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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      There was something intrusive about walking through the home of a stranger—their intimate spaces—and trying to imagine being naked in them. Mike wrinkled her nose at the smell of the bathroom—foreign cologne and bleach.

      Headline: “Old, Spicy Split-level Sits Empty.”

      It was especially awkward imagining living there with Ryder and all the wicked things he’d want to do to her.

      Speak of the devil… He gripped the doorframe and leaned into the “full” bath. His muscular arms, stretched out like that, made his cut abs even more prominent under the thin, long-sleeved shirt. Dark hair hit his collarbones, and he lifted an eyebrow to ask the unspoken question. Mike tried not to drool and instead shrugged in answer to his silent query. “It’s not bad, I guess. But I can’t see the water. And it’s kind of a drive into town.”

      “So’s my shop.” Ryder tugged her into the bedroom that looked like it had been decorated in the late nineties by a bachelor, with its concrete gray accent wall and black metal built-in shelves. “I don’t have a view of the water either.”

      “Your shop is a lot closer to town, and we’re supposed to be improving the situation.” She tugged away from him and went to the one closet in the room. It was big, with plenty of room for both of them, especially since she wasn’t much for clothes. She glanced at her chest, confirming which t-shirt she’d thrown on this morning: We don’t lick people. (Another lie adults tell children.)

      “How’s everything going in here?” The hopeful tone of their agent drew Mike from the closet.

      “This place has a basement?” Ryder made the question more of a statement.

      Mike shivered.

      “It does. The owner has it locked, along with the garage. I’m sure he’s using it for storage until he can finish his move. But I have the dimensions.” She tapped on her phone and scrolled.

      Mike sidled past her and went to the next bedroom. No matter how she tried, she couldn’t like this house. Maybe it was the lack of photos or the lonely bachelor vibe. Maybe it was the tired, last-century style that wasn’t old enough to be interesting and wasn’t new enough to be exciting.

      “Ready?” Ryder asked.

      Mike turned and followed him down the stairs, except she missed the last one and went flying. Before she landed on her knees, Ryder grabbed her. “Careful, M.”

      His gravel voice and tight grip made her insides melt. They’d been living together since her apartment burned down over a month ago, but she still reacted to him like the first time they met. “Thanks.”

      After a quick squeeze, he released her but clasped her hand. Her heart fluttered at his concern. And then her stomach growled.

      Ryder laughed. “Hey Crystal. I think we’re done looking at this place since I can’t see the spaces I need.”

      “Okay, how about some lunch?”

      Mike held back a groan. They were at the point where Crystal would suggest making an offer and Mike would have to refuse. But there was the promise of food, and she was starving.

      “Friend of mine has the barbecue place just down the road from here.”

      Mike gave a happy squeal. She’d only been to Junk’s in the Trunk a couple of times. “The food there is to die for.”

      “If Mike’s happy, I’m happy.”

      Ryder led her out of the house and helped her into his old truck that purred to life for him. Mike twisted the radio dial, trying to get the classic rock station perfectly tuned. Ryder could upgrade the stereo to a modern digital device, but he wouldn’t because his truck was “perfect as she is.”

      Finally, the static lessened, and they were off the narrow road that led back to the two-lane highway. A short drive later, around a bend, a huge sign appeared. A big white star with a red bent arrow wrapped around the words Junk’s in the Trunk.

      Mike sighed with relief. “I’m starving.”

      Ryder laughed and turned into the gravel drive. The huge open lot was packed, but he found a spot between a double cab diesel truck and a fancy electric SUV.

      Crystal tiptoed on her stilettos through the rutted gravel to the concrete path that started just before the tall wood fence that surrounded the property. Mike was grateful for her high-tops as she navigated the crazy lot. It hadn’t been so treacherous the last time she’d been here, but that was many weeks and several rainstorms ago.

      Inside the fence, wood-scented smoke puffed from the repurposed car trunks, perfuming it with the heavenly scents of smoking brisket and slow-cooked ribs. Picnic tables were packed mostly with laborers in their dirty jeans, sucking the sauce off calloused fingers. But there was a good mix of suits and skirts too, wiping their hands on napkins.

