings trick. Well, she thinks it’s funny.”


  Dale couldn’t help a wince. Women always thought that one was funny. “Let’s see if we can avoid it.”
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  No, of course not. Dru had pounced at just the right moment, dangling the two excised testicles at her earlobes just long enough to get Sheri in on the act. They cackled together on the other side of the double doors, and Dale knew he’d best check the toppings on the pizza he intended to order for lunch. Sheri would get there first; she always did, taking a slice as toll for receiving the pizza in the first place. And that cackle sounded... 


  Just a little bit too satisfied.


  He left the Maltese mix wrapped in towels and growling to himself, and the castrated young mix barking his way out of the anesthesia. Sheri handed him the afternoon appointment folders, looking entirely too innocent. It was not a convincing look, not with those knowing eyes.


  “I’m ordering pizza,” he told her, giving Dru the eye while he was at it. Dru didn’t bother to look innocent at all, all no-nonsense dark scrub shirt over jeans, sagging tattoo peering out from beneath her shirtsleeve and a smoker’s leathery skin and voice. Ex-smoker, now. Maybe. Dale lost their brief stare-down and pretended not to notice as he turned back to Sheri. “Will you see if anyone else wants to get in on it?”


  “Sure,” she said. Too innocent and too compliant. She ought to have assessed him the pizza toll on the spot, not smiled brightly at him.


  Dale leaned over the top of the two-tiered corner counter — a standing level for the clients, and a lower work surface for Sheri and the techs. His height could be imposing when he wanted, and at the moment...  he wanted.


  “Just so you know,” he said, his voice low and confidential. “I’m not ordering mushrooms. Cheese and pepperoni. And I intend to inspect it.”


  Sheri was good. She barely blinked. “Good for you. You want this afternoon’s folders, or you want to wait till you’ve inspected the pizza?”


  “I’ll wait,” he said. “I’ve got enough to catch up on in there. And I need to get a new alarm clock.” He turned away, aiming for his office down the long hall that clients never saw — but stopped himself short, fumbling in his pocket for the now-wrinkled note. “You know anything about this?”


  Sheri took the paper, muttering the words under her breath as she read them. “Buncha nonsense. Where’d you find —” But she stopped in mid-word. Her eyes narrowed; her nostrils flared slightly. Uh-oh. “That painter asked me if you’d figured out your weird note and I had to pretend like I knew what he was talking about. You think there are any circumstances around here where a painter should know about a weird note and I don’t?”


  No safe answer to that one. “Check,” Dale said, sidestepping the whole thing. “Don’t know anything about the note.” He plucked the paper from her hand before she could protest and resumed his trek to the office.


  “Better inspect that pizza,” Dru advised him, deadpan.


  He placed the order as soon as he hit the office, knowing Sheri would pay from his pizza fund. One of these days he’d have to start packing his lunches.


  Heh. Right. Ha ha ha.


  Dale found his dog curled up in the Sullybed, pretending not to notice Dale. Not the usual. “Hey, dog. Sheri feed you?”


  no. But Sully didn’t so much as lift his head. i’m staaarving.


  It only took Dale a moment to locate the small metal food bowl, shoved behind the door and licked clean of every molecule. “Liar,” he said, putting the bowl back on the shelf beside the small bin of food.


     pout.


  “Uh-huh.” Dale checked out the contents of his desk for the first time that day. A new puzzle — yet another version of the famously photographed Neuschwanstein castle, and he knew right away that Laura had left it here, evidence of her understated humor. She’d never quite gotten over the number of Neuschwanstein images available in puzzle form. The sticky note attached confirmed his guess; she said she’d call him later.


  It would, he hoped, be a call in which she accepted his offer to work at the clinic.


  He put the puzzle aside, perused the neat stack of papers waiting for his attention — bills from the remodel, mostly — and played briefly with the latest fancy pen left by the pharmaceutical drug rep. “You ready to go outside?” he asked without looking.


  Sully arrived at his side with no discernible travel time, one foot beseechingly propped against Dale’s calf and his head tipped back to provide Dale with a clear view of his Most Earnest Expression. His displacement also offered a clear view of the Sullybed, which proved to have one of Dale’s old bandanas in the center, ironed flat — the reason behind Sully’s so-casual-but-determined occupation of that bed. “Uh-huh,” Dale said again. “Nice try.”


