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      My days are filled with teasing, chattering squirrels, naps in the sunshine, and bits of hand-fed treats.

      They are also filled with my lady, Zella’s, love.

      I am the center of her world, and she is mine.

      I am happy.

      I am loved.

      I only miss the hunt a little.
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      Some days can only be improved by deep-fried dough.

      Or creamy icing atop deliciously moist cake.

      This was one of those days. And since Helen was my best friend in White Sage, she’d offered up herself on the sacrificial altar of empty calories and a prolonged sugar high and agreed to accompany me at this ridiculously early hour.

      It didn’t hurt that she could eat like a teenage boy and not gain weight, but I knew she was here for me and not the baked goods. Well, she was here mostly for me.

      Catie’s Cupcakery didn’t officially open until nine, but everyone knew that Catie started baking as early as five and never later than five thirty. At six thirty, she was guaranteed to not only be there, but also to have at least a few batches out of the oven, cooling, waiting for icing.

      “Oh my,” Helen muttered from the passenger seat of my Grand Cherokee.

      I knew that tone. That was the tone my dear friend assumed when she recognized an impending event of some importance. I hesitated to use the word “crisis.”

      I was typically good in a crisis. I’d raised two children, and during that time had encountered my fair share of them.

      But I wasn’t up to it.

      Not today.

      We were approaching Sally’s Sandwich Shoppe, just two stores from our end destination, Catie’s Cupcakery.

      I didn’t have time for a crisis. Not that the world revolved around my needs…but it was a nice thought for a few seconds.

      I’d just pulled even with Sally’s storefront when Helen yelled, “Stop!”

      Not stopping when a passenger you trust demands it would be foolish. I’d used up most of my allowance for foolish when I’d lingered overlong in a failing marriage, so I stopped as soon as I knew we wouldn’t be rear-ended.

      “Back up. We need to turn down Bluebonnet Lane.”

      Bluebonnet Lane was a small side street that led to a neighborhood but also to the Cupcakery’s rear parking. I’d passed Bluebonnet without slowing, because I preferred the storefront parking at Sally’s and Catie’s over their shared parking in the rear.

      “Is your back bothering you?” Because back pain was a very good reason Helen would want to turn down Bluebonnet Lane. The back entrance of Catie’s shop had no steps, unlike the front.

      She made a disgusted sound, as if the very thought that she’d be laid low by something so trivial was unthinkable. “Just back up and turn.”

      Instead of checking my rearview mirror for irate drivers—I had just stopped without apparent reason in the middle of the street—I turned my whole body to look over my shoulder. Not a soul was behind us.

      No irate drivers…but in my back seat was one very agitated German shorthaired pointer. I wasn’t backing up, because backing up was a very bad idea.

      I knew what that vibrating tail and intense focus indicated, and I wanted no part of it.

      “No. I am not turning down Bluebonnet. We’re calling the police.” I didn’t usually call Chief Charleston when I was in a pinch, but desperate times…

      “You mean the sheriff,” she corrected me with a placid expression.

      Helen knew I didn’t want to call the sheriff, a.k.a. Luke McCord, a.k.a. my something complicated, a.k.a. not my boyfriend…maybe. She may not have known the specifics, but she knew something was up.

      “I didn’t mean the sheriff. I meant Chief Charleston.” And now someone was behind me. Since this was small-town Central Texas, that somebody didn’t honk the horn of their massive truck. They waited patiently for me to sort myself out…while I was stopped in the middle of the street. Bless White Sage residents and their very un-Austin-like driving behavior.

      I gestured for the driver of the truck to pass, and a very polite farmer lifted his hand in a pleasant wave as he drove by.

      When I didn’t immediately back up, Helen said, “We’re not calling Luke or Bubba Charleston. Not until you turn down Bluebonnet and see what has Fairmont in a tizzy.”

      A woof and the scrabbling sound of claws on the interior of my door followed.

      If I didn’t know better, I’d swear that dog spoke English.

      I shouldn’t turn down Bluebonnet Lane. I didn’t want to, but I also didn’t see a sound alternative. If I did call the chief, what would I say? “Fairmont was acting oddly. Can you please come and investigate? Because I don’t want to find a dead body.”

