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  Readers love TA MOORE


Dirty Work (Dirty Deeds #1) 
“The bad guys shift as we work out the puzzle, but the new feelings between Clay and Grade just keep getting stronger… TA Moore never lets her fans down.” —Paranormal Romance Guild

      [image: ]Bone to Pick (Digging Up Bones #1) 
“If you’re looking for a book that will keep you on the edge of your seat, make your heart race, and make you laugh out loud all at the same time, then this is the book for you. —A Wonderful World of Words

      [image: ]Shift Work (Night Shift #1) 
“Damn Ms. Moore, it’s like you got me at hello. Or was it naked in the elevator? Either way the hook was set and as I read, I was all yours.” —Paranormal Romance Guild

      [image: ]Every Other Weekend 
“It entertained, it kept me riveted and it increased my fate in writers… Definite recommendation to anyone who likes MM romantic suspense.” —Alpha Book Club

      [image: ]Collared (Devil Take Me) 
“TA Moore has written a gem filled with a world that kept me shuddering in fear as I couldn’t stop reading.” —Rainbow Book Reviews

      [image: ]Footwork 
“Footwork has everything: heart-wrenching and sweet moments, suspense, banter, snark, action, fun, love and lots of steam.” —QueerRomanceInk

      [image: ]Swipe 
“Swipe has just about everything one could want in a bad-boy romance. The action was explosive, the relationship dangerous, and the men very, very hot. Buckle up for this one it is a wild ride that has a very satisfying outcome.” —Joyfully Jay








  
  Down to the Bone


Deputy Cloister Witte has a dark past, a cute dog, and an FBI agent. It turns out that all of them are going to cause him problems. 
When Cloister Witte disclosed that he was dating  FBI Agent Javi Merlo he’d expected it to cause some complications. Dating in the workplace always did. He’d just expected it to be red tape, conflicts of interest, and the occasional asshole who thought his sex life gave them a remit to be funny. A concerted campaign by SSA Everett Kincaid, the new head of the LA office of the FBI, to get Cloister fired hadn’t made the list.
Yet here he is, with his case history and his childhood trauma both under review.
The problem is that Cloister is good at his job, and his K9 Bourneville is even better. So when an employee from the Plenty sub-office of the FBI goes missing, Kincaid can’t afford to sideline them anymore. As they get to work Cloister starts to suspect that Kincaid’s conviction his organized crime task force is the real target is as off-target as his suspicions about Cloister.
Meanwhile, for Javi Merlo the case is an opportunity to redeem himself. All he has to do is turn a blind eye to how Larkin bends the rules. If he goes along with it he could bring down a major criminal organization, and restart his stalled career…or he destroys his relationship with Cloister and the legacy of his dead mentor.
As rumors of corruption spread, Javi must choose between ambition and the man he loves. 






  
  To the Five, who need to take better care of their collective selves!

And to all my readers, who have been VERY, VERY patient! Trust me, I was as happy as any of you when these guys were like 'Finally!' as I got to work!
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  Chapter One


