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      Sometimes, the truth can be a real killer…

      

      When Lily Mason and her human boyfriend Parker Knowles help a friend rescue two abused pitties, they’re determined to find out who abandoned the dogs in a deserted house. But the decrepit home has other secrets, too, such as the dead body in the basement.

      

      For once, Lily hasn’t stumbled upon a corpse, but Parker’s buddy has—and he’s arrested for murder. With the help of their friends, human and non-human alike, Lily and Parker are determined to find out what really happened. Even if it means putting their own lives in danger.
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      “Put your coat on,” I said, holding out Smooshie’s cold-weather gear. My seventy-five-pound pit bull cocked her big head sideways, her tongue lolling out the side as if to say, “Huh?”

      She was totally messing with me.

      “Do you want to go outside?”

      Excited, she hopped up on two feet. Her yip of joy was so high-pitched it sounded like a scream.

      I shook my head and held out the vest. “As soon as you get on your coat.”

      She bounced back and forth, then circled my legs before shoving her nose into the neck hole. I clipped the strap under her tummy while she tucked her head between my knees and nearly knocked me off balance.

      I laughed and opened the door. Smooshie bolted out into the yard, diving headfirst into the pillowy snow. She snapped her jaws, biting at the giant flakes falling down all around her.

      I heard Parker approach from the hall, his warm arms slipping around me. He was five-feet eleven-inches tall, a good ten inches taller than me. Being embraced by him was like being in a warm cocoon.

      Winter break at the college had begun the first week of December, just in time for our first snow. I enjoyed taking classes, but I was glad to get to spend a little extra time at the shelter these next few weeks, and extra time, of course, with Parker.

      He dipped down and kissed the top of my ear. “Good morning, Lily.” He looked around. “Wow. It really snowed last night.”

      “Ten inches, and it’s still coming down,” I said, sighing as he pushed my thick cinnamon-colored hair to the side and nuzzled my neck. “Be careful when you drive to the shelter.”

      “Jackson said he’d take his snowplow and scrape the drive,” he told me.

      “That’s great.” Jackson Drake was a contractor who had started volunteering at the shelter in July. He also happened to have a snowplow, which was super handy. I rubbed my cheek against Parker’s stubbly chin as I watched Smooshie make doggy angels with abandon. “You can always take a snow day.”

      “Dogs and volunteers wait for one man,” he countered. “Me.” His blue eyes lit up with mischief. “Besides, as much as I’d like nothing more than to spend the day cozied up to the fire with you, I have to check the generators. We might need them if this weather keeps up.”

      We had twelve rescue pits at the new shelter and another fifteen in foster homes. “Leave Elvis with me if you want.”

      As if hearing his name conjured him, Parker’s service dog, a blue-gray Great Dane-pit bull mix named Elvis, leaned into Parker’s thigh. Parker petted his faithful boy on the head. “Go on,” he said.

      Elvis, who wasn’t easily excitable, gave a low woof before loping out to join his sister in the snow. I smiled as Parker held me tighter.

      Parker chuckled. “It’s nice how Elvis is finally warming up to Smooshie.”

      “Two peas in a pod,” I agreed.

      “Just like us.”

      His warm breath danced along my skin, raising the tiny hairs on my neck, my skin shivering with delight. “Keep that up, and you’ll definitely be late getting to the shelter this morning.”

      He kissed the nape of my neck. “I’m okay with being a little late.”

      I giggled. “Just a little, huh?”

      His cellphone rang from the kitchen.

      I groaned. “It’s too early for good news.”

      Parker reluctantly let me go. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Promises, promises.” I wrapped my arms around myself. I am a werecougar, and because of my species, I tolerated the cold better than humans. But it was twenty degrees outside, and the chill was seeping into my bones. I hollered at the dogs. “You both about done?”

      Smooshie started zooming back and forth while Elvis trotted to a maple tree in our front yard, hiked his leg, and let it flow. After, he headed past me into the house. Smooshie, however, took one last opportunity to roll around in the frigid fluff.

