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      “Moxy!” I yelled, running after her with the leash–not attached to her neck–in my hands.

      I spotted a brief flash of her brown and white fur making a sharp left after the giant flannelbush that always made me sneeze. My well-trained dog had spotted a squirrel while on our walk at the park on the far side of town. My best friend, Iris, and I had petitioned the city to make part of the land a dog park. The city had acquiesced last year, partly because Trey, Iris’s fiancé, had come to the public meeting. Considering Trey was responsible for bringing an entire minor league team here to Solano Creek, the city council was quick to agree once Trey gave them a raised eyebrow. Moxy and I were appreciative of his strong-arm tactics.

      At least I would be if Moxy hadn’t run off. 

      “Moxy!” I called again, rounding the bush in a dead run and letting out a sneeze that nearly sent my glasses sliding off my nose. 

      I slid them back up and didn’t break stride until I hit a muddy patch just beyond the bush and immediately lost my footing. My arms pinwheeled and I let out a yelp. Time slowed down, which gave me one long clarifying moment to wonder how I kept getting myself into these situations. The ground rushed toward me, my feet went flying in front of me, and my tailbone took the brunt of the fall. Cold mud splashed my entire person. My glasses gave up the fight and slid to places unknown, which was a blessing in disguise because a lone figure in all black stood in front of me when I finally came to a stop and assessed the situation.

      “Have a good trip?” he quipped, reminding me of every annoying elementary school boy who’d made fun of me over the years. I was well known around these parts for my moments of complete mortification. He tacked on a concerned-sounding, “Are you okay?” at the end, which was more than those boys had ever bothered to do, but I was already miffed. 

      “Fantastic, thank you for your genuine concern.” I laid the sarcasm on thick. As thick as the mud that now covered me. I tried to stand, but it wasn’t easy in the slippery substance.

      A large hand appeared in front of my face and I grabbed it out of habit. The man launched me onto my feet and only grimaced at his hand for a second before making sure I made it out of the mud puddle safely.

      “You know, ascaris, hookworm, and whipworms live in soil, they thrive in wet conditions like mud. I’d get cleaned up right away.”

      I glared at the man. I still couldn’t quite make out his features, but that was for the best. I had no intention of becoming friends with a guy who not only made a joke at my fall, but then freaked me out with talk of worms and parasites.

      “Obviously, a shower is in my near future now, but thanks for letting me know I have to check for worms when I get home too.”

      “Well, I mean, they’d infest internally, so checking–”

      “That’s enough!” I held up my hand to stop his verbal diarrhea but couldn’t stop the full body shiver at the idea that I was now harboring worms inside my body.

      The man stiffened, looking even taller and wider than he had before. Jeez. Did the guy live at the gym?

      I twisted away from him, in search of my glasses. The thing about needing glasses was that when you lost them, it was really hard to find them. You know, because you didn’t have your glasses on. I always thought that was a cruel irony of glasses life.

      “I wasn’t totally serious about the worms. I mean, it’s true that they live in soil, but I doubt you were down there long enough for it to be an issue. Besides, you aren’t naked and exposed. Do you have any open wounds?” The man’s voice was soft and warm now, and filled with something that actually sounded like concern. He hovered while I kept turning and pacing, looking for my glasses first and my dog next.

      There was nothing for it. I was going to have to get on my hands and knees and feel for them. “I’m not worried about the worms! I can’t find my glasses. And my dog is around here somewhere.”

      I crouched down, letting out a groan as my knees sank into the mud. I would have to throw these jeans out. Not even the strongest bleach could save them now. Plus, worms. Ew. 

      “Wait!” The man knelt with me, his knees squelching in the mud next to me. I could feel the heat from his body from here, smell the cologne that perked something up inside my gut that shouldn’t have been perked. Worms and mud and teasing were not the regular path to a woman’s heart. “I’ll help you.”

      We both felt around until the man let out an “aha!”, holding up my glasses, which were completely unrecognizable, covered in mud. He handed them to me and stood, holding his hand out to me once again. I took it, not one to look a gift-horse-person in the mouth. I shoved the glasses on my face and winced at the cold mud. 

      “I’m, ah, Carter, by the way,” the man said. I couldn’t see him through the thick mud.

      “I’m Juniper,” I said testily. None of this was really his fault. Sure, he was weird, but it was the mud that was making me cranky. I swiped a finger across the lenses, which only helped a fraction. Things were clearer, but covered in a film of dirt.