“Isaw him back there first,” Madison Smith, seventeen years old and babysitting in star-shaped acne stickers and SpongeBob pajamas, said as she pointed down the yard. The sweep of her finger, nail polish bright blue and chipped, took in the unruly undergrowth that poked through and over the chain-link fence that marked the property line of the neat ranch-style home on Buckthorn Road. “I thought maybe he’d lost his dog or cat or something? You know?” 
Nerves made her seem younger than her years as she looked at Cloister for backup on her statement with an earnest, uneasy expression.
“I get that,” Cloister agreed. He gave Bon a gentle push with his knee to let her know she was up. The big black K-9 took his cue and padded over to give Madison’s leg a nudge, her cold nose leaving a wet mark on the flannel bottoms. When Madison looked down at her, the dog that had made a hardened biker scream like a baby for someone to help him, gave her puppy-dog eyes and a lolled-tongue smile. While Bon worked her magic, Cloister asked the questions. “What happened then?”
Madison was too distracted being charmed by Bourneville to answer for a moment. She went “um” and then sat down on the back step, bare feet crossed over each other protectively, so she could pay proper attention to Bon’s ears as she talked. She traced the furry outer edges up to the point and then down the other side.
“So I watched him for a while, and he just stood there,” she said. “For ages. Then I realized he was talking to someone.”
The two deputies who’d caught the call glanced at each other. Cloister hadn’t worked with either of them before, but he at least knew Boyd. Even if the rookie was so new that she still had a pleat pressed into her buff-colored uniform trousers. He didn’t think he’d ever met Gardner before, even from before he was stationed in Plenty.
Things had changed while he’d been away. It had only been four weeks—the longest he’d ever been off work, admittedly, still not that long—but apparently that was enough.
Boyd pulled her notebook out of her belt and flicked it open.
“There were two men?” she asked as she licked the nib of her pencil and tapped it against the page. “You said ‘one’ on the call.”
Madison’s fingers stopped moving on Bourneville’s ears as she tried to redirect her train of thought to follow Boyd’s question. She looked up as she tried to recall.
“Umm,” she mumbled. “I guess…maybe? I mean, I didn’t see anyone else. There could have been someone. Do you think there was someone?”
Boyd scribbled something down. “Well, if he was talking to someone, then—”
“We don’t know,” Cloister interrupted. “If you didn’t see anyone, that’s all that matters.”
Madison looked back at him. “There could have been someone crouched next to him?”
It was still a question. Give her ten minutes and she’d have a better description of the “maybe” second prowler than she did the first. Cloister cleared his throat to get her attention on him so he could get her focused on what he needed.
“What happened next?” he asked as he dropped to his haunches so he didn’t loom over her. Much. There were times when being six-three and having a face that looked like it was spoiling for a fight was an advantage. Interviewing a spooked five-foot-nothing seventeen-year-old wasn’t one of them. “Did the man stay at the fence? Or did he move?”
Boyd gave him an annoyed look as she scribbled on her page. Cloister ignored her. The only rookies he dealt with were the trainee K-9s; everyone was happier that way. While he waited for an answer, he reached up to rub the back of his neck where the collar rubbed. His shirts had gotten bundled in with Javi’s dry cleaning by “mistake,” which he wasn’t entirely sure he believed, and now everything was starched to an inch of its life in a way he wasn’t used to.
“Oh no. He didn’t stay there,” Madison said. She sounded more confident as she went on. “I wouldn’t have called you if that was it. He could have just been on Bluetooth, right? No, I watched him, and he talked to himself, and then he climbed the fence. And I know this sounds stupid, but it was really creepy. He got down on the ground and crawled into the playhouse.”
She pointed again. This time at the plastic princess fort that was staked out in the garden between the trampoline and the swing set. 
They all looked at it. Madison kept her hand up for a second and then went back to petting Bourneville.
“That’s when I freaked out,” she said. “I called Mr. and Mrs. Giles first. They said to get in touch if anything happened, because there’s been a bunch of robberies in the area and they’ve only just moved here, but when I called, they didn’t answer. I tried again, and that’s when I heard him open the back door.”
“I would have shit myself,” Cloister said matter-of-factly.
Gardner lifted his hand to casually hide his smirk. Boyd couldn’t have boggled at him more if he had.
Madison gawped at him for a moment, mouth slack with surprise, and then gave an inelegant snort of laughter. “Chat, me too!” she said through the nervy giggle. “I swear the back door was locked. It was. I’d been out earlier for some…fresh air….”
The verbal edit couldn’t have telegraphed the lie more. Cloister watched as Madison took one hand off Bourneville’s head to check something vape-shaped was securely tucked into the pocket of her pyjamas. That wasn’t his problem. It was weed, he could smell that, but this was Plenty. If it wasn’t fentanyl or meth, he left it to parents to bust their kids.
“But he still got it open,” Madison went on quickly. “That’s when I screamed that if he didn’t leave, I’d call the cops, and he did, but I called you anyhow.”
Gardner leaned down and patted Madison’s shoulder reassuringly with a freckled hand. 
“That was the right thing to do,” he said. “Why don’t you go inside with Boyd and call your parents. How does that sound?”
Madison hesitated, her hands clenched in Bourneville’s ruff, fingers buried in the dense black fur. 
“Am I in trouble?” she asked.
“Not at all,” Gardner said. His smile crinkled the skin around his eyes into a spray of sun-worked squint lines that looked genuine. “Deputy Witte and his pretty dog just need to get to work. Boyd.”
If Boyd resented being lumbered with babysitting duty, she didn’t show it as she offered Madison a hand to pull her back to her feet. They disappeared back inside, and Gardner looked at Cloister.
“What do you think?” he asked. “Did she really see someone?”
Cloister stood up and dusted his hands off absently. “You have any reason to doubt her?” he asked.
That got him a world-weary huff of exasperation.
“A few,” Gardner said. He paused, checked over his shoulder, and lowered his voice as he stepped off the porch. “The last month or so, we’ve had a dozen unfounded calls to this side of town. Suspicious vehicles, prowlers, a woman over on Chamise who thinks someone is living in her walls.”
“Did you check?” Cloister asked. He patted his leg to call Bourneville back to heel. She sighed, stood up, and gave herself a quick shake to get back into game mode before she trotted over. A cold nose bumped his fingers as she leaned against his leg. 
