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  Dedication


Stalked by Death is dedicated to white trucks and to farm dogs and barn cats.  






  
  Previously. . .


RILEY
My name is Riley Malloy. I’m a vet tech, and I understand animals, which must be why people call me a “dog whisperer.” Toby is my five-year-old black and brown German Shepherd-Labrador Retriever mix. He was abandoned at the veterinarian clinic where I worked. After the clinic closed, Toby and I moved to Barton, a small Georgia town where I spent my summers as a young girl with my Grandma. I found a new job at a fantastic animal hospital with wonderful people.  
Ben Carter is a lanky deputy with greenish hazel eyes and the love of my life. Not only is he a stellar law enforcement officer, but Ben has extensive knowledge about caring for animals from the summers he worked with his uncle, a veterinarian, but more about that later.
After the finance manager of the local distribution company suddenly disappeared, a friend gave me a copy of the manager’s partially completed Western novel. The novel featured a main character who discovered evidence of fraud. When I read the story, I understood how the storyline matched the circumstances at the local company. 
The mastermind of the fraud at the distribution center was a cold-blooded criminal who realized I could expose him and tried to kill me on three separate occasions; fortunately, he was unsuccessful.
BEN
Riley is brilliant, has a remarkable talent for communicating with animals, has fiery red hair, and is the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen. Still, I’ll never adjust to her being the target of murderers. 
Both of us applied and were accepted by the University of Georgia veterinary program. Still, I realized that wasn’t where my heart was, so I applied to the Georgia Bureau of Investigation and was accepted. The GBI training center isn’t that far from UGA; Riley will become a veterinarian, and I’ll be a GBI field agent.
Riley let me save the best for last: we were married in Barton and had two wedding receptions: one in Barton with our friends and a second one at my folks’ house with family. Some people might say we rushed into marriage too quickly, but I doubt they’d say it in front of Riley. 






  
  Chapter One


“What do you think Mom and Dad will say when we tell them I’m not going to veterinary school after all?” Riley asked as Ben drove to his parents’ home.  
“I have a more important question. Do you think your crime-fighting days are over?” Ben peered at her over his sunglasses.
“Absolutely. I’m a vet tech, so what would I be? A bounty hunter? No, that’s not right. A hapless victim?” Riley giggled.
Ben chuckled. “My damsel in distress, but don’t tell Mom because she’ll find you a long, flowing princess gown for you to wear in your castle tower, which Dad will build you in the barn loft.”
Riley laughed, then feigned a growl, “You changed the subject.”
“Pretty slick of me, wasn’t it? They love you, Riley; they’ll be briefly disappointed because they know what a successful veterinarian you would have been, but they want what’s best for you, and so do I.” Ben smiled as he glanced at Riley. “You already knew that.”
“I did intellectually, but I like hearing it.”
When Riley’s phone rang, she raised her eyebrows. “It’s our real estate agent, Helen.”
After Riley answered, Helen said, “Let me know if this is a bad time to chat. I have a few interesting tidbits for you.”
“Now is fine; Ben and I are on the way to his folks’ house.”
“Ben asked me to find you all a place that was close to Macon; I’m not having much luck because everything is so expensive, but that’s not my interesting news. One of your mother’s old friends called me. She wanted to know whether we had heard anything from your mother or your Aunt Millie. I don’t remember her, and I don’t even think she told me her name, but I thought that was curious coming out of the blue like that. She said she had some of your mother’s jewelry and wanted to send it to Millie if I had her address or yours since she can’t seem to find your mother.”
Riley snorted. It’s not likely that I’ll ever see Mother again. She left Dad and me years ago. 
“I don’t remember any of Mother’s friends; it’s been a long time since I’ve seen or heard from her.”
“That was what I thought, but this friend was adamant that she had to get in touch with you, your mother, or Millie. I told her to send the jewelry to me, and I’d make sure you got it.”
Riley frowned. I’m not interested in anything that belongs to Mother. 
“Thank you,” Riley said. 
Helen chuckled. “That’s not what your mother’s friend said. She told me she knew other people that would be nice enough to help her out, then she hung up on me. I thought my offer was perfectly reasonable. She didn’t even give me a chance to explain that Millie travels and you’re in the process of moving to Macon. Tell Ben I’ll keep looking.” 
After Riley hung up, Ben asked, “What did Helen have to say?”
“Not much; I think she just wanted to check up on us.”
“She hovers almost as much as Mom does.” Ben smiled. 
Riley returned his smile. “Grandma used to worry about me, too.”
Ben exhaled. “Babe, I might not have realized how completely you were burned out by the four solid years of college coursework you did while you were working before we met, but it was brutal to watch you suffer through that first class and then slug it out with the second class to get your prerequisites for the veterinary college behind you. The material wasn’t hard for you, but you were miserable every minute you worked on an online project or tackled the next section of assigned reading. When you told me you couldn’t continue after you completed your second class this week, I was relieved because you’ve been so down and not yourself all summer.” 
“I had hoped it didn’t show.”
Ben grinned. “You saved me from playing my husband card and demanding that you withdraw from the veterinary college.”
Riley giggled. “I can only imagine what your version of demanding I do anything would be; I’m so sorry I missed it.” 
Riley leaned back and gazed out the window at the passing fields of corn. “The corn’s already tasseled here.”