      “Hey, at least your shirt is mostly good.” The guy tried out a grin, an expression I could see this time, and though it looked a little rusty around the edges, it was framed by warm gray eyes, a thick jaw, and a body that belonged on a calendar for lusty old ladies. Or me. I wasn’t old, but I’d look at that calendar. Daily.

      I swallowed hard, not quite sure what to say to the guy who’d made fun of me, had me concerned about parasites, but then helped me find my glasses. I wasn’t smooth in most situations, especially with uber-handsome, slightly odd men.

      Moxy let out a woof from my right, sped out of the trees, and then jumped up to greet me, her muddy paws landing on my chest.

      “Moxy, down!” I cried. I was never letting her off the leash again. Okay, fine. I totally was, but we were having a serious talk about running off beforehand.

      “There went the shirt,” Carter said, pointing at my chest right before his cheeks went pink.

      “No treats for you today, missy,” I scolded the dog, wishing I could scold the man too. 

      “Since one out of every three hundred dogs gets diabetes, best to leave off the treats all the time.”

      I clipped the leash to Moxy’s collar and looked up at Carter. “What are the odds a strange man in the park kills a woman and her dog?”

      His mouth opened and then slammed shut. He gave me a small nod, raised his hands in something like surrender and muttered, “you’re right. Sorry.” 

      Just then another male voice called out from behind the trees at the edge of the little muddy clearing we were in. “Carter, are you lost?” The voice sounded vaguely familiar, but I didn’t have time for reunions, since I was coated in mud. It did make me feel better to know Carter wasn’t just loitering around the dog park on his own, waiting to assail unsuspecting dog owners with morbid facts. 

      Carter turned to walk away, and for a brief second, I felt bad for what I’d implied. He’d looked hurt that I hadn’t appreciated his one-man doom and gloom trivia extravaganza.

      “Thanks for the help!” I called after him. He didn’t look back.

      I turned to Moxy, who was looking up at me with an innocence in her eyes that I didn’t trust in the least. “You ready to head home and straight to the bathtub?”

      She let out a bark and then looked to Carter’s retreating back, giving a low whine in the back of her throat.

      “I know he’s pretty, but we don’t need that black cloud in our life, Moxy girl. Besides, we didn’t exactly put our best foot forward here.” I looked down at my mud splattered clothes and Moxy let out another whine.

      “I know you’re sorry, but tell that to my jeans.”

      And if that wasn’t me in a nutshell I didn’t know what was. I could communicate better with a canine than I could a hot-blooded male. We walked back to the car, careful to veer around any and all spots of mud. 

      It wasn’t until I called Iris later that night that I found out Trey’s brother had finally arrived in town to visit their grandfather. She wanted me to come over and have dinner with them, but I declined as a deep pit opened in my stomach.  

      It was his name that tipped me off. 

      Trey’s brother’s name was Carter Callihan.
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          CHAPTER 1

          CARTER

        

      

    

    
      “Willow, please trust me. When have I ever let you down?” I was practically hissing into the phone, desperate to end this particular phone call since my brother was standing no more than ten feet away, literally tapping his foot as he waited for me to finish so we could leave. 

      “I know, Carter.” My client’s familiar lilting voice came across the line, inspiring a faint glimmer of irritation within me that I tried to quash. “I just get worried when you’re not around. And Sinclair Creek is so far away.” 

      “Solano Creek.” 

      “Whatever.” 

      “The schedule is set. I’ll arrive in Hollywood in ten days to escort you to the awards show and then to your boat.” 

      “You’re coming on the cruise.” 

      “We just went over this. It’s a chartered boat. I vetted the entire crew and the other passengers are all friends of yours. Who I also ran comprehensive background checks on. I’ve assigned excellent men. You don’t need me.” 

      “What if the boat sinks?” 

      I’d thought of that. Actually, I’d run several scenarios about just that, but my presence would only increase Willow’s odds of survival in very specific cases, and water rescue was definitely not my area of specialty. 

      “What if you just came because you wanted to?” Her voice shifted, became softer. “Like, on vacation? With me?” 

      “I can’t,” I said. It wouldn’t be professional to blur the lines between our business and working relationships–not more than they’d already been blurred, at least. And in some ways, they were smudged so badly they looked like a three-year old had gotten hold of an eraser and gone to town on them. “I’ll see you in ten days. As planned.” 