Gardner snorted. “I checked,” he said. “There wasn’t. Look, the reason me and Boyd got here so quickly is because there was a wellness check a few streets over. Twenty-two Cuyamaca Way. Some woman was concerned about her home-alone adult son not answering the phone or emails. We gave the lesbians who live there a real scare. They were fine, by the way.”
“That’s good,” Cloister said mildly as he unclipped the long line from his belt and shook it out. 
Gardner snorted. “Yeah, I get it,” he said. “You’re the hotshot that got the Crime Scene Killer and the Hippy High Kidnapper, right?”
The statement made Cloister itch under his skin. It wasn’t the fact that he didn’t like the spotlight, or the resentful relish in how Gardner dropped the names. It was…what made those two cases special? A lot of people went missing in Plenty. It was the perfect melting pot of wealthy but transient upper classes and an underemployed, rural underclass for people to just…vanish. Cloister had found some of them. Not enough, but he could list them if anyone asked. 
No one ever did. They were just gone…and sad. No one wanted to think about how easy that was. It was the killers who were the draw, at least as long as someone could come up with a headline-ready moniker for them.
The Crime Scene Killer—embarrassed as whoever coined the nickname should be—got a podcast. Cloister’s brother, no matter how blond, six, or his mom’s little cowboy he’d been, did not.
But that wasn’t the sort of thing people wanted to hear from Cloister. He was too big, blond, and broken-nosed to come out with stuff like that.
“The dog does most of the work,” he deadpanned instead as he bent over to snap the clasp onto the metal loop in the harness. 
Gardner just snorted. “Right,” he said.
The distinct click of metal catching on metal made Bourneville quiver with excitement under his hand. Her weight shifted, planted on her front feet, and her ears flicked back as she waited for the “go” word.
It was her first shift back in the traces, and she was eager to get back to work. Cloister had worked with her while they were benched—reinforced her training, took her on SAR gigs out in the desert—but it wasn’t the same.
Bourneville was a dog with a job. She knew that, and she was happiest when she could get her teeth into it.
Literally.
“I’m just saying,” Gardner persisted as he hooked his thumbs into his belt. “It’s like they say, look for horses, not zebras. We don’t have a crime wave on our hands out here, just some hoax calls, a bunch of middle-class commuters clutching their pearls over a coyote, and a kid who spooked herself watching horror movies in the dark.”
Cloister straightened up and scratched his jaw with his thumb. He’d missed a bit when he’d shaved before shift; he could feel the scrape of it against his pad.
“I get your point,” he admitted. The length of the long line unwound as he relaxed his fingers and puddled on the patchy grass next to him. Cloister shrugged. “But that’s the job.”
Gardner scowled, but Cloister’s deadpan reaction didn’t give him much to bluster against. He deflated, rolled his eyes, and muttered something along the lines of “just filling you in since you’ve been out,” and stepped back out of the way. An exaggerated wave of his arm gave Cloister the permission to get to work…that he hadn’t actually needed.
First shift back, Cloister reminded himself as he reached down to give Bon’s shoulder a slap, maybe he should pace himself on being difficult. 
The pat wasn’t one of Bon’s training cues, but it was habit enough that Bon had picked up on it. The minute his hand left her, she darted a couple of steps forward, stopped as she realized she didn’t know where to go, and paused to look around at him like that was his fault.
It was. Cloister rubbed dog hair off his hand onto the leg of his buff unpressed trousers and made a mental note to work on fixing that in future training sessions. He called her back to heel with a firm “Hier” and headed for the porch where Madison had perched. Bon paced along next to him, the bounce in her step all barely contained energy.
The back door of the house was muted green, probably from a HOA-mandated list of colors, with a glossy black key-code-enabled smart-handle. Cloister tapped the air next to it with the back of his wrist.
This time, Bourneville waited for her command, her eyes fixed on him.
“Such,” Cloister told her and stooped to offer his forearm.
Bourneville sprang forward, nails scratching the dinged-up wood of the porch, and reared up onto her back legs. Her front paws hooked over Cloister’s arm, dust from her paws leaving reddish-brown stains on his sleeve, as she leaned forward to sniff along the handle intensely. Her breath misted the glossy black plastic as her equally glossy black nose twitched.
Once she had the scent, she huffed and slid off Cloister’s arm. She dropped her head and cast around on the porch, then scrambled back off the porch. Cloister let the long line spool out as she cast back and forth over the grass, tail up and flagged as she trotted back and forth. Once she’d locked into the scent, she shot across the garden and into the little plastic playhouse. She gave a sharp woof, muffled by the Barbie-colored walls, and her tail thumped briefly.
Cloister glanced at Gardner, who grunted.
“Doesn’t mean anything,” he said as he shrugged stubbornly. “She heard the girl—the prowler went in there.”
Cloister cocked his head to the side as he absorbed that. He would have said something, but before he could, Gardner held up a hand to stop him.
“Yeah, I fucking heard myself,” Gardner said, glaring at him as he reached up to thumb his radio on. “You don’t need to rub in it. Dispatch, this is 2‑14. K‑9 has a trail.”
Cloister could hear Mel’s voice, familiar even when he couldn’t quite make out the words, acknowledge that as he headed toward the playhouse. Bourneville backed up out of it as he got there—briefly ungainly—and dropped her nose to pick up the thread of scent. She picked up speed as she gained confidence in the trail, pushing through the scrub of neglected boundary plants at the bottom of the garden.
When she reached the chain-link fence, she went up and over it in one smooth move. Cloister gave the line a flick to make sure it didn’t catch and followed her, one hand braced on the stiff bar at the top as he hurdled the obstacle.
As he put his weight on that arm, a sharp twinge plucked from his wrist down into the heart of his palm. It made him wince, his fingers prickling with pins and needles, but he didn’t let it slow him down. He ignored the ache as he landed on the other side of the fence, boots sliding in the loose dirt down into the gully behind the houses.
It was darker back here, away from the ambient light of the neighborhood. Cloister pulled his flashlight from his belt and flicked it on, just in time to catch Bourneville in the beam as she loped away from him along the draw.