“The rain we’ve had this past week helped.” Ben smiled. “Isn’t it nice to have a normal conversation without anyone shooting at you?”
When they turned at the Carters’ driveway, Toby woke and panted in excitement as Ben parked close to the house. 
While the Labrador retriever puppies, Duffy and Finn, scrambled to the truck, Ben opened the door for Toby. Then, Toby and the puppies raced to the field behind the house and back as Riley climbed out of the truck. After Ben lifted out the duffel bag with their clothes, they all headed to the house with Toby in the lead. 
Jake met them at the back door with a scowl and his arms crossed. 
“Your mom is thrilled you’re coming to visit for the weekend. What’s wrong?” 
Riley’s eyes widened when Ben laughed. “Riley, he’s fishing for a confession. You first.”
“Your son just threw me under the bus again,” Riley growled as she pushed her way past Ben into the house. 
“I noticed she still didn’t answer my question,” Jake said as he followed Ben inside.
“She’s good,” Ben said.
Riley put her nose in the air as the two tall men strode past her, then she rushed to hug Melissa, who was a few inches taller than she was but curvy like Riley. Melissa’s halo of curly gray hair in her short, dark brown hair sparkled when she was in the sunlight.
“Are they badgering you, honey?” Melissa asked. 
“Don’t answer until I get back,” Ben called out as he carried their duffel bag upstairs. “If you hold out, you’ll be bribed with cookies.”
“I thought we could have a lovely chat after dinner with wine, beer, snacks, and cookies in front of a roaring fire in the fireplace,” Riley said.
“Roaring fire? It’s the middle of July; are you suffering from heatstroke? I’ll get you a cool cloth to put on your forehead,” Melissa said. 
“I think I went a little overboard,” Riley said. 
Melissa snorted. “You can have wine or beer and snacks in this overheated kitchen, and we’ll have that little chat; you can have cookies as soon as you tell me what’s going on.”
Ben raced down the stairs and joined them. “Did I miss anything?” 
“Mom’s holding out on the cookies,” Riley said.
Jake opened two beers and handed one to Ben before he poured two glasses of wine for Melissa and Riley, then pulled out their snack from the refrigerator. He set a platter of cheese, crackers, and smoked venison summer sausage on the table along with a jar of hot mustard and a spoon. “Your mom isn’t all that into intrigue; have you noticed?” 
Melissa gave everyone a small plate and a napkin before returning to the stove and stirring the simmering chili pot. “I’m listening.”
Riley tasted a tiny nibble of summer sausage and then created a sandwich by putting it between two squares of cheese before she sipped her wine. 
“I finished my last online class and realized I can’t continue.”
“Riley spent the past four years studying for her bachelor’s degree while working full-time before she moved to Barton,” Ben added.
Melissa joined them at the table and peered at Riley. “You’re totally burned out as far as any more classes are concerned, aren’t you?”  
Tears slipped down Riley’s cheeks. “I really am, but it’s more than that; I don’t want to run a business by myself or be less mobile as far as going where Ben goes, but Doc Julie Rae, Ms. Lindsey, and their friends went to great lengths for me to take away any obstacles when Ben and I were going to attend together; I hate to let them down.”
“What do you want to do?” Jake asked.
“I want Ben to complete his training, and I want to work as a vet tech,” Riley said. 
“Ben?” Jake asked.
“I want what makes Riley happy.”
“I raised him right, didn’t I?” Jake winked at Melissa.
She rolled her eyes. “Yes, honey, you did. So, how do we make that work?”
“Doc Julie Rae has excellent contacts. She could find me a vet tech position in Macon, but I’m not sure I’m prepared mentally to work somewhere for four months then move on quite yet.” Riley sighed. “I sound like a diva, don’t I?”   
“Your Uncle Seth is drowning in work and is desperate for a good vet tech or a willing eight-year-old,” Jake said. 
Melissa tapped his arm. “Jake!” 
He shrugged. “Blame Seth: that’s what he told me.”
Ben grinned. “I started going on farm visits with Uncle Seth when I was eight, but how would that work? The training center is two hours from here.”
“What do you think, Riley?” Melissa asked.
“We need to understand the logistics before I talk to Uncle Seth,” she said. “I talked to him at the wedding reception; I think he’d be amenable, but we need to iron out the details.” 
“What about farm visits? That’s where Seth needs the help,” Jake said.
Riley smiled. “Uncle Seth knows I have very limited farm experience; he told me he enjoys teaching, and I love learning, although it might not look like it right now, but using my skills to learn is different.”
Jake rose and carried his beer to the back door. “I’ve got some work to do in the barn; are you coming, Ben?” 
Riley side-glanced at Melissa, who smiled.
Ben frowned and then glanced at Riley, who nodded.
“Sure, Dad.” Ben carried his beer to the door; the two men left.
“Ben’s going to get a Dad talk, isn’t he?” Riley asked. 
“Sure is. Princess is out there; maybe we can get the details from her later.” Melissa’s eyes twinkled as she smiled. “While I’m thinking of it, Mugsy called me yesterday. She wants you to be sure to drop by to see her at the coffee shop when you go into town. Give her a call; we could probably drop by in the morning if you like.”
When Riley called, Mugsy answered, “Big Mug Coffee Shop; it’s about time you called, Short-stuff. Cookie and I thought you’d gone all high-falutin’ and had forgotten about us.” 
