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

      Psalm 18v16 KJV
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        Grayland, Washington

        nineteen years ago

      

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Too far.

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

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

      “What is…”

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

      Saxon barked.

      Mitchell dropped the leash. “Stay!”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Don’t be dead.”

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

      Saxon sniffed at the boy’s face.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Then he picked up the boy and headed for them.

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

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

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

      The dog laid his head back down.

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

      “How is he this morning?”

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

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

      Mitchell scrubbed a hand down his face.

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

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

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

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

      There were so many factors.

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

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

      He didn’t know if Laurel could handle that.

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

      “Maybe they can’t,” he added.

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

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

      The kid started to stir on the bed.

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

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

      So where were his parents?

      The kid let out a moan.

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

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

      “It’s okay.”

      The door opened. “He’s awake?”

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

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

      The boy sucked in a breath, immediately animated.

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

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

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

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

      “What’s your name?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “That’s his name?”

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

      Her goodest boy lowered to lap at the water.

      “Is he okay?”

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

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

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

      “Let me know if you need anything else.”

      Tessa lifted her cup. “Thank you.”

      Maverick leaned back against her leg.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Her sister ordered a skinny latte with no flavor.

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

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

      “Nice.” Tessa drawled out the word.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Tessa laughed. “I guess I am.”

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

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

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

      Home base would always be Benson.

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

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

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

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

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

      “It’s just one night.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “See you later.” Kirsten waved.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Any fatalities?” River asked.

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

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

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

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

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

      A couple of uniformed officers parted.

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

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

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

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

      Great. River took another step, shoulders back.

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

      “You got it.”

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

      The dog barked.

      River took another couple of steps, then stopped.

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

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

      Someone moved to River’s left.

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

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

      “I can tackle him.”

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

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

      “You know this dog?”

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

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

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

      “Hey, Ricky.”

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

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

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

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

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

      The dog whined and didn’t move.

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

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

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

      “So does her head.”

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

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

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

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

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

      Maverick started to move.

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

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

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

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

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

      “I’ll call the deputy mayor.”

      “Why would you⁠—”

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

      “I don’t know, but I can⁠—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Liam eyed the dog. “Is he good?”

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

      “How’s Dakota?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      River frowned.

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

      If her dog had been captured by animal control…

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Your mother is going to have a conniption.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Thanks for coming.”

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

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

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

      “Do you know what happened to my dog?”

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

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

      Her dad glanced at her like, See.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Is he okay?”

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

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

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

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

      “Did that limo really explode?”

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

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

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

      “What does that mean?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Officer Gaines glanced over. “You okay?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Why’s that?”

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

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

      “To be honest, I never liked her.”

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

      Oh no. “We should go. It’s getting late.”
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      “You left your engine running?” She held on to his arm like she needed to more than she wanted to.

      River didn’t mind. She was beautiful even banged up, and he’d been raised by a mother who believed in all that chivalry stuff. He even opened doors for women. “Keeps my partner cool.” He clicked the button for his locks and the one that raised the back door and gave Kutter the Czech command to stay. He looked at Tessa instead of into the car.

      Her eyes lit, and she dashed forward to sit on the edge of the tailgate. “He’s beautiful.” She didn’t reach out to pet his dog because River hadn’t released him. Kutter’s tail wagged until his body nearly shook with it. “He looks like Mav.”

      “Yes,” River said. High, and sharp. The shepherd dashed from one corner where he’d been sitting, over to her, right into her face. “This is Kutter. As in, butter and kettle corn.”

      She giggled and ran her hands through the fur above his vest. “Hello, handsome.”

      Kutter licked her face because he was that kind of dog. Little kids loved him. The fact they got pegged for community events more than the aggressive takedown of a hostile suspect wasn’t lost on River, and he also didn’t care all that much. People needed to know the police could be approachable. That they were part of the community they lived in.

      “All right.” His dog quit licking her. “We all know where that tongue has been.”

      She giggled some more and leaned back against the side of the car with a sigh. “I needed that.”

      “You’ve had a rough day, and you trained at the Mitchell Gaines School of Dog Appreciation.”

      She grinned. “Yes, I did.”

      “Plus, I thought you might want to meet one of Maverick’s littermates.”

      She gasped, pure joy on her face. “Oh, handsome. You are special.”

      A car drove by slowly, a silver Mercedes.

      From the front seat, Jasper studied them. Of all people, River wouldn’t have put Tessa Atkins the search and rescue dog handler who didn’t seem to care her hair was all over the place and had no problem being covered in dog slobber instead of makeup with the buttoned-up senator’s son. River had nothing against Jasper, or the family he’d been born into. He just didn’t think they fit.

      Only problem was, his mom mentioned Tessa Atkins regularly enough River had quit coming around the training center when she was in town and staying there.

      He asked just enough questions to know she’d be gone when he did visit.

      She’s perfect for you, Riv.

      As if he needed to get distracted by a woman who wouldn’t fall for him when she’d been engaged to Jasper Hollingsworth. She had so much going for her she didn’t need a guy like him dragging her down.

      Better to stick to his job and figure out what the lieutenant had meant when he said River felt too much for an officer on SWAT. Like empathy was a bad thing? Where did Gage think Blake went when his sisters were driving him crazy? Who did Dakota call on a low day, when he needed encouragement to stay sober?

      Tessa grinned. “Who would I be if I didn’t appreciate a fine male specimen?” He blinked, but she turned to Kutter and snuggled him some more. She sighed. “Maverick is really all right?”

      “Hop in the front seat. We can call my dad on the way to your car. You can ask him yourself.”

      She bit her lip as she stood. “Thanks, Officer Gaines.”

      “River is fine.” He used a hand signal to have Kutter stay and hit the button to lower the tailgate.

      You’ll love Tessa. I just know it.

      He’d be willing to admit to his mom that she was right about Tessa Atkins, but then she’d be questioning why he hadn’t asked her out. Then he’d have to explain the problem with asking a woman to take a chance on him.

      He’d been given too many chances he didn’t deserve and been so thoroughly accepted—adopted—in every part of his life. By Mitchell and Laurel. By God. Why would he want a woman to give up the chance for so much more just to be in a relationship with him?

      His dad picked up after one ring, and the call connected in the speakers. “Hey, kid.”

      Tessa glanced over, smiling.

      “How’s Maverick?” River asked. “Tessa is here. I’m driving her to her car.” And he was trying not to fall into the trap of realizing his mom was right. Might be a nice trap, but it was still a trap.

      “Nothing broken,” Mitchell said. “Nasty bruise on his hip, left side. The blood on him wasn’t his, and he didn’t need any stitches.”

      Tessa blew out a breath. “That’s good news. Thanks, Mitch.”

      “I’m already on my way home, so come grab him from the house when you get here. Though, tomorrow is fine if you think he should sleep.”

      “The key to my cabin is under the mat. Can you put him on his bed?” Tessa said. “I’ll be there soon enough.”