      Another dead body.

      There really wasn’t a choice. I needed to follow my dog’s nose and see if something untoward awaited us.

      Something untoward. Now there was a nice euphemism for a corpse. I shrugged my shoulders in an attempt to release some of the tension that had gathered there.

      Maybe there was a squirrel. Fairmont had a special love-hate relationship with squirrels. And if a particularly cheeky squirrel had taunted him, he could get agitated.

      Probably not this agitated—Fairmont was such a gentleman, the very best of dogs—but I held out hope.

      Or wallowed in denial.

      Whichever.

      And I wouldn’t get emotional over how wonderful Fairmont was. How much he meant to me. What an important part of my life he’d become.

      My eyes burned, and that was not how one approached a potential crisis. I inhaled a cleansing breath, tucked away my feelings for the dog who had become such an integral part of my life, and turned down Bluebonnet Lane.

      As Fairmont vibrated with excitement in the back, I watched to see where his nose pointed, hoping he’d caught a distant whiff of trouble.

      He hadn’t. His nose pointed to the shared back parking lot of Catie’s Cupcakery and Sally’s Sandwich Shoppe.

      Why did it have to be Sally and Catie’s parking lot?

      Then the barking started, and with the sharp, repetitive barks, the “something untoward” we’d driven toward crystalized as a full-blown crisis.

      As calmly as I could, I parked. I ignored Fairmont’s excited woofs until I’d safely engaged the emergency brake. Then I turned around in my seat and called him. Once I had hold of his collar, he quieted.

      That was when Helen spoke, confirming what I already knew to be true.

      “There’s a body here somewhere. The question now is, do we wait in the car and call Luke? Or do we let Fairmont find it and then call Luke?”

      Nowhere in that equation was the option of calling Chief Charleston.

      And as frustrated as I was right now with Luke—or my relationship with Luke…or the dynamics of my relationship with Luke—I also wanted his big, comforting, capable presence here. Right now. Before either one of us left this car.

      “Helen Granger, don’t you dare open that door.” I pulled my phone out of its hands-free cradle.

      “So, we’re calling Luke?”

      I didn’t answer, but I did call Luke.

      He picked up on the first ring. “Thank goodness. I wanted to talk to you about last night. I didn’t—”

      “I think Fairmont just found a body.” I bit my lip.

      “Are you safe?” he asked. All the warm intimacy that had been in his voice disappeared, replaced by the cool, calm tones of Sage County’s sheriff.

      I hated that my heart went pitter-patter over the fact that the very first question he asked was whether I was safe. Silly, because that was probably just basic law enforcement training.

      “I’m safe. Helen’s with me. We’re in my car, parked behind—”

      Oh. Oh, no. A cold wave washed over me, and my vision narrowed. I was parked behind Sally’s place. Sally, who was Annie’s mom, my friend, but, most importantly, Luke’s sister.

      “Zella?” Luke’s voice, firm and calm, came across the line. “Where are you?”

      I tried to speak, but a frog stole my voice. I cleared my throat, thinking as I did, formulating words. The right words. “Luke, I’m sorry. I’m gonna call you right back. Helen and I are safe. I’ll call you right back.”

      And I hung up on him as he protested.

      I shared a glance with Helen, who—clever woman—understood immediately. We both got out of the car at the same time. I pointed to the entrance of the parking lot.

      Not that many cars would be in the area at six in the morning, but I wanted to be sure that Fairmont and I were safe.

      Once she placed herself in a position to redirect any cars headed into the lot and I made certain that my cell phone was in the back pocket of my jeans, I opened the rear hatch and attached Fairmont’s leash. He didn’t seem to mind that my hands shook.

      A week ago, I’d started lifting him out of the back of the SUV after he’d tweaked his elbow. He was better now, but I was glad I’d kept the habit. Holding an armful of warm dog settled my nerves a little. I set him carefully on the ground, held his collar, and then let out the leash slowly as he pulled on it. My hope was that he’d remember I was still attached and not drag me willy-nilly across the pavement.