Riley giggled. “Want some company tomorrow morning? Mom and I thought we’d come to see you.” 
“Cookie and I found an envelope that may or may not be important. I’ll have a fresh pot of coffee waiting for you.” Mugsy hung up. 
“She’ll have a fresh pot for us,” Riley said. 
“I need to do a little grocery shopping too, so if you and Mugsy want to catch up on news, you can have all the time you need,” Melissa said. 

      [image: image-placeholder]When they strolled into the barn, Ben said, “I know you’re in here, Princess; we’re planning on having a private discussion, so you’re on notice that you can’t tell Riley or Mom any details.”
Princess leaped down from the hayloft and rubbed against Ben’s legs.
Jake stared at Princess as she flipped her tail before she left the barn. “I keep forgetting how much Princess understands you.” Jake took a drink of beer and then sat on his bench. “I had an idea, but I didn’t want to bring it up until you and I had a chance to talk it over.” 
“I might know what it is. Riley could stay with you and Mom while she works with Uncle Seth. She’d love to have more hands-on experience with large animals; she told me she was the only vet tech who would go with Dr. Truman on the occasional farm visits outside of the town of Pomeroy, and I know how much she loved going to Lindsey’s farm with Doc Julie Rae. The problem is mine, though; Macon is two hours from here, and I need to be available from early morning until late at night for four months until I complete the certification. I’d have weekends off, but I don’t want to see Riley only on weekends.” 
“So, what are you thinking?” Jake asked. 
“I’m not excited about Riley being alone late at night, so even if we find a place that’s closer to Macon, I’d be leaving before daylight and getting home long after dark.” Ben sighed. “I was worried about that when Helen and I talked about finding a short-term rental for us that would allow a big dog, although Helen told me Toby was the least of her worries; she was more concerned about finding an affordable short-term rental that wasn’t more than an hour away. She’s been working on it since the beginning of summer but hasn’t found anything yet.”
“Does Riley know this?”
Ben shook his head. “I didn’t want to add to her stress.”
“So, what do you think?”
“Riley spent twelve weeks in agony so she could complete those courses. She was on the computer when I woke up and stayed on until she went to work, which was after I did. She cooked, and we ate supper. She was on her computer when I went to bed, so I didn’t know how many hours of sleep she got each night. Seems like with a strong model like that, I could certainly spend sixteen weeks learning and enjoying what I was doing.” 
As the two men strolled to the house, Jake asked, “What do you think Riley’s going to say?”
Ben snorted. “Something unpredictable.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Riley smiled when Ben and Jake came inside. “Toby, Duffy, Finn, and I were on our way out to tell you that supper will be on the table after you wash your hands.”  
Riley opened the door, and the three dogs rushed out. Princess sat near the stove and meowed.
“Princess said to hurry up.” Melissa chuckled.
“Traitor,” Ben muttered as he washed his hands at the sink.
Princess licked her paw and preened, and Riley giggled as she poured four glasses of sweet tea. 
After Ben dried his hands, he stepped behind Riley as she set the glasses on the table. He wrapped his arms around her and whispered, “Princess makes up stories.”
Riley turned around and held his face with her hands. “You poor thing.”
Ben grumbled, “Don’t you dare say, ‘Bless your heart.’”
Riley kissed his grumpy face on the mouth, and then she and Melissa laughed. 
“What’s going on?” Jake asked as he sat at the table.
Ben scowled. “Ask Princess.”
“Ouch,” Jake said, and Ben nodded.
After they ate, Melissa said, “I made a cheesecake with peach topping. Who’s game?”
Ben cleared the table while Jake sliced the cheesecake, and Riley put the dessert plates and forks in front of Jake.
While they ate, Ben asked, “What did Princess say?”
“She told me that you came up with a solution that did not involve a bath for her.” Riley placed her last forkful of cheesecake into her mouth. “This is so good, Mom.”
Princess meowed as she leaped onto Ben’s lap, and he stroked her back. “Well played, Princess; you got me good.” 
After Ben explained his idea, Riley said, “It’s not the perfect solution, but it’s doable for sixteen weeks. We’ll need to use the downstairs bedroom so Mom won’t hear you sneaking up the stairs to my bedroom on Friday nights. What do you think, Mom?” 
“I think you should take the upstairs bedroom, so I can wake up Jake to tell him Ben is trying to sneak into your bedroom.”
Jake rose and put his plate in the sink. “You two are a mess. Ben, you’re on your own from here.” He chuckled as he went outside. 
“What do we need to do?” Riley asked. 
“I’ll need to sign up for the onsite lodging and dining, and I can do that online if we’re sure this is what we want to do. Dad probably is calling Uncle Seth right now,” Ben said.
“I’ll find out if Seth is coming here for lunch or supper tomorrow; we’ll all help you with your interview, Riley.” Melissa snickered as she wiggled her eyebrows, and Riley rolled her eyes.
After Ben and Riley went upstairs to unpack, Riley asked, “Are you sure about this?”
Ben sat on the bed, and Riley sat next to him. “It’s really the best solution, babe. If you were living an hour or so from the training center, I’d worry about you during the day because you and Toby were alone, and I’d want to rush home at the end of the day to be home to eat supper with you, but that would rarely be possible, from what the guys say. I think you’ll love working with Uncle Seth, and you and Toby are comfortable with Mom and Dad, which takes a huge burden off my mind. What about you?”