      “Will do. You okay, Riv?”

      “Yes, sir. I’m on until two.” River had seen the prescription in her paperwork, now on the dash. He headed for a pharmacy so she could fill it before she went home.

      “Call me tomorrow.”

      “Yes, sir.” River hit the button on the screen.

      Tessa shifted in the seat a little to face him. “Your dad picked up after the first ring.”

      “He always does.” He’d often wondered why it seemed his dad answered like he was expecting River’s call. “So?”

      “He only got that smartwatch so he could see without getting his phone out if it was you calling or if he could ignore it. Do you know how many training sessions he had me take over because you called?”

      River pulled into a parking space outside the pharmacy. “I still don’t know what you’re getting at.”

      “Your dad loves you.”

      “Isn’t that what dads do?”

      She studied him, then her lips widened into a smile he couldn’t look away from. But then it went on long enough he realized they’d end up sitting here all night.

      “I’ll be back. Lock the doors.” River headed for the pharmacy, his second set of keys in his pocket. All he could see was her smile.

      Two days later, he was still thinking about how he’d driven her to her car and waved as she drove away. He was still seeing her smile in his mind while he pulled up outside a warehouse, late on shift.

      Thirty minutes ago, a call had gone out about a smash-and-grab at the museum. The suspects fled on foot. SWAT had responded, and River got himself to the neighborhood just in case. He’d been nearby when the call came through to assist.

      Kutter stood on all four paws, tight with energy while River snapped the leash to his vest.

      “Come on.” He hit the button to close the back, and Kutter trotted beside his leg. The dog’s eagerness got River to the SWAT team leader faster than he usually walked. “Lieutenant?”

      “Officer Gaines. Thanks for coming.”

      The SWAT van sat parked outside the warehouse.

      River lifted his chin. “Is this about the museum break-in?”

      “Affirmative. Suspect was seen fleeing inside.” Lieutenant DeLuca led him to the front door. “We’ve been unable to locate him, but we know he didn’t leave. Since Officer Kutter is so good at hide-and-seek…”

      Kutter’s body vibrated. He lifted both paws, then set them back down.

      Gage chuckled.

      River had needed to teach the PD men and women what words to say and what not to say on duty with Kutter, so he could be the best K-9 he could be. Most of the officers who liked working with a dog got on board, and Gage was one of them. So then why did the lieutenant not want them on SWAT?

      Gage pulled the door open.

      River said, “Everyone else is here, too?”

      The lieutenant shook his head. “Just SWAT.”

      River led Kutter inside. “Ready, Kut? Wanna go?” He got the dog revved up and excited, but finding people was his K-9 partner’s favorite thing.

      Kutter sat straight, ears up—tail wagging.

      “Ready?” River disconnected his leash. If Kutter got too far ahead, he’d call a command and the dog would bark in response so River could find him. He gave his dog the command, “Revir!”

      The dog headed for the doors across the lobby, sniffing underneath. He skirted along the wall to a stairwell. He barked.

      River pushed open the door, and Kutter headed upstairs while he jogged after his dog. They found Jasper in uniform up on the third floor.

      “Gaines.”

      “Hollingsworth.” River followed his dog through an office.

      “I checked over there already.” Jasper followed.

      He wasn’t going to ask about Tessa, was he? Not River’s business, and not something he wanted to get into with Jasper at work.

      Kutter slowed by a closet, kept going, and headed for the bathroom.

      “Maybe he needs to pee.”

      River pushed open the door. Kutter hurried inside and sniffed around.

      “I already looked in there.”

      Kutter turned around. Not exactly confused, maybe overwhelmed with scents since it was pretty odorous in here.

      The dog wandered around a couple of times, zeroing on one particular stall. River took a look and spotted a scuff mark on the side of the stall about level with his shoulder.

      “Did he climb in the toilet?”

      River glanced at Jasper and saw the lieutenant right behind him. Then he looked at the ceiling. Listened.

      Kutter sat.

      “Guess you’re right.” River whispered, Good boy in Czech, then said, “He’s not in here.” He gave Kutter the hand signal to come, and they eased past Jasper out into the hall. On the way past the lieutenant, River said, “He’s in the ceiling.”

      Then he tugged a rope toy from the pocket of his cargo pants and held it up. Kutter sat, tail wagging. “Yes.”

      Kutter jumped up and grasped the toy, dragging River’s hand back down to where he could put all four paws on the floor.

      “Good boy. Yes.”

      They played tug while SWAT ran in from all directions. Someone clapped him on the shoulder. River switched hands so he could tug with his left and draw his weapon with his right. Just in case SWAT needed cover.

      An almighty thud came from inside the bathroom. Then a series of grunts and yells, and seconds later they marched the suspect out.

      “And you thought you were cut out for SWAT. Your dog’s the one that found the suspect.” Jasper chuckled, leading the suspect down the hall.

      Sergeant O’Connell looked over at him, but not at Jasper.

      “Did you find the bad guy, Kut?” Blake held out his hands, petting Kutter’s face when he let go of the toy to get attention from his friend. “Yes, you did. You found that mean guy, ’cause you’re a good boy.”

      Lieutenant DeLuca stood by the bathroom door with his arms folded. “What was that about with Officer Hollingsworth?”

      River snapped Kutter’s leash back on, unwilling to make something out of what would only be nothing. If Jasper was mad at River, it had to be about Tessa. But that would be something if there was more than one meeting at the hospital—and only to get her statement—between them.

      There wasn’t.

      And there never would be.

      “I don’t know what you mean, LT.” Then River said, “Let’s go, Kutter.”
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      “Can’t…breathe…” Tessa pushed against her dog’s side, stretched out on the couch where she’d fallen asleep watching TV last night. He’d climbed up at some point apparently.

      Now he seemed to think she needed mouth to mouth, because his hot breath hit her face.

      “Okay, I’m up.” She wiggled out from under him while he stood and shook German shepherd hair everywhere.

      She wondered if River dealt with that all over his house. Kutter was incredibly cute. A different temperament than Maverick, who’d get bored about ten minutes into police work. He needed the woods. Long hikes and getting lost—only figuratively, thank you. No need to remember that particular training day. Still, they’d find a river and he’d end up soaked and covered in mud.

      Tessa eased out the aches and pains on the way to the coffee pot. “Couple more days, buddy.”

      She’d barely emerged from the cabin since she got back after the limo explosion. Turning her new phone off while she slept long hours. Maverick had watched over her from his seat on the recliner he wasn’t supposed to sit on, so he just waited until she was asleep and then climbed up there.

      Mitchell had come over a couple of times and taken him out with the training group, so the dog hadn’t been completely bored. But he still seemed content to watch over her while she recuperated.

      When her stomach rumbled, Tessa got ready for breakfast and took her phone off the breakfast bar. Couple of texts from Kirsten, who’d been checking in since she heard what happened. So far she’d managed to convince her sister not to bring the kids for a few more days, just so she didn’t look like some freakish monster.