      It seemed to work. Moving at a steady trot but no more, he made a beeline for the dumpster that Sally, Catie, and one other business shared. He circled it, then jumped up and put his paws on it. He lingered just long enough for me to see that there was trash and only trash inside, then continued past it and into the alley behind the parking lot.

      I jogged behind him, not minding my footing as well as I should, because I couldn’t take my eyes off him. I stumbled once, then again, but never feel to my knees.

      I was terrified of what he’d discover. Who he’d discover.

      And not in a general sense, though having happened upon more than one dead person certainly hadn’t made me immune to the horror of it.

      I’d never seen the body of someone I cared for outside of a funeral home. And I very much wanted this poor person, whoever they might be, to be a stranger.

      Someone unknown.

      Someone I didn’t care for.

      Not Luke’s sister.

      I gasped for breath. He would be devastated.

      Fairmont and I followed the alley for a short distance—perhaps the length of one or two shops—then crossed it.

      Fairmont slowed to examine some scrubby vegetation, then he darted for some overgrown shrubs.

      And barked.

      I’d swear my heart stopped with the sound, and when it started beating again, it fluttered like a frantic, trapped bird as Fairmont’s barks continued to sound in the otherwise quiet morning air.

      I had to look. I had to know who he’d found. And I had to keep Fairmont away, just in case… The word “murder” fluttered through my mind and then escaped, because I was reeling in Fairmont, hushing him, kneeling, looking—

      “Oh, Catie, no. No.”

      With her wide, unseeing eyes on me and the metallic scent of blood in my nose, I could barely get my trembling fingers to call Luke.

      “Where are you?”

      “I found Catie Smithart. She’s dead, Luke.”

      With more patience than I would have had in the situation, he repeated, “Where are you?”

      “Uh…” I looked up, because I hadn’t a clue. “A dentist’s office. The one that’s across the alley from Catie and Sally’s parking lot. That’s where I parked. Helen’s still there.”

      I recognized the sound of his work SUV starting as he replied, “I’m on my way.”
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      The scent of death teases me.

      I press my nose to the crack in the window. I catch traces, a hint, more.

      There is death near. Fresh death. New death. Blood.

      My lady leashes me, readies me for the search. My body fills with the excitement of the hunt.

      But I am careful. I would not hurt Zella.

      I am focused.

      I am searching.

      I am hunting.

      And I am victorious!
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      Luke kept me on the phone while he drove.

      Other than a brief moment when he’d called for backup on his radio, he talked to me. Updating me on where he was, telling me what he had for breakfast, guessing I hadn’t eaten yet, and even giving me the weather forecast.

      He knew I just needed to hear his voice.

      The fact that Luke understood I needed his support and intuited how best to give it as I waited, ten feet from the body of a woman I knew and liked, let me put aside our issues. For now. Because…Catie.

      Oh, Catie.

      I didn’t look directly at her as I spoke.

      This day, this awful day, had just become so much more terrible.

      Luke told me he was letting me go because Deputy Zapata was arriving, and he needed to make another call.

      After I pocketed my phone, I kneeled down and hugged Fairmont, remembering belatedly that he’d done his job and hadn’t received an ounce of the praise he deserved.

      “You’re the best dog,” I murmured as I hugged him. “The very best.”

      The vibrating excitement he’d displayed since I’d pulled him away from the body stilled with a final shudder. He leaned into me and let me lavish him with pets and words of love.

      “You are so smart. The smartest dog ever.”

      I could feel his butt wiggle as I continued to heap on praise and rub his chest.

      Catie was just on the edge of my vision. I couldn’t turn my back on her. It felt wrong, disrespectful, and yet I couldn’t look directly at her.

      Everything about her had been wrong.

      Catie had been like her cupcakes. Sweet, fun, and unique.

      Her rose-gold hair, normally a pretty complement to her fair skin, no longer brought out the pink in her cheeks. There was no color in her face at all.

      And while she hadn’t been gorgeous, her warm personality, ready smile, and animated hand gestures made her pretty.

      There was nothing pretty about her still, pale form or her unseeing eyes.

      And the blood.

      There was so much blood. Enough that Fairmont had picked up the scent through the cracked window of my car a few blocks away.

      There could be no question. Catie Smithart, White Sage’s outgoing, bubbly baker, had been murdered.