      “Okay, craze-oh,” I chided. “That’s why you have to wear a jacket.” She barreled toward me, huffing and puffing and coughing on the freezing air. “All right. Get inside.”

      I closed the door behind us and took off her vest. Following her to the kitchen, I watched her go for her empty bowl.

      Parker stood by the sink, the phone trapped between his shoulder and ear, while he wrote on a yellow pad we kept on the counter. His brow was furrowed. “Got it. I’ll be there as soon as I can. It might be this afternoon.” He paused, listening to the caller. “No problem, man. I know you’d do it for me.” He ended the call and put his phone down with a heavy sigh.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “A friend of mine needs help.”

      “A good friend?”

      Parker rubbed his face. “Yep.” He looked worried.

      “Is this a bring the shovel and black trash bags kind of thing?”

      He cracked a smile. “It’s a rescue, Lils. Two pitties in an abandoned house.”

      “Sounds dangerous.”

      “Maybe. But I still have to go.”

      I walked to the counter and took my phone off the charger.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m going with you,” I told him as I dialed Greer. Greer Knowles, Parker’s father, didn’t mind watching Smooshie or Elvis when we couldn’t take them with us. “Just let me arrange for a babysitter.”

      Parker didn’t argue with me. Instead, he picked up his own phone, touched a contact, and put it to his ear.

      “Hi, Theresa,” he said. “Can you come into the shelter today? I have a rescue.”

      I heard her say yes before Greer picked up. “What’s up?” Greer asked. There was a slight gravel to his tone that reminded me of a growling bear.

      It made me smile. “Hey, Greer. How do you feel about grandpuppy duty today?”
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      Even though it was only ten miles south on Rural Route 3, I’d never been to or through Blaston, Missouri. I rarely went anywhere outside of Moonrise unless it was Cape Girardeau. The small town—if you could call it that—boasted a total population of fifty-four, and it had a gas station and a church. We passed a discount liquor store several hundred yards from the town sign.

      “This place doesn’t have a post office, but it has a liquor store,” I pointed out.

      Parker tightly gripped the wheel. “Technically, the liquor store is outside of the town’s limits.” His face was pinched with stress as he turned left on a gravel road past the Church of the Cross. Parker’s tires slid on an ice patch before grabbing the rocky surface.

      “I should’ve put on the chains,” he said absently as he dropped the truck into a lower gear.

      “At least we put the topper on the bed last week. I’d hate to think about the freezing wind whipping through the kennels when we take the dogs back to Moonrise.”

      Parker nodded. Teresa Simmons, Parker’s long-time employee and our friend, had donated a lot of the inheritance from her husband’s death to the pit bull rescue. The topper and the truck kennels had been one of the first purchases. This was the first time we’d gotten a chance to use them.

      “The rescue is at capacity. Do you have any fosters in mind?”

      Parker sighed. The lines on his forehead deepened. “All our foster families are full up,” he admitted.

      I put my hand on his thigh. “Let’s get them now and worry about the where later.”

      He lifted my hand from his leg and brought it to his lips. He kissed my knuckles. “I love you.”

      “Love you more.”

      He chuckled that low and sexy tone that made my heart skip a few beats. “That’s not even possible.”

      “Hah,” I told him. “Don’t be too sure about that.”

      We drove past a couple of houses and a few trailers, vehicles, and driveways covered in snow until he pointed at a blue truck parked outside a rundown house. Parker’s buddy Darren Larson waited in his own truck in front of the shabby ranch-style home. Its white paint flaked enough to reveal the gray undertone of steel siding, a green shutter dangled from a single hinge on what I assumed was the living room window. Winter-deadened vines twisted around the front door. The thick snow made footprints leading back and forth from the front door to Darren’s vehicle obvious. He got out as we pulled in and parked.

      On the fifteen-minute drive to Blaston, Parker told me that both he and Darren had been part of the program that matched trained rescue dogs with veterans suffering from PTSD. That’s how Parker ended up with Elvis, and it was also the inspiration for starting the pit bull rescue in Moonrise. Apparently, Parker had motivated Darren to start his own animal rescue. I was both nervous and excited to meet someone new from Parker’s past.