  Sully gave him wrinkles of woe, looking from the bed to Dale and back again. mine.


  “Not so much,” Dale told him, and rescued the bandana, flapping it out to the tune of much dust and dog hair. Instantly, he held his breath. Stupid, stupid. His asthma had never tolerated flying dust, not even now after he’d finally gotten it under control again. Childhood asthma secondary to smoke inhalation, a thing he’s once thought he’d outgrown — but that was before the clinic fire in Ohio, the one that eventually drove him to this high, clean-air clime. And now with the construction, he was back to best behavior. Being good.


  So he grabbed Sully’s leash from his desk — the same desk that held Big Blue 2, the office rescue inhaler — and ducked out of his office and out the back door. Lunch should arrive in short order, and then, he thought, he might just be able to fake his way through the afternoon as though he hadn’t skipped a shave this morning.
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  o smells! o dusty lovely smells! all piled up around the people junk. o musky dusty critter smells, living in the people junk! o stranger man who smells of musky dusky mouse — 


  dale! dale! let’s go this way! why are you heading the other way, down to the — 


  oh! the woods! let’s go to the woods! o lovely green sap smells! o dead stinky things! hurry hurry hurry, daledaledale!
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  Chaos ruled the entire clinic office property, from the new patient housing off the back to the piles of junk discarded from the remodeled interior. The now-retired Dr. Hague had initiated the project...  his final stamp of influence on Foothills Clinic. And Dale had known about it when he’d used the Ohio clinic insurance to buy Foothills, had known he’d be taking on the financial burden of it, had even managed to revise the plans to his own sensibilities.


  He just hadn’t known it would be so unrelentingly loud and messy.


  He took Sully past all of it, out to the back of the property where it butted up to national forest. Sully inspected his favorite trees while Dale breathed deeply of the hot noon pine needle scent and pondered the advisability of earplugs in an environment where he actually did need to hear what was being said. Then he pondered the sky and the building clouds — monsoon-like, in this mid-summer, but not quite looking serious about rain. On the way back they detoured to a pile of scrap wood and drywall and Dale stood by as Sully found the scent of something interesting and inhaled hard enough to stir every atom of air in the pile.


  A voice spoke out of the blue. “Better be careful with that.”


  Sully essayed a tentative paw into the pile, stirring wood.


  “Nails?” Dale guessed, finding that they’d gained a companion. The man was broad-shouldered and barrel-chested, his features distinctly Navajo; his shirt said Mountain Air and had his name embroidered on a patch. Good, the duct guys were finally getting to work.


  “That’s just the kind of place for mice.” The man gestured at the debris, where Sully had jammed his head beneath a piece of drywall to yodel wantwantwant. “They carry all kinds of diseases.”


  “Not usually the sort dogs get,” Dale said absently, untangling the lead in preparation to bodily remove Sully — lunch was waiting, after all. “But I’ll keep it in mind.” And anything else the man might have said was lost in Sully’s protests, yodels gone to full-blown wails as Dale pulled him out of the rubble with a veritable schlurp of breaking suction.


  wantwantwant!!!!


  “Me, too,” Dale told him, untouched by the drama of the protest as he headed back inside, offering the contract worker a lifted hand of good-bye. “Want lunch, I mean. And a nice quiet afternoon. And a phone call from Laura telling me we’ve got a new partner.”


  Pizza waited in his office, minus the toll piece. Dale grabbed a soda from the upstairs fridge, double-checked the pizza toppings every bit as thoroughly as he’d warned Sheri he would, and came back down to eat several pieces in quick succession. Then he poked himself in the stomach and decided against another piece. Still flat enough...  but he’d seen how his uncle — almost as tall as Dale, almost as hollow-legged — had put on weight in his early forties. Dale still had half a decade to go, but planning ahead seemed like the thing to do.


  Besides, then he’d have enough left for dinner.


  Swigging down the last of the soda, he ambled into the waiting room to snag the client folders Sheri had offered him earlier, standing at the counter to flip through the first appointment. Allergies. ’Tis the season... 


