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            #sugarshack

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time Trina Volkova found the sign for the turnoff to the Bloo Moose Sugar Shack, she was one minute past the time for her interview.

      Great first impression.

      She wasn’t entirely sure what a Sugar Shack was or what the work entailed, but the hours sounded perfect. Flexible enough to leave her time for her music.

      A great way to hide in plain sight. Jerk Face would never find her here. As long as her potential new boss wasn’t a stickler for timeliness.

      Blaming her tardiness on his homemade sign that was half hidden in the bushes probably wouldn’t make that first impression any better.

      With a sigh, Trina slowed her car to a crawl, weaving between the giant potholes until the trees opened up into a wide gravel space.

      She pulled up next to a shiny red pickup truck and squared her shoulders before she got out.

      At twenty-eight, it was weird to be facing her first job interview, but she could do this.

      There’d been nothing online about the Bloo Moose Sugar Shack. No social media, no listings, not even a phone number, so she didn’t have a lot of information. Only the ad she’d found when scrolling through the Bloo Moose town’s website asking for retail help.

      The silly name of the town was the reason she’d chosen it as her temporary home.

      She was exhausted and afraid. A dose of silly was exactly what she needed. Her parents and Babushka would have approved.

      Trina straightened her jeans as best she could. Not the clothes she’d planned for her interview, but an accident on the highway caused by black ice and blowing snow had put her behind schedule. She hadn’t even had time to go to the apartment she’d rented.

      At least she wore her grandmother’s necklace.

      Trina took in a deep breath of the frigid forest air and tucked away the nerves. This couldn’t be as scary as being onstage for the first time.

      The only building in the clearing was an old log cabin which might have been charming if the windows weren’t boarded up and the surrounding area was cleaned of junk. Some was hidden beneath a layer of snow but she could see barrels, poles, shovels and other shapes she couldn’t identify.

      The door stood open, even in January in Vermont.

      Trina knocked with her leather gloves even as she stepped into the doorway and called out a greeting. The interior was dark and musty, and it took her eyes several moments to adjust.

      “Oh. Hello.”

      The voice sent a glorious shiver down Trina’s spine. She was a total sucker for a good voice. This baritone sounded like hot chocolate—the good kind with a topping of mini-marshmallows and a shot of Bailey’s.

      It took a few more moments for the voice’s owner to separate from the shadows and approach her.

      When he appeared in the light, she realized he matched the voice perfectly. Medium-brown skin covered in a sexy stubble. Dark eyes and hair long enough to be messy.

      He wore jeans and a checked flannel jacket buttoned up against the cold. What looked like a pair of brand new work boots completed the lumberjack look.

      The man could make a few bucks on stage. Wouldn’t matter if he could sing or act, he could be decoration and people would pay.

      “I’m Jack. Jack Taylor. Nice to meet you.”

      She grasped his offered hand. “I’m Trina Volkova and it’s nice to meet you as well. Sorry I’m a little late. Had a bit of trouble on the road and then finding the place.”

      He nodded and released her hand.

      “Getting an actual sign is on the list.” He turned and waved his arm around the space. “It’s a long list.”

      Trina could only imagine. The inside was dark because of the boarded windows, but the room in front of her looked large and airy.

      “Why don’t I give you a bit of an overview of what the plan is, and then we’ll see if you’re still interested in the job.”

      Trina nodded and followed him in until they stood in the middle of the room.

      “The maple trees outside have been tapped previously for syrup, but it’s been a couple of decades. Out there, I have to modernize the whole operation. I’m still finding out what some of that entails and I’ll be hiring at least one other person to help me with that part of things.”

      Trina nodded again, as if she’d known all along that a Sugar Shack was a place that produced maple syrup.

      “Your job would be to help organize the business end of things. And with the interior clean up and setup.”

      He scowled at the room. “It’s more of a mess than I expected, but starting from scratch means I’ll know the business from the ground up.”

      His voice was fierce.

      “This is your first maple syrup venture, then?”

      He blinked at her. “Maybe I shouldn’t admit that when you haven’t agreed to the job, but yes it is.”

      Intriguing. “Why maple syrup?”