“I’m looking forward to farm visits; I’m not sure I could tolerate not working. If I were somewhere else and was working at a vet clinic, either the staff would be nothing like Doc Julie Rae’s team, which would be horrible, or they would be as good, and I’d be miserable again because I’d have to leave them after four months.” 
“I don’t suppose I could convince you to avoid anyone who might shoot at you.” Ben hugged Riley. 
“You say that like I had a choice.” Riley rolled her eyes. 
On their way downstairs, Ben said, “We can move next weekend; I’ll get on the computer now to sign up for housing and food. Want to watch me?”
Riley snickered. “As entertaining as that sounds, I’ve put in my computer time for this month, so I’ll see what Mom’s doing.”
When Riley went into the kitchen, Melissa wore her sunhat. “I’m going to check the garden and maybe weed or pick what’s ready. Do you want to go along?” Melissa asked. “I have work gloves for both of us.”
Riley removed her ballcap from her backpack, and the two of them strolled together to the garden. 
“Everything settled?” Melissa asked. 
“Yes, and next week is my last week at Doc Julie Rae’s, so we’ll move out of Helen’s house next Saturday. My goal for today and tomorrow is to practice relaxing because I’m not sure I remember how anymore.” 
“A long, soaking bath will help,” Melissa said as they pulled weeds, “especially after you finish a row or two of weeding.”
When Ben and Jake roared past them in the farm utility vehicle with Duffy and Finn trotting along behind them, Ben waved. 
“Where are they going?” Riley asked as she returned the wave, and Toby joined them in the garden.
“They’ll check the trail for any downed trees. A clear trail has become important to Jake now that he has the puppies to go with him; they love it, and so does he.”
After they finished weeding the bean patch, Melissa rose and picked up her basket. “We have enough green beans for supper tomorrow night. I’d planned a chicken and rice casserole, and a generous serving of fresh green beans makes a perfect side dish.”
On their way to the house, Melissa said, “We need to get you a sunhat like mine to work in the garden, and you might want to consider wearing it when you go to farms with Seth. Your face is beet red. I’m not sure if you’re overheated, sunburned, or both. You’ll want sunscreen and bug spray too.”
“Grandma and I always slathered on sunscreen when I visited her because she said we had pale Irish skin that had never seen anything like the Georgia sun, and even if we were just checking her deer stand, we always took water; I’d forgotten about that.” 
“We’ll start a list,” Melissa said as they went inside. “I expect Jake and Ben won’t be coming in until after dark, so I’m going to put up my feet and read.”
“Sounds like a perfect time for my long, soaking bath.” Riley smiled. 
After her bath, Riley shampooed her hair then dressed in soft pants and a T-shirt under a long-sleeved flannel shirt. When she and Toby went into the living room to join Melissa, Ben and Jake came inside with Duffy and Finn bounding in and dashing straight to the water bowl. 
“Honey, we’re home,” Jake called out.
Melissa smiled. “He loves saying that. I’m sure they’ll have all kinds of stories. I’ll pull out the snacks, and we can sit at the kitchen table.” 
“I’m glad I hadn’t gotten comfortable on the sofa yet because I’m not sure I could have gotten back up.”
Melissa chuckled. “It is comfortable, isn’t it?”
When they went into the kitchen, Jake had already pulled out two beers and handed one to Ben. 
“It’s not that often my son isn’t on duty,” Jake said as he lifted his beer to Ben.
Ben nodded. “All it took was two large trees across the trail to adjust to an actual weekend off.” 
“We’ve got snacks and more cheesecake if you want it,” Melissa said as she put a large bowl of tortilla chips and a bowl of salsa on the table. She pulled out small bowls, spoons, and small plates from the cupboard while Riley put a stack of napkins in the middle of the table. 
“I’d like a sliver of that cheesecake too,” Jake said. 
“So would I,” Ben added.
Melissa winked at Riley as she plated two slices of cheesecake. After she set down the plates, Melissa asked, “What would you like to drink, Riley? Beer, wine, sweet tea, or hot tea?”
“I’d like a cup of hot tea,” Riley said. 
“I think I will too. What about cheesecake?”
“Not quite as big as their slivers.” Riley snickered.
While Jake told Melissa and Riley about the biggest tree he’d ever seen in his life that had fallen across the trail, his phone rang.
“That’s strange.” Jake rose and stepped away from the table as he answered.
He listened to the caller then said, “Just a second, and I’ll ask her. Riley, Seth has a new mama cow that is struggling to deliver her first calf. He wants to know if you’d like to ride along.”
Riley glanced at Ben, who grinned. “I sure would. How much time do I have to be ready?” she asked.
“Ten minutes,” Jake said.
Riley dashed upstairs, and Ben followed her. 
“Dress in layers, babe,” he said as she put on her jeans. 
“Do I take my concealed piece?”
“Always,” he growled. 
Riley slipped into her oldest pair of boots then put on a long-sleeved shirt under her flannel shirt. 
“Pull back your hair into a ponytail and wear your ballcap, but you may need to turn it around backward,” Ben said. “Ask Mom for some exam gloves that are closer to your size; stick a pair in your pocket and add the extras and some water to your backpack in case it’s a long night. I’ll check your flashlight to see if it needs fresh batteries, and my headlamp is around here somewhere; I’ll ask Mom.” 
