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      A dead chef is bad for business… and so is being accused of murder.

      When restaurant owner, Sally Turner, finds her chef murdered, she realizes she’s in deep trouble… especially when she was the last one to see the victim alive and they’d been arguing when she left him. She turns to Gina for help in finding the real killer.

      As Gina assists Deputy Trevor Hutchison exploration into the chef’s past, they find a cast of unsavory characters, lies and danger. Amidst the investigation, an unexpected guest - a rambunctious golden retriever named Zeus - lands on Gina’s doorstep. Juggling the search for a murderer and managing the mischievous canine tests Gina’s patience, leading to conflict with those around her.

      With her talking dog, Daisy, at her side, will Gina be able to find the destructive Zeus a suitable home and navigate the investigation without becoming a victim herself?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREVIOUSLY IN THE HEYWOOD HOUNDS COZY MYSTERIES…

          

        

      

    

    
      In Dog Treats and Death:

      When Gina Dunner’s brother, Vic, is accused of murdering his ex-girlfriend, Gina isn’t surprised. Living the life of a womanizing ranch hand with questionable friends and a lifetime of bad choices had to catch up with him at some point.

      After the Sheriff announces she has the right man, Vic vehemently denies the murder. When he begs Gina to help prove his innocence, she attempts to puts her doubts aside, despite him being the last one to see the woman alive. She and her rescue mutt, Daisy—a sweet, yet sassy, talking dog—start sniffing around into their own investigation.
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      As summer faded and fall slowly moved in, the leaves on the trees along the river in Heywood began to turn beautiful shades of red, yellow and orange. Although I’d lived in the small mountain town my whole life, I never tired of seeing them and each year I was awestruck by their beauty.

      Even in this early morning hour. The only reason I was up was because Daisy, my talking dog, had woken me, claiming it was the perfect time for a walk. While glancing around at nature’s beauty, I realized she hadn’t been wrong.

      Daisy and I strolled along the Riverwalk in the crisp morning hours, with her chatting incessantly about a cat we’d seen earlier while I admired the trees and thought about my day. I had completed the murder mystery book and turned it in to the author, who had loved it and commissioned another one. I had no plot, so my mind seemed to continuously spin with ideas, as well as a myriad of plot holes.

      “I think that cat wanted to eat me,” Daisy said. “Either that or beat me up. He was not a nice cat.”

      The feline had come out from behind a bush, then hissed and snarled at us. Daisy barked, and the two engaged in a standoff until I finally pulled her leash and we moved past it. I assumed the cat to be feral, so I debated whether to call a rescue organization or not. I didn’t take in cats, but others in the area did. However, the animal had looked very well fed and healthy, so perhaps he was simply out and about for a morning stroll, just like us.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out. Sally from On The River. What in the world could she want? We were friends, but we rarely spoke on the phone.

      “Hi, Sally,” I said. “What’s up?”

      “Gina?” she sniffled. “I’m sorry, I don’t know who else to call.”

      “What’s wrong?” I asked as dread weighed on my chest. “Are you crying?”

      “I came in to open the restaurant,” she whispered. “And… and one of my workers is dead.”

      “Who is it?”

      “One of my chefs. Mario.”

      I stopped walking, furrowing my brow. “Well, you may want to call an ambulance,” I said. “Maybe he isn’t dead. Maybe he had a heart attack or something.”

      “No, he was murdered, Gina. He’s got my favorite knife sticking out of his chest.”

      “Oh, my word,” I gasped. “Have you called the police?”

      “Yes. They’re here now.”

      “You need a lawyer,” I said. “And you need to keep your mouth shut. Call Colin Breckshire. He can find someone to represent you.”

      A local lawyer older than dirt with a panache for bowties and fedoras, Colin was the closest thing to a criminal attorney this area had. Maybe that needed to change.

      “It’s too late.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “I was nervous… I told the sheriff that it was my favorite knife and that I’d had an argument with him before I left last night, and I was the last to see him alive.”