      Another frown. “I needed a change. My pépère, my grandfather, ran his cabane à sucre up in Quebec and I used to visit sometimes in the winter when I was a little kid. Now I’m going to try my hand at it.”

      There appeared to be a whole lot more to the story. Trina wanted to ask more questions, but Jack waved his hand as if cutting off that line of conversation.

      “Through those doors on the left, there’s an office space that should be more than sufficient for space for both of us.” He opened the door and turned on a flashlight app on his phone so she could see.

      Tables and chairs, a few filing cabinets, and a pile of boxes filled the room. “Definitely big enough.”

      Back in the main room, Jack moved to the opposite side and showed her public and staff washrooms that looked serviceable, if not recently updated.

      Then they moved toward the counter running near the back wall of the space. She ran her fingers over the wood and the smoothness surprised her. It looked gorgeous. “It’s hard to tell in the light, but this counter looks beautifully hand-crafted.”

      A small smile was her reward. The man should smile more often. “It looks to be. Pretty old, too. It’s my favourite part of the space so far.”

      She could see why. “Maybe there’s some of the cabin’s history in some of those filing cabinets in the other room. If there are pictures or articles, they’d make great decor for the walls in the main room.”

      Jack’s head turned to her, expression sightly surprised. She wondered if she should be insulted.

      “I’d been thinking the same thing. Searching for that kind of thing is on one of the lists.”

      A list maker. Not something Trina herself had ever perfected.

      Behind the main room, the kitchen ran the length of the cabin and had open shelving for more storage and lots of cupboards and countertops along with a huge stove and two large fridges.

      “Any chance you have a chef’s degree and come equipped with a couple dozen maple syrup recipes?”

      Trina laughed. “Afraid not. My specialty is a grilled cheese sandwich. And salad, I can do salad.”

      Another half smile. “Not exactly traditional maple syrup fare.”

      She laughed again, not something she’d been doing a lot of lately. Vermont just might be good for her. As long as Jerk Face didn’t figure out where she’d hidden this time.

      Jack interrupted her thoughts when he headed back toward the main room. She followed the beam from his cell phone until the light from the door was enough to see by.

      “Electricity will be set up on Monday. Then we’ll be able to get a better idea of what we’re facing. I’ve got a lot of lists and a lot of questions, but not a whole lot of answers.”

      “Your grandfather can’t give you some help with that?”

      His mouth tightened, and Trina regretted the question.

      “My grandfather died a few years back. I visited there a bit when I was a kid. I always enjoyed it.”

      “So you decided to give it a shot.”

      He nodded. “And now I’m wishing I’d paid more attention to the actual workings of the place rather than sampling all the candy.”

      That made her smile. “You’ll figure it out.”

      The pause was a bit uncomfortable. “Maybe.” Another pause. “No, you’re right. I have a plan and I’m going to make it happen. I have some learning to do.” One of those half-smiles sprung up. “A lot of learning, but that’s okay. I’m good at learning.”

      “Me too.” And she was. She’d had to be.

      “Tell me a little about that. What do you know about setting up a business?”

      Even though she’d known the question would come, Trina still had to take a moment to push down the tough memories. “My parents were Russian immigrants when they landed in New York. They opened a small convenience store in Brooklyn, with American and Russian items.”

      The warm memories of sitting in the shop practicing her reading and writing in both languages filled her.

      Scents of borscht and pierogies wafting from the back room while her parents waited on customers. So many comforting memories.

      She pushed those to the side, no risking tears in front of Jack. “I grew up learning how to order inventory along with multiplying and dividing. Balancing the budget and accounts was all part of the job. I ran the till and opened and closed the shop on my own when I was old enough.”

      “So you’d be able to set up and run the office here?”

      “If I can do it with beets and potatoes, I’m sure I can do it with maple syrup. What I don’t know, I’ll learn.”

      “Would you mind helping out with some of the initial clean up alongside that part of the job? With the way this place looks, it might be a couple of days before we’re ready to order inventory.”

      “That part sounds like fun. It’ll be interesting to go through what’s in there and find out what’s good to keep and what’s trash.”

      Jack pulled out his phone again. “Trash. I need to order a dumpster for Monday too.”

      The man definitely liked his lists.