Riley smiled as he dashed out of their room and down the stairs. Why do I feel like he’s sending me off to my first day of school? I wonder if he’s going to tell me not to eat the crayons. 
After Riley put her hair into a ponytail, she hurried downstairs.
“Here are several pairs of my gloves, and Ben went to the barn to look for his headlamp after he checked your backpack,” Melissa said. “He is very excited for you.” 
Ben returned. “I found the headlamp, but the mice got to the strap ages ago; we’ll get you one later.”
When Seth stopped at the end of the driveway, he lowered his window. “Let’s go catch us a calf, Riley.” 
Riley grinned as she hurried to the truck with Ben and Toby alongside her. Ben kissed her before she climbed in. 
As he drove up the driveway, Seth glanced in the rearview mirror. “Your two fellas are still watching. I’ve got a feeling that both of them wish they were going along.”
Riley smiled. “Toby usually does. The only farm he and I have visited is a horse farm, but he went with me and loved seeing the horses.”
“We’ll have to take him along on some of our visits to see how he likes the farm animals around here. I very rarely go into the office; I’m on the road from Monday through Friday and make emergency visits only on Saturdays. I don’t see any patients or even answer my phone on Sunday unless it’s Jake or Ben. I’ll add you to my exception list. I made that rule long ago, and it saved me from burning out. The farm isn’t that far away from here, which made me think of you in the first place.”
As Seth drove on the dark country road, Riley glanced in the side mirror. Is that a car following us? 
After Seth turned onto a dirt road, Riley turned to glance at the road, and the car continued past the dirt road. 
Seth said, “This is a first-time mother, so she’s scared, and our farmer is relatively new at farming. He has adjusted to the challenging work and is eager to learn, but this is his first newborn, too, so he’s just as scared as the new mama. Not to be too dramatic, but we’ll be walking into a barn with fear dripping from the walls.” 
“So, our first task is to calm everybody down,” Riley said.
“You got it; I’m letting you take the lead on that.” Seth smiled.
Riley returned his smile. “It’s my specialty.”
Seth parked near the barn. “That’s what I hear. Let’s settle 'em down, so I can tell what’s wrong with that reluctant newborn that has probably picked up on his mama’s fear.” 
Seth removed his medical bag and a butcher apron from the backseat of his truck. 
As they strolled toward the anxiously awaiting farmer, Seth said, “I brought a second apron with me for you, but we’ll have to get you some of your own; you’d trip over one of mine if you put it on.” 
The farmer’s eyes were as wide as the heifer’s eyes. I’m not surprised. Riley began humming a tune, and the farmer walked alongside her as she approached the heifer. 
“She doesn’t look so scared,” he whispered. “You must be Doc Seth’s new assistant; my wife heard you had a talent with animals.” 
“Tell me how she’s been acting,” Doc Seth said.
“She was pretty restless all day yesterday, and my wife or I checked her every hour, including overnight, because I was getting nervous. My wife’s napping now; we’re taking turns. Should I wake her?”
“Let me check this little lady first. How has she been today?” Doc Seth asked.
“Early this morning, she was arching her back and raising her tail, then not long after lunch, my wife told me she saw a gush of brownish-yellow fluid, just like the document from our class at the ag school described.”
While the farmer described the heifer’s day in great detail, Riley asked, “How are you doing, sweet girl?” 
The heifer switched her tail and moaned. 
“Let me take a peek.” Riley went into the stall and checked the heifer, then calmly interrupted the farmer. “Excuse me, Doc. You may want to check her.”  
Doc Seth had pulled on his exam gloves while the farmer talked. As Doc Seth moved to examine the young cow, the farmer asked, “Is everything okay?”
“Just a little work to do here; the calf has an anterior presentation, which we like, but one leg is in flexion; I’ll give the calf a little push to bring that leg in line with the other one. Come watch, Riley.” 
“I gotta get my wife.” The farmer ran to his house.
Riley moved close to Doc Seth. 
“Calf moved when I touched its hoof,” Doc Seth murmured.
Riley nodded. Calf is alive; good news. 
The farmer and his wife rushed into the barn, and Riley strolled to meet them. 
“Doc Seth will get that one leg in line like it should be.” Riley walked back to her position next to Doc. He glanced at her and smiled. 
“I brought our folder from the ag school; here’s a diagram of the anterior presentation with one leg in flexion.” The wife handed the page to her husband, who read it and nodded. The two of them strolled to the heifer at the same pace that Riley used when she joined Doc Seth. 
After Doc Seth assisted the delivery, Riley checked the calf’s breathing and airway. 
“Breathing rate is normal, and the airway is clear,” Riley said.
Doc Seth smiled at the farmer. “Can you take it from here?” 
“Oh my goodness, what a sweet calf; we certainly can,” the wife said. 
When they were back on the road, Doc Seth said, “You were a huge help to me; I’m sorry I didn’t believe how useful your skills could be and was shocked at how quickly the farmer and the cow calmed down when you walked into the barn. Did the heifer talk to you when you asked her how she was doing?”
“She told me something wasn’t right, so that’s why I asked you to check her. Is there something I should have been able to see with an external observation?”
“Maybe some very subtle changes, which is why I thought it was curious that you checked then asked me to check because I wondered what you saw.” Seth smiled. “You didn’t want to tell me what the cow said in front of the farmer. He might have gotten all huffy and told me that’s why he called: something wasn’t right. What did you think about the farm visit?”