      I stuffed my phone into my pocket after ending the call, and turned back around to see Trey still standing there, watching me.

      “What?” I asked. My tone might have been gruffer than strictly necessary, since it sent Trey’s guard canine Batman into a lowered crouch, a series of low growls coming from his tiny body. 

      “Now you’ve scared Batman,” Trey said, squatting to pet the ridiculous trip hazard at his feet. 

      “Are you aware that every single day in the US, one thousand people are treated for dog bites?” 

      “Carter.” Trey stood, giving me a disappointed look. “Have you seen this dog? You outweigh him by a zillion.” 

      “Not an actual number. Also, he is still capable of inflicting soft tissue damage.” 

      My older brother looked down at the tiny mass of fur and teeth at his feet, and crooned. “You wouldn’t hurt anyone, would you, Batman?” 

      The little dog dropped to sitting and stared up at my brother with adoration in its beady little eyes. “Well, he’s unlikely to hurt you. He seems to see you as his master.” 

      “You tryin’ to steal my dog again?” Grandad strode into the living room, his white hair in a messy arrangement atop his head. Batman leapt into the air as the old man reached for him, and then danced in a circle at his feet as Grandad clipped a leash to his collar. 

      “He’s all yours,” Trey said. “You guys ready to go?” 

      I bit back the statistics on the tip of my tongue that related to falls and the elderly caused by unpredictable mutts like this one, and snatched the ball cap from the arm of the sofa, pulling it low over my brow. 

      “Looks good on you,” Grandpa said. “Maybe you oughta come here and play ball instead of flitting back and forth to babysit celebrities all the time.” 

      He was only half kidding. For one thing, I didn’t have even a hundredth the athletic ability my brother was blessed with. For another, I doubted minor league baseball was in my future. I had a lucrative career that I was good at. And while it had a few complications, thanks to the clientele I catered to, I enjoyed it. As much as anyone enjoyed work. 

      “Let’s get going,” Trey said, and we followed him out the front door to the driveway. “You’re driving,” he told me, angling his head at my SUV. 

      “Wouldn’t have it any other way,” I assured him. There was little chance of me riding around in his ridiculous car, and I didn’t like the thought of Grandpa–or even Batman–in that thing at any speed over twenty-five miles an hour. My own vehicle was the safest on the road, and I’d been through an annual defensive driving course that had honed my reflexes and gave us the very best chances of survival in any vehicle-related accident including bird strike or flash flood. 

      Trey and Batman climbed into the back, and after helping Grandpa into the front seat, I got in and turned around to look at them. “He should be harnessed. That dog is basically a projectile. If we were to stop suddenly–”

      “He’d go flying through the windshield and potentially hit one of you on the way out,” Trey finished for me. “But since you’re such an excellent driver, I’m not worried.” 

      It was pointless trying to argue with my brother. We’d been down this road before and always ended up in the same place. I sighed and navigated us through the country roads around Solano Creek to the far side of town where the Flying Squirrels Minor League Baseball Complex was mid-construction. 

      “There’s your lady,” Grandpa said as we pulled in, pointing to the parking lot where Iris Copeland–Trey’s fiancee–was getting out of her car along with her daughter, Dahlia. 

      I wasn’t sure about the wisdom of having a child at an active construction site, but since our plan for today was to stay on the side diamond and away from the area where cranes and other enormous machines were building the stands and concessions around the main diamond, I didn’t say anything. I’d keep an eye on her. 

      “Trey!” Dahlia spun around and ran for my brother the second he’d stepped out of the car, and I quickly scanned the parking lot for moving vehicles. Thankfully, we were the only people here today besides the construction crew. 

      “Hey, slugger.” Trey gave the girl a quick hug and then handed off Batman’s leash. Dahlia and the tiny dog raced for the far diamond, where I could see some kind of contraption set up in the center of the grass. 

      “Carter,” Iris said, coming to give me a quick hug. “Glad you could come. We’ve almost perfected our act. You’re going to love it.” 

      I smiled at my brother’s fiancee. “I’m sure it’s great. But I thought I’d do a quick perimeter assessment and get to work on the security plan for the complex. That way when I go, Trey can just hand it off to whoever he ends up hiring.” 

      “You’re off duty today,” Trey said, stepping close to Iris and slipping an arm around her waist. “Just hang out and enjoy. We’re here to see Iris and Juniper work their magic.” I swallowed down the wedge of envy I felt at the easy way my brother kissed Iris, the way they were together–comfortable and happy. As if the world wasn’t full of unpredictable situations and constant danger. 