      “Ms. Marek?” Deputy Dave Zapata jogged into view.

      “Zella,” I reminded him as I stood. “Hi, Dave.”

      He blushed. Because I called him by his first name? Because he knew about Luke and me? But then his tawny golden skin paled, and I didn’t have to follow the direction of his gaze to discover the reason why.

      “Catie? From Catie’s Cupcakery?” His voice wavered.

      Dave Zapata was a fan of Catie’s cupcakes. Most of White Sage was.

      Her new business had flourished practically from the moment she’d opened her doors. Most of her income had likely come from weekenders and tourists, but she’d had strong support in the local community as well.

      I didn’t reply to Dave, because clearly it was Catie. Also, I was struggling to keep it together. I was solid in a crisis, but the aftermath could be worse. After a crisis, when stress and need weren’t pushing me, that part could be harder.

      While I’d been worried about a panicked Luke driving across town, not knowing whether the body behind Sally’s shop was his sister’s, I’d been the capable woman a crisis required. I’d put on a brave face and pretended courage I wasn’t sure I had, because I simply couldn’t allow the possibility of his sister’s death to enter Luke’s head.

      But now… Now I wanted to cry. Because I’d had a not-great night, followed by a pretty terrible morning, and that had been before I realized White Sage had lost its favorite baker. Before I’d been confronted with the nasty reality of the terrible things people in this world did to one another. Before I’d seen all the blood.

      The soft fur of Fairmont’s head brushed against my fingers. I rubbed his ears, hoping he was getting as much comfort as he was giving.

      Dave cleared his throat. “Ms. Marek, uh, Zella, did you touch anything?”

      I shook my head. “Fairmont got close and might have nudged her.” I closed my eyes. Poor Catie. I opened them to find Dave standing between me and Catie, blocking my view. “There’s, ah, no blood on him. I checked. But Dave? I haven’t had a moment to call Helen. Someone needs to check on her and let her know what’s happened.”

      “Luke’s taken care of that. What time did you arrive?”

      Thank goodness for Luke’s good sense and training. I’d left Helen waiting for news, but I could hardly hang up on Luke when his voice had been the one thing to keep me grounded.

      “I don’t know, maybe around six thirty? But I called Luke just as soon as I pulled into the lot behind the Cupcakery and again when I found Catie.”

      Except I hadn’t found Catie. Not truly. I’d found a body. Catie was gone.

      Her infectious laugh, her delicious cupcakes with the playful flavor pairings, her welcoming smile—all gone.

      And that was when the adrenaline crash hit me hard.

      I cried. I didn’t sob or hiccup. There wasn’t an excess of snot. But my eyes burned like they were on fire, and tears slipped down my cheeks.

      Fairmont’s warm body leaned against my legs.

      Dave’s face pinched, and for a second, I thought he might join me, but then I realized what I was seeing was dismay. Dave didn’t know how to handle a silently crying witness.

      He pressed his lips together and flipped his notebook shut. “Luke will be here in another minute or two. Can you wait for him, or do you need to go back to the car with Helen?”

      Dave Zapata had learned a lot in the short time I’d lived in White Sage. I wiped my tears away, because really, it just wasn’t the time, and I smiled at him. He was trying, and I appreciated it.

      “Is someone with Helen?” When Dave assured me another deputy was with her, I said, “I’ll wait until Luke gets here.”

      Which was my second brave act of the day. As much as I wanted to see Luke, I equally wanted to avoid him after how we’d left things last night. But he’d need to ask me more questions, and I wanted to help.

      It was on the tail of those muddled thoughts that Luke appeared.

      His gaze swept the scene, taking it all in—my tear-streaked face, Fairmont leaning supportively against me, Catie’s body just a few feet away—and then he pulled me against his chest.

      Speaking over my head, he gave Dave instructions, but I wasn’t paying attention to anything he said. I let myself be held. I melted against his warmth. I allowed his solid form to give me strength.

      And I didn’t even feel weak or over-emotional. I just felt like a woman having a bad day who was relying on her friend. Luke and I were friends, however complicated other aspects of our relationship might be.

      He held me quietly for what had to be several minutes, and when he eventually spoke, it wasn’t at all what I expected. He didn’t ask about Catie…or last night. “You sent the emails?”