      My heart sank as anxiety twisted my stomach. I needed to sit down. Daisy was still prattling on about the cat. My lovely morning had turned ugly.

      “Please come help me, Gina. I’m really afraid of what’s going to happen. They keep asking me all these questions… I’m scared they’re going to pin this on me like they did to Vic about Phoebe’s death.”

      A few months ago, my brother, Vic, had been accused of murdering his ex-girlfriend. Sheriff Mallory Richards had been ready to arrest him, but he’d hidden out at my house until I could find the real killer. Or, I should say, the real killer had found me. I’d almost ended up becoming one of his victims.

      I shut my eyes and rubbed my hand over my forehead. No way was I allowing my friend to take the fall for her dead chef’s murder.

      I’d simply have to find who did it myself. “I’ll be there shortly,” I muttered, then hung up and shoved the phone back into my coat pocket.

      “You’ll be where?” Daisy asked, glancing up at me with her sweet brown gaze. “And when? What does shortly mean? Are we on our way to wherever you said you’d be going? And what about the cat?”

      My dog often reminded me of my son, Jacob, when he was young and asked a thousand questions a day. I leaned over and scratched her brown and white head. “We’re heading to On The River,” I explained. “It seems like Sally is in a bit of trouble.”

      “Why? What did she do?”

      I sighed and glanced around at the trees and the river, trying to recreate that euphoric feeling the beauty had brought me. It was hard, considering there was a dead body just up the Riverwalk in Sally’s restaurant. “I think she may be accused of doing something she didn’t do.”

      “Like what?” Daisy asked. “Like when that rescue chewed up your slipper but you blamed me?”

      As a dog rescuer, I had a revolving door of homeless mutts. More than one had chewed up my slipper, so I had no idea which one she meant. “Yes. Exactly like that.”

      “So she’s innocent and someone thinks she’s guilty,” Daisy continued.

      “Yes.”

      “Well, why doesn’t she just tell them that she didn’t do anything?”

      “I think she already did, and people don’t believe her.”

      “If I couldn’t speak to you, you’d never believe that I didn’t chew your slipper,” she sniffed.

      “You looked guilty,” I said. “You were the only one in the bedroom and you were lying with it under your chin.”

      “I was trying to protect it for you from that beast!”

      With a sigh, I shook my head. I still wasn’t sure I believed her or not, but it had happened months ago, so it seemed pointless to argue about it.

      “Let’s head to On The River,” I said. “Hopefully, no one has arrested Sally yet.”

      We hurried down to the end of the path. Thankfully, the gaggle of geese that usually sat on the grassy area had left when the weather had cooled. Oftentimes, they liked to chase Daisy. I found it amusing, but she didn’t.

      After hiking up the trail to Comfort Road, the main thoroughfare through Heywood, we walked down the street to find a couple of sheriff’s vehicles parked in front of the restaurant.

      They wouldn’t be happy to see me, but I decided to go in anyway.

      “Be quiet once we’re inside,” I whispered to Daisy before opening the door. “I want to take a look around without the cops seeing me.”

      I cracked the door and took in the scene. The large space reminded me of a cozy log cabin with a large fireplace and pictures of Heywood lining the walls. Two cops stood facing the window on the far side of the restaurant. I recognized the bulk of Deputy Trevor Hutchison, and casually knew the other guy but couldn’t remember his name. Sally was seated in a booth by the doorway leading to the kitchen, her head resting in her hands.

      She’d said Sheriff Mallory Richards was also present, but I didn’t notice the worthless leader anywhere.

      After slipping inside, I took a few steps and attempted to take in more details of the scene. Moving to my left a bit, I now realized the cops were studying the victim, who lay on top of a table, the hilt of a knife sticking out of his chest. Would Sally be strong enough to stab a man so he landed on top of a table? It would seem to me that one would have to hold down the victim, then jam the knife in his chest. Otherwise, wouldn’t he fold forward?