      When he finished typing, he looked at her seriously. “So, Trina, do you think you’re willing to put in some hours helping this mess become a functional Sugar Shack the town of Bloo Moose will be proud of?”

      The challenge of organizing and setting up the business sounded exactly like what she needed to keep her mind off her troubles. She held out her hand. “I’m in.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack Taylor wasn’t sure of a lot of things about his new life, but he was sure that hiring Trina Volkova was a good start.

      As long as he wasn’t trusting the wrong person again.

      Like Sophie, she was long and lean. Blonde and beautiful. Charming.

      No. He wasn’t going down that road, not even in his head. Sophie was in the past. He’d been burned, but he’d learned from that mistake.

      There was no way Trina was looking to hire on at Bloo Moose Sugar Shack full of ulterior motives, all aimed at turning him into a patsy.

      He needed to put the past where it belonged and turn his full attention to making this new venture work.

      He wasn’t heading home to Boston with his tail tucked between his legs. He’d passed the bar without much trouble. Followed in his folks’ footsteps and worked at making the evil of the world pay for their misdeeds.

      Surely he could figure out how to make maple syrup.

      Trina’s background in running a store and business would be invaluable. She’d be able to cover some of the gaps in his knowledge. He’d add a new list with her name.

      Tackle First.

      Trees.

      Outdoor Chores.

      Indoor Chores.

      Office.

      Main Room.

      To Find Out.

      And now a Trina list.

      That might be a lot of lists, even for him.

      As Jack was adding hire more help to the Tackle First list, a howl broke the silence. A howl that came from the woods and didn’t sound friendly.

      Trina broke into a sprint and was out the door before he’d even registered that it wasn’t an angry sound, but more like something in pain.

      Which didn’t make it any easier to deal with.

      He called her name, but Trina was already heading through the snow into the woods when he emerged from the cabin.

      The next howl had him moving more quickly, and he put out his arm to slow her down. “Let’s not rush in without checking. Might be dangerous.”

      “That animal’s in pain. We have to hurry.”

      “If it’s a wild animal, it could be dangerous. We need to approach with caution.”

      She rolled her eyes, but slowed her pace. A whimper sounded instead of a howl and they moved forward together.

      It didn’t take long to spot a massive grey and white chunk of fur sticking out of a large cluster of cedar bushes.

      Thankfully, the curly matted fur said dog, not wolf.

      Jack started talking in a low voice, hoping to calm the animal. “Hey boy, we’re here to help. Relax and let us see what’s happening.”

      An excited yelp and scrambling paws greeted his words, and then a whine of frustration.

      “I think he’s stuck.” Trina kept her voice low and soothing.

      Jack squatted down in the snow and shoved aside branches. The dog was big and definitely stuck. “Looks like he’s tangled in some kind of meshing.” The dog swivelled his head toward Jack and let out a pitiful howl.

      Trina laughed. “Sounds like a great big softy to me.” She knelt down in the snow and pushed aside more branches.

      The dog wiggled and turned until he was able to face Jack. Three of his legs were caught up in the mesh, which looked like a volleyball or badminton net.

      Jack swiped some of the curls out of the face and the dog gave a little woof of pleasure. Then he heaved a sigh and leaned forward until his head rested on Jack’s shoulder, nearly knocking him onto his ass.

      Once he shifted his balance, Jack ran his hands over the parts of the dog he could reach, looking for obvious injuries.

      “If you can keep him still like that, I should be able to untangle this mess. He seems to like you.”

      As if in response to Trina’s words, the big tongue slurped over his face.

      It didn’t take more than a couple of minutes before Trina released all the mesh. “I think you’re free, boy. Let’s get you out of the bush.”

      Jack stood and stepped back. The dog sighed again, but followed him out of the mess.

      Trina stood and held the netting. She rolled it up into a ball. “Not leaving this out here for another animal to get stuck.”

      Jack nodded, and they turned their attention to the dog, who was sitting up and looking between them.

      “He’s a bit of a mess, poor thing. I wonder how long he’s been on his own.”

      The dog had to weigh seventy pounds, but under Jack’s hands, he’d felt the ribs. The beast was hungry and not fending well for himself in the wild.