He followed on her heels, flicking the beam of the flashlight from her tail down to the dust and loose rock footing underneath. Cloister tucked his chin down as he tapped his radio.
“K-9-23,” he ID’d himself. “Going west on the trail down the back of Buckthorn.”
Mel copied him. 
Cloister let the radio link cut off and lengthened his stride to cut down the distance between him and Bourneville. His attention was mostly on her and the uneven footing that threatened to roll his ankle, but a stubborn corner chewed over old patrol routes and maps as he tried to predict where the prowler was headed.
There was a small strip mall about a mile down the road, at the corner of Buckthorn and Meadow. Cloister had gotten coffee there before, and a burger that had been bad enough the memory stuck. There was a culvert at the back of the parking lot that would give easy access to the backs of the houses and give the prowler a clean getaway once he’d scratched whatever itch had him crawling around back here.
It’s where Cloister would have—
Before he could finish theorizing to himself, Bourneville turned sharply and went scrambling back up the steep side of the draw. Her back paws kicked chunks of rock and dirt down the slope as she dug her nails in.
Cloister broke stride for a second, chest heaving, to try and work out why the prowler would make his exit here. Not that it mattered, Cloister supposed as he shoved his flashlight back in his belt, he had.
And that meant Cloister had to as well. 
He broke into a sprint that carried him six feet up the steep pitch of the hill before gravity caught him. As he faltered, he snatched at a scrubby handful of black sage. It held—just—and he dug the toes of his boots into the loose soil enough to scramble up to the next handhold. 
By the time he got to the top, the twinge in his wrist had graduated to a dull, grating ache. He shook his hand to loosen the ache—didn’t help—and looked around.
A tall stucco wall ran perpendicular to the edge of the gully. The surface of it was scuffed with the scrubbed-off ghosts of old graffiti. Bourneville’s line, the red dulled from being dragged, trailed along the base of it back the way they’d come. 
Before Cloister could follow suit, there was a sudden flurry of excited, sharp barks that meant she’d got something. It was followed by a loud crack and a startled high-pitched yelp that cut through the still night air.
Cloister dropped the lead and pulled his gun as he broke into a run. He held the weapon low in both hands. The red length of the long line disappeared under a dense mass of sage that grew up against the garden wall, woven between the woody stems. 
Of course it did. 
Oh well, it wasn’t like he’d asked Javi to waste money on dry cleaning his gear. 
Cloister dropped to the ground. From this perspective he could see the shallow groove worn into the hard ground. He squirmed under it, using knees and elbows to drag himself along. 
At the other side was an opening between the end of the wall and the vinyl fence that ran down the side of the house to mark off their drive. Cloister scrambled through the gap and hauled himself to his feet on the other side.
At the far end of the garden, Bourneville barked furiously as she bounced off the door. It jarred open a crack, and someone inside threw their weight against it as they tried to keep her out.
“Bourneville,” Cloister snapped. He walked quickly across the lawn, body angled to the side to reduce his profile, his gun braced at hip level. His eyes flicked into the shadows of the garden as he checked for anything out of place. “Stop!”
Bourneville stopped mid-bark and obediently backed away from the door. Her eyes stayed glued to it, though, and her ears were flat to her head.
“San Diego Sheriff’s Department,” Cloister ID’d himself as he got closer. He freed one hand from the gun and reached down to grab the handle on Bourneville’s harness. “Open the door.”
There was a pause. 
“I don’t like dogs.”
“Yeah?” Cloister said. “She’s under control. Open the door, sir. Please.”
Sometimes the “please” just worked to underline the fact that it wasn’t really a request. The door slowly swung open to reveal a meaty red-haired man in black clothes. 
“Come out,” Cloister instructed him.
The man glanced from Cloister’s face to the gun to Bon and back. “I don’t have to do that,” he said. “This is my house.”
Cloister’s gaze dropped from the man’s face to his clothes, his jacket and jeans stained with red dust at his elbows and knees. The same way Cloister’s uniform was after he’d crawled into the garden.
“Is it?” Cloister asked.
The man shifted his weight onto his back foot and tightened his grip on the door, knuckles white as they pressed against grimy skin. He had something in his other hand that he concealed behind his leg.
He didn’t hold it like a gun. A knife? Hammer? Either way….
“Don’t,” Cloister warned him.
Instead of listening, the man slammed the door shut as he took off into the house. Bourneville collected herself, muscles tense, shoulders high, and hackles up. She was ready to go. All she needed was…
“Fuss,” Cloister gave the command crisply.
Bourneville shot forward. She hit the door before the lock could catch and burst through it. Her nails scratched on the tiled floor of the kitchen as she shot under the heavy kitchen table and into the hall after the suspect.
The door flew back, hit the wall with a crack, and swung back again. Cloister caught it with one hand on the rebound and shoved it open as he followed Bourneville. He went around the table and into the hall, just as Bourneville made a flying leap at the man’s back.
Sixty-six pounds of German Shepherd hit him just below his shoulder blades. He gave a startled grunt—although what else had he expected—and pitched forward. His feet went out from under him on the geometric-patterned rug that ran the length of the hall and landed with a bone-rattling thud. Bourneville rode him down onto the floor and snarled, a low, dangerous sound, as she braced her paws on his back.
Upstairs, a door slammed, and a groggy, alarmed voice demanded, “What’s going on down there? I’ve called the police.”
On the floor, the man swung his arm up and back, a blunt, heavy Taser gripped in his hand. Before he could deploy it, Cloister stepped forward quickly and slammed a booted foot down on the crook of the man’s elbow. It smacked back down into the ground, and Cloister used his weight to keep it there.
“I told you once,” he said as he holstered his gun. “Don’t. Maybe, this time, listen.”
The man’s fingers clenched around the Taser. Bourneville lowered her head and snarled right in his ear. Hot breath did what Cloister’s warning hadn’t. The man, reluctantly, let the Taser go, and it fell onto the carpet.
Cloister called Bourneville off and knelt down, knee in the small of the man’s back, as he pulled a set of plastic cuffs out of his belt.
“Why do you always run?” he asked conversationally as he slid the thin rings around the man’s wrists and cinched them tight. “You’d think word would get around it’s a bad idea.”