      Granted, I’d never stabbed anyone, so I was guessing. They always curled forward on television, though.

      As I moved farther to the left, I noted there had been a significant struggle from the door of the kitchen to where the victim lay. Broken glass and napkins littered the floor. Was the kitchen also trashed?

      I studied Sally. Her shoulders shook silently as she cried. She wore a sleeveless shirt and a sweater sat balled up at her side on the seat. The pale skin on her arms didn’t hold a mark. Based on the wreckage, I imagined she’d have scratches and cuts if she’d been in a struggle with the chef before his demise.

      “She didn’t do this,” I whispered to my dog. “If Mallory tries to pin it on her, I’m going to be really angry.”

      “We’ll go into super sleuth mode and find the real killer!” Daisy yelled. Thankfully, I was the only one who heard her, or our cover would’ve been blown.

      I crouched down behind a table and listened intently.

      “Have you called his wife?” Trevor asked.

      “Yes,” the other deputy responded. “I asked her to meet us at the office.”

      “What’s the wife’s name?”

      I heard pages turning, as if the man was flipping through a notebook. “Whitney,” he replied. “Whitney Maven.”

      “Don’t let Mallory tell you it’s not important to talk to her,” Trevor said. “Rather than railroading Sally as Mallory indicated she wanted to do, I’d prefer to do a thorough investigation.”

      “But she was the last one to see him alive and she admitted they had an argument,” the deputy said.

      “And none of that matters,” Trevor rebuked. “It doesn’t mean she killed him.”

      “Yeah, dummy dork dude,” Daisy said, her tail wagging as she licked my face. “That’s what he is, right, Gina? A dummy dork dude.”

      “If you say so,” I whispered.

      “Hey, Sally?” Trevor called. “Are you okay?”

      “No, I’m not, Trevor. My chef is dead. My restaurant is trashed, and Mallory actually suggested I was responsible.”

      He sighed. “Look, let’s take this from the top, okay? Can you tell me who would want him dead?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “We didn’t socialize. He was my employee, and I believe boundaries are important in business.”

      “Did he argue with anyone here at work?” Trevor asked.

      “Not that I ever saw. He came to work, cooked great food and left. He was quiet.”

      My knees became sore from squatting, so I sat down on the floor. When my butt hit the carpet, I hoped the thump wouldn’t be heard by anyone else.

      “You’ve got a noisy rear end,” Daisy said. “But not as noisy as mine!” She passed gas and laughed hysterically while I tried not to faint from the smell. Placing my hand over my nose and mouth while fighting to breathe, I shot her a glare.

      Just then, the front door flew open and a woman came running in. Thin with long black hair, she screamed, “Mario!”

      “Uh oh,” Daisy said.

      The woman was so upset she didn’t see us, nor did she smell the foulness Daisy had let loose. “Mario! It’s not true!”

      “Mrs. Maven?” Trevor asked.

      “We told you to meet us at the station!” the second deputy yelled. “This is an active crime scene!”

      She continued to scream. I imagined her trying to reach her husband, but the police holding her back. Footsteps sounded from my left and I glanced up to see Sally walking towards us. Daisy’s tail wagged as she yelled, “Sally! Hi, Sally! Do you have treats for me?”

      Sally shot me a confusing glare, but continued past us.

      “Whitney, I’m so sorry for your loss,” she said. She must’ve walked around the restaurant to keep from contaminating the murder scene. “Come over here and sit down.”

      “Over here?” Daisy asked. “Like by us?”

      I scooted under the table and dragged Daisy with me, just in case she was right. Thankfully, Sally had the wherewithal to take a table away from us, but not too close to the body.

      “She needs to leave!” the unknown deputy yelled. “Right now!”

      “Just give her a minute,” Trevor countered. “She’s upset.”

      Heavy breathing filled the air and I assumed the poor woman was hyperventilating.