      Sometimes, the man was downright psychic.

      “Yes, early this morning.” I glanced down at Fairmont, now sitting next to me.

      I’d reached a difficult decision in the last few days, and this morning around five, when sleep had eluded me, I’d drafted a careful email and sent it to every search-and-rescue organization in the state. I’d inquired if any of their team members or anyone within their circle of acquaintance had lost a trained search dog in the last six months.

      I hadn’t included many details, not breed or age and certainly no pictures, but I’d explained that I suspected my adopted dog had SAR training and that I felt obligated to reach out to the search community in case someone’s search dog had gone missing.

      My heart had felt like it was breaking as I’d sent those emails.

      There’d been too much heartache today. I inhaled deeply. I knew what Luke was doing. He was trying to get me thinking about something, anything, other than Catie. Giving me a moment to regroup before he started the questions.

      How terrible was it that speaking about Fairmont’s future—the topic most likely to raise my blood pressure only twenty minutes ago—was now a “safe” topic?

      “It’s been a tough day.” But not more than I could handle. I could do this. “Helen and I were headed to Catie’s this morning. We were hoping she’d let us sneak in and grab an early batch of cupcakes.”

      “I’m sure she would have.”

      I stepped back from Luke and his solid, warm comfort. He’d taken Fairmont’s leash from me at some point, and he handed it back now.

      He reached down and petted Fairmont, and when another patrol car pulled into the dentist’s parking lot, he said, “Dave’s going to escort you back to Helen and your car. I’ll come by later and take your statement, but if there’s anything you want to tell me before you go…”

      So no questioning. That was surprising.

      “The dumpster,” I replied automatically. “Fairmont was interested in the dumpster.”

      And because Fairmont was special, because he wasn’t your average trash hound, ready to snatch any smelly item from the garbage, Luke said, “We’ll check it out.”

      Then he gave Fairmont a final pet and waved over Dave.

      Five minutes later, I was in the passenger seat of my own car being driven away from the scene of a crime by Helen.

      She’d looked shell-shocked to me, a fact I’d pointed out when she offered to drive. She’d given me a pointed look and said, “You should have a look at yourself, sweet cheeks.”

      A comment that had the intended result. I’d smiled, however weakly, and handed over my keys.

      “Wait,” I said as she turned down Main. “We can’t go home.”

      The weight of Fairmont’s chin resting on my shoulder reminded me that I owed a certain dog a special treat for his hard work.

      Helen slowed and waited for me to elaborate.

      I rubbed Fairmont’s ears. “Sonic? Do you think they’d be open?”

      “Not yet, but The Drip will be. I’d planned on pitching it anyway. I don’t think heading home by yourself right now is a great idea. Breakfast, on the other hand, is always an excellent plan.”

      I’d been thinking more along the lines of a plain and dry burger for Fairmont when I’d mentioned Sonic. But The Drip had egg white and turkey bacon sandwiches. That would do in a pinch, since they made them on site and could leave off the extras. And Fairmont was welcome on their patio. “Sure. Let’s hit The Drip.”

      When we arrived, the parking lot was almost empty. A few regulars ate an early breakfast, but most early customers at The Drip didn’t linger. They grabbed their coffee and hustled out the door, eager to get on the road and get their day started. There were a handful of telecommuters cropping up in White Sage and North Sage Grove, because internet service was good in both towns, but they were more likely to hit The Drip at nine or ten o’clock.

      One car in the lot stood out. A Ford Bronco of indeterminate age with flat blue paint.

      Ever since Vanessa had become less and less reliant on her cane, she’d started to drive her deceased husband’s SUV. It happened to also be her only vehicle now that she’d sold her little sedan. Georgie, her sister-in-law, best friend, and coauthor, had previously assumed the bulk of the driving when they’d run about town together.

      I wasn’t sure if Vanessa was trying to repay her dear friend’s efforts by taking on more of the driving or if she simply enjoyed puttering around town in the car she’d rediscovered.

      Helen parked the Grand Cherokee three spaces over from the blue beast. Vanessa might be able to get in and out of the truck, but she wasn’t the best at parking. Or reversing. Or navigating tight spaces in general.