      She took her first mug of coffee out onto the porch and slipped on the shoes she wore to walk around the camp. Maverick waited at the top step of the cabin, but he was ready to go.

      “I’m coming.”

      He raced ahead of her down the dirt path. Towering pine trees stretched up on both sides, like a blanket that covered the hill around the camp. An old ranch in the mountains that had a huge spread and a massive operation in their day. A main house that Mitchell and Laurel lived in which was tucked beside the huge resident building with the dining hall they only used in the winter—so, when Tessa wasn’t here. The main house basement level had exterior doors that had been converted into kennels so the dogs could come in and go out whenever they wanted to. Trainees lived on the main floor, with another set of offices and tiny apartment rooms above for staff.

      A string of five cabins up the hill belonged to some of the other long-term residents. They allowed her to keep hers year-round, even though she only lived here six months out of the year. Will and Dani Masterson had the center cabin since it was the biggest, and they had two kids. Except as soon as the couple left for their trip, the teens had moved into the cabin at the end—the one that supposedly belonged to River. Apparently it had a sweet gaming setup they said was “retro.”

      Tessa had never seen him here. She didn’t know when River would even use it.

      Laurel had told her that he stayed up here over the holidays so he could spend time with family. A point of contention with her own family, considering she was always in Arizona over Thanksgiving and Christmas. Kirsten and Sean didn’t mind coming down with the kids for some sun in the middle of winter.

      The two teen boys were on the play structure Mitchell had built. Though, probably he hadn’t intended for sixteen-year-olds to use it to do pull-ups. The play structure was a favorite of field trip kids who came up for the day to see what search and rescue was all about.

      A bell sounded across the training camp.

      The two teens jumped down and jogged for the resident building.

      Breakfast.

      Maverick was far enough he sped up and ran with them. The twins laughed and each petted the dog as they headed to eat.

      Tessa sipped her coffee as she walked, wishing she’d grabbed a sweater for seven-in-the-morning mountain temps. It had to be fifty degrees, which seemed chilly when the day would hit ninety. Even the threat of cold left her on edge, wanting to go back for a sweater, and getting blown up didn’t do that to her.

      Mitchell stood over by the outside eating area, a collection of picnic tables under a huge roof held up by wooden pillars, creating a huge pergola. She loved the leaves on the floor, the bugs flying around, and the smell of bacon in the air.

      The team leader spotted her coming and broke off from the group of four trainees he was talking to and came over—though, not before he said hi to Maverick for a second. He had a camping mug, dark green with pine trees on the side, and sipped from it. If he hadn’t even put his coffee down, whatever he wanted to talk to her about couldn’t be bad.

      Tessa said, “Morning.”

      He lifted his chin, his face blank in that way River had, even though they didn’t look a thing alike. In fact, River didn’t look like Laurel either. Mitchell said, “Did you talk to your mom or dad this morning?”

      She lowered the mug from her mouth. “Why?”

      “There was a break-in at the museum last night. Some kind of smash-and-grab. Drove their van through the front doors and stole a bunch of stuff. Random things.” He shook his head.

      She reached for her phone. “My mom wasn’t…”

      “No one was there except the night guard who got conked on the head.” He shook his now. “They caught most of the suspects, though. Kutter sniffed out one hiding in a bathroom ceiling.” His lips curled up.

      “My mom is really okay?”

      He nodded. “No one was hurt. She was at home.”

      Tessa let out a breath. “Kutter is sweet. River said he and Maverick are littermates.”

      “We should get them together.” Mitchell sipped his coffee and glanced at the trees.

      “Maverick would probably like that.” It might even get him out of his funk, though the twins seemed to be doing a fantastic job of engaging the dog. Might be the bacon they were feeding him. “So what’s the plan for today? I’d love to stretch my legs.”

      “Hmm. Laurel is washing dog bedding. She could use a hand.” Mitchell eyed her like he didn’t think an injured woman should be traipsing around. Apparently instead she should be doing laundry. “I’ll take Mav for our walk. We’re tracking in the lavender field.”

      “Stinky.” The odor in the field of wildflowers clung to everything. It wasn’t Tessa’s favorite place to be.

      He chuckled. “I recall someone having a hard time with that.”

      “Because I have allergies.” Which she didn’t have in Arizona. Yet another reason to pack it up and move there permanently—except that in summer it was far too hot. Right now, splitting her time between the Pacific Northwest and Arizona was the best of both worlds.

      Why did everyone think it was so odd she did it?

      Mitchell turned to the dining area. “Come on. Breakfast is ready.”

      As they approached the group, Laurel glanced at Mitchell but said, “Good morning, Tessa.” Her white hair hung around her face in a stylish bob. She wore dangly earrings but was dressed in lined pants, hiking sneakers, and a long sleeve T-shirt. She had her fitness tracker on her wrist.

      Laurel and Mitchell shared a look that was part married couple and part something else. Mitchell gave a tiny nod.

      Great. Whatever that was about, she had no idea. “Mav, come.”

      Tessa got more coffee and was about loaded up with a plate when her phone rang. The number was local, but one she didn’t recognize. She answered the phone as she sat on the picnic bench seat. “Tessa Atkins.”

      “This is Special Agent Addie Franklin from the FBI office in Benson.” The voice belonged to a woman. “You’re the Tessa Atkins who assisted the Phoenix office in a case two weeks ago?”

      She frowned. “That’s me.”

      “We need you to come into our office. ASAP. I’m afraid it’s that important.”
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      “Sergei Alakov. Thirty-six. Arrested eight years ago on two counts of assault, but the charges were dropped.” Sergeant Liam O’Connell clicked a button on his laptop. “That’s who Officer Kutter found in the bathroom ceiling, one of our museum robbery suspects.”

      At the back of the room, River took another swig of terrible coffee. SWAT always insisted on making their own pot when they came out of their basement cave for briefings. Apparently they drank battery acid down there.

      Maybe it was for the best that Lieutenant DeLuca had turned him down. River might never have survived if he was forced to drink this all the time.

      “So far he’s not talking, and he won’t give names about who he was working with, but Detectives Westbrook and Hummet are working on him,” Liam said. “As of right now, we have no evidence of a connection between the limo bombing and the museum robbery. Just theories.”

      Over by the wall, lying on the floor with his back to the trim, Kutter let out a heavy sigh. River glanced over at his partner. They’d already been on a six-mile run this morning. Kutter could probably do the whole route again, while River needed a minute—and more coffee.

      Jasper turned around from two rows in front. “Maybe your doggy can scare it out of the suspect.”

      River might’ve believed it was just joking banter, except for the look in Jasper’s eyes. He’d seen River with Tessa outside the hospital, and days later he was still mad enough to posture. “Sure, but I’ll have to train him to do that. Should we practice on you?”

      Blake shot him a grin.

      River lifted his mug, tempted to mouth, This coffee sucks.