      “Fine,” I agreed. It probably made sense for me to stay close anyway if Juniper Carlisle was involved in this act. From what I’d gathered, Iris’s friend and business partner acted first and thought later, rarely paying attention to anything beyond whatever she was doing in the moment. She was in constant motion, her face always lit by a wide, carefree smile. Juniper was dangerous. In more ways than one. 

      “You’re here!” Juniper called, spotting us all approaching the diamond. I could see now that she had set up a series of boxes of ascending height, and that there was a ring perched about three feet off the ground at the end of it. There was also a ramp that went up one way and down the other, coming to a pointed V on top, and some kind of tunnel at the far end of the space. Dog tricks, I figured. It made sense, since Juniper and Iris owned the local pet shop. They must be putting together a dog show. 

      “We’ve got all the course components set up,” she told Iris. “We’ve just been waiting for Batman. And you, of course.” She was talking about herself in the plural, which was slightly concerning. 

      “Are you here with someone?” I asked her, looking around. There was a chance she’d been struck ill. High fevers could cause delusions. 

      “I’ve got moxie,” she declared, sending my worry spiking a notch higher. 

      “Well, no one is arguing with that,” I assured her, stepping closer. She didn’t look feverish, but her eyes did always tend to glow behind her glasses in a way that could be considered concerning. Her dark bangs fell over her forehead and I resisted the urge to brush them aside to check for fever. “You feel okay, Juniper?” 

      She grinned at me, shaking her head a little. “Aren’t you sweet?” she said. At that moment, a bullet shot from the side of the baseball field, followed by Dahlia and a smaller furry bullet–Batman. The first projectile came to a sudden stop after ramming Juniper’s legs, and I realized it was another canine. This one was larger, fluffier, and evidently grinning at me. 

      “There’s my Moxy,” Juniper said, squatting down to wrap her arms around the excessively furry brown, white, and black dog. 

      “What breed is that?” I asked, planning to do some quick research. 

      “She’s a mix,” Juniper said, “but mostly Aussie. That’s why she talks with that adorable accent. Right, Mox?” 

      Juniper lowered her head to hide it behind the dog’s, and then shifted her voice to something high and maniacal. “G’day!” 

      That, I guessed, was meant to be an Australian accent. 

      “Should we get started?” Iris asked, and Juniper sprang back to her feet. She moved so suddenly, I reached for her before I realized there was no real need for alarm. 

      “I got it, big guy,” Juniper said, seeing me reach to steady her. “It’s not my first dog rodeo.” 

      That woman was undoubtedly taking years off my life. She moved too fast, was too unpredictable, and made unsafe decisions one hundred percent of the time. I was just relieved Trey hadn’t fallen in love with Juniper. Iris seemed far more cautious. And she didn’t own a dog. 

      “Moxy thinks we should start the show with her Frisbee tricks,” Juniper called as she sprinted away from us holding a neon green disc in her hand. 

      If she was going to be throwing things, I needed to get Grandpa and Dahlia somewhere safe. I turned to where they stood. “Come with me.” 

      They both stared at me, and Dahlia said, “We want to watch.” 

      “You can watch from the bullpen.” That, at least, was set a bit lower than the field, off to the side. If I could have convinced them, I would have put them directly behind home plate, where the fence rose high enough to counter any wild throws Juniper was likely to make with that Frisbee. 

      “We’re fine right here, son.” Grandpa settled himself into one of the camp chairs Iris had set up at the sideline, and I gritted my teeth, positioning myself in front of them. At least I could block any wild throws this way. 

      “Could you move out of the way?” Grandpa grumbled, and then he shoved me to the side with more force than I would have imagined him capable of exerting. “We brought a chair for you. Why don’t you sit down and relax for a second, Carter?” 

      I was not particularly good at relaxing. It simply wasn’t in my DNA. But for Grandpa I’d try. “Fine.” 

      I tested the structural integrity of the chair, and then lowered myself into it. Juniper was standing in the middle of the far side of the diamond, and I had to admit, her dog was fairly impressive. Juniper would throw the Frisbee, and Moxy would leap into the air to catch it, often performing a flip in the process. Next, Juniper held the disc at different angles, kneeling down and lifting it into the air, so that Moxy could get a running start, launch off her knee and grab it. The dog was endlessly energetic, and Juniper was too. 