  
  Chapter Two


The prowler refused to give his name. 
Or say anything.
He just sullenly stood while Boyd booked him and pushed him into the back of the patrol car, her hand on the back of his head to protect his skull. Once he was in the car, he slouched down and tucked his chin into the collar of his hoodie.
“Gardner bet me a sub at Bertinelli’s that you were on a wild goose chase,” she said as she slammed the door. “So thanks for dinner.”
Cloister didn’t look up from checking Bourneville over as he chuckled. She was leaning against his shoulder, idly chewing on a knotted T-shirt rope, while he crouched to check between her pads.
“Get the Fancy Reuben,” he said. “It’s the most bang for your buck.”
Boyd wrinkled her nose. “I’m vegan.”
This time Cloister looked up. “Does Gardner know?” he asked as he lowered Bon’s paw.
“Yeah.”
“They don’t have any vegan options at Bertinelli’s,” he said. 
For a moment, Boyd looked genuinely aghast at the discovery, mouth slack and eyes wide.
“Bastard,” she said with an annoyed scrunch of her face; then she gave an alarmed look at Cloister as she remembered herself. “I mean, how funny.”
The flat delivery made Cloister laugh softly as he ran his hand up Bon’s leg, fur rough as it went against the grain. When that check didn’t turn up any hidden injuries or tenderness, he gave Bon’s shoulder a “you’re good” slap and braced his hand on the warm concrete to push himself up.
The eye-watering jab of pain that stabbed from his wrist up to his armpit as the just-healed joint took his weight took him off guard. His elbow wobbled under him, and he bit back a “fuck,” but he managed to scramble on up to his feet.
He exhaled, slow and controlled, as he rubbed his wrist. Bourneville moved away from him and shook her head violently, whipping her toy back and forth so it slapped the sides of her face. Slobber splattered over the sidewalk, and Boyd took a fastidious step back, bumping into the car.
“Get the Fancy Reuben anyhow,” Cloister said. “Give it to Mel.”
Boyd started to say something as she wiped the toes of her boots on the backs of her legs, stopped, and looked thoughtful.
“Huh. Good idea,” she acknowledged. Then she glanced over the front lawn of the house they’d just left, where Gardner was trying to placate the residents. It didn’t seem to be working too well.
The taller of the two householders, an older man with cropped blond hair, waved his arm back at the building behind them.
“We have a security system,” he said indignantly. “How the hell did he even get into our house? Forget that, why haven’t you dealt with this any of the other times we called?”
Next to him, his partner grimaced and put a hand on his arm. Whatever he said was low enough that it didn’t carry, but Gardner gave a nod of approval.
“That’s probably the way to think about it, sir,” he said.
The older man shrugged his partner’s arm off. “Don’t pay any attention to Miles. That’s bullshit. He’s spent the last month jumping at shadows over everything going on in the neighborhood. We deserve to feel safe in our beds! The beds we were literally just in when your deputies kicked our doors in.”
That seemed to be far enough for Miles. The auburn-haired man glanced around self-consciously at the flicked-on lights in their neighbor’s houses and grabbed his partner’s arm again. This time, whatever he said worked, and he dragged the other, still muttering, man with him into the house.
“We pay your wages,” the man tossed back over his shoulder in one last volley. “Literally. Do you know who I am? You have a mortgage? I could pull it like that.”
He snapped his fingers, and then the door slammed behind him. A second later, the prowler smacked his fist against the door of the patrol car, hard enough to make Boyd jump at the noise. They both looked at him, but he just slouched down more and rubbed his hand.
Boyd stepped away from the car and twisted her mouth. She crossed her arms. “You think they’d be grateful. We stopped a home invasion in progress.”
Cloister traded a look with Bourneville over the heavy lifting that the “we” in that sentence was doing. Or he would have done, if she hadn’t been occupied with tearing his old T-shirt to shreds. He shouldn’t have expected anything else. Working with Javi on the last few cases had just spoiled him—a human partner caught on much quicker when he wanted to be snide.
“Like the man said, the public pays your wages,” Cloister told Boyd as Gardner headed back their way. She almost rolled her eyes, but just about stopped herself. Cloister let the abortive exasperation pass unremarked on. “If you expect anything else, you’re in the wrong line of work. And it’ll show.”
She didn’t look receptive to the lesson. It didn’t matter. She’d either learn or flame out. That was up to her.
Gardner joined them.
“How well does that asshole think we get paid?” he asked sourly as he tucked his notebook into his belt. “A fucking mortgage in this town? I’d be lucky. Or crooked.”
“I own my home,” Cloister said mildly. 
Boyd looked impressed for all of a second before Gardner snorted.
“Don’t you live in a trailer?” he said.
“Yeah,” Cloister said as he took a few steps backward down the street. His patrol car was still on Buckthorn and Gardner, and Boyd had to get their prisoner down to booking. “But it’s an Airstream, so…”
He trailed off with a shrug and a smirk before he turned to go. Bourneville gave her toy one last furious, grumbling shake before she caught up with him, loping along at his side with the toy hanging out of her mouth.