      The sergeant ignored them all and continued. “We need to find the person who ordered the break-in at the museum. That’s priority one for us. Major Crimes is taking the bombing, and they’re working with the FBI.”

      Jasper said, “The dog can sniff around town for him. Root him out. Or is he not trained for that?”

      “Officer Kutter can certainly do that.” River ignored the couple of guys who glanced over, officers who worked the same shift he did. “What did they take from the museum?”

      “That’s being determined.” Liam clicked on his laptop. A woman’s picture popped up on the screen. “Bethanne Atkins, the museum curator, is doing an inventory this morning, cataloging everything to figure out what was stolen. She will provide us a list when she’s done.”

      “Maybe the dog can⁠—”

      “Officer Hollingsworth.” Liam stared at his SWAT teammate. “Let’s keep the comments to a minimum.”

      Blake glanced over his shoulder from his seat next to Jasper. River shook his head in answer to the question on his friend’s face. He not only didn’t want to talk about what was up with Jasper—he also didn’t want to admit he knew what it was.

      All he wanted was to be an officer like all the rest.

      Respected for the name GAINES pinned to his chest, but not just because he was Mitchell’s son. Maybe River wanted to be respected for who he was without that connection.

      Only, he had no idea who he was without his mom and dad and the identity they’d given him. It had been so long, and he’d never figured out where he came from. They’d all resigned themselves to the fact he never would. His birth parents didn’t want him, or they were dead—either way, they’d considered him better off alone on the ocean in a dinghy than with them.

      Liam continued, “The man we arrested, Sergei Alakov, has ties to the Russians—that’s the connection to the bombing thus far. He changed his legal name to this one ten years ago, and the association is more like a Bratva-wannabe thing. Fake Russian tattoos, and a lot of throwing their weight around. His whole crew seem to want in on what the Russians have. Who they are.”

      “And now the old man is dead, so they break into a museum?” Seemed like it wasn’t so much of a stretch to connect them. A power vacuum that triggered a theft. River really wanted to know what they’d taken.

      Liam glanced over.

      River said, “Pretty clear message, blowing up the old man’s limo.”

      Liam nodded. “Of the two men killed in the bombing the other day, one was the driver. The other was Matvei Obolensky. No known next of kin. So we have no idea who did it, but we understand the statement it represents.”

      “So was it the wannabes, or someone in his organization killed Obolensky so they can take over?”

      Jasper shifted in his seat.

      “That’s what we need to find out.” Liam closed the lid of his laptop. “So call your CIs. Work the streets. Get me some answers.”

      The room erupted into movement. Nearly everyone got up out of their chairs. Kutter opened one eye, but River hadn’t stood, so he didn’t even lift his head.

      He sent his dad a text,

      
        
          
            
              
        Ever heard of Matvei Obolensky?

      

      

      

      

      

      River had confidential informants he worked with on occasion, people on the streets he could slip some department funds at and get information he’d never have come up with otherwise. But an older mobster, a guy with a reputation? His father was an ex-cop, which meant he might know more than anyone on the streets right now about a guy who’d been running the Bratva in this part of Washington for years.

      Most of the room filed out pretty quickly.

      River stood up and clicked his fingers. Kutter got up and shook his body, discarding doggy glitter all over the floor. “Come on.” River pushed in chairs all the way along the row between tables so his dog could follow him out.

      Blake and Jasper stood talking in the hallway outside the briefing room.

      When River emerged, Kutter’s presence by his leg, Jasper pushed off the wall and said, “So what’s with you and Tess?”

      River wanted to walk on, and completely ignore the guy. Instead, he said, “Oh, good. Let’s definitely do this.” He blew out a breath.

      “The two of you seemed pretty cozy in the back of your car.” Jasper squared up on him.

      Blake glanced over, his head angled to the side. “What’s this?”

      River didn’t feel the need to explain it. Only, he probably had to. Just to satisfy questions. The police department was worse than a bunch of old ladies at a retirement home who had nothing better to do all day than gossip. He figured he’d go for the bottom line, in an attempt to cut this off. “You get that she works with my parents, right?”

      “Told you.” Blake shot his SWAT teammate a look.

      River wasn’t going to point out that the other day was the first time they’d even met. Because he’d purposed not to run into the woman his mom thought was “perfect” for him, as if he needed the guilt of not measuring up yet again.

      He had enough of that here, with his dad’s picture on the wall—the framed commendation from the deputy mayor.

      “Can we just all get to work?” River blew out a breath.

      The urgency he felt to get out on the streets was there every time he put on the uniform, even if it was just some ethereal need to protect people. Solve crime. Safeguard lives. It still drove him—the way it drove Kutter to be given the command to “find.” The need to do what was right and try to make the world a better place. To leave it better than it was when he came into it.

      After all, the boy with no name had been pulled out of the ocean. Saved.

      Surely it had to be for a reason. Some purpose he hadn’t discovered yet—though he’d spent plenty of time and energy trying.

      Even God hadn’t answered that question for him. He’d been silent every time River asked why he was here.

      “She might’ve been at that bombing, but she doesn’t get dragged into this.”

      River frowned. “You think I’d do that, Hollingsworth? I haven’t even seen her since I drove her back to her car.”

      He had pretty much zero intention of seeing her unless he couldn’t help it. Her mom’s museum had been broken into. It wasn’t impossible that he might see her.

      His mind insisted on conjuring up the image of her smiling.

      River clenched his teeth. That, he could live without as well. Maybe once he figured out what he’d been put here on this earth for, he could think about getting to know a woman. Until then, it would only end up like Bridget, dropping him for some doctor because River wasn’t good enough for her and she had to trade up.

      Jasper got in his face. “Stay away from Tess.”

      Blake shifted next to them. “Dude.”

      River shook his head. “It’s good you care. What with your mother not thinking she was good enough for you. I don’t think I’ll run into that with mine.”

      Blake jerked around to Jasper. “Seriously?”

      Jasper’s jaw flexed. “You think that’s why I broke it off? Tessa just goes wherever she wants whenever she feels like it.”

      “That’s called independence.” Did Jasper not want a woman who could think for herself?

      “She’s not the kind of woman who’ll settle. You’ll find that out.”

      “And you told her she should want to?” River didn’t retreat, but Jasper was pretty close to him.

      Blake set a hand on both their shirt buttons. “Back up, guys.”

      “You first,” Jasper said.

      River stepped back. Not because the guy had told him to, but because he had no interest in getting into this with Jasper. The guy only wanted to posture because he regretted the way he’d treated Tessa. There was no turf war here.

      His phone buzzed, but he’d have to check it later. See what his dad might have.

      River said, “Kutt—” Where was his dog? “Kutter, come.”

      Jasper snickered. “Lost something?”

      A dog barked down the hall.