      Mike held up a hand in greeting to Caleb and Damon, the bouncer and the DJ at Pink Petals, and got two head bobs in return. She steered Ryder over to them. Both gripped ribs with messy fingers. “Hey guys.”

      The friends were often together, despite their totally opposite appearances and personalities. They grinned with sauce-stained lips.

      “I didn’t expect the entire population of Daisy here.” Mike had noticed Adam Bradwell, Daisy’s banker, and his sister, Faith. They were eating with Olive Hardins, the owner of the Pink Petals and Faith’s dominant lover.

      “Good food draws ’em.” Damon flicked his head to try to knock back his long, stringy blond hair. He set an empty bone aside and picked up another juicy rib.

      “Caleb, I need a new book rec.” Mike’s stomach growled again, but she pretended like it hadn’t.

      “Just started a sci-fi. I’ll let you know.” The big guy licked sauce off his fingers methodically.

      “Good to see you guys.” Ryder tugged Mike away from the tables and the smokehouse where the trunks of old cars had been converted into smokers. So clever.

      Inside, it was loud with numbers being called and people explaining their orders to the men behind the counter. Spicy warmth filled the room, teasing Mike with the promise of a delicious meal. Crystal was already in line and waved them over.

      Ryder leaned into one of the open metal coolers that stood on spindly legs. “What do you want to drink?”

      “Orange.”

      He pulled out two bottles of pop. “Crystal?”

      Their Realtor glanced back at him. “I’ll grab a water.”

      “Banana pudding.” Mike bounced on her toes in front of the second cooler and pulled out the plastic container holding creamy heaven.

      They placed their order, including Mike’s double order of mac and cheese. It was the best she’d ever had. Mike was fine with letting Crystal pay since it meant she didn’t have to deal with the surly cashier. The one dark spot in the place.

      Make that two. Peter Gardner, the asshole who’d dumped her on the road last summer, was at a table with his aunt, Edwina—Mike’s boss. The other woman sitting with Edwina was her mirror image. Whoa. Must be Peter’s mother. She’d known Edwina and her sister were twins but had never seen the two together.

      No wonder Olive was eating outside. One half-sister was too much. Two—especially those two? Mike shivered. She nudged Ryder to a partially empty table far away from Edwina Alman and her family. Ryder and Mike crowded in at the end of a red-checked oilcloth-covered picnic table, leaving a space for Crystal on the other side, and Mike dug into her dessert.

      “So, what did you think?” Crystal asked as she sat. “The house has everything you wanted and a very competitive price. It won’t be on the market long. If you’re interested, we should consider making an offer today.”

      Mike swallowed. “There’s no water view.”

      “Would have been nice to see the garage at least. But I like the lot, plenty of privacy.”

      “Right?” Crystal jumped on the positive bone Ryder had thrown.

      “The open landing to the second floor means there’s no quiet space for me to work. Whatever is happening downstairs will waft right in. A quiet space for me to write is the main reason we’re looking.” She couldn’t go to the office anymore, since there was no office for The Daily Peet.

      Crystal babbled about the limited selection of available properties and maybe they’d have to look for land and build. Thank goodness their number was called. Ryder stood to get their food, when in walked Letty. What was the baker doing away from her shop? Shelly, her best friend and shadow, trailed behind. Mike checked the ends of her hair reflexively, deciding if she needed an appointment with the hairdresser. Not yet.

      “Ryder, honey.” Letty gripped his arm and leaned into him.

      Mike gritted her teeth.

      “You have to help me.”

      Mike rolled her eyes at the damsel-in-distress routine.

      “My new delivery truck is making the oddest sound. You know I only trust you to work on my vehicles.”

      How did Letty make “vehicles” sound like an intimate part of her body?

      Ryder smiled at the older, fake-blond woman. “Of course. Bring it to the shop when you can, and I’ll take a look.”

      Before Ryder could disentangle himself from Letty’s fawning gratefulness, a huge man in a shirt with a large Junk’s in the Trunk logo placed a tray loaded with food in front of them.