      “Why is Vanessa’s Bronco here?”

      “I’d have thought that was obvious: Vanessa is here.” Helen smiled softly. “And Georgie. I called them a few minutes before you got back to the car. Like I said, I didn’t want you home alone right now, and everyone thought breakfast at The Drip was a great idea.”

      The Sleuthing Granny Gang—comprised of Helen, Vanessa, and Georgie—was always trying to feed me.

      “I do manage to eat without being prodded.” I idly rubbed Fairmont’s ears. Once the SUV had stopped, he’d stood up and put his chin on my shoulder again.

      “On a normal day,” Helen replied.

      Today certainly wasn’t that.

      I looked at Helen closely, searching for signs of shock or overt distress. She’d liked Catie. I knew because she’d told me as much more than once. She seemed calm. Purposeful, but that was her normal state of being.

      Helen was a fan of Catie’s, and Georgie liked just about everyone. Even Vanessa, with her finicky culinary tastes, had enjoyed Catie’s cupcakes and had a kind word for her. It helped that Catie hadn’t ventured into the realm of pie baking. No one’s pies were as good as Vanessa’s.

      But the point was that each of the three women had a connection to Catie and a fondness for her.

      Three women, who were very good friends, had set up a breakfast meeting to support me and each other in our mutual grief.

      That was one interpretation.

      A more likely scenario, still rooted in their affection for Catie, was that they’d decided to tackle the case.

      As Helen gathered her purse, I hovered with the door open. I almost told her this meeting was a bad idea, but I didn’t.

      Not because I thought hunting Catie’s killer was a good idea.

      It wasn’t. It was, in fact, a terrible idea.

      No, the reason I kept my silence as I exited the car and retrieved Fairmont was because I knew my withdrawal from the SGG’s shenanigans wouldn’t stop them. They’d simply meet without me. Dig around in the underbelly of White Sage without me.

      Three senior ladies, running around White Sage, poking their noses into the business of a violent killer. If that wasn’t enough to make my chest tighten with anxiety, then the vision that popped into my head of Catie’s body, of all the blood, certainly was. Whoever had done that couldn’t be allowed anywhere near my sweet elderly friends.

      I rested my hand against the Grand Cherokee. I needed just a moment to catch my breath.

      No, I wouldn’t refuse to participate in this investigation, because those three lovely ladies needed me. I was the sane counterbalance to their wildly inappropriate desire for adventure.

      Set on my course of action, I pushed myself away from my car and followed Helen into The Drip.

      As I watched her stride purposefully to the back patio, I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d ever be as bold as her.

      Helen blamed my ongoing objections to the SGG’s “investigations” on PHCS, Post-Helen-Concussion Syndrome, and I’d have to agree. Having my senior friend conked on the head, suffer a concussion, and spend several days in the hospital made me wary of further injury. And not just to Helen. Vanessa and Georgie weren’t spring chickens, either. Something as simple as a shove could have serious medical consequences.

      But even after her hospital stay, Helen was as determined as ever to right wrongs, solve crimes, and be fully immersed in every aspect of White Sage’s unsavory element.

      She’d been the impetus behind the SGG, though all responsibility for the name was my own.

      The naming of the group turned out to be ironic, since Helen had been the only grandmother at the time. Not for long.

      In the last week, I’d learned that my daughter was expecting her first child. I was going to be a grandmother.

      I paused at the gate to the outdoor seating area. I’m going to be a grandmother.

      In his excitement at seeing his friends, Fairmont didn’t realize I’d stopped and hit the end of the leash. He glanced back with a reproachful look in his brown eyes, and I continued forward.

      I hadn’t told the ladies of Greta’s pregnancy, and I didn’t plan to this morning. It wasn’t the time. But I would. Soon.

      A thought occurred. One accompanied by a touch of guilt. Maybe an investigation wouldn’t be such a terrible thing right now?

      There was turmoil and uncertainty surrounding so many of the important relationships in my life: Fairmont, Luke, and both my children, Greta and Mark.

      If the SGG was going to be involved, maybe I could take the lead for a change. Keep my vulnerable friends out of harm’s way…and
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