      River turned the corner. No four-legged animal in sight. Darn it. He was going to get in serious trouble for losing track of his partner. Sure, the dog was trained, but that didn’t mean Kutter didn’t have a mind of his own. Probably the desk sergeant had bacon in his breakfast sandwich, but hopefully Kutter hadn’t jumped up on the desk to get it.

      Another dog barked.

      “That’s not Kutter.” And it was coming from the FBI field office, barely big enough for the four agents who worked here in Benson.

      River skidded to the closed glass door and scanned the room. FBI agents. The police commissioner. The current police chief. Basically all the high-level brass he worked for—with Kutter in the middle of it causing commotion. His K-9 partner faced off with Maverick, both of them sniffing. Tails started to wag, and the two dogs jumped around. Tessa, sat on the edge of a desk, tipped her head back and laughed.

      He stared at her.

      She was usually gorgeous. Laughing took her to a whole new level, leaving him stunned.

      She spotted him through the glass and stared right back.

      Kutter barked.
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      “Platz.”

      Tessa jerked at the command, both dogs laid down, and she realized she’d been staring at River. No, Officer Gaines. Kutter had followed the police chief into the room, nearly knocking the guy over in his eagerness to see Maverick. That would’ve been a disaster. Thankfully Kutter only wanted to lick Mav’s face—after they’d ascertained Maverick was in charge, while Kutter seemed content to greet his littermate brother, and then it was all about trying to initiate playtime in the middle of the FBI field office.

      Their tiny satellite location with four resident agents was located inside the Benson PD building. Right now with the addition of the police commissioner and the chief of police—and Officer Gaines—plus two working dogs, it was pretty crowded.

      She was about to ask why they’d brought her here when River said, “I can take both dogs outside, if you want?”

      The police commissioner, Russ Franklin, an older retired US Marshal, was the one who spoke up before anyone else could. “Why don’t you take a seat, Son?”

      River covered his surprise pretty well. “Yes, sir.” He eased over to the desk beside her and sat where he could reach down, and Maverick could sniff then lick his fingers. Kutter still wanted to play, but River waved him back into his “down.”

      “As I said,” the female FBI agent continued, “I’m Special Agent Franklin. Addie is fine.”

      Tessa lifted her brows.

      “Occasionally I regret not shifting my professional life to my married name, Wilson. But it is what it is.” She smiled, her blonde hair pulled back into a neat bun.

      The other female FBI agent, a brunette, had a tight pixie cut and was also married. She’d introduced herself as Stella Hummet, wife of a police detective Tessa had met before at a PD summer barbecue when she’d been dating Jasper.

      The close-knit Benson community was great…until it wasn’t. And yet, she’d never run into the son of the people she lived and worked alongside.

      Addie said, “For the sake of those here who aren’t aware, Ms. Atkins worked with a team of FBI agents out of the Phoenix office in the spring, tracking a dangerous killer who buried victims on his ranch. The suspect was apprehended, and thanks to Tessa and Maverick, the burial site was discovered as well as several key pieces of evidence.”

      River glanced at her.

      Tessa’s cheeks heated.

      Maverick turned his head to look at her, but she didn’t want to tell her dog she was okay. No one needed to know she’d brought him here because she needed solidarity. Not just because she’d thought this might be a case for them to help out with. Mitchell had said he would take Mav out on training today, but after the call she hadn’t wanted to come alone.

      A thought occurred to her, and she jerked her head up to look at Addie. “Did he escape?”

      The fed flushed. “No.” She held up both hands. “Don’t worry about that.”

      Tessa blew out a breath. As Addie continued to talk about the case, her gaze drifted to the windows that showed the hallway to the front entrance of the PD building. Jasper stood out there, beside an African American officer Tessa had met. Blake seemed to want to leave, but Jasper just stared at them.

      “The suspect’s sister has threatened everyone involved in the case several times.”

      Tessa whipped her head back around. “His sister?” When Addie nodded, Tessa realized she did know who that was. “Didn’t the FBI believe she was complicit?”

      “They could never prove it.” Addie’s expression darkened. “Now we have evidence she’s responsible for an attack that put two FBI agents in the hospital. One is in critical condition. We believe she shot them with a hunting rifle registered to her late husband, and we believe she will continue to target people associated with the case.”

      Which meant Tessa.

      This woman could pick her off in the mountains around Benson much easier than in the city. “I’m not going into hiding.”

      Addie didn’t react to that. Nor did any of the men present.

      “I’m not giving up my life on the off chance she’ll travel across the country just to take me out.” Tessa glanced again at the window, but Blake had apparently convinced Jasper they should get back to work. “I like my life the way it is.”

      No one else thought much of it, but it was hers.

      Addie’s expression didn’t change as she said, “I have several options for you to consider.”

      Tessa stood. Maverick moved with her, past Kutter, who didn’t get up, and headed toward the door. “I’ll tell Mitchell. He can help me keep an eye out.”

      “Tessa.”

      River’s voice stalled her at the door. She glanced over her shoulder.

      “The twins.”

      A lump rose in her throat. Don’t leave me, Tessie. Ice roiled through her veins, probably from the vent above pumping freezing air down to cool the room. The awful cold that seeped into everything and made her want to rage at being static and having to hide—scared every second they might be discovered.

      “We can protect them,” River said. His dog sat beside his leg. “But we also need to protect you, the dogs, and everyone living at the training center.”

      Tessa turned to Addie. “What are the other options?”

      Both Russ and the police chief sat silently. Tessa figured they were unaccustomed to being quiet in a meeting—usually, they were in charge.

      Addie said, “A safe house apartment. It’s actually in my building.”

      “I don’t want to leave my home.” And no way would Maverick want to live where there wasn’t easy access to grass.

      “So you stay there, and we send up a team from Vanguard.”

      “Who’s going to pay for that?” Tessa asked. The private investigation and security company didn’t need to waste their time on something that might be nothing.

      “Don’t worry about it.” Russ waved off her concerns. “Worry about you.”

      Tessa shifted her stance. “We don’t know if she’ll come up here.” Maverick leaned against her leg. “And you could catch her before then, anyway.”

      Addie nodded. “That’s true. But we might not, and we’d like not to lose you as well.”

      Tessa didn’t back down. The last thing she wanted was to put someone in danger that she cared about, but it stood level with not being the kid found in that cave all over again. She couldn’t be weak.

      “Great.” Russ clapped his hands together. “Officer Gaines, there’s room for you at the training center, isn’t there?”

      “I have a cabin, Commissioner.”

      Russ smiled. “Excellent. You’re assigned to protection detail at the training center⁠—”

      River started to argue.

      Russ continued, “When you’re not on duty. When you are, Vanguard will cover the area, and Ms. Atkins. And I’ll call Will Masterson to touch base about protection for his boys.”

      “Sir.” River had objections but seemed unwilling to say them aloud. Because he was facing down the commissioner and the police chief? She could certainly understand him not wanting to jeopardize his job over her.

      “Officer Gaines, the deputy mayor wants a protection detail on his daughter.”

      Tessa’s entire body went cold.