  “Hey,” Sheri said, stomping down the stairs — not through lack of grace, which she had aplenty for a lady living large, but because Sheri never failed to announce her presence in every way. “Call came in. I picked up when I heard the machine. You know the Wilsons?”


  How could he not? They’d brought in their aging shepherd mix several times over the summer, dealing with his increasing allergies and dietary issues, visibly worrying about the dog’s prospects even as they just as visibly adored him. An old certified therapy dog, he’d raised their kids...  and was now the only one who hadn’t flown the coop.


  “Nancy had a tone,” Sheri said. “And you know they’re not panickers. So...  I told them to sneak in before the first afternoon slot.”


  Dale glanced at his watch. “That would be any moment now,” he said. “Better get the door.” He glanced down at Sully, who was investigating a corner, and pointed down the hall. “Back to the office.”


    busy.


  Dale made a quick move, an exaggerated step, and Sully scooted on down the hall, glancing only once over his shoulder to see if Dale still watched. Dale did. Sully hastened his pace and disappeared from sight, although not without the distinct poomf! of a body leaping on the Sullybed.


  When Dale turned back, he found that Sheri had opened the door just in time. Tom Wilson staggered through the door under the load of his seventy-pound shepherd mix, followed by his wife. Both of them. It alerted Dale as much as the dog-toting; both worked in nearby Flagstaff, and couldn’t have found it easy to coordinate this sudden visit.


  “Can he walk?” Dale asked them, standing back rather than rushing up to the dog. First impressions... 


  Tom Wilson carefully set the dog on his feet. “He can walk. I just couldn’t bring myself to make him.” He hooked a finger through the dog’s collar and urged him on a circuit around the waiting room. His wife, Nancy, watched only a moment before closing her eyes.


  Dale schooled his face, watching the dog stagger, head tilted, barely staying on his feet. He moved close enough to support the dog’s lower jaw in his hand, tipping it so his eyes caught the light.


  Deep, brown dignified eyes, jerking in uncontrollable nystagmus. Dale stroked the dog’s head and stood. “Take him right on in to the first room,” he told the Wilsons. “We’ll have you in and out before things get busy in here again.”


  The moment the door closed, Sheri said, “You got the look.”


  “Brain tumor,” Dale said, scrubbing a hand across his suddenly tense forehead as he flipped through the dog’s records, hunting any sign that this had been coming. And he’d need a CBC and a chem panel; he’d need to rule out toxin exposure... 


  “Hey, no!” Sheri leaned back in her chair, accusing and startled at the same time. “You can’t know that. Just because you got the look doesn’t mean you know for sure. Maybe it’s that ear thing. That gets better in a few days sometimes.”


  “Vestibular syndrome? Yeah, maybe.” Dale found nothing in the records that looked like warning in hindsight. Some iffy liver panels, yeah...  the dog was getting old. Increased allergies this summer, ditto.


  Sometimes a tumor just plain came on fast and hard.


  Sheri squinted at him. “But you don’t think so.”


  Frustrated, he scrubbed a hand through his hair, through the stiff spot from the paint texturizer. Thinking about it wasn’t the same as reacting to it...  as knowing somewhere deep inside that he’d seen what he’d seen. “We can do radiographs, but I don’t know that our machine will be precise enough to visualize the bulla meaningfully. It really needs an MRI...  which would show a tumor. But the nearest machine is —”


  “In Phoenix,” Sheri finished for him. Three hours away.


  “If it’s vestibular, it’ll improve,” Dale said. He scooped up the folder and steeled himself to enter the treatment room.


  It wasn’t vestibular, and he knew it.
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  The Wilsons took the news well, all things considered. They chose to wait a few days rather than rush the dog to a specialist clinic in the valley; by then the situation would be more obvious, and they weren’t planning to subject him to extreme measures in any event.


  Dale gave them some anti-emetics in case the old fellow became ill, suggested that they hand feed and water him as best they could, and said he’d call them to see how it was going.


  But he knew how it would be going.


  “Damn,” he sighed, sitting heavily in his desk chair. It creaked in warning. Lanky wasn’t the same as lightweight, not once you reached a certain height.