      Matted curls of grey, black, and white clung to his body. Unless you shoved the fur away, you couldn’t even see his eyes.

      Massive paws, floppy ears, and a tail that didn’t stop wagging completed the image of a very lost, very friendly dog.

      “Now what?” Trina asked.

      Good question. He hadn’t planned to go into town today, but he couldn’t ask Trina to take the dog in.

      “Bloo Moose has to have a vet. I’ll take him in and get him checked out. The vet should know if anyone is missing this guy.” Jack pulled out his phone to search, but his phone wasn’t in his pocket. He patted the other pockets, but he always put the phone in the same one. Always.

      “I must have dropped my phone.” He squatted down and looked under the bush, but couldn’t spot it.

      Trina looked as well. “Maybe you dropped it on the way in. We’ll follow the same path on the way out.”

      They looked at the forest floor, covered in snow, trees, bushes. Not going to be an easy find.

      “Do you have a phone on you? Maybe if you call it, we’ll hear it.”

      Trina nodded, pulled hers out, and Jack gave her his number.

      They waited and listened to the dog pant. His ring tone sounded so close, he patted his pockets again. Still no phone.

      When he squatted down, he couldn’t see it. He moved to a different spot, and the dog followed him.

      Trina laughed. “There it is. Your new friend had it underneath him.” She ruffled his fur, and the dog leaned into her. She didn’t seem to mind the fact that the dog didn’t look like he’d seen a bath since summer.

      Just as she hadn’t hesitated before getting herself soaking wet crawling in the snow under the bush to free the animal.

      She wasn’t anything like Sophie.

      Not that he was considering dating her. She was an employee. Off limits, no matter how attractive she was.

      Or how attracted he was. And he was, damn it.

      Jack checked the phone and found information on the vet. He had a couple of hours before she closed.

      They headed back to the vehicles. The dog trotted happily along beside them. At some point, he’d been well trained. His family would be glad to have him back.

      Jack quickly locked up the cabin and opened his truck. He grabbed a blanket he kept in the back and gave the dog a quick rubdown. It wouldn’t eliminate the dirt, but it would help him warm up a bit.

      Then he lay the blanket on the floor behind the front seats. The dog leapt up without any hesitation, then turned and grinned at them, making them laugh.

      “He’s going to make your truck all dirty.”

      Jack shrugged. “He’ll be fine.” He turned back to Trina. “I’ll see you Monday morning then? Does nine work for you?”

      Trina nodded. “It does.” She reached in and patted the dog. “Be a good boy.” She smiled at Jack. “See you then.”

      For the first time in a long, long time, Jack wished the weekend would hurry up and be done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            #swindling

          

        

      

    

    
      Trina took a moment to look up her new address and plugged it into her GPS. She ended up following Jack’s truck along a few roads before he turned.

      He honked and sent a wave out of his truck. She could see the dog’s ears bouncing in the back.

      Cute.

      The dog. She meant the dog.

      Laughing at herself, she shook her head. She totally meant the man, too.

      This wasn’t her real life, this was a break from her real life.

      She’d never had a vacation fling.

      Was it time to think about it?

      Not a good plan for so many reasons. The man was her boss. She was hiding from a stalker and the media. She needed time and space to write her next album. And she needed to make serious decisions about the direction she wanted her career to take.

      Thanks to a career that had started as a pity-party video wearing her grandmother’s clothing while singing her favourite Russian and English songs, not too many people recognized Trina as Ekaterina, famous pop star.

      Just the way she liked it.

      The wigs and costumes had trademarked her, which in many ways was a good thing. Her fans expected her to be eclectic. They weren’t surprised by new musical styles. They wanted outrageous and fun.

      After a decade, Trina enjoyed the anonymity but was tired of the charades and the games. Was she ready to let Trina take over the stage and let Ekaterina fade away?

      She didn’t need to decide right away, but it was going to influence the songs she wrote. And her happiness.

      Very few people knew Trina. Chloe and her family, of course, had been there from before the viral video. Maybe a handful more.

      Ekaterina was fun. She’d made a ton of money over the years, enough to support herself and Chloe’s family as well. One of her favourite days had been surprising them with a home on a twenty-acre plot of land in upstate New York. The land abutted her own property, house, and recording studio. She loved having her family right beside her.