      [image: ]“Two days?” Tancredi checked. She narrowed her eyes at him skeptically. “You passed your PAT two days ago, and they already cleared you to go back on duty?”
When Cloister nodded, she made an aggrieved noise as she stripped her jacket off and shoved it into her locker.
“Sorry?” Cloister said as he glanced away. 
Tancredi huffed at him as she pulled a battered old jean jacket off its hanger. Badges sparkled on the collar.
“Why?” she asked as she pulled it on. “It’s not your fault.”
She said that, but somehow it still felt like it was. Cloister unbuttoned his shirt. The dry cleaner’s best efforts with starch had given up hours ago; it was limp, sweaty, and still had smears of ruddy dust on the elbows and hem. He shrugged it off his shoulders and shook it down his arms before he balled it up in his duty bag to take home with him.
“OK,” he said.
“It’s still not fair,” Tancredi went on as she ran her hand around the back of her neck to flick her hair out of the collar. “You get fast-tracked back on duty after you were hit by a car. Meanwhile, I’m still waiting for a slot to open up, and even when I pass, my rep says it can take three weeks before the department even gets around to making their decision about letting me get back to work. I’ve got to apply to join the FBI this year before I age out, Cloister. I should be out there building up a track record for solid investigative work, showing initiative, and closing interesting cases while demonstrating I’m bilingual. Instead, I’m stuck behind the equipment desk logging ammo, bodycams, and vests. And, while we’re on the topic, do you know how bad old Kevlar smells? It reeks.” 
Cloister glanced down at his own vest, still strapped down tightly over his T-shirt. He hooked his fingers into the collar and pulled it away from his chest so he could lean down and get a sniff. It didn’t smell sweet—the sweat that stained his T-shirt was definitely on the turn between fresh and sour—but he didn’t think it was that bad.
“Yeah, I didn’t notice when I had to wear one either,” Tancredi said. “I do now. There’s something growing in some of those. There’s got to be.”
Cloister snorted as he yanked the Velcro strips loose and shed the vest. “I’ll check for the washing instructions,” he said as he shoved it into his locker. “And if it makes you feel any better, they only pushed me through approval because of Bon. If I’m benched, she’s benched. They wanted her back on the street.”
Tancredi went “huh” and reached into the locker for her backpack. She shrugged it on, straightened the straps, and finally looked up to narrow her dark brown eyes at Cloister. 
“So what you’re saying…let me get this right,” she said tartly, her fingers pinched together in front of her as she talked. “What you’re saying is that the San Diego Sheriff’s department, my employer of record for nearly a decade, values a dog more than they do me?”
That felt like a trap.
Cloister held his tongue as he bent down to grab his trainers from the bottom of the locker. They definitely had smelled better, but they were far enough away from his nose that he wasn’t going to worry about it. The answer to Tancredi’s question was “yes.” Nothing against Tancredi, but Bourneville was a good dog, a better K-9, and got significantly better publicity whenever she made the news.
She’d cost more, too.
But that wasn’t what Tancredi wanted to hear.
“No?” he tried as he pulled his shoes on.
Tancredi looked annoyed, so probably not the right answer. Before Cloister could try and dodge the buzzsaw a second time, the door to the locker room banged open. Gardner limped in. His face was like thunder. There was a faint whiff about him, and one of his boots was missing. He stopped when he saw them and glared, breathing heavily.
“Don’t ask,” he said gruffly.
Tancredi held up her hand to ward that accusation off. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” she assured him.
There was a pause as Gardner looked at the two of them, his lip curled in a disgusted sneer. He reached up to pull a chunk of…orange peel?…out of his hair, made a disgusted noise, and stomped off toward the showers. Tancredi watched him go until he was out of earshot, then turned to Cloister.
“So what do you think of that?” she asked.
Cloister pulled his duty bag out of his locker and let it dangle from one hand; He gave the door a shove until he heard the lock click.
“Skunk?” he guessed.
“Not that,” Tancredi said. She wrinkled her nose. “Although, yeah. No. Gardner. He’s supposed to be here from Valley to patch a hole in shift coverage because we’re short-handed, but my situationship in records dropped me the nod that he used to work with IAU. What’s that about?”
That was a good question. Why would a detective from the Internal Affairs Unit end up in a patrol car in Plenty?
He raised an eyebrow at her. “Situationship?”
Tancredi sneered good-naturedly. “Please, you just wish you’d had the chance to call Agent Merlo that before you made it official and boring.”
“Maybe,” Cloister admitted with a flash of humor that quickly faded. “And maybe whoever is jerking you around with the PAT is doing you a favor? It might not be a bad career move to be behind a desk right now.”
“What do you mean?” Tancredi asked. When Cloister didn’t elaborate, she snorted and wagged a finger at him.
“Good try,” she said with a smirk. “But don’t pretend you know something I don’t. Departmental politics have always gone right over your head, which takes some commitment from a guy who’s six one. Now, if you don’t mind, I promised my kid we could have burgers for breakfast. Say hi to SA Merlo from me! Let me know if he has any info on what’s going on.”
She headed out, flicking a wave at him over her shoulder as she left. 
Cloister absently rotated his still-aching wrist as he watched her go; then he glanced toward the showers after Gardner. He heard the shower kick on and Gardner spit out a strangled curse as the first ice-cold water bomb hit him. The boiler took a while to heat up. The day shift never noticed so much, but the boiler had had time to cool by this point in the evening.
Tancredi was right that Cloister had never cared about departmental glad-handing and back-stabbing.
The thing was? If Cloister was right, the call wasn’t coming from inside the house. 
There just wasn’t anything he could do about it.
“And I’m six-three,” he corrected the empty air as he hitched his bag up onto his shoulder and headed after Tancredi. “For the record.”