      “Nelson, you love.” Crystal handed Mike a plate loaded with food. “You didn’t have to bring this out. Especially with how busy you are.”

      “Heard you finally came by. Been too long, Sugar Buns.”

      Crystal’s cheeks turned pink, and she gave him a huge smile. “Silly, I was here last week, and you know it. I can’t be here every day, Cookie Crumb. I’ll lose my figure.”

      Nelson seemed to enjoy Crystal batting her eyes at him, based on his slow perusal of her figure. He tapped her nose. “You could use some more meat on your bones.”

      Sounded to Mike like Nelson would like to be the meat on Crystal’s bones.

      Ryder nudged Mike as he returned to his spot on the bench and opened his small tub of sauce to coat the brisket. Mike couldn’t help her reporter instincts. She had to ask. “I didn’t know you were dating the chef here. Does he cook for you?”

      Crystal laughed. “Oh no. We aren’t dating. Just good friends. I’m so busy with getting my business going, I don’t have time to date.”

      Mike worried Crystal would resume pressuring them about the house right away, but she let them eat in peace. Once they were done wiping their hands with the foil-packed wet towelettes, it was a different story. She was back to her saleswoman role, extolling the virtues of the house they’d seen.

      Ryder nodded as if he was buying what she was selling. Mike’s temper flared, but before she could get a word out, he said, “It has to be right for Mike. She works from home. I’ll still have my garage.”

      “Maybe we should go in a different direction.” Crystal tapped her manicured finger against her lips. “What about looking for an office instead?”

      “Maybe I should just find an apartment,” Mike snapped.

      Ryder grabbed her hand under the table and gave a gentle squeeze. She didn’t shake him loose, but it didn’t help.

      “It sounds like this house isn’t quite the right fit, but I’ll keep looking. Today helped me get a clearer idea of what you need.” Crystal smiled reassuringly. “It may take a while to find the perfect property. And it would be worth it to discuss what your must-haves are versus your like-to-haves. It would be a shame to miss out on a gem because it had a slight flaw.” She stacked her used napkins on her empty plate. “Unfortunately, I have an appointment shortly, but I’ll call you after I do another search of the listings.”

      Ryder stood and took the trash from Crystal. “We appreciate your help. I know we’ll find something we both can live with.”

      “I think so too.” Crystal yawned. “Sorry. Late night. I’ll be in touch.”

      “Hey,” Mike said, stopping Crystal’s escape. “Do you have the number for this place? I haven’t found it on any website.”

      Crystal hesitated. “Um, yeah.” She pulled up her phone and read the number. Weird that she didn’t just share the contact, but maybe she had it saved as Cookie Crumb or Pookie Bear.

      At least the day hadn’t been a total waste.

      The Realtor swayed out the door on her high heels without hesitation.

      Mike frowned. “Am I the asshole?”

      “Not at all. Let me clear this up, and then let’s take a walk.” Ryder picked up the rest of their leavings. Mike balled up her napkin with the used wet towel and followed him. Ryder dropped their trash into the barrel, and Mike aimed and fired.

      “Still got a perfect hook, M.”

      She’d learned that playing basketball with her brother, whom she missed every day. Tears pricked her eyes. “I’m going to the restroom. Be right back.”

      Mike did her business and composed herself with a few deep breaths. She came out of the stall made of what looked like repurposed pallet wood. Rustic. The bathroom was accented with corrugated steel walls, wide buckets for sinks, and a single slab mirror above. A woman stood in front of one of the sinks with an open compact. She dragged a finger across the surface and rubbed the tip on her gums. With a wink at Mike in the reflection of the mirrored wall, she snapped the compact closed and wiped her nose. Mike turned the water on in the sink to wash her hands. She blew off the encounter with the woman she’d never seen before.

      People were weird.
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      Ryder clutched Mike’s warm hand in his as he guided her across the huge lot, past a metal outbuilding, through some tall grasses to a dirt path that was surprisingly well worn. He paused when he found a tree stump with a view of the river. Not big enough for the two of them side by side. Perfect. He dropped to the natural seat and tugged Mike into his lap.