      Darren, a large man, husky in build, wore a ball cap down over his forehead, and he had on thermal coveralls. He stroked his full beard, straggly and ungroomed, as he walked to us. He extended his hand to Parker, and the two men shook before leaning in for a quick shoulder-to-shoulder tap, or what I liked to call a bro-hug.

      “Damn, man. How long has it been?” Darren asked.

      Parker shook his head. “Too long.” Parker put his arm around me. “Darren, this is my girlfriend and partner, Lily Mason. Lily, this is Darren Larson. This guy got me through the training program.”

      “We helped each other,” Darren said. “It’s damn nice to meet you, Lily.”

      “Nice to meet you, too. Parker tells me you live down south in Centerville. Parker said your brother-in-law alerted you to the dogs. Does he live in Blaston?

      Darren nodded. “Yeah, the house is going up for auction this week, and Rowdy and his girlfriend were looking to put a bid on the place but wanted to check it out first. See if it had bones. That’s when they found the pit bulls. I know you have more experience with the breed. That’s why I called you, Parker.”

      My gut ached. “What kind of shape are they in?”

      Darren’s lips thinned. “I can’t rightly say. They won’t let me get close.” He pulled a small flashlight from his pocket. “It’s dark in the basement, but I could see they were tied together at the base of the stairs.”

      Parker clenched his hands. “I’d like to tie up whoever did it and leave them in a dark basement.”

      “You and me both, brother,” Darren agreed. “How do we want to approach this?”

      “Carefully,” Parker said. He retrieved a bowl of food, two muzzles, bolt cutters, a small bag that held protective gear, and two control poles. He handed me the items then he nodded to Darren. “Let’s get the carriers and put them close to the front door.”

      “One of the dogs is more aggressive than the other. Seems to be the protector,” Darren said.

      “Then that’s who we start with,” I said. I headed toward the front door with the gear.

      “Hey, don’t go—” Darren started.

      When I glanced back, I saw Parker had put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Lily knows how to be careful.”

      The door was unlocked, and as I entered, I immediately noted the scents of dust and mold. I followed the sound of alert barking coming from a narrow corridor that led to an open basement door. I set down all my stuff and flipped a switch on the wall outside the basement door, but no lights came on. I heard steps behind me.

      “The power doesn’t work,” Darren said. “The house was foreclosed back in March. Rowdy and his girl were thinking about flipping the house.”

      I grimaced. “In this town? How is that profitable?”

      Darren shrugged. “I don’t know. I love my wife, but her brother is a bit of a dumb ass.”

      I smiled. “Well, at least he was smart enough to call you and not try to take matters into his own hands.” Speaking of hands, I unzipped the gear bag and took out a pair of bite gloves.

      Darren’s eyes darted back toward the front door. “Maybe Parker should go down first and assess the situation.”

      I could understand why Darren would think Parker should take the lead since Darren didn’t know me, but he was wrong. I’d discovered during my three years at the pit bull rescue that there was something in my chemistry as a werecougar that had a calming effect on dogs. Parker said the calming extended to humans, but I didn’t think it worked on any humans particularly well. Except him. But he was my mate. His mind, his soul, his body, and his scent were tied to me, not just on an emotional level but also on a cellular level.

      “I’ll wait for Parker if it makes you more comfortable,” I offered. After all, it didn’t cost me anything but a few seconds. I wasn’t prideful. I grew up in a place where most folks saw me as somehow less than. I’d learned that there was no amount of getting mad about it that would get them to change their minds.

      The tension at the corners of Darren’s eyes eased. “Thanks. I don’t mean no disrespect. The aggressive dog down there is pretty big, and you’re just a slip. Hell, he might outweigh you.”

      I nodded as I adjusted the straps on my gloves and clipped the two muzzles to a carabiner on my coat. It was canvas on the outside and would help protect me against bites to the arms if the dogs became violent.