      [image: ]Cloister cracked an egg on the side of the pan and spilled the contents out of the shell onto the hot metal. He gave it a quick scramble with a spatula and tossed the shell to Bon. She snatched it out of the air, crunched once, and swallowed. 
Nearly a decade on night shift, on and off, and Cloister still couldn’t wrap his head around dinner at 5 AM. There was just something deviant about eating carbonara as the sun came up. Luckily, eggs were an anytime food.
While Bon waited expectantly for more cast-off snacks, Cloister picked up a chopping board and tossed the diced peppers and turkey chunks in with the eggs. Outside, kids laughed and screamed as they chased each other around the trailers while they waited for their parents to run them to school or daycare.
Cloister turned the heat down. He left the eggs to finish cooking while he got a beer out of the fridge. In theory, cracking a cold one at this hour should come under the same deviant umbrella as the carbonara, but it didn’t. Too many mornings at the kitchen table while his stepdad had still been running on the night before. He popped the tab, foam dripping up and down over his knuckles, and took a quick drink as he turned back to the pan.
The eggs had burned, edges crisp-curled and papery as smoke spiraled up from the pan. Bon put her ears back in aggrieved expectation a second before the fire alarm went off, the shrill blare of it bouncing off the walls of the trailer.
“Shit,” Cloister muttered as he pulled the pan off the heat. He set it to the side as he grabbed a dishcloth and flapped it energetically under the white module of the alarm, the bright glow of the “working light” playing over the white and blue patterned surface.
It stopped.
He stopped.
It started again.
Cloister tossed the cloth to his other hand, still flapping it, and opened the door to the trailer. He shoved it open so the catch caught and the smell of salt and high tide wafted in to do battle with smoke and burned eggs.
The fire alarm finally stopped again. This time, when Cloister tentatively gave up trying to clear the smoke, it stayed off. He flicked the towel over his shoulder and bent down to give Bon an apologetic thump. She shook herself, ears flapping, and gave him a reproachful look.
“I know, I know,” he said. “This never happens in Javi’s kitchen, but we don’t live there.”
Except they sort of had while Cloister had been recovering. It hadn’t really been necessary in the first place—it had been a broken wrist; Cloister had fended for himself with worse—and Javi had never set a firm end date on the offer, either. It had just felt like Cloister’s first day back at work was the natural place to wrap the arrangement.
There was no way to pretend it was just convenience after that. Either Cloister went back to his trailer, or he officially moved in.
Which Javi obviously wasn’t ready for, otherwise he would have said something. Not that Cloister wanted to move in—ability to fry eggs at will aside. They had only been dating a few months.
Should he want to move in?
Cloister teetered on the edge of that rabbit hole, but caught himself before he pitched headfirst down it. There wasn’t time. It was existential panic over his relationship status or sleep, and if he didn’t get his full hour and a half of restless shut-eye, he’d not be good for anything today.
“Would half my eggs make up for the noise?” he asked.
She cocked her head to the side with interest.
Cloister straightened up, brushed the dog hair off his hands onto his T-shirt, and lifted the cooled-down pan of lightly burned eggs from the stove. He split the technically still an omelet in half with the spatula, pushed the crispy mess into one of Bon’s bowls, and carried it outside.
The morning air was still cool—the heat of the day hadn’t fully kicked in yet—but still better than Montana would be in February. He set the metal bowl down at the side of the trailer and took a step back.
Strictly speaking, Bon should have stayed in her place until Cloister released her. Technically, she was still on her mat; she’d just combat crawled right up to the edge so she could watch him. It was dog-time, though, and she was on “place,” not platz. She knew the difference.
“Friss,” Cloister told her as he tapped the side of the bowl with his foot. 
Bourneville jumped out of the trailer and fell on breakfast like she’d not eaten food before. The bowl scraped back and forth over the grass and gravel as she nosed after the best bits of the meal. 
As the rest of the trailer park residents left for the day, Cloister sat on the steps and ate breakfast with his dog.
And his dog’s cat, he noticed. Scraps was tucked behind the wheel of the trailer, pale and scraggly. He’d made a point to come and drop food for the stray, even though he knew at least four other residents did too, but he thought she’d missed her dog.
The tide came in, water as blue as something from an illustration and clean as not much in his life was, as he picked chunks of egg and turkey out of the pan with his fingers.
“Couldn’t do this as Javi’s,” he pointed out to Bourneville as he sucked the grease off his thumb. “He’d have a plate.”