      The land was far enough from where they’d all grown up together in Brooklyn to feel like a vacation, but not so far they couldn’t visit or feel like they’d abandoned their home.

      Trina had sold her own parents’ store and apartment, knowing she could never face either again. But she’d bought the Washingtons’ place outright. Her pseudo-family split their time happily between the two properties.

      They’d been there for her during the worst of the worst.

      Now, Chloe was her manager and the three Washingtons took care of her schedules and tours and security. They made a great team.

      When Trina turned onto Boardwalk Avenue, the town of Bloo Moose opened up in front of her and it was amazing.

      The town’s name had attracted her when she’d first searched for a place to hide online. The pictures of the town had sealed the deal.

      Stretching for a couple of miles along Bloo Moose Lake, the town mostly ran only a couple of blocks deep. Surrounded by forest and bluffs, the area attracted people who liked to fish, camp, hunt, and generally play in the lake.

      The town filled with tourists in the spring, summer and even winter for the outdoor sports and then again in fall, when the trees decorated the entire area in reds, oranges, and gold.

      Even now, in early January, it was pretty. Snow covered everything and many of the trees were bare, but it held its own kind of charm.

      The lake was covered in ice, and the boardwalk followed the entire length of the town. Some piers stretched along into the lake, ending in small circles. For fishing?

      On the opposite side of the street from the boardwalk, colourful shops marched along the length of the town.

      Like Brooklyn, the shops shared walls and appeared to have living spaces above most of them. Unlike Brooklyn, these buildings were only two stories high. Awnings and small balconies provided cover for the sidewalk.

      Best of all were the moose statues. She’d seen the pictures online, but in real life they were spectacular.

      She spotted one moose wearing a painter’s cap and overalls, holding a paint roller in its mouth. Another wearing a life jacket. One wearing a fur hat with a couple of fishing poles leaning against him.

      Even Elvis.

      Ekaterina would fit right in with all her wigs and costumes and general silliness. Trina figured she could hide in plain sight and fit right in at the same time. Her kind of place.

      When she was more than halfway through the town, she passed The Lucky, the coffee shop her landlord owned, and had told her to look out for.

      Trina took the next left and found a parking lot in the back, exactly as she’d been told.

      It took only a few minutes to walk back to the coffee shop, and the aromas nearly had her whimpering.

      Breakfast back in New York had been hours ago.

      Food first, introduce herself second.

      By the time the line moved and she arrived at the counter, Trina wanted every last thing on the menu.

      “I recognize that look.” The laughing voice had Trina pulling her eyes away from the display of baked goods. The owner of the voice stood just over five feet tall and every inch of her exuded happy-to-feed-you grandmother.

      “What look?”

      “The hungry one that wants to sample everything.”

      Trina laughed. “Nailed it in one. Any suggestions?”

      “Any allergies or things you think you hate?”

      “No allergies, but I’m not a fan of nuts.”

      “That sounds like a challenge for another day. Are you meeting Jaz here about the apartment? You’re Trina?”

      Trina felt her eyebrows reach her hair line. “I am. How did you know?” Maybe being incognito in this town would be more difficult than she thought.

      Behind her glasses, the woman’s blue eyes sparkled. “I make it my business to know as much as I can find out. Bloo Moose couldn’t run without me.”

      Trina didn’t doubt it.

      “Now, you have a seat and I’ll bring you something. I’m assuming coffee over tea?”

      Trina nodded, bemused, and pulled out her wallet.

      The woman waved it away. “Your first meal in town is on the house. I’m Megs, by the way. Megs Carter. You have a seat and I’ll let Jaz know you’re here.”

      When Megs greeted the next person in line, Trina had no choice but to move to the side. After a few moments, she turned to find a seat. Several tables held customers, but there were a few empty tables.

      Trina made her way to a booth on the side wall where she could watch the street and the lake. As she passed, everyone made eye contact and smiled or said hello.

      Small town hospitality in action all the way around.

      “You must be Trina Volkova.”

      Trina looked up into the eyes of a man who could model anything. Anywhere. Everywhere.