      “What’s the situation?” Parker asked as he rounded the corner.

      “Just waiting on you,” I replied.

      “Why?” His genuine confusion was almost comical.

      “I thought it would be better if you went first,” Darren chimed in.

      Parker chuckled. “Then you haven’t seen Lily work. She’s the best dog handler I’ve ever seen.”

      Darren gave me an assessing once over. He looked unconvinced.

      Parker squeezed my shoulder then glanced at Darren. “Let her work.”

      I turned my attention to the dogs as I took a few tentative steps down the stairs. The loud barks and growls were deafening. I could smell feces, urine, along with the sour smell of infection. One of the dogs had an injury.

      “Give Ryan a heads-up,” I said loud enough for Parker to hear me but not so loud as to scare the dogs more.

      “Already did,” Parker said, his voice even and calm. “I called him before we left the house.”

      “Doesn’t she need a flashlight?” Darren asked. He had said it quietly, and if I had been human, it would have been out of earshot.

      “She’s fine,” Parker told him.

      I smiled as I took seven more steps down, putting me three steps from the dogs. I didn’t want to blind the dogs with a flashlight. They were terrified enough. Their eyes would be adjusted to the dark, and with my supernatural vision, I’d see them just fine without the extra illumination.

      “Hello,” I said calmly. The larger one was a solid color and had a head that rivaled Elvis’s in size, and the smaller one was white with gray patches, and it was shaking with fear. “I’m not going to hurt you. You’re safe now.”

      Under the scent of dog waste and infection, there was a slight odor of matchsticks, stale beer, and cigarette smoke, along with a few other scents I couldn’t identify. Maybe the abandoned house had been used as a party place. Cautiously, I set the food down on the step just above the dogs. The larger protector growled but didn’t snap or lunge. So far, so good.

      I inched closer. The bigger dog began to whimper, scooting back while the little one tucked in from behind. There was a chain tethered around the lowest step and wrapped around their necks. Hot rage flared. The dog stopped whimpering and started growling again. Crap. I needed to stay relaxed if I had any hope of gaining their trust. I reined in my anger and gently tugged on the wild part of me, easing it to the surface.

      “It’s all right,” I whispered. “You’re safe. I promise.”

      “You doing okay?” Darren asked.

      “Fine,” I told him. The way the little one looked away when her gaze met mine reminded me of Elinor Dashwood in the final scene of Sense and Sensibility, the way she’d turned away from Edward Ferras when he told her his brother was the one who’d gotten married.

      The larger dog gave me a warning growl. I guess he didn’t like me staring at his girl. A hint of a smile played on my lips. “Don’t you worry, Edward. I wouldn’t harm your Elinor for any reason, and I’m going to make sure neither of you are harmed ever again.”

      I took his soft sigh as a good sign. I nudged the food bowl closer. Edward eyed it warily for a moment before deciding his hunger outweighed his suspicion. While his head was in the bowl, I gave him a light stroke above the ear, and when he didn’t stop eating, I gave him another. “Good boy,” I said softly. He was obviously used to people. Whoever had tied them to this stair was a piece of crap, but maybe before they’d wound up here, someone had shown them kindness.

      I unclipped one of the muzzles as I waited for Edward to finish off the last of the morsels. He leaned into my hand, and I gave him a harder scritch at the ear, my heart exploding in my chest with a surge of protectiveness for the big fella. “I’m going to put this muzzle on you,” I told him, “but it won’t have to stay on long.”

      I knew he couldn’t understand what I was saying, but the softening around his eyes let me know he wasn’t going to fight me. I slipped it on with ease and looped it around the back of his head. He rested his chin on the step and waited.

      Goddess, so much trust! I wanted to hug him, but I had to take care of Elinor. I added some more food in the bowl and moved it to where she could reach.

      She took right to it, gobbling it down until there was nothing left but licking the bowl. Her hunger made me want to hunt someone down and chain them up for a few days without food.