“I’ve got a lot to learn.”
“Yes, you do, and so do I. When can we start?”
“Next week is my last week with Doc Julie, then Ben and I will move to Mom and Dad’s on Saturday.” Riley bit her lip. “Ben will be in Macon in class Monday through Friday and will come home Friday evening, then leave again Sunday evening every week. I don’t want to be working weekends when he’s home because that’s the only time I’ll be able to see him.”
Doc Seth nodded. “Jake mentioned something like that to me; what if I don’t call you on weekends unless I really need help, then you bring Ben and Toby too. Actually, bring Toby on any night calls. I don’t know the new people all that well; I wouldn’t mind having Toby with us to watch our backs.” 
“I’d enjoy having Ben along because he could coach me, but I’ll check first to be sure he agrees, and Toby’s definitely the right dog for the job.” Riley smiled then texted Ben, “Coming home.”
When they reached Jake’s farm, Ben and Toby were waiting at the driveway; Seth stopped but left the engine running. 
“Aren’t you coming in?” Riley asked.
“I’ve had my excitement for the weekend; there’s a beer in the fridge with my name on it. I’ll give you a call next Saturday to let you know what time our first appointment on Monday will be, but I may be here tomorrow if my sister-in-law has already planned for me to eat with the family. I’m smart enough to never turn down one of Melissa’s homecooked meals.” 
Seth pulled out a business card from his console. “My cell number’s on this card. Send me a text, and I’ll have your number. I’m excited about what lies ahead because we’ll be a great team.”  
Ben opened the passenger’s door, and Toby yipped. 
“See you tomorrow.” Riley climbed out of the truck, and Seth headed up the driveway. 






  
  Chapter Two


Ben took her backpack and put his arm around her as they strolled to the house with Toby at Riley’s side. “Mom and Dad can’t wait to hear about your farm visit, and Toby and I are excited to see you back.” 
“Come relax with us in the living room,” Melissa called out when they went into the house. 
“Riley, would you like a glass of wine or a cup of tea? Mom put out a wine glass for you, just in case.” Ben smiled.
“I’d like to change back into my comfy clothes, then wine sounds good.”
“I’ll meet you in the living room with your glass.” Ben kissed her before she dashed upstairs.
After Riley walked into the living room, Ben grinned as she sat next to him on the sofa. “I told Mom it wouldn’t take you long to put on your relaxing pants.” He handed her the glass of wine. “Tell us about your farm visit.”
“One of the farmer’s young cows was having a hard delivery because the calf had one leg tucked under its body. Doc Seth repositioned the leg; then the calf was born. Doc Seth doesn’t answer his phone on Sundays, except for you all. I sent him a text before I changed clothes so he’d have my number too. He takes only emergencies on Saturdays, and Ben and Toby can go with us if he needs me. If we have an emergency at night during the week, he wants Toby to go with us.”
Melissa narrowed her eyes. “Jake, make sure Seth knows I’m planning for him to join us for supper tomorrow night.” 
“Sheriff Murray called and told me he’d heard I’d be attending the GBI training. He’s coming by tomorrow, so we can talk,” Ben said. 
“It’ll be good to see Forrest; we haven’t seen him since we had that young bear roaming in town with her cub, and he asked me to speak to the local community groups about feeding bears and to show them examples of secured garbage cans,” Jake said.
“I knew the folks in town didn’t realize they were teaching the young mama bear and her baby to mooch for food from people, but it still made my blood boil,” Melissa said. 
“What happened to the bear and her cub?” Riley asked. 
“The Wildlife agents caught her early enough in her career of scrounging and relocated her to a safer place for her and her cub. The City Council passed an ordinance that made it illegal to feed wildlife or to leave garbage in an outdoor can that wasn’t properly secured from wildlife that could knock over the can or remove the lid,” Jake said. “The sheriff advised them to use the raccoons that were knocking over garbage cans at night, waking entire neighborhoods of dogs and babies, as their major selling point. It wasn’t long until the raccoons left town for easier pickings.” 
“It was a brilliant marketing campaign, wasn’t it?” Melissa smiled. 
“Do you still have the examples you showed to the groups? I’d love to see them,” Riley said.
“Do we still have the handouts, hon?” Jake asked.
“Sure do; I filed them away. I’ll give you a copy in the morning, Riley; I’m off duty.” Melissa sipped the rest of her wine and yawned.
Riley yawned. “I guess I am too.” 
“If it were only true,” Ben mumbled as he took the two empty wine glasses to the kitchen.
When Ben returned, he put his arm around Riley, and they went upstairs. 
After they were in bed, Riley kissed Ben and then flopped back on her pillow. “It was scary and wonderful: I loved it.”
“I knew you would.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]When Riley woke, Ben was still sleeping soundly. She slipped out of bed and picked up her soft pants and a clean shirt on her way out. After she tamed her wild bedhead, she tiptoed downstairs to a dim light in the kitchen. Melissa was reading a book as she sat at the table with a small lamp on the counter for light. 
Melissa smiled. “Coffee’s fresh; what got you up so early? Not even the dogs have stirred yet.”
Riley poured herself a cup and refilled Melissa’s cup. “I’m used to getting up early. I always got up early to get in an hour or two of study for my online classes before I went to work in Pomeroy, and after I graduated, I was obsessed with trying to beat Doc Julie Rae into work. What about you?”
