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I wake to the sound of someone screaming and the familiar, low growl of my father’s old dog. Light slams through the curtains. My head’s pounding, my chest’s tight, and there’s a woman standing at the foot of my bed, screaming, clutching her purse like she’s about to fight off a ghost.

“Are you OD’ing? Oh my God — are you OD’ing?”

My tongue feels like sandpaper, my vision’s going gray around the edges. I fumble on the nightstand, knock over a glass of water, and find the orange bottle of glucose tablets instead of anything illicit. I can’t form words yet, just point at the label whi le Diesel, my late father’s German Shepherd, lifts his head and sighs.

“Not — drugs,” I manage to croak. “Low sugar.”

She stares, wild -eyed. “I’m not going to jail because you died!”

Before I can explain that I’m diabetic, not contagious, she bolts for the door, heels in hand.

“It’s not contagious!” I yell after her.

The door slams. I add under my breath, “Hope you weren’t.”

Diesel lets out another deep, judgmental exhale. “Don’t look at me like that,” I tell him, chewing two chalky tablets. “You’re just as codependent as she was.”

The sugar rushes back in slow waves. My hands stop shaking. I lie there a second, staring at the ceiling fan that wobbles like it’s had too much champagne. There’s an empty bottle of the real stuff on the nightstand, half a tuxedo shirt on the floor, and a single earring in my shoe.

Another great morning in the Callahan penthouse.

I reach down and scratch Diesel’s ear. “You’d tell me if I was turning into him, right?”

He just yawns, heavy and patient — the same look my dad used to get when I’d screw up, which is fitting since Diesel was my dad’s partner. I inherited him, along with the condo and the guilt. Diesel’s coat is silvered now, thick and coarse along the shoulders, darker down the spine like smoke still clinging to steel. One ear notches slightly at the tip from an old bite. His muzzle’s gone salt -and-pepper, eyes deep amber and too knowing — like he’ s seen everything bad a man can do and still decided to stay.

I glance at the glucose monitor blinking on the nightstand. 58. Not terrible. Not great either.

The silence presses in, thick and humming. Somewhere between the expensive silence of success and the kind of quiet that sounds like punishment.

“Ahh,” I say, voice rough. “Fuckin’ diabetes.”

Diesel’s tail thumps once. Slow approval — or pity.

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, D.”

I sigh. “Who am I kidding? You’re basically my dad reincarnated, aren’t you?”

I swing my legs off the bed, feet hitting the cold marble, and try to ignore the way the room tilts. Another day, another hangover I can’t afford and a dog that still looks at me like I might someday be worth saving.

Diesel’s already trotting toward the living room before I can stand. That’s never a good sign.

“Hey, hero — what did we destroy today?” No answer, obviously. Just the click of claws on marble and the ominous sound of something soft being shredded.

I follow the trail: tie, sock, piece of my sanity. The living room looks like a department -store crime scene. My favorite couch — Italian leather, or what’s left of it — has been “customized.” There’s stuffing everywhere, white tufts floating through a shaft of morning light like snow. Diesel sits in the middle of it, chest out, tail sweeping lazily, a single strip of le ather hanging from his mouth.

“Fantastic,” I mutter. “You’re really embracing retirement.”

He drops the evidence on my rug and looks proud. “Let me guess — low blood sugar again? You can smell it on me now too, can’t you?”

He blinks once. I swear this dog understands full sentences.

I pick up my phone from the coffee table — thirteen missed calls from unknown numbers, one from my broker, and one text from Ziggy, the dog trainer my father swore by.

ZIGGY: Diesel’s check -in overdue. Don’t make me send karma your way.

Ziggy Daug. Cousin to every stray dog and half the city’s spiritual weirdos.

I groan. “Right. Vet day. Check- in. Obedience refresher. Because clearly I’m the one who needs training.”

I shuffle to the kitchen, step over a ripped pillow, and open the fridge. It’s a graveyard of take -out boxes and a single vial of insulin staring back at me like a tiny, glass conscience. I tap the pen, sigh, and shoot up while Diesel watches.

“You’d think after all these years I’d get used to it,” I tell him. “But nope. Every time, still feels like my old man’s ghost is laughing.”

The shot burns; I don’t flinch. Dad had it too — same disease, same stubborn streak. Drank himself through it until it killed him. I like to think I’m different, but the champagne bottle in the sink disagrees.

Diesel noses my hand, and for a second I let him. His fur’s rough against my palm, grounding. Then the moment passes; I pull away.

“Okay, partner. Let’s go pay our karmic debt to the dog- whispering hippie.”

I grab my keys, step into yesterday’s jeans, and follow Diesel to the elevator. The mirrored walls reflect a man who looks fine on paper: sharp jaw, expensive watch, no reason in the world to be miserable.