      “What are you doing?” She shifted her weight in his arms, but he held her fast.

      “Giving you a place to rest.”

      Mike was unlike any woman Ryder had ever dated—smart, funny, and sexy in an uncomplicated way. He teased his finger into a hole in her jeans. Her high-top-covered feet dangled to the side, and she relaxed into his embrace. He wasn’t sure how to start the conversation, so he dove in. “Would you really forget buying a house with me and get an apartment?”

      Mike turned her gaze from the river to him. “No. Maybe. I don’t know.” She rubbed his chest. “This is so much harder than I thought. And I hate shopping. It’s creepy being in someone’s house when they’re not there and trying to imagine yourself living in their space. With their stuff, their scents, their… I don’t know. It’s just weird.”

      “Maybe it’s because we haven’t found the right place, so it doesn’t fit.”

      She relaxed into his hold and focused on the river again. “I want to be able to see the water. I’m the one who will be there all day. It has to be my office and my home. No offense, but I’m already in a place where I don’t fit. I have this office stipend the town is giving me, and I don’t want to waste it on an apartment, but I have to be able to work.”

      “Water view. Quiet office. What else?”

      “I don’t care about the kitchen. Neither of us cooks.”

      Ryder laughed. “Fair point.”

      “Bathtub.” She twisted to face him. “But what about you?”

      “Simple. Big lot, minimal neighbors, and a basement or other secure area we can use to play.”

      Mike squirmed a bit in his arms. “Doesn’t seem like a crazy list.”

      “It’s only been a few weeks. We’ll figure this out.” Ryder held her for a while longer, enjoying the warmth and the closeness. They were so close to a dream come true that he couldn’t fight the sensation that it might all be ripped out of his hands before he ever got it.

      Mike shifted, and he let her go, making sure she was stable first. “We should get some brisket to go or ribs or something.”

      “Good idea.”

      They made their way back to the pit. The line was much shorter, and they had brisket to go moments later. He kept an eye on Mike as she followed him through the gravelly parking lot, noting that he didn’t want the same thing at their house. Too rutted. She’d break her ass for sure.

      In the old truck, the classic rock station started with the engine. Mike relaxed onto the bench next to him and closed her eyes. Ryder kept his eyes on the road and one hand on the wheel, imagining their future in the perfect home. It was a critical piece to keeping Mike in Daisy.

      A flash of movement had him gripping the wheel with two hands and stomping on the brake. Mike squealed as the seat belt locked in place, keeping her from hitting the dash. Ryder didn’t even feel the strap that dug into his chest.

      “Dog,” he said as an explanation when they came to a stop. The German shepherd dashed back into the roadway, one paw held up, and then it darted back to the side.

      “Poor baby. He’s going to get killed on this road.”

      Ryder turned on his flashers as he slowly moved them to the shoulder. “Let me see if I can get him.”

      Mike followed Ryder. Telling her to stay inside was a waste of breath.

      “Here boy. Come here.” Ryder whistled and slapped his leg.

      The dog turned toward them but went back into the brush.

      “I got this.” Mike leaned back into the truck and pulled out a hunk of meat from the paper bag. She sat down on the shoulder and tried to tempt the dog, who was limping badly but wouldn’t come. Not even for food.

      Something was wrong. “Stay here.”

      Mike replied with a sassy, “Woof.”

      Ryder rolled his eyes at his girlfriend and followed the dog into the tall grasses. A few feet down the embankment, Ryder got an eyeful of the problem. A man, face down, legs obviously broken. Ryder went to check for a pulse and found what he expected. Nothing.

      Fuck. He climbed the embankment to stand next to Mike, who was still trying to entice the shepherd. Thankfully, his phone had reception. “Donny, we have a situation.”

      His cousin sighed. “What’s up?”

      “DB and a dog. Found the dog on the road, led me to the—” Ryder swallowed the word. How would Mike take finding another dead person? This would be her fourth since she arrived that summer. At least this one just looked like a car accident. Ryder gave Donny the highway number and mile marker.