  Sully rose from the bed and put his paw on Dale’s leg. pet me.


  “C’mon, then,” Dale told him, beckoning with a finger. Sully leaped lightly onto his lap and instantly took advantage of the opportunity to shove papers around Dale’s desk with his face. Dale tugged gently on a soft ear and let Sully have his way. Just at the moment, he didn’t have the heart to scold him, even if at eighteen months Sully well knew the rules he was breaking.


  The afternoon schedule held puppy visits and a diabetic cat and a handful of allergy cases. And then he’d head out for Sully’s new obedience class, the perfect antidote to the day.


  Or this part of it, at least.


  The phone rang, startling Sully into extreme hackles and a little soprano growl. “Not manly,” Dale told him. Sheri wouldn’t have put the call through if it wasn’t important — she hadn’t even yelled down the hall to see if he’d take it. He grabbed it before the second ring finished. “Hey,” he said.


  “Sheri told you it was me.” Laura’s voice. All it took was Laura’s voice to see Laura’s face, heart-shaped and strong, refined bones, thick black hair all the way down to the middle of her back... 


  Whoa. Dale shook himself out of it. He supposed that an objective observer wouldn’t find her beautiful, wouldn’t be so drawn by the mix of cultures there — Castilian mother, Navajo father — or besotted in her presence.


  But then, he was far from objective. And he wasn’t sure, at any given time, whether the besotting was mutual, or whether she found him a good — shudder — friend. He cleared his throat. “I guessed. Now, tell me I can get out the sign paint.”


  She said, “We’re on for dinner tomorrow, aren’t we?”


  Wow, direct deflection. Probably not good. “Sure,” he said, as if he was really that casual about it. “I’ve got some grass-fed beef steaks set aside. I put a good sunset on order, too.” It might not have kicked over to the official monsoon or blessed them with rains yet, but the clouds regularly gathered to tease them nonetheless, spreading drama over the San Francisco Peaks.


  “The thing is,” she said, as if they’d been talking about it all along, “I’m in a different place here, now.” A different place, she meant, than in the late winter — when she’d applied for the open position at Foothills. The one Dale had gotten. “When Jake left Pine Country, I renegotiated terms with Marlee. I’ve got more say in how things go...  more influence.”


  “Better money, I hope,” Dale said — just a little too hearty, because even if he tended toward cluelessness, he could see where this was going. He winced, glad for the visual anonymity of the phone.


  “Ha,” she said. “That’s for me to know. The thing is —”


  “No, it’s okay — I get it.” That meant the sooner this conversation was over, the better. Dale had always been a Band-Aid ripper.


  Laura’s voice softened. Typical of her, that quiet...  and when she got mad, she only got quieter. But this was soft, and apologetic, and dammit, it only made things worse. “It’s been sudden, Dale. T’ah ńt’ę́ę́’. I didn’t know it would work out this way.”


  “Hey,” he said. “How about those Diamondbacks?”


  She got it, then. Only one of the reasons he found himself drawn to her. How fast she got it. “My cousin Mary’s been trying to reach me, so I’ve got to give her a call. Don’t you feed my steak to Sully.”


  “I would prefer to feed it to you.” He didn’t mean to let that sort of thing slip, the constant giveaways of his hard crush. She wasn’t a woman to be pushed.


  And indeed, she went sideways again. “I know a vet in Albuquerque who might be interested in moving here,” she said. “I’ll bring some information with me tomorrow. Stay out of trouble.”


  Instant protest rose in his throat. Just because he hadn’t always been so good about keeping on the asthma regimen, just because he’d stumbled into a murdering ecological oligarchy within days of his arrival here, just because it had almost gotten him and her and even Sully killed... 


  Some things were hard to live down, it seemed. Come to think of it...  he’d been in trouble more than he’d been out of it, as far as Laura knew. But the last couple of months had been quiet enough.