Melissa chuckled. “I’m a combination; I’m obsessed with reading before Jake rolls out of bed.” 
“Doc Seth told me I needed a butcher’s apron; I didn’t understand why until he maneuvered the calf before it could be delivered.”
“I have several that were Ben’s when he was twelve or so. You can try them on to see if they would work for you. They’re stained because his version of cleaning his room was to pile everything in his closet. My nose told me when it was time to have him drag everything out so I could find the most offensive clothing. According to my friends, Ben did not invent that particular cleaning strategy.”
Riley giggled. “I used to hide my stash of snacks, books, and my favorite flashlight in my closet.”
Melissa smiled. “I’ll get you a nice box with a lid for your stash here.”
Riley’s eyes welled up. “Grandma did that. She called it our private, magical box and said if anyone besides the two of us touched it, the magic would burn their fingers. I believed her and even kept my diary in it for a while. I haven’t thought about that in years; I wonder where it is. Ben and I can go to the cabin next week so I can look for it.” 
“Every time you tell me a story about your grandma, I love her even more.”
“Who are we talking about?” Jake came into the kitchen and pulled out a cup from the cupboard. “Did you leave me any coffee? Ben’s not already outside, is he? Why are the dogs still sleeping? Did they already go out and are taking their nap? Why did you let me sleep so late?”
Melissa chuckled as she poured the last of the first pot into a cup for Jake. “You need coffee, honey.”
While Melissa started a fresh pot, Toby trotted to Riley and whined. She opened Duffy’s and Finn’s crates and picked up her flashlight before she took the three of them outside. While Duffy and Finn romped, Riley and Toby went into the barn. 
Riley’s eyes widened at the three mice lined up in the middle of the barn. “You had a good night, didn’t you, Princess? Well done; Dad will be happy. Ben, too; did you hear about his favorite headlamp?”
Princess purred from the rafters, then leapt down to join Riley in admiring her overnight kill. 
After Princess told Riley the story of how she tricked all three mice and caught them, Riley smiled. “I’ll have to remember that.”
When Riley headed toward the house, Toby yipped, and Duffy and Finn rushed to join Toby and Riley. 
Ben met them before they were too far from the barn; he had a cup of steaming coffee in his hand. “I must have been more tired than I realized. I would have panicked when I woke up, and you were gone, but Mom and Dad were arguing about how many chickens were too many, and I was relieved because it meant you hadn’t disappeared.” 
Riley giggled. “Do you think we’ll have chickens soon?”
“No telling; it’s sometimes hard to interpret whether Dad’s annoying Mom or negotiating. If we do, Toby will have to train Duffy and Finn not to chase them.”
Toby yipped, and Riley nodded. “That’s doable. Let’s go to the barn. Princess has something to show you.”
Ben wrapped his arm around Riley’s shoulders, and she put her arm around his waist as they strolled to the barn together. 
Princess stood in the barn doorway and yowled as they neared the barn. 
“She’s singing her song of the triumphant hunter for you, Ben,” Riley said.
When they went inside the barn, Ben said, “Wow, Princess. This was definitely a successful hunting night, wasn’t it? Well done.”
Princess purred as she rubbed Ben’s legs, then jumped onto the gate of a stall and sat with her chest out as she surveyed her bounty of three mice.
Toby yipped, and Riley said, “The boys are ready for breakfast; what about you, Princess?”
Princess dashed to the back door with Toby, Duffy, and Finn following her. Before Ben and Riley reached the house, Jake opened the back door, and Princess and the boys rushed past him. 
Jake smiled. “Melissa has your food ready.” 
When Riley and Ben went inside, Melissa said, “Our breakfast is ready too.” 
While she removed the egg casserole from the oven, Riley set the plates of bacon and biscuits on the table, Ben refilled coffee, and Jake pulled out the strawberry jam and butter from the refrigerator. 
Before he joined the family at the table, Ben opened the back door, and Princess, Duffy, and Finn hurried out while Toby stayed near the stove. 
“Toby’s my kitchen guard.” Melissa split open her biscuit and put butter inside it. “I think he hopes I’ll drop a morsel of bacon or whatever I’m cooking on the floor.” 
“What’s the plan for today?” Jake asked. 
“We’ll leave after supper for Barton,” Ben said. “Until then, I’m available to help with any projects.” 
“I’ve been thinking about repairing the chicken coop,” Jake said. 
“That sounds like a good project,” Ben said. “Are you thinking about getting chickens?”
Ben winked at Riley; she shoved a large piece of biscuit with jam into her mouth so she wouldn’t smile. 
“You just never know; it’s always good to have options, isn’t it, honey?” Jake smiled at Melissa, who returned his smile. 
“Toby, could you train Duffy and Finn not to bother the chickens?” Melissa asked.
Toby growled. 
Melissa said, “Thanks; I know it won’t take you long at all.”  
“Do you have enough lumber?” Ben asked.
“I think so, but we’ll have a better idea after we see what needs to be repaired. Can you check it with us to ensure we’re not missing anything, Riley? You’ll be seeing it with new eyes, and we lost all of our last flock to a raccoon that got into the coop one night.”
“Good point, Dad. I think I would have focused on repairing the coop and not necessarily thinking about security,” Ben said. 
After they cleared the table and loaded the dishwasher, Jake asked, “Are you Ready to survey the coop?”