      “On my way. I’ll call Zoey—Dr. Driscoll—to meet me there,” Donny replied. He sounded much more confident since he’d been to training last fall.

      “Who’s Dr. Driscoll?”

      “New vet.”

      “Vet?” Daisy didn’t have a vet.

      “Uh, yeah. She’s really good. Opened the clinic a few weeks ago. Fur-Get Me Not Animal Clinic. Spells it F-U-R get.” Donny sounded sappy. Over a clinic? Before Ryder could question him, Donny hung up.

      “Donny’s sending a vet.” Ryder leaned against his truck.

      “Why’d you call Donny?” Mike shot him her best reporter glare while still trying to tempt the dog with the meat.

      “Dog’s out here because his owner had an accident.”

      “What?” Mike jumped up and slapped the road grime from her ass. “We have to help them.” She stepped off the asphalt.

      “Stop.” Ryder crossed the distance and tugged her back from the edge. “We can’t help him.”
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      Mike sat in the open cab of Ryder’s truck with her feet on the frame. It was a more comfortable spot than the roadway, and she could keep an eye on the pup, who had at least stopped racing around on an injured paw and was sitting, probably near his dead owner, waiting along with her. The keen intelligence in the eyes of the black-furred face captivated Mike. She wished she could comfort the dog somehow, explain that she knew what it was like to lose your person.

      “Daisy Interloper Discovers Dog in Dire Straits.”

      Donny’s SUV with the Daisy town logo and SHERIFF painted on three sides pulled to a stop on the opposite side of the road, lights spinning but alarm silent, thankfully. Poor dog didn’t need one more stressor. Ryder met his cousin midway, and they moved down the embankment together.

      While they were in the field—the pup on alert, pacing on wobbly paws, and occasionally releasing a single sharp bark—another vehicle arrived. A cross between a sedan and an SUV in a pretty deep-blue color.

      The woman who climbed out could have been a dancer at the Pink Petals. Pin-up model hips, wavy auburn hair, and boobs that Mike envied. She glanced down at her chest and noticed a drop of sauce that had landed sometime during lunch. Great.

      “Hi, I’m Zoey, the vet. You must be Mike.”

      “Hi?” How did this woman know who Mike was?

      “Donny’s told me so much about you and Ryder. I’ve been dying to meet you, but this was not the way I imagined.” Zoey flashed a sad smile. “Where’s the puppy? Donny said she might be injured.”

      Mike blinked. Zoey was nice and obviously knew Donny pretty well. Hmm. She’d have to get the story. But first, the dog. “He’s down by his owner. I’ve tried brisket, but he won’t leave the owner’s side. Well, except to flag us down. We wouldn’t have even known there was a… He was darting into the road, and we stopped.”

      “Okay. Let me grab some things from the car and see if we can’t get him checked out.”

      Zoey was back in a moment with a fabric leash in one hand and a bowling bag in the other.

      Donny and Ryder came up the grassy side. Donny gripped Zoey around the waist briefly and gave a husky “Hi.” Definitely a story. Based on how Ryder was observing, he hadn’t known either. Very interesting.

      Donny went to his patrol vehicle, and when he returned, he handed Ryder a pair of gloves and a stack of baggies. “Anything you find. Bag and label. I’m gonna snap some pictures of the tire marks. I called the OMI on the way out.”

      “Mike, do you want to come with me?” Zoey called. “Dogs like women better as a rule. And bring the meat.”

      “On it.” Mike retrieved the hunk of beef she’d been using to try to tempt the poor baby. Ryder held her free hand as she navigated down to the body.

      “Don’t touch anything. I got pictures, but maintain a three-foot perimeter at least,” Donny called out.

      “No problem.” Zoey stopped about six feet from the body, which was mostly concealed. Mike wasn’t sad about that fact. Zoey sat, and Mike mimicked her. They waited quietly for several minutes. The soft rumble of Donny’s and Ryder’s voices barely made it down to them. The dog circled his master, each time coming a little closer to where Mike sat with the beef in her hand.

      Slowly closer.

      Closer.