      Wow. His dark features showed more than a hint of Native American blood, and his rangy body looked ready for anything. Magazine worthy.

      But her body didn’t zing and her heart didn’t patter the way they had for the man who was going to be her boss. The man who at the very moment was taking care of a filthy stray dog in a gleaming clean truck.

      “I am.”

      The man set down the tray he was carrying, shook her hand, and slid into the other side of the booth. “I’m Jaz LaChance. Nice to meet you. Welcome to Bloo Moose.”

      He pushed the tray to her side of the table. “I see Megs has decided you’re a chocolate fan.”

      Trina laughed. The tray held a travel mug of coffee that smelled like heaven and a slice of banana bread filled with mini chocolate chips, along with a brownie. “She did, and she’s right.” Trina sent a wave in Megs’ direction. “I get the feeling that she’s often right.”

      Jaz laughed. “Definitely. Don’t tell her, but I haven’t seen her be wrong yet. Not about anything.”

      While Trina nibbled at her food, Jaz told her about the town and the area. Gave her hints on where to get groceries and how to meet people.

      “You’ve rented the apartment for six months, but I won’t lease it out after that without talking with you first. Bloo Moose tends to grow on people.”

      Trina could see why, but she had no intention of moving her bases out of LA and New York.

      When they stood so Jaz could show her the space she’d leased, he took the tray and told her to keep the travel mug. “We try to avoid the disposable cups as much as possible. Started charging locals five dollars for them. We prefer people to bring in something that isn’t going to clog our landfill.”

      Nice. Small-town conscience in action as well.

      The apartment ended up being above the store next door to The Lucky. Trina followed Jaz through the kitchen and climbed an outdoor stairwell.

      “There’s another entrance through the back of the store below. It’s a toy store, Play Time. You have a deadbolt on your door at the top of the stairs. You and I are the only ones with the key to it. It leads to a hallway and straight outside in case of emergency. The door to the toy store has its own entrance to the same hallway with another deadbolt for security. Different key. If you want to add a chain lock, let me know.”

      He grinned, and she decided he could model for toothpaste as well. “Being from New York, you might want the extra safety net, but this is Vermont and while we have our share of crazy, it’s not on the same level as a big city. We’re a safe town.”

      Trina was glad to have the option, though. She didn’t want to tell him she was in hiding, he might rescind the apartment, but a bit of guilt niggled at her. Was she putting anyone in town in danger by being here?

      Not a good thought. Maybe she was being selfish. At the first sign that Jerk Face had found her, she’d find a new place.

      She quickly dismissed the thought of informing the local police about the threats. The police hadn’t believed her a decade ago or anytime since. There was no reason to expect anyone here would be any different.

      Shoving away the memories, she focused on the space. And laughed. “This is so much bigger than the apartment I grew up in.” For about a tenth of the price.

      “One of the benefits of small town living. You’ve even got your own laundry and a full size tub.”

      Trina couldn’t stop the gasp, and Jaz laughed. “I know. I lived in New York for a while as well.” A shadow crossed his eyes, but he blinked and it passed. He gave her a quick tour.

      The place came furnished, and the bedroom sported a queen-sized bed, nightstands, and a dresser. The bathroom was large and newly renovated.

      There was also a large open space with a living room, a dining space with seating for six, and a kitchen big enough to make Lonnie Washington smile. The place was amazing.

      “It’s perfect. Thank you so much.”

      They’d already signed everything and set up direct payments, so Jaz gave her keys and left her alone.

      Alone.

      The way she’d spent most of the past decade, even when surrounded by people.
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        * * *

      

      Jack opened the back door of his truck and the clean, fluffy dog jumped out the back, with Jack’s wallet in his mouth.

      “Hey, give that here you swindler.”

      The dog gave up his bounty easily enough, just as he had the pen, the appointment book, and the scrub brush he’d swiped at the vet’s.

      The beast looked like Jim Henson had created him. On a day that hadn’t included any coffee or inspiration. The vet said he was a mixed breed. Poodle for sure. Probably golden lab. With a touch of Yeti or that blue guy from that Monsters Inc. movie thrown in to make it fun.