“I’m coming too,” Melissa said, “I want to learn more about security for the chickens. I think they’ll be fine during the day because the dogs are out, but I was worried about what could happen after we bring the puppies in at night.” 
While Jake took notes about the lumber they would need to repair the coop, Riley checked the fencing and the wire around the run. 
After Ben and Jake finished their list, Ben asked, “What do we need to do, babe?”
“The chicken wire on the windows and around the run needs to be replaced with hardware cloth. Chicken wire keeps in chickens but doesn’t keep out predators.” She pointed to a section of the fencing around the run. “See how this has been pulled apart? This must be how the raccoon got in. If you cover the run, including the top, with hardware cloth, you can leave the coop door open and not worry about closing them up at night or letting them out in the morning. You may want to extend the run so that they’ll have plenty of space and won’t have to free range if you have somewhere to go.”
“That’s a timesaver,” Melissa said. “Can all that be done in one day?”
“I doubt it,” Ben said, “but we’ll do what we can. I’ll be back next weekend, and we can finish up.” 
When Ben and Jake headed to the barn to check the scrap lumber, Riley and Melissa went inside.
“I’ll find those butcher aprons and give them a good prewash treatment,” Melissa said. “They’ll never look like new, but you won’t look like it’s your first time out into the field either.” 
“Thank you; if you don’t have anything else you’d like me to do, I’ll start our laundry and then pack.”
Riley smiled when she went into their bedroom to collect their dirty clothes. Ben made the bed; I wonder if we have a last-one-out rule? 
After she started the washer, Toby whined to go out; when they stepped outside, the sheriff was parking his cruiser. He smiled and strode to her. “Nice to see you again, Riley. Sam Dunn from Barton gave me a call yesterday, and we had a long talk. I’d heard he and your dad were old friends, but I didn’t realize how close they were. Where’s Ben?”
“He and Dad were in the barn earlier. They could be at the chicken coop if they aren't there.” Riley squinted at the barn. “They must be in the barn because Duffy and Finn are guarding the door.”
The sheriff followed her gaze. “I see those rascals; they’ve really grown, haven’t they?” Sheriff Murray strode to the barn, and Duffy and Finn yipped their greeting.
“Let’s walk to the road, Toby; I feel like stretching my legs.”
Toby trotted ahead of her, and Riley picked up her walking pace. When she reached the road, she was out of breath. “This is awful, Toby; the driveway isn’t even as long as the lane to the cabin. I’ve become really out of shape.” 
After her breathing rate slowed, Riley slowly jogged back to the house and muttered, “Here goes nothing.” 
When she reached the house, she said, “I’ve gotten out of shape; I need to work on my stamina.”
Toby moaned.
“Yes, you too. I know Duffy and Finn run a lot, but I’ve also noticed you don’t run with them very much anymore.” 
Riley and Toby went inside. Riley refreshed the dog bowl of water for Toby and then poured herself a large glass of iced tea. While Riley sipped her tea, Melissa came into the kitchen from her bedroom. 
“You certainly worked up a sweat. What did you and Toby do?”
“We went up the driveway to the road and back. We’re both out of shape, so we’ll be doing that regularly.”
Toby moaned, and Melissa chuckled. “Sorry, Toby, but I appreciate that you’re taking one for the team.”
“Sheriff Murray’s here to see Ben. I sent him to the barn, so he must have found him.”
“Forrest always told us that Ben wouldn’t be a deputy for long because he was so talented. Of course, Seth always hoped Ben would become a veterinarian, but he may have realized he really wanted an outstanding vet tech like you.”
“Thanks, Mom.” Riley smiled and then downed her iced tea. “I’ll move our clothes from the washer to the dryer. Should I put the butcher aprons in the washer?”
“I want to run the aprons on the sanitizing cycle, but I’m going to let them soak a little longer before I put them into the washer. I almost forgot to tell you that I heard your phone ding, but I didn’t know where it was.” 
“I must have left it upstairs. I’ll check it right after I get the dryer going.” 
Toby followed Riley up the stairs. 
Riley picked up her phone and read the text from Claire, “Call me.”
Riley sat on her soft chair, gazed out the window at the swaying treetops, and called. 
“I hope you weren’t busy,” Claire said. “Someone called the office yesterday and said you had an insurance refund, but they sent it to your apartment in Pomeroy, and it was returned as undeliverable. They asked for your address, so I gave them the office address. Do you know about a refund? I thought maybe it might have been a scam, but it sounded legitimate.”
“I don’t know anything about an insurance refund, but I guess we’ll see if it’s delivered.” 
“That’s what I thought too; by the way, Thad is driving me crazy. He wanted me to call Doc Julie Rae because he’s certain she knows what you and Ben are going to do, but I told him he didn’t want her to think he was worried or anything. We have three possibilities, and he wanted me to ask if any of these are right. Please don’t answer me so I can tell him you wouldn’t tell me.”
Riley giggled. “I’d love to hear what my options are.” 
“First option: you’re staying here and divorcing Ben. Just to let you know, Thad didn’t like that one.”
“Oh my gosh; I’m not sure Ben would go for it either.”
Claire tittered. “Imagine that. I tossed in that one to gain your confidence in how bad our choices are, so if you accidentally cough or something, I’ll know which option was right.”
“Okay, so you’ve got my full confidence because I can count
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