      “I wish we could see what’s happening,” Daisy said. “I don’t like being under this table.”

      Long moments passed. Sally fetched her a glass of water, once again walking right past us. Finally, Whitney calmed down and Trevor asked, “Mrs. Maven, do you know who would want to kill your husband?”

      She began crying once again. “That’s not his real name.”

      “Excuse me?” Trevor replied.

      “Mario Maven… that’s not his real name.”
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      Daisy and I exchanged glances while she tilted her head to the side and perked her ears. “Why would he go by Mario Maven if that’s not his real name?” Daisy asked.

      Great question. I brought my finger to my lips so we could listen.

      “If Mario Maven wasn’t his name, then what was it?” Trevor asked.

      “Peter Smith,” she sniffed. “Can I get another tissue?”

      After Whitney blew her nose, Sally asked, “Why the name change?”

      “He… he didn’t want people to know his real name or look into his past.”

      “Why is that?” Trevor questioned.

      “Because he was in prison.”

      A heavy silence fell over the room as the truth permeated the air.

      “This is getting good,” Daisy murmured while Sally gasped, and I had to agree. Sally was a rule follower and I’d have bet money she wouldn’t hire someone if she knew they’d been in prison.

      “Can we start at the beginning?” Trevor asked. “How did you meet your husband?”

      “I joined a pen pal program for incarcerated people. I wrote to a couple of different inmates. At first, the letters between Peter and me were boring, talking about the weather and how the Cardinals were doing in that season. After a while, they became more personal. He told me about his life, about how he’d been jailed for assault with a deadly weapon, but he didn’t go into a lot of details about the crime. He said he wanted to change, to be a different person when he got out. More time went by, more letters were sent, and I really fell for him. He had a way with words and made me feel very special.”

      “What did he say?” Trevor asked.

      “Well, when I sent him pictures, he told me I was stunning. We spoke on the phone and said my voice soothed him. I began visiting him and he said my skin looked so soft and I was even prettier than in my pictures.”

      “A lot of flattery,” Sally noted.

      “Yes, but he also told me that I made him laugh and he loved listening to me talk, so it wasn’t all about my looks.”

      “Go on,” Trevor urged. “By the time he got out of prison, it seems like you two were pretty close.”

      “Yes. When he was released, I was there to pick him up… and one thing led to another and we were married.”

      “What prison was he in?” Trevor asked.

      “Lewis. Out by Buckeye.”

      “And when did he get out?”

      “About six months ago.”

      “Sally, how long had he been working for you?” Trevor asked.

      “I’d have to look, but I’d say about five months.”

      “It sounds like he got out of prison and you two made your way up here, Mrs. Maven. Is that correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “And how long were you two married?”

      “Three months,” she sighed.

      A pang of pity hit my chest. They’d been newlyweds. How horrible for Whitney to lose her husband in such a short period of time.

      “I’ll be checking all this information,” Trevor said. “Please make sure everything you say is accurate.”

      “I don’t have anything to hide,” Whitney said. “I haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “Except you didn’t meet us at the station as we requested,” the second deputy snarled. “Why did you come here?”

      “Because you told me my husband was murdered, and I couldn’t believe it!” Whitney yelled. “Why wouldn’t I come here?”

      They sat in silence for a long moment. It probably would’ve been a good idea for them to wait to call the widow until they’d moved the body, but I wasn’t in charge of the scene.

      “Who did it?” Whitney asked. “Who killed Peter?”

      “We don’t know,” Trevor replied. “We’re following up on different leads.”

      “I was the last one to see him alive,” Sally said. “We argued last night, but I didn’t murder him.”

      “Mrs. Maven, weren’t you concerned when your husband didn’t return home last night after work?” Trevor asked.

      “No.”

      “Why is that?”

      A long pause ensued before she answered. “Because we were divorcing. We still lived together but I moved into the guest room.”

      Well, so much for my pity party. Apparently, there’d been trouble in the newlywed paradise.