      Russ glanced over. She saw it all on his face. This man who had raised his niece—Addie, the FBI agent, and Addie’s much younger half-sister—knew exactly how she felt about her father’s interference. “He caught word of it before I did. Some friend of his in the Arizona governor’s office?”

      Tessa didn’t even know what to say. Maverick leaned closer to her leg.

      “So here we are.” Russ turned back to River. “Officer Gaines?”

      “I’ll check in with my sergeant and head to the training center today.”

      “Special Agent Franklin will give you the file. Your father can be fully read in, but the others up there shouldn’t be privy to federal information.”

      River nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      The police commissioner turned to her. “I’ll let your father know you have around-the-clock protection.”

      “Thank you.” She tugged Maverick’s leash and headed for the door. River grabbed it right behind her, and they stepped out into the hall, where he clipped a leash on Kutter. “That’s not what I thought they would say.”

      River looked up. “Did Maverick really find a bunch of bodies?”

      “Five victims, going back several years.” She sniffed, trying not to recall the scene—or how the smell of unearthed bodies lingered on her the whole way home. “The FBI didn’t know where to find them. It took Mav a few days, but he caught a scent and showed me to the spot.” The earth at that spot had no visible differences compared with the surrounding dirt. She’d have walked right over it, assuming nothing could settle there.

      “That’s pretty amazing.”

      She caught the soft look on his face. “Thanks. It’s why I live here half the year and there half the year. So I can help out in both places.”

      And avoid Benson in the cold months when the memories were too close.

      “Right.” He seemed not to know why she’d explained her living situation.

      Tessa took a step away with Maverick. “See you at the training center.”

      He would figure out why she’d mentioned her living situation. Or his colleague Jasper would tell him why being friends with someone who didn’t stay was a bad idea. Why what seemed to be simmering below the surface between her and River Gaines was a grade A lousy idea.

      River didn’t need to know she only went to Arizona for one reason. Or why she planned to move there for good soon enough.

      No one would ever know.
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      River pulled through the log frame entry to the training center. The sign that hung above the roof of his vehicle swung back and forth in the breeze, and he turned his music down so he could hear the squeak of the metal chain—the sound of his history.

      He drove past the main buildings down the lane to his cabin. He had a townhouse in Benson with enough yard for Kutter. But that wasn’t home.

      Up here, Kutter could be a dog.

      Until they put the working vest on, and he flipped back to “cop” mode. Working. Training.

      Two teenage boys exited the cabin onto the porch, both in workout clothes like they were headed for a run. Will and Dani’s sons had their mother’s coloring, but he could see the resemblance to their father and Uncle Dakota. Thankfully, they weren’t identical, but River couldn’t tell them apart on the phone.

      “Hey, guys.”

      The older one came first, his hair slightly darker than his brother’s and brown eyes. He offered his fist. “Can I get Kutter out?”

      River tapped his own to it. “Sure, Sam.” His brother came up after him and did the same. “Josh.”

      “Can Kutter go running with us?”

      “We already ran this morning.” And while the K-9 would love that, it was against regulation. “But thanks for asking.”

      Josh said, “I’m gonna go ask Tessa if we can take Mav.”

      “You guys know if my mom is at the main house?”

      Sam, the older and the protector, looked up from petting Kutter. “Something going on?”

      “I’ll be here for a while, so you’ll have company.”

      “We’re good with that. Right, J?”

      Josh nodded.

      “I figured you would be,” River said. “After I talk to my parents, I’ll fill you in. But when you’re running, keep your eyes open. And be careful.”

      “Always are. Later, Riv.” Sam jogged to catch up to his brother.

      Kutter came over to River and sat beside his leg. Given the dog wasn’t tearing through the training center looking for Maverick, River would guess he was out with River’s dad on a training exercise.

      River gave his dog the command to heel and set off for his parents’ house. They’d moved up here during the media circus after River had been released from the hospital—back when he’d been a John Doe. No one had claimed him, leaving him nameless as well as having no memory of how he came to be in the ocean on a dinghy that was more like a pool toy than a lifesaving device. Thankfully he’d been wearing a life vest, or he’d have believed whoever left him on the ocean meant to kill him.

      Mitchell, the K-9 officer, had given up being Saxon’s partner and his entire career as a police officer after River came into their lives. River knew it hadn’t been easy for him. Nor had having to avoid reporters wanting to blast the boy with no memory even more all over the media than he already had been.

      From the moment he opened his eyes and saw Mitchell staring back at him, River had known he’d be safe.

      When they’d asked him if he wanted to live with Mitchell and Laurel, River—the name Mitchell had given him—had told the CPS lady he didn’t want to be anywhere else but with them. That he didn’t want to be with strangers.

      Mitchell and Laurel had taken all the foster care classes, and all three of them had attended family therapy for a few months. The story had died down in the media, and they’d gone to family court, where River officially became their son.

      Because, like with Moses, I pulled you out of the water and adopted you as my own.

      He rounded the big house in time to see his mom wave at the twins. They set off on their run, probably planning on hitting the trails Mitchell and River had carved out of their land when River had nightmares he couldn’t explain.

      Trails they’d trained more dogs on than anyone could count. Litters of puppies. Rescues. Dogs that washed out of military programs or police departments. Dogs dropped off on their doorstep with no note. Now Mitchell trained handlers to work with the dogs.

      Some handlers brought their own dog to training. Others came here to find the dog of their heart among the animals Mitchell worked with and cared for.

      Kutter raced off to the kennels so he could sniff along the fence line at the girl dogs.

      River’s mom watched him walk over. “My son.” She leaned against the porch roof post, beside the front steps, a smile on her face. “So handsome.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re biased.” But he was single enough he appreciated that someone thought he was good-looking—even if there was no chance she’d think anything else. This woman had loved him from the moment she saw him. He knew she’d lost babies before he came along, and he’d filled a hole in her heart.

      She’d done the same for him.

      River didn’t know if he’d ever had a mother in his life. Now that he had this one, he didn’t need anyone else.

      “Hey, Momma.” He gave her a quick hug. “Is Dad out with the training class?”

      “And Tessa.” She gasped. “You met her!”

      “I did.” River needed to get past that topic of conversation as quick as he could. He sat on the porch steps and watched Kutter.

      His mom sat beside him. She had to know about the FBI’s warning, and that River had seen her at the hospital before that. It had taken him a day for his reassignment to get processed.

      “Is she doing okay?” River asked. “She was pretty banged up.”

      His mom let out a tiny exhale. “That girl. She hides too much.”

      River wanted to ask, What do you mean? He was supposed to be up here protecting Tessa in case the threat manifested in their home.

      Their home.

      He should be mad at her, or Dani and Will, over the fact they called this place home when it was his. Maybe some people would be. But it wasn’t like he would give up the police department the way Mitchell had done in order to open this training center.

      That had a whole lot of “should’ve, could’ve” wrapped up in it.