      Finally, the dog nudged Mike’s hand holding the meat and sat. She held her palm open. “It’s okay. You must be hungry, sweet baby.”

      The dog didn’t move. Mike leaned forward a tiny bit.

      “Probably trained with a release word to eat,” Zoey said.

      “That’s some serious training, but how do we get around it?” Mike pulled off a small piece of the beef and brushed it gently on the dog’s mouth. “For you. It’s safe. Come on, pupper.”

      The dog took the meat with a gentle tug.

      A shout of joy rose in Mike’s chest, but she held it in. Another piece. “Here, pupper.”

      The dog ate the larger chunk, and Zoey managed to sneak the fabric lead loosely around the dog’s neck. Mike fed the orphan another piece as Zoey dug into her bowling bag and pulled out a syringe and vial. As Mike fed the dog the last piece, Zoey slipped the needle into his scruff. The pup didn’t seem to notice, intent on the next piece of beef.

      Finally, Mike held up her hands. “All gone.”

      The dog whined and tried to move back to his owner.

      Zoey handed Mike the lead. “Can you hold him?”

      Mike took the skinny green lead, wondering how it could hold anything. “Okay.”

      “I normally wouldn’t use a sedative without his exact vitals, but I’m worried that when they come to take the body…”

      A car pulled to a stop on the road above them. Mike glanced up and back. A white van. The pup sat next to her, and Mike draped her arm over the hindquarters, lightly petting the soft, dark fur. Slowly, the dog sank down, head resting on his paws. A hollow ache thrummed through Mike’s chest, as if she were losing her brother all over again.

      Ryder came down the hill first. “They need to take the body, M.”

      Mike nodded. “Zoey sedated the dog.”

      “I’d like to do a full exam.” Zoey stood with her bowling bag in one hand.

      “Could help us figure out who this guy is. No wallet. No car. He had a phone, but too bad it was crushed.” Ryder glanced back at the body. “His dog is clean and well cared for. Not a vagrant.”

      “Poor puppy isn’t going to make it up the hill.” Mike stood, and the dog hadn’t moved.

      “No problem.” Ryder bent down and cooed at the dog, petting him gently. Seemed to work on the dog just as well as it worked on Mike because he was able to lift the—oh!—girl in his arms and hike up the embankment like he wasn’t carrying at least seventy pounds. Mike’s heart fluttered.

      “Can you put the dog in the back of my car?” Zoey hit a button on her keys, and the back lifted open.

      “Good looking shepherd,” Donny said. “Hope we can find someone to take her.”

      “Actually, I’m pretty sure this is a Belgian Malinois.” Zoey placed a blanket over the sleepy pup.

      Ryder’s gaze went from the vet to the dog and back a couple of times. But he didn’t say anything.

      “I’m going with you,” Mike said as she clambered in around the dog.

      “That’s not safe, M.”

      “It’s not safe for her either. What if she wakes up and she’s scared? Someone has to be there, and Zoey’s driving. This puppy needs me. She let me feed her. She trusts me.”

      “I’ll be very careful,” Zoey said, addressing Donny. Made sense. Mike was probably violating some law, and the sheriff could stop them.

      “I have to know she’s okay.” Mike gave Ryder her best begging gaze.

      Ryder leaned in and kissed her. His lips barely touched hers, but warmth shot through her. “Be safe.”

      She gave a quick nod before he shut the lift gate.
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        * * *

      

      “Looks like you got yourself a dog.” Donny crossed his arms and smirked.

      Ryder raised his eyebrow at his cousin. “Putting the cart before the horse, cuz. That dog could have another owner. Besides, I can’t adopt a dog. Mow wouldn’t stand for it.”

      He’d been surprised when his three-legged rescue cat had accepted Mike so easily. There was no way Mow would tolerate a dog in her domain.

      Donny mirrored Ryder’s raised eyebrow. “Not sure it’s up to you or Mow.”

      Before Ryder could disabuse him of that idea, the guys in coveralls were straining up the embankment with a long black bag.