  
  Chapter Three


Javi liked suits. 
His were pricy, precise, and tailored to fit.
It wasn’t just because he looked good in them, though. He did, and he knew it, but that was just a bonus.
A good suit—an expensive one, worn like you didn’t care—conveyed authority and distance. It made it easy to identify him as the lead voice at the scene.
Unfortunately, now that he wasn’t in charge….
Things had changed, and so had his wardrobe.
Javi scratched at the collar of his gray FBI-branded polo shirt, untucked to hide the gun clipped to his belt, and held out a leaflet to the one girl in the group of giggling teens who seemed genuinely interested in the display. 
“Thinking about a future in law enforcement?” he asked, his face stiff with the effort to be approachable.
The short brunette looked a little surprised to be singled out. She juggled her armload of fair goods about until she freed up one hand to take the tri-fold pamphlet.
“I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe. I don’t know about the FBI, though. I was thinking more like a cop or something.”
One of the other girls, blond and tanned and stereotypically Californian, rolled her eyes.
“Oh my god, Maddy,” she huffed. “You don’t decide your future career because a hot cop caught your stalker. Hear the man out. You could be the next Agent Scully.”
“Who?” Maddy asked.
“The redhead in that old cop show that my dad likes,” the girl said. She poked Maddy in the shoulder with a sharp-nailed finger. “Talk to the Fed. I bet they get paid more than a deputy sheriff.”
Maddy slapped at her friend’s hand with the leaflet. “Then what’s he doing at a County Fair in Plenty?” she asked. There was a beat as her brain caught up with her mouth, and she gave him an apologetic, wrinkle-nosed smile. “Sorry.”
“It’s a fair question,” Javi said. “But Plenty’s actually got more going for it than you might think. At least, it does when it comes to crime.”
Maddy sniggered and used her thumb to unfold the leaflet. She glanced down the inside as Javi pointedly handed notebooks to the rest of the group.
A brief pitch later, and Maddy tucked Javi’s business card into her wallet. She hooked arms with her friend as they walked away, heads together as they pored over the leaflets.
Javi straightened a stack of thumbed-through magazines.  That had…actually gone fairly well. 
So he’d got first go at recruitment down and only…Javi checked his watch and felt his shoulders sag…six hours left to go.
He pinched the bridge of his nose for a second and wondered if this was it. It had taken a month, but SSA Joel might just have broken him. He had thought if he just held his tongue about being shut out of investigations he’d done the groundwork for and did all the scut work she dug up—to the point he smelled like burned paper most days—she’d eventually have to accept he was a good agent.
Because he was. The evidence for that was in every file Joel opened and every informant she tapped. 
Six hours of being nice to people, though? That might be the straw that broke his resolve.
“You know what, I bet my dog could beat up any dog in the FBI,” a familiar voice made the combative statement.
Javi opened his eyes and gave Cloister an unamused look.
“That’s juvenile,” he said.
Cloister smirked as he shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans. The worn-white denim slid down over his lean hips with the gesture, a slice of tanned, flat stomach just visible under his worn T-shirt.
“Notice you didn’t say it wasn’t true.”
Javi ignored that as he took in his boyfriend, all six foot three of sleep-deprived cowboy in thrift store clothes that were a choice and not the result of a deputy sheriff's wage. One day, he thought spikily, he was going to have to introduce this man to his parents.
The thought should have horrified him—that was why he’d thought it—but instead all it did was fill him with warm, cow-eyed joy. Every time Javi thought he’d come to terms with loving Cloister Witte, he just managed to find new depths of it to sink to.
It made him want to be cruel. Just to prove that it didn’t matter.
“The FBI K-9 partnerships are the crème of the working dog training community,” Javi said, the familiar ground of a pre-relationship giving the comment bite. “If we taught Bourneville to drive, she could handle all the calls about raccoons in the crawl spaces without you. It’s not the same level.”
The snark felt good. Javi didn’t much like that about himself, but it was true. He knew there were people who didn’t understand what he saw in Cloister—a man who’d never knowingly flout a redneck stereotype—but only the ones who didn’t know them. Everyone else thought that Cloister had settled. Luckily for Javi, though, Cloister would never believe that. His insecurities were too deep-rooted for that.
“Really?” Cloister said as he snapped his fingers over the table. Bourneville responded to the command by getting up on her back legs, paws braced on the FBI runner, and gave him a polite “woof.” Cloister rested his hand against her shoulders. “Say that to her face.”
Bourneville cocked her head to the side expectantly, her ears pricked forward and her eyes intent on him. After a month of Cloister crashing in his apartment—it was like living together, but technically the couch was always made up—Javi had gotten used to the drifts of shed hair, the watchfulness, and the tick-tack of toenails on his wooden floors. He still thought the dog looked
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