      As I watched Iris’s friend perform, I realized the woman intrigued me. There was something vaguely familiar about her, but I was certain I’d never met her before coming back to Solano Creek. She was a free spirit, one of those people who just seemed to burn a little brighter than everyone else, for whom the realities that weighed us all down seemed a bit lighter, maybe. I envied her in some ways. What would it be like to be so happy? 

      It didn’t hurt that she was also beautiful. Juniper had a mass of thick dark hair and unnaturally bright green eyes that glowed behind a pair of oversized glasses that somehow only added to her appeal. 

      If I was a different man, maybe I’d think about taking Juniper out sometime. But I didn’t live here in Solano Creek, and I was me, a guy who rarely relaxed enough to go out on dates. Besides, the woman who’d just let her dog take a flying leap from the top of her head was anathema to everything I lived for. 

      I swiveled my head, performing a quick check of our surroundings–I didn’t like having our backs to the parking lot like this–and did my best to relax as Iris stepped closer to the set up in the center of the diamond, Batman at her heels.
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      “Oh please! Not everyone’s message comes from their mess. Sometimes your mess is just that. Something that needs to be cleaned up. Argh!” I was ranting at my dashboard again, narrowly missing the curb as I made a right turn.

      I didn’t know why I listened to podcasts when I drove around town. They usually only made me angry with their stupid advice and catchy phrases. I’d been a self-help junkie at one time in my life. Back when I thought I could fix myself. Or my family, that is. You can’t be a teenage girl in a circus family and not feel a little bit like a freak. My parents were gone all the time when they had a gig, which left my sister and me raising ourselves. You’d think unsupervised teens would get in trouble, and my sister frequently did, but I went the other direction, spending my late nights cutting out magazines and using copious glue sticks to make the world’s most epic vision board.

      I pulled into the parking lot of the minor league field Iris and Trey were building right here in our tiny town of Solano Creek. Before my brain could travel down that familiar road of total cringe due to my naivety as a teen, I flicked off the podcast and swiveled around in my trusty–or rusty–VW to spy Moxy in her crate. She let out an excited whine.

      “I know, girl, I know. That guy was a total noodle brain.” I grabbed my bag of treats and got out, getting in the back to open the door to Moxy’s crate. She came barreling out of the van like she didn’t care for its musty smell and I had to run to keep up with her. “Save your energy for the show!”

      Moxy didn’t listen, which did not bode well for our training session. We’d been practicing all week for the upcoming game opener. I didn’t want to let Iris down with a lame performance. I also had a bit of a thing to prove. My parents were famous in their circus circles. Try saying that ten times fast. My sister was also famous in Hollywood, though no one outside of some of the old timers here in Solano Creek knew we were related. And then you had me. The girl who co-owned a pet shop with her best friend, which would normally be a lovely accomplishment but I was finding it paled in comparison to my illustrious family members. I wanted, no needed, to make a splash with our performance.

      “Moxy!” I called, sliding around the corner of the dugout in an attempt to catch her and coming to an abrupt halt when I barreled into a human wall. Hands grabbed my elbows and the most intoxicating woodsy scent filled my nose. “Oof!”

      “Accidental impacts account for half of all emergency room visits.” 

      I lifted my head and gazed into the steely gray eyes of Carter Callihan. I really couldn’t stand the guy and yet his hands on my arms felt quite nice. As did the faceplant into his overdeveloped chest. For being a stick in the mud–no pun intended considering how we met–he sure was a handsome one.

      “A simple oopsie-daisies would have sufficed.” Why was he always saying the weirdest things? It was like he was afraid the whole world would burst into fire at any moment, killing us all. If there was a chance of a calamity, Carter was ready.

      Moxy jumped up and planted her furry paws on Carter’s legs. He instantly dropped his hands and tried to push Moxy down. She wasn’t having it though. She wrestled around with his flailing arms and before I knew it, the two of them were having a straight up boxing match. Moxy was having the time of her life, but Carter looked like he could break out into death stats at any second.

      “Okay, that’s enough, Moxy. Save it for the show!” I was able to reach over and grab her collar without getting batted by a paw or human hand. 

      I shot Carter a smile he didn’t deserve and led Moxy out onto the field where all my equipment was set up. I kept telling Iris to wait until I got there to set up the boxes and rings, but she never listened. Focusing all my attention on Moxy
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