  Nothing more than the occasional dry storm rumbling through to light up the evening. Still, he said, “Good plan,” and “See you tomorrow,” and “Have a good one,” before hanging up the phone. Then he looked down at Sully, who’d propped both front feet up on the desk to survey the office territory from this lofty angle, and said, “You’d better be good in obedience class this evening. Otherwise, the only thing left to do with the day is to get to the end of it.”
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  Out in the sun-heated Forester, the end of the long summer day within reach and only Sully’s obedience class left to go before the long summer...  and something didn’t smell quite right.


  Sully circled in his crate, nose jammed up against the mesh, inhaling loud enough to hear as Dale slid into the front seat, his nose not all that far away in a modest SUV with the back seats habitually turned down to make way for the crate and guy gear. The pizza sat beside Dale, but that wasn’t it. Pizza was a good smell. Dale sat with the keys inserted in the ignition, not quite turning the key.


  Sully gave a sharp little bark. smells!


  “Yeah, I know...  I just don’t know —”


  Oh yes he did. There, in the corner of his eye. Dangling from the rearview mirror like a pair of shriveled tan fuzzy dice...  only not fuzzy at all.


  “Alrighty, Dru,” Dale muttered, groping in his pocket for the little knife that would cut the string holding the wee little testicles to the rearview mirror. “Ha, ha, ha.” He opened the door just enough to toss the tidbits out to the lurking ravens, then turned the ignition and cranked the air-conditioning on high. “Now we’re going to find out just how much you like testicle tea.”
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    heel heel sit turn heel.


  dog class. I like dog class! butt sniffing! tail wagging! dale makes proud noises. and there are cookies. i feel much bigger than the other dogs. i am much bigger than the other dogs. all of them. heel heel sit stay heel — 


  what’s that smell? o stinky! o mouse! beagle sniff! beagle pounce!


  pouncepouncePOUNCE!
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  Oh yeah. The only thing left to do with this day was to get to the end of it.


  Dogs barking, Sully baying, one woman still making noises of vast dismay, another in complete retreat, the only other man in the class trying to pretend like it had only been a matter of time.


  “Well, what can you expect?” he said, his voice coming through loudly in a brief gap in the chaos. “Beagles aren’t exactly smart.”


  Dale stiffened, pricked by one of the few things that could do it. The other man seemed to sense he’d crossed a line; he took a hasty step back, his perfectly obedient Australian Shepherd at his side. The instructor — slight, boundless energy, dark hair cut perky — seemed to realize it, too — she removed her attention from the noises of vast dismay and said, “Sully was bred to hunt on scent. He was also bred to think and act independently, so his motivations in training are different from non-hunting breeds. Big for their inches, that’s what they say about a well-bred Beagle. And of course if I’d known there were mice under that shed —”


  At least, Dale thought that’s what she said, as he knelt to extract Sully from the hole beneath said shed, the leash a thorough tangle between them. It was hard to tell.


  Sully didn’t say much. But when he said it, the whole world heard.


  And as Dale’s hands closed over Sully’s straining, digging, bawhhing little Beagle self, the noise grew desperately louder, and, quite unbelievably, went into a register so high even Sully couldn’t even sustain it.


  Instead he began to squeak.


  Dale thought how convenient it was to be crouching beside this shed. A nice solid wall against which to beat his head. But he finished extracting Sully — 

  mousemousemousemouse!!


   — which only made the noise louder, and then Dale said to Elaine the instructor, “We’ll go regain his composure.” He pointed at the parking area outside the fenced yard, just in case she couldn’t hear any better than he could. She nodded, and off they went, Sully still bawling at the top of his lungs.


  About halfway to the Forester he subsided to a mournful yodel and quit squirming, still tucked securely under Dale’s arm. When they’d almost reached the Forester his tail started to beat against Dale’s back, and Dale followed his attention with surprise. “Laura!” He blinked in a double take that should have amused her — but her expression remained serious. He dropped Sully lightly to his feet and the dog immediately added to his transgressions by jumping on Laura, tail flagged and wagging.


  She crouched to greet him, rubbing those floppy brown ears in just the right way to turn on his adoration face. “I’m sorry to interrupt your class —”


  “Is something wrong?” He closed the distance between them. Of course something was wrong. Laura was good at hiding her feelings, but not that good. “You should have called — I would have come —”


  She waved away the words. “I had errands to run anyway. My cousin is on the way down from the rez. She’ll be staying with me, and I...”