      He should want to take over from Mitch.

      He should be willing to give up being a cop for the chance to do it.

      He could live up here full-time. He loved it, and that wasn’t the problem.

      “You’ll give yourself an ulcer thinking that hard.”

      River glanced at his mom, and she winked. He shook his head. “Just…stuff.”

      “You know, maybe you and Tessa would be a bad idea. Forget I suggested it.” She waved her hand. “The two of you would never tell each other anything. I mean, what do you even talk about?”

      He glanced over.

      She tipped her head back. “The dogs! Of course. That’s it, isn’t it?”

      River made a face.

      Laurel Gaines wrapped her arm around his back and tugged him into a hug. “Honey, you’ll have to work on your skills.”

      “I don’t need dating advice. I’m fine, okay?”

      “Sure, that’s why you’ve been avoiding this woman since she got here.” Before he could say anything else, she shifted so her knees touched the side of his and faced him. “Jasper Hollingsworth is the last person I’d put Tessa with. That whole relationship was a disaster waiting to happen, but she had to realize that the life her family thinks she should have isn’t her.”

      You are.

      Her unspoken words hung in the air between them.

      Maybe it was a function of all they’d been through. The family counseling when they’d been getting to know each other, all of which meant they just had a way about them with communication. They grasped what the other one wasn’t saying as much as what they were.

      “Tessa…” River didn’t know how to say it, because he was here for her no matter which way he looked at it. “I’m on protection detail. Dad needs to fill you in if he hasn’t.”

      “He did.” She nodded. “There’s a Vanguard operative with them out on their exercise.”

      “This is about protection, and that’s all.”

      “Honey—”

      He cut her off. “Mom.”

      She sighed.

      River looked back at the grass, and the trees. He listened to the swish of branches against each other, interspersed with dogs barking. This was his home—no matter that other people also called it home. It would always be the place where he belonged. The fact Tessa Atkins was here as well could turn out to be a great thing.

      Not just because he could keep her from being the target of someone with a deadly plan.

      “If there’s anyone who is going to protect that woman, I’m glad it’s you.”

      River glanced at his mom. “Me, too.”

      “She’s special.”

      Unfortunately, that was exactly what he was afraid of.
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      Her sister’s chuckle permeated from her ears all the way to her heart, warming it in a way not much did.

      “There’s always one in every training class.” Tessa’s phone lay on the counter, since she’d put her earbuds in so she could do dishes and talk to her sister. “This summer is no exception.” But not what they should be talking about. “How’s Mom?”

      “She gave the police a list of things taken.” Kirsten spoke again, but her voice was muffled. “No way, buddy. I still see crumbs.”

      Tomorrow there would be a post on Kirsten’s socials about teaching kids to pick up after themselves with the hashtag MomLife attached. For now Tessa had to listen to her sister say, “Mm-hmm. That’s what I thought.”

      Tessa rinsed the washed plate and set it on the drying rack. She’d gone from that FBI meeting back up to the training center and joined the exercise in progress, thankfully done with the lavender field. Her mom hadn’t answered the phone when she called, so Tessa had explained everything in a voicemail plus asked a bunch of questions.

      When her mom called back, she wouldn’t be able to accuse Tessa of withholding anything—or not being interested in her mom’s life. Bethanne Atkins wasn’t exacting, or a taskmaster, or even demanding. She was just…a mom with a career who had her own way of asking for a relationship with her children.

      “So what’d you do after you got back?” Kirsten asked.

      Tessa wondered if her sister thought her solo dinner plans were interesting, or if it was a flavor of what her mom did. Maybe she just liked the day-to-day stuff, because Kirsten certainly didn’t want to know about the woman who may or may not show up to try and kill Tessa any day now.

      “Hello, earth to Tess.”

      She groaned. Did her sister really have to quote Jasper? “Too soon.”

      “Snapped you out of it though, didn’t it?” Kirsten chuckled. “My friend Julie who works in Records at the police department said River Gaines was assigned to be there as your protection detail. Is that why you’re distracted? Is he there?”

      “It’s not like that.”

      Her sister gasped. “What is it like?”

      It wasn’t like that either. “He isn’t in my cabin, if that’s what you mean. He’s keeping everyone here safe. Including his family, and Will and Dani’s boys. Though, they said they were gonna stay at a friend’s for the weekend.”

      She heard rustling on Kirsten’s end of the phone. “There’s someone trying to kill you! He should be there to protect you!”

      Tessa leaned back against the kitchen counter and hung her head because no one could see—and Maverick was asleep on his bed in the corner of the living room. “He is protecting me. The threat isn’t even a sure thing. That woman might not ever step foot out of Arizona, and they could catch her anytime. It might be nothing at all.”

      “So why did the FBI get you a protective detail?”

      Tessa pressed her lips together. A Vanguard operative from the private investigation and security company had followed her up the hill from the city and stuck with her all day, until they returned to camp and River had been there.

      Mitchell had peeled off to talk with his son, which involved a whole lot of glancing at her. She’d tried to ignore it.

      “I’m not oblivious to the potential danger,” Tessa said. “But I could use a little less attention.”

      “You’d rather hide? That’s not how you get River Gaines to notice how amazing you are.”

      Tessa frowned. “And…why do I want him to notice me?”

      “Are you kidding me?!” Kirsten said, her breathing heavy.

      “Calm down, Sis. You’re gonna pop a blood vessel or something.” Tessa chuckled. “River is here for my protection, but also because no one will care about the people who live here as much as he does. That’s a good thing.”

      “It is if he notices you.”

      Tessa sighed, but her mind insisted on recalling the image of him outside the FBI office, looking at her through the window. “I don’t need him to notice me.” Assuming he hadn’t. “I don’t need another cop boyfriend. That didn’t work so well last time, did it?”

      “Because Jasper wasn’t dating you as a cop. He was dating you as the son of a senator going out with the daughter of the deputy mayor and the museum curator.” Kirsten’s voice took on a disgruntled tone. “I don’t think the cop thing seeps into much of his life outside work. And he never protected you from anything.”

      “I don’t need protecting.” Tessa crossed her arms.

      Kirsten sighed. “I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again. Just because we don’t need a man to protect us doesn’t mean they shouldn’t want to do it.”

      “Turns out I do need one, though. And he was ordered to do it whether he likes it or not.”

      “You’re missing my point on purpose, aren’t you?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Just tell me how Mom and Dad are doing. I haven’t talked to her since the museum was broken into.”

      “You were busy recovering from being blown up.”

      Tessa winced. “I don’t need reminding.”

      “How are your stitches?”

      “Itchy.” And painful, and she ached all over from walking all afternoon. Training a dog that wasn’t going to be her next partner. He was far too unruly, but she was thinking he might make a great family pet. Or he could be competitive enough that he’d enjoy agility competitions. She needed to check on the dogs before she sacked out for the night, but she was ready to close her eyes and sleep.