      “I want to know what the ME thinks, but I saw multiple impact lines, not just broken legs.” Donny tracked the guys as they placed the body on the waiting stretcher. “Think we’re looking for something bigger than a sedan.”

      “What about the head injury?” Ryder asked.

      “Pretty sure that was due to going airborne. No drag marks in the grass, and the body was face down.”

      The van doors slapped closed.

      “Also, the softest dirt around the body only had paw prints, not footprints. Thanks for staying back, by the way.”

      “Tried not to mess up your scene as soon as I confirmed the guy was beyond saving.”

      One of the guys in white coveralls approached. “We’re out of here.”

      “Rough TOD?” Donny asked.

      “Based on the core liver temp, I’d say early morning hours. Sometime between midnight and four a.m., probably.”

      Donny penciled in the detail in his notebook. “I appreciate you getting here so quickly.”

      The guy huffed a half laugh. “We were on the way to try the barbecue everyone’s talking about. As usual, no lunch, but plenty of meat.”

      Ryder choked on the gallows humor. Seeing too much death required strange methods of coping.

      “We already had to find out the hard way they aren’t open on Mondays.”

      “Well, it’s worth coming back out. I can tell you that.” Donny grinned. “Let me know when you’re going to try again. I’ll meet you and buy y’all lunch.”

      “Deal.” The man bumped fists with Donny and retreated to the white van.

      “That was nice of you.”

      “Least I could do. The body count in Daisy is getting a little nuts. I’ve seen these guys more than my mother this year. Speaking of which, she’s coming with Dad for Thanksgiving.”

      A large gray sedan pulled to a stop to fill the space the OMI van had vacated. A dark window rolled down.

      Donny’s hand went to his gun. Ryder pivoted to reduce his exposure and brought up his hands in defense without a thought.

      Edwina’s head popped out. “What is going on here?”

      Both Ruiz men relaxed their stances. Ryder raised an eyebrow at Donny.

      “Hit and run.” Donny crossed his arms.

      Edwina dragged a perfectly polished pink fingernail across her eyebrow. Probably the closest thing she could get to a frown with all the cosmetic treatments she had done. Ryder wasn’t sure he’d ever seen a wrinkle on her forehead. “That didn’t look like an ambulance.”

      “It wasn’t.”

      Edwina tilted her head, silently demanding an explanation.

      Donny waited.

      “I can’t believe you’re investigating another dead body. Isn’t this a bit out of your jurisdiction?”

      Donny stiffened. “Just inside. But I’ll likely have to work with Sheriff Telles or the Rangers, depending on where the investigation leads.”

      “Just make sure Daisy isn’t paying the bill for this. We’re already over budget for this year.”

      Ryder pressed his lips together. Edwina’s husband had been mixed up in some of the activities that had created the unexpected expenses for the town. But there was no point in pissing off Mike’s boss. Not yet.

      Edwina ducked back into the car and rolled up the window. The car moved slowly down the road like a wicked storm that had dumped all over them, leaving a sense of dread behind it. Ryder rolled his eyes. Living with a writer was making him melodramatic.

      “So, Thanksgiving.” Ryder jutted his chin toward Donny. “Bringing the doc?” He gave his cousin a knowing grin.

      Donny’s cheeks turned pink. “Zoey’s great. She’s been getting her clinic ready for a month or so. Asked me to do a security check on it, and well…”

      “Good for you.”

      “It would be, except I have another dead body on my hands. This is supposed to be a slow, sleepy-town job. Biggest excitement is someone having one too many beers at the Petals or getting into it with their partner. I’m not supposed to be on let’s-have-lunch terms with the OMI guys. And this one is going to be a pain in my ass.”

      “Why do you say that?” Ryder asked, even though he completely agreed.

      “Hit and run will be difficult to track down. Especially out here. No witnesses. No cameras. Guy didn’t even have a wallet on him. And I’m not sure what I’ll be able to do with this.” He held up the dead, cracked phone in a sealed baggie. “Driver could have been someone just passing through.”

      “Seems like an out-of-the-way road to take for a traveler. No construction happening around here. Not sure even bad GPS would send someone this way. Not like it’s a major highway. Maybe Dr. Driscoll will get lucky with the chip in the dog. Get a name for our dude that way.”