  She trailed off, a slight frown marring her forehead as she looked away, over to the yard where the obedience class was back into footwork drills, taking advantage of the cooling evening. Dale suddenly thought of how seldom she mentioned her family — make that never — and kept his voice as neutral as possible as he asked, “You need help with something?”


  Relief was clear enough, whether or not she meant to hide it. “Moving furniture. We...  don’t know each other very well. I want her to feel welcome. The east bedroom has my office in it.”


  The east...  ? Dale didn’t ask it, but he knew his face showed it. His face was not always his friend.


  But Laura just smiled. “The rising sun,” she said. “She may not even realize. But it’ll matter.”


  “I didn’t even know you had a cousin,” he admitted.


  She stood, dusting off her trim khaki cargo pants, and chagrin was the last thing he expected to see. She reached into her stout leather purse and pulled out her wallet, flipping through it to tug out a photo. Not a great photo of mother and son — two figures against a bright sky with a sturdy shed at one side of the image and rugged desert behind them, their features indistinct but still clearly Navajo — oval faces with broad cheeks, the distinct quirk of mouth and lip, sturdy shoulders even in the youngster. Laura shook her head, flipping the photo over so he could see the names there — Mary and Robert — and then back again. “I’m not sure I’ve done it right, the family thing. You wouldn’t even know from the way I talk about them that I spent my first years on the rez, would you?”


  The surprise on his face was apparently answer enough; she gave a short laugh. “Not that I remember all that much about it...  just those things that settle inside you and live there, so much a part of you that you don’t even realize they’re there.”


  Like the faint pattern in her speech, her quiet demeanor...  the way she didn’t point with her finger, but used her chin or a shift of her mouth; the way she didn’t casually use her cousin’s name — Mary — and had barely named her nephew. Her acceptance of others... and of Dale’s various quirks.


  And such as the way questions came out of his mouth when maybe they shouldn’t. Part of his own early patterns, the asking...  the hunting answers. He’d never gotten those answers, and he’d never stopped asked the questions. “Why did your parents leave the rez?”


  “My mother left,” Laura corrected him. “After my father died in a car accident. Someone had been drinking, of course. And the family...  she was welcome to stay, I know it. She never said otherwise. But it was not a life that called to her.”


  “But you remember,” Dale said.


  “I remember enough.” Laura looked back to him, meeting his eyes squarely for the first time. “I want her to feel nurtured. Her son — we just say nephew on the rez, even though he’s more removed than that — may have hanta. He’s been flown to Flagstaff Medical Center. And her husband died in the army, so...  she’s dealing with this herself.”


  “Hanta?”


  “I know,” she said. “It’s not a big year for it. But any year will do it, if you stir up the wrong dust.”


  Dust laden with mouse poop and urine, that was. Since the reservation-based epidemic in ’93, hanta virus had become part of the Southwestern milieu. Classic scenario, to go clean out the toolshed one day and have hanta the next.


  Dale looked over at the obedience class, the dogs and owners frolicking around in a praise party next to the shed. Maybe Sully had done their instructor a favor at that.

  




  
    


Chapter 2


    “My nephew knows better than to mess around in outbuildings without wetting the dust down first,” Laura said, standing in the middle of her living room. “Not that any ten-year-old is in danger of a sudden urge to clean any outbuildings.”


    Dale staggered under the load of the short wooden file cabinet. “Where?” he grunted. Seldom had he been in Laura’s home; he couldn’t even guess where she might want it. And rather than settling on a likely place, his eyes flitted over the rug collection adorning her walls — walls otherwise bare, respecting the beauty of the weavings — the practical but classy fixtures, and the quiet lighting on the large snake aquarium and — 


    And damn, this thing is getting heavy.


    “Over here.” Laura patted the end of the couch, quickly moving aside a basket of sewing materials. “I’ll turn it into an end table.”


    Dale obligingly plunked the file cabinet into place, staggering only a little, and then he plunked himself down on the couch, lifting his face slightly to the overhead fan. Tidy, well-kept, and built before the recent spate of unusually hot years. No central air...  just plenty of overhead fans and wide-open windows.
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