      Kirsten said, “Mom turned the list of what was stolen over to the police. Or so she told me in one stilted text. Maybe she’s still freaked out. You know how she is about the museum. Might as well be home to her. Dad said he was going to get her to take tomorrow off. Things have been busy for both of them.”

      “They should get away for the weekend.”

      “That’s not always practical. Sometimes all you get is an hour or two here and there to spend, just the two of you.” A harder edge slipped into her sister’s tone. “We can’t all just up and leave our lives for months at a time and go be somewhere else.”

      Except that’s exactly what I do.

      Her sister was…what? Jealous? Tessa didn’t think that was what it was. But she couldn’t help thinking of Will and Dani. They loved each other, and they loved their kids and their life here. When the phone rang, and someone was in danger, they packed their bags and went to save lives.

      What was so wrong about that?

      “Listen, I—” her sister started. “Mister, you put that back right now. You are not having candy at this time of night.” A sigh. “I’ve gotta go. Love you, Sis.”

      “You—”

      The line went dead before Tessa could return the sentiment.

      We can’t all just up and leave our lives…

      Maybe Kirsten wanted to get away sometimes. But she had the kind of life Tessa had always wanted, with a husband who loved her and kids she adored—with all their mess and #MomLife stuff.

      What did Tessa have but a silent cabin, interrupted occasionally by a dog snoring?

      She pulled on her sweater with the fluffy lining to warm herself in the evening breeze. It would only take a minute or two to check the dogs were all right and everything was secure.

      Maverick lifted his head, but she waved him back down.

      Between her cabin and the main building were a few sheds and a garage stuffed with training equipment. Moonlight cut a path crosswise on the grass between the buildings. Something rustled in the trees.

      She’d never felt entirely comfortable out at night, but what adult wanted to admit they were scared of the dark? Tessa had enough fears.

      She stopped and turned her head before she recognized what she was hearing. Raised voices. Men, yelling at each other. From over in the wooded area.

      One of the dogs started barking.

      Tessa would check them first, then see who was out there.

      Two steps toward the main building, and someone grabbed her from behind. Thick arms banded around her and lifted her off her feet. He dragged her back, turned to the shed, and shoved her inside.

      She slammed into the hard corner of a wooden dog crate and cried out.

      The door slammed. Cold air whipped under the door and chilled her to her soul.

      Tessa screamed.
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      Kutter barked, pawing at the door of the cabin.

      Then River heard that scream. He already had his shoes on.

      Thank You, Lord.

      He doubled back for his gun, then hauled the door open and dashed down the steps of his cabin. Kutter was already halfway across the lawn.

      A man ran off from the shed, a dark figure in the night. A man—not a woman.

      “Kutter, nech to.” The Czech command was for him to leave it, or the police K-9 would follow the man into the woods beyond where River would be able to find him. In the dark, that could spell disaster.

      The dog was running so fast he practically tripped over himself in his effort to stop all that forward momentum. There was a reason a lot of the officers he worked with called Kutter the “fur missile.” But he didn’t need to have to call in and tell the brass he’d lost their investment.

      He didn’t want to lose his partner.

      He needed to find Tessa first. The exact woman he’d been about to come and see, and where was she? “Tessa!”

      Kutter came back over.

      The dogs erupted in their kennels, barking at the fence.

      Over in Tessa’s cabin, Maverick barked from inside the door. River ran to let the dog out. “Ricky, find.”

      Maverick’s nose dropped to the ground, and he darted around. River had no idea what the dog was going to locate.

      “Tessa!” he yelled. Then he heard a muffled noise from inside one of the sheds and ran to it, breathing hard.

      “River!” His mom ran over, a shotgun in her hands.

      “Where’s Dad?”

      “I don’t know.” She shook her head. “He isn’t in the house.”

      “Go back and lock the doors. Don’t come out until I get you. Okay?” When his mom nodded, he said, “And if you don’t like the look of anything, shoot it.”

      As she raced away, he muttered another prayer.

      “Tessa!” He pulled at the shed handle, but the door had been padlocked. He hammered with the flat of his hand. “Tessa, are you in there?”

      Another muffled sound.

      He could shoot off the padlock—if he wanted to get hit with a ricochet. But he could also run to the keys hanging on the hook in the main building. “Kutter, Ricky, pozor.”

      He left them guarding Tessa in the shed and raced to grab the keys. A hundred questions ran through his mind, but he’d get no answers unless he could get her out. It took a minute with his gun still in his hand, but then he had the door open and Maverick broke out of his guard position to run into the shed and find Tessa.

      River hit the flashlight on his phone and found her huddled on the floor, clutching her dog. “Okay.” He nudged Maverick out of the way and crouched. “Tessa?” She winced in the bright glare of his flashlight. “Can you stand?”

      “I want to get out of here.”

      He didn’t like the tone of her voice. She sounded far too small. “Come on.” He kept his voice soft and lifted her to her feet with an arm around her back. He held on, and she wrapped her arms around his waist. He kept the gun out of the way and told the dogs to come with them.

      The two animals held flanking positions as River led Tessa from the shed to his mom’s house, passing the dog kennels as they strode along the path.

      The barking was almost earsplitting. River grabbed a snatch between barks and said, “Quiet.” Which worked on some of them.

      No way was he going to leave her alone tonight after whatever just happened. She needed the comfort of his parents’ home—the place he wanted to be when he’d had a rough day. At least, when he was younger. These days he was a tough cop. But when his mom handed him milky black tea with plenty of sugar? River wanted to curl up on the couch and watch cartoons.

      Apparently, none of the main house residents had heard any commotion. Given the fact they stayed in rooms on the top floor, that wasn’t surprising. He’d slept up there, and the sound was muffled. But with this many dogs barking at once, he wasn’t caught off guard when the door at the far end of the hall opened.

      “Everything okay?” This training class student was a woman in her midtwenties.

      “If you could check the dogs, that’d be great. But don’t go alone.”

      “I’ll grab my gun and my roommate.” She sounded confident.

      Still, he said, “Be careful.”

      “Copy that.”

      Okay, then.

      Tessa sucked in a breath. “She was a Marine for four years, but she has a TBI, so they cut her loose.”

      River frowned, not sure how that would make for a great search and rescue handler. Maybe for urban work—with a partner. Someone with a TBI shouldn’t be out alone in the woods where they could lose track of where they were. But that was true for anyone who wanted to be safe, not just someone with an underlying injury.

      “All right.” He walked her up the steps to the house. “Let’s get you inside and you can tell me what happened?”

      As she shivered in his hold, River didn’t want to think too much about what it felt like to have her in his arms—mainly because it was superbly creeptastic when she was scared and had just been through an ordeal. But he was also a red-blooded male, and even if he’d never make a move on her when she was scared, he could certainly appreciate how God had fit her together.

      His mom opened the door. “You were supposed to lock that.”

      “I saw it was you.” She turned straight to Tessa. “Honey, come in.”
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