      “You didn’t hear him come home most nights?”

      “Sometimes I did, other times I didn’t.”

      “Why are you divorcing?” Trevor asked.

      “He’s got a side piece, deputy. I don’t know who she is, but he’s admitted to cheating and I won’t have any part of that. My husband needs to remain loyal to me and Peter hasn’t been. Therefore, we’re done.”

      “There wasn’t any room for redemption?” Trevor asked.

      “None.”

      “How did you find out he was cheating?”

      “A text came through on his phone while he was in the shower,” she replied. “It contained filthy, pornographic language on what this woman wanted to do to him. I guess you’d call it sexting.”

      “And you didn’t see who it was from?”

      “No. He’d given her some nickname. Sweet Something-or-another.”

      “Do we have his phone?” Trevor asked. “It wasn’t on the body.”

      “If he doesn’t have it, then it may be in his locker in back,” Sally said. “I can go check if you like.”

      “We’ll go in a minute,” Trevor replied. “Stay right here for now, please.”

      “Will do, Deputy,” Sally said.

      I imagined Trevor scrawling furiously in his notebook, taking down all the details of his conversation with Whitney.

      “Where were you last night, Mrs. Maven?” he asked.

      “Home.”

      “By yourself?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you talk to anyone? See anyone? Go anywhere?”

      “I’m sorry, but I didn’t. I tried to call my sister to see if I could go visit her, but there wasn’t any answer.”

      “Did you leave a message?”

      “No.”

      “Why did you want to visit your sister?” he asked.

      “Because I need to get out of town and away from… Well, I guess I don’t have to worry about it anymore.”

      “You wanted to get away from your husband?” Trevor hedged.

      “Yes. I haven’t talked to my sister in a few weeks, but I thought maybe she’d take me in.”

      “Where does she live?”

      “Colorado.”

      “And you two were close?” Trevor urged.

      “We… we used to be. I don’t see what my relationship with my sister has to do with anything.”

      “Gina, when are they going to be done talking?” Daisy asked. “I’m getting tired of sitting here under this table.”

      She wasn’t the only one. However, I couldn’t just announce myself at a murder scene then take my leave. I’d probably be thrown in jail for interfering with an investigation. She lay down next to me, sighed, and I hoped no one heard her doing so.

      “You seemed quite upset for someone who’s getting divorced,” the other deputy said.

      “Yes, I was divorcing him, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care. I didn’t… I didn’t want him dead.”

      “Can we go back to the fake name?” Sally asked. “Mario… or Peter, was a great cook. Why not use his real name?”

      “He figured background checks would be done no matter where he applied, so he wanted a clean slate. Peter Smith became chef Mario Maven.”

      “Where did he learn to cook?” Sally asked.

      “Prison.”

      “Oh, my,” Sally whispered.

      “See, he knew that would be the reaction when an employer realized he or she was hiring a felon,” Whitney said. “So, he invented Mario Maven. He wanted a flashy name, one that could never be misconstrued as Peter Smith. Had papers done and made up a resume.”

      “You didn’t check on any prior jobs?” Trevor asked.

      “No,” Sally replied. “He was nice, polite, and made me a meal that knocked my socks off. I hired him on the spot.”

      “Who did he assault?” Trevor asked. “Do you know the name of the person?”

      “No,” Whitney sighed. “I never wanted to know the details of his prior life before he met me and he didn’t give me a lot of them. He told me he was put away for assault, but that was it.”

      “That’ll be in the arrest record,” the second deputy said.

      The room went quiet for a very long time. Daisy had fallen asleep next to me and snored softly. I almost wondered if everyone had left and I hadn’t realized it.

      “May I leave now?” Whitney asked, her voice cracking. “I want to go home.”

      “Yeah, go ahead,” Trevor replied. “Please don’t leave town. We’ll need to talk to you later.”

      I glanced around the table leg and watched her walk out. When the door shut, the second deputy said, “We should get her
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