      Jack had always thought of poodles as small and yappy. This guy was neither. Looked like he could scarf down one for lunch if he wasn’t so friendly.

      Unsure of how his afternoon had gone so sideways, Jack attached the leash to the dog’s new harness. The dog waited while Jack grabbed the items he’d bought at the pet store while waiting for the vet and her assistant to scrub up and check out the mutt.

      Apparently, he was now the proud foster-dad for the underweight but oversized thief.

      Jack juggled the bags and the leash and pulled out his keys. The cabin he was living in was at the far end of the property from the Sugar Shack, although the two were connected by a meandering path through the maples.

      This cabin was in better shape than the Sugar Shack. Not updated or fancy, but after the past weekend, clean and organized.

      Jack sent the dog a look. “I have a feeling that organization is going to take a hit with you. You better be house trained.”

      Jack led the way into the main room and through to the kitchen. Less damage the dog could do in there.

      He was tired of calling him the dog. “I guess you’re going to need a name, aren’t you? At least until they find your family.”

      Jenna Wilkes, the vet, had told him there wasn’t an animal shelter in Bloo Moose, but that most people were willing to foster animals in need.

      And then she’d smiled softly at him until he caved and volunteered.

      Jack unclipped the dog and hung the leash on the coat hooks by the back door. “So, what’s it going to be? Dog? Mutt? Rover? Sasquatch?”

      Jack turned again to find the dog wasn’t behind him or in the kitchen at all.

      “Hey, where’d you go, boy? All the stuff I spent a fortune on is in here.” A fortune that should have been put into the business, but he couldn’t resist those big eyes, especially after Jenna had trimmed his hair enough for him to see.

      He’d faced down murderers, rapists, kidnappers, and other scum of the earth in the courtroom. He had a reputation for not being a sap and not putting up with bullshit and fake sob stories.

      But this dog had tilted his head, whimpered, and Jack had caved.

      When Jack walked into the bedroom, the dog immediately woofed and turned to plop his butt on the floor.

      “What are you hiding this time, bud?”

      The dog did the head tilt, lasered those eyes in his direction. “Not working this time.” Jack knelt down and held out a hand. “Shake a paw?”

      Sure enough, the dog lifted his paw to shake. And to reveal Jack’s notebook under his paw.

      “You’re a real swindler, aren’t you? You’ll take anything that isn’t locked down.”

      Jack secured the notebook and put it on the dresser rather than the nightstand. His business plan was also on the computer, but sometimes Jack preferred to work with pen and paper, especially when he was brainstorming.

      “Well, Swindler fits, doesn’t it? What do you think, Swindler?”

      The dog yipped a bark and thumped his tail on the floor.

      “Okay, Swindler it is.”

      Jack put away and organized the dog paraphernalia, then set out another small meal for him. The vet didn’t want the dog’s stomach overwhelmed. Swindler was severely underweight and partially dehydrated, so he’d be eating and drinking a lot.

      Swindler accepted the harness and leash with no problem and he also responded easily to Jack’s directions. Someone had trained him well.

      “We’ll find your family. Don’t worry.”

      The evening and night proved a few things. Swindler was house trained, obeyed almost all commands, snored like a freight train, and his name was fitting.

      Remote controls, magazines, tools, shoes. He took great joy in taking things and hiding them. Except for the dog toys Jack had bought. Those he didn’t have a lot of time for.

      In the end, Jack decided against the leash, but brought it with him just in case.

      He wanted to walk the trails and check out the land again. Today’s job was to inventory the targeted trees and check out the previous setup.

      This was a small operation, so it wasn’t equipped with the more modern setup. Not yet.

      His plan was to take this year as an evaluation year. He had enough savings to get him through that far. One good thing about being a lawyer was the paycheck.

      And the lack of time to spend any of that pay check on anything.

      His overall plan was to update and modernize the place over the next five years. He’d done market-share analysis as part of his research and he knew a slow and steady pace was best for this product.

      He’d figure out his niche and then expand it.

      As long as this first year panned out. And it had to work. He didn’t have the heart left to return to law.

      The Collins case had taken it out of him. White supremacist assholes tended to do that. Especially ones who’d murdered their daughters and had no use for a mixed-race
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