      “Okay, sweet girl,” I told her, unclipping the other muzzle. “It’s your turn.”

      Her tongue lolled to the side, reminding me of Smooshie. She jerked her head back when I put the muzzle to her nose, but the chain around her neck kept her from getting far. She yelped as she met the end of her tether. Edward started to whine again.

      “Should we come down?” Parker asked.

      “Not yet,” I said. I cupped Elinor’s big head, and I allowed my cougar to come forward even more, my hands and arms sprouting fur. “You can trust me, girl. I promise.” I cupped her big head between my palms. Her whole body trembled, but she wasn’t trying to get away anymore. She didn’t try to stop me this time as I slid the muzzle onto her face. “Such a good, good girl.” I gave her a gentle pat.

      She licked me through the muzzle, and once again, I felt the fierce urge to protect. “Let’s get you lovebirds out of here.” I withdrew my cougar until I was completely human-looking again and hollered up the steps. “You can bring down the bolt cutters now. They’re both muzzled.”

      “Damn,” I heard Darren say to Parker. “She’s good.”

      Parker chuckled. “The best.”

      It took a few minutes to get the chains cut. Parker and Darren had carried the dogs up the stairs and to the truck. Neither of the pits tried to fight it. I think both dogs were too exhausted to struggle. I could tell by their wary looks, though, that Edward wasn’t happy about being separated into his own kennel. Neither was Elinor. But it would make the drive safer for both of them.

      “Thanks for your help, Parker,” said Darren. “You, too, Lily.”

      “I’m glad you called,” said Parker. “A little TLC and these two will be right as rain.”

      The little one huddled into the corner, favoring her left leg. “We better get them to Ryan,” I said. “I’m worried about Elinor.” I half-smiled at the red-nosed boy who was staring at his friend. “I think Edward is worried about her as well.”

      “They do seem bonded.” Parker squeezed my shoulder. “Elinor and Edward, huh?”

      “I’m shooting for a happy ending,” I told him.

      “We’ll make sure of it.”

      Darren chuckled. “You two be sure and invite me to the wedding.”

      My eyes widened. Parker shook his head. “We are happily cohabitating.”

      I nodded emphatically. “Super happy.”

      Parker and I had discussed the idea of marriage a few times. We were mates. My witch-shifter ancestry made that a certainty. That was stronger than any legal contract.

      “All right.” Darren put his hand up in front of him. “I get it. I’m just glad to see Parker’s found someone. If your half as good with people as you are with dogs, then my friend is a lucky man.”

      My cheeks warmed. “Thanks. Welp, we better get on the road. It was nice meeting you.”

      “Right back at you, Lily,” Darren said.

      “You all should come by for dinner. Mia would love to meet you and Lily.”

      Parker’s brow furrowed. “Tonight?”

      “No,” Darren said. “Mia has the night shift at the hotel where she works tonight. Besides, I’ll be doing a little recon.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing dangerous,” he assured Parker. “Just going to set up some motion cameras to see if I can catch whoever put those poor pitties in the basement.”

      “Don’t go confronting them on your own,” Parker said.

      “I won’t.” He raised three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

      Parker laughed. “That would be great if you were ever a Scout.”

      “I promise I won’t put myself in harm’s way.” Darren shrugged. But I hope I can catch them assholes doing something that I can give to the police.”

      Parker nodded. “Okay.”

      “Call us,” I said. “For dinner, I mean. We’ll set up a night.”

      He smiled. “Sounds like a plan.”

      Parker and I got in the truck. He glanced at me. “Let’s go get our lovers their happily ever after.”

      I scootched across the seat and rested my head on his shoulder. He kissed my forehead.

      Since my friend Nadine had gotten pregnant, she’d made me watch every Jane Austin movie, and with Christmas right around the corner, she’d also introduced me to Lifetime Movie romance binges. I’d tolerated them at first for her sake, but I had to admit, I’d grown pretty fond of easy resolutions.

      I sighed contentedly. “I do love a happy ending.”
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