But the eyes? They tell the truth. When the doors open on the lobby, Diesel lunges forward, tail high, ready for whatever’s next.

I wish I could say the same.
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By the time I pull up to Namaste & Fetch, the city is already too awake for me. The storefront is all glass and optimism — plants spilling from planters, a chalkboard sign out front that reads:

Puppy Yoga Today – Find Your Balance & Your Best Friend!

“Find my best friend,” I tell Diesel. “Guess that means you’ve been demoted.”

He pants happily, fogging up the glass as we step inside. The smell hits first: lavender, dog treats, and something herbal that could double as air freshener or witchcraft. Acoustic guitar hums softly — too serene for the anxiety bubbling in my chest.

Then I see her.

A woman with copper -brown hair tied in a messy knot kneels beside a basket of chew toys, wearing leggings patterned with tiny suns. Light catches the loose strands framing her face, turning them into filaments of gold. She looks calm in a way I forgot people could look.

She wipes her hands and freezes like I’ve just walked into a sacred ritual.

“Uh — hi,” I say, adjusting Diesel’s leash. “I’m here for... whatever this is.”

Her eyes travel from my shoes to my face, unimpressed. “This is a puppy- yoga fundraiser. You’re late.”

“Story of my life.”

She doesn’t smile. “You brought a police dog to puppy yoga?”

“He’s retired.”

“Does he like other dogs?” “He tolerates me, so probably not.”

The corners of her mouth twitch. “Perfect.”

She stands — graceful, steady, the kind of calm that makes me suddenly aware of every bad habit I’ve ever had. “I’m Sienna,” she says. “Owner, instructor, referee.”

“Nate.”

“Callahan?”

I blink. “That obvious?” “The badge tag on his collar.” She gestures to Diesel. “Patrick Callahan’s dog. I used to see them at the park when I was a kid.”

Of course she did. The universe really loves its callbacks.

Before I can come up with something clever, she claps her hands and calls to the room, “All right, everyone — find your mats and your breath!”

The music swells. Twelve people in matching stretchy hope pants drop into downward dog while a parade of puppies sniffs their hair, chews their shoelaces, and performs unsanctioned acts of rebellion. A golden retriever puppy climbs onto someone’s back mid- pose; a dachshund is attempting theft by yoga block. Sienna moves through them effortlessly — barefoot, calm, voice low and melodic. “Inhale... exhale... let the dogs remind you how to live in the moment.”

Diesel sits beside me, watching the madness with the same expression I’m wearing: horror with a side of disbelief.

“I told you,” I whisper, “we’re in a cult.”

Then she bends to adjust a mat, sunlight skimming her shoulders, and for one inconvenient second I forget how to breathe. Her focus, the quiet authority — it’s magnetic in the way a thunderstorm is.

That’s when Diesel decides serenity is overrated.

He locks on a French bulldog in a sweater and growls low. The bulldog barks back.

Within seconds, half a dozen dogs are losing their minds — mats turning into trampolines, zen instantly dying. Sienna dives into the fray like a firefighter. “Everyone stay calm!” she calls, but the words drown under a chorus of barks.

Diesel jerks his leash from my hand and charges. I lunge after him, slip on a mat, and crash spectacularly onto my back.

Somewhere in the chaos, fabric rips.

The room goes silent.

Sienna’s standing over me, one eyebrow raised, trying not to smile.

I glance down. Yep. Pants: deceased. She exhales through her nose, equal parts patience and disbelief. “You okay?”

“Define okay.”

Behind her, Diesel has stolen a squeaky toy and declared victory.

“Your dog,” she says, “might be the most disruptive force I’ve ever met.”

“Yeah,” I grunt, standing and trying to salvage my dignity. “Runs in the family.”

A voice from the back calls out, “Told you, Lennon! The universe never sends boring men — just ones that need extra yoga!”

A bald man in a turquoise shirt emerges, waving incense like a victory flag.

“Ziggy Daug,” he announces, bowing. “Spiritual director, treat distributor, resident chaos translator.”

He points at me. “You’re vibrating at a ‘fix me’ frequency, my dude. Luckily, we’re open- minded.”

Sienna groans. “Ziggy, not now.”

“Especially now,” he says, smiling. “Because this — ” he gestures between me and Sienna “ — has potential. Dogs are the universe’s matchmakers.”

I blink. “Pretty sure mine just tried to murder a Frenchie.” Ziggy shrugs. “Love is messy.”

Sienna closes her eyes like she’s praying for patience. I’m starting to think she might need it — because for the first time in a long time, I’m tempted to stick around and see what happens next.
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