      Donny’s face lit up. “Yeah.”

      “Zoey’s coming to dinner to meet the parents,” Ryder stated, recognizing the connection between the doc and Donny. He’d had the same instant feelings for Mike. If Donny invited Zoey, she’d attend.

      “I hope so. What about you and Mike?”

      Ryder opened his mouth to answer when his phone played “The Star-Spangled Banner.” He couldn’t help scowling at the display. “I have to take this.”

      Donny flashed a brief frown before crossing the road to his patrol unit. “See you back in town.”

      Ryder climbed into his truck and answered, “Ruiz.”
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      Aside from the doctor’s-office style fixtures and the metal table jutting out of the wall, the exam room in Zoey’s Fur-Get Me Not Animal Clinic could have been someone’s living room. Framed artwork of dogs and cats filled the soft purple-blue walls. Shelves held small potted plants and ceramic pets. All the room needed was a comfy chair and a throw pillow.

      Except Mike wouldn’t have been able to relax even if that chair did exist. She was too concerned for the dog laid out on the metal exam table. She stroked the black fur, crooning in a soft voice. “Poor baby. We’ll find your people.”

      Zoey held a scanner against the dog’s neck. “Hmm.” She shifted the device and scanned again. “It’s weird, but this chip—and there is a chip; I can feel it, and the scanner senses it, but it can’t read any data. I get an error I’ve never seen before.” The vet turned the scanner off. Gave it a shake and turned it on. “Same error.”

      “That’s weird.”

      “It is, but let’s get the rest of the exam done.” Zoey ran her hands down the sides of the dog, inspected each paw, checked her teeth, and took her temperature. Mike turned her head—so invasive. She was glad she wasn’t a dog. Or a vet. Zoey lifted one hind leg and ran her hands over the dog’s belly. “She’s been spayed. There’s a small scar.”

      “What’s that?” Mike pointed to a faint, odd bruise on the dog’s other leg.

      Zoey leaned closer. “It looks like a tattoo of some kind? Maybe numbers? It’s so faded.”

      Mike frowned. Who tattooed a dog?

      The exam room door opened. “How is she?”

      Ryder’s presence filled the small room. He stood next to Mike, but she could feel a distance. She glanced up at his face, but he revealed nothing.

      Zoey answered his question. “She seems fine mostly. A little dehydrated, and two of her paws are tender.” She stroked the dog’s side. “I can keep her overnight, but I don’t have boarding facilities set up yet.”

      “Where will she go?” Mike already felt responsible for the well-being of the orphan.

      “County shelter. But I also want to contact the base in San Antonio.”

      Ryder nodded.

      “Wait. Why the base?” Mike glanced from Ryder to the vet.

      “Belgian Malinois dogs are a fairly rare breed. The base in San Antonio breeds them because they make excellent combat dogs.” Zoey took off her gloves. “I’ll be right back. Can you keep an eye on her in case the sedative wears off?”

      “Of course.” Mike wasn’t going to take her eyes off the poor pup. As soon as the door closed behind Zoey, Mike addressed Ryder. “We can’t let her be sent to a shelter.”

      He dropped his head before meeting her gaze. “Even if we wanted to keep her—temporarily—we’re not really set up for a dog. And I have no idea how Mow will deal with her.”

      She could understand his concern. Ryder’s rescue cat could be fussy, and it was Mow’s home the dog would be invading.

      “We have to at least try.” Mike used her puppy-dog gaze on Ryder. “I know what it’s like to be left on the side of the road with no one to take care of you. Except you did. You took me in.”

      Ryder slung his arm over Mike’s shoulder. “You were potty-trained. Mostly. We don’t know anything about this dog.”

      Mike pushed Ryder away and scowled at him. “You didn’t know that when you took me in.” She stuck her tongue out at him, and he grinned at her. “Besides, I thought we were buying a house, so the garage is only for now. I can walk her once her paws are healed, and you have that big empty space behind the garage, all fenced in.”
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