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      He’s had a troubled past… but is he a killer?

      When Gina Dunner’s brother, Vic, is accused of murdering his ex-girlfriend, Gina isn’t surprised. Living the life of a womanizing ranch hand with questionable friends and a lifetime of bad choices had to catch up with him at some point.

      After the Sheriff announces she has the right man, Vic vehemently denies the murder. When he begs Gina to help prove his innocence, she attempts to puts her doubts aside, despite him being the last one to see the woman alive. She and her rescue mutt, Daisy—a sweet, yet sassy, talking dog—start sniffing around into their own investigation.

      Will Gina and Daisy stumble onto the truth to exonerate Vic, or will the killer come for Gina next?

      

      Journey with amateur sleuths, Gina and Daisy, through the twists and turns of “Dog Treats and Death,” a tale of family, betrayal, and the enduring bond between a woman and her extraordinary canine companion.
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      “Will you help me?”

      My older brother’s voice coming through the phone didn’t carry the usual swagger of the self-assured man I knew, and whose actions tested the patience of saints. In fact, there was a hint of desperation. I’d be anxious, too, if I were him. The sheriff had just accused him of murdering his ex-girlfriend.

      “Fine. I’m on my way, Vic,” I grumbled. The last thing I wanted to do was be involved in Vic’s drama. But, when I’d been locked up and accused of killing someone, he’d come to visit almost every day, bringing me a breath of insanity and usually a couple of laughs.

      As children, Vic had always been by my side, protecting me. Like the time a kid stole my bike at school. My brother had hunted him down, exchanged some harsh words with him, and returned my bike. Or when we’d been messing around in the woods and I’d fallen and sprained my ankle. He’d carried me out. As adults, he irritated me beyond measure with his panache for bad choices in every aspect of his life because I was the one he always called on to help him right his wrongs.

      Like I didn’t have enough to do.

      I drove down Comfort Road, the main street in the idyllic little town of Heywood, Arizona, located in the mountains near Sedona. On my left stood the storefronts, or the downtown area, as most of the locals referred to it. Beyond the buildings, a river meandered through thick forest. To my right, streets cut up through the trees to the residential areas. I’d lived in Heywood my whole life, and I’d considered leaving more than once. Yet, I always ended up staying.

      “Do you think he killed that woman?” a soft voice asked from the back seat. I glanced into the rearview mirror to find big brown eyes staring at me from a brown and white furry face—my rescue dog, Daisy.

      Yes, speaking to the dog had been very weird at first, and I’d even questioned my sanity. But now, six months after the accident that had caused me to hear her voice, I’d just accepted that my brain had been rewired when I’d knocked my head on the tree branch while chasing the little turd through the snow. She’d spent two nights out in the bitter cold winter air, and the other rescuers and I were determined to make sure she didn’t have to attempt to survive another.

      “Probably not,” I mumbled.

      “Probably not?”

      “I’m hoping not,” I said. “Vic likes trouble.” Although, I had a hard time imagining what kind of trouble would lead to him hurting a woman.

      Vic liking trouble—that was the understatement of the year. Bar fights, speeding on his motorcycle, and selling drugs were a few of his favorite extracurricular activities.

      “You’re driving kind of fast, Gina. Who do you think you are? Mario Andretti?”

      Daisy didn’t like my tendency to get to where I needed to go as quickly as possible. Hmm… maybe I shouldn’t be so judgmental of my brother.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I’m just worried about Vic.”

      “But I thought you didn’t like him,” she said.

      Did I like my brother? Sometimes. Did I love him? Yes. “It’s complicated,” I sighed. And a situation I didn’t feel like explaining to my talking dog.

      Vic worked at the Diamond Ranch, a place about six miles out of town. The sun beat down relentlessly on the summer day and once I got out of traffic, I opened the windows.

      “This kind of feels like a hairdryer in my face,” Daisy yelled as she stuck her snout out the window. “But I love it!”

      With a smile, I pressed my foot on the accelerator and hoped the cops had something better to do than give me a ticket on an open road with little traffic.

      Minutes later, I slowed as I pulled onto the long, tree-lined, dirt road leading to Diamond Ranch. After a quarter mile, we rounded the bend. A large brown house with green trim and a matching barn came into view, along with acres of green grass and dozens of horses. The Diamond Ranch specialized in breeding Arabian and quarter horses. Well, that’s what Vic had told me. Personally, I couldn’t tell the difference from one to the other. They all had four legs and some were prettier than others.

      “What are those?” Daisy asked. “Big dogs?”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “Horses. I take it you’ve never seen one before?”

      “No, I haven’t. They’re huge! And they smell weird.”

      As I pulled up to the main house, I realized the reason I hadn’t received a ticket on my ride over was because the cops were all at the ranch. They stood outside an arena where a lone figure covered in a white sheet lay in the middle.

      “That’s not a horse,” I muttered.

      “I think you’re right,” Daisy said. “That’s definitely a dead human. Is that the one Vic murdered?”

      “No, Daisy! He didn’t kill anyone!”

      “Well, you’ve made it clear you have your doubts.”

      I rolled down the back window fully so Daisy wouldn’t get hot, then exited the car. As I approached the group of people, it was easy to spot Vic. His huge frame towered over almost everyone. I also noted Sheriff Mallory Richards, Deputy Trevor Hutchinson, and the owner of the ranch, Roger Wagner, were present. Tall and thin, Roger wore a black cowboy hat, just as he had the first time we’d become acquainted a few years ago during the ranch Christmas party Vic had asked me to attend with him. I hoped Wagner didn’t remember me. I had spilled a glass of red wine down his wife’s white dress and onto the white carpet. Man, had she been angry. Then, despite my apologies, she’d called me a bunch of names, which caused me to say a few things I shouldn’t have, and I’d been escorted from the party.

      Vic nodded in my direction as I advanced then Mallory turned to me, narrowing her gaze. I’d known Trevor Hutchinson almost my whole life, and he simply smiled, giving me a quick wave. Wagner barely gave me a second glance.

      “What are you doing here?” Mallory asked when I got within hearing distance. Short and muscular with black hair, I often thought she did more harm than good in her position, but no one would challenge her in the polls, so she continued to be elected.

      “Just visiting my brother,” I replied, then pointed to the figure lying in the middle of the arena. “Looks like you have a problem though, Sheriff.” I smiled innocently. “How long are you going to let the poor thing lie there?”

      I didn’t meet Roger Wagner’s gaze but felt his stare on me.

      “Am I supposed to believe you’ve just turned up to visit your brother in the middle of a murder investigation?” Mallory shot back.

      “How did she die?” I asked, ignoring her question.

      “It looks like a blow to the head,” Trevor replied.

      “So, you don’t actually know if it was murder,” I said. “She could’ve been kicked by a horse, right?”

      “Don’t think so,” Trevor said. “There weren’t any horses in the arena when she was found.”

      “Who found her?” I asked.

      “I did,” Roger said. “Aren’t you that woman who spilled red wine on my carpet?”

      “And your wife, sir,” Vic added. “She also spilled it on your wife. That’s my sister, Gina.”

      I shot him a glare. He asked me to come help him then threw me under the bus. Typical Vic.

      “Look, you need to leave right now,” Mallory hissed. “Get off this private property.”

      “Great idea,” I said. “I’ll take my brother with me.”

      “You will not!” she yelled as her cheeks reddened, her voice oozing annoyance. It was so easy to get under her skin.

      “Why?” I asked innocently. “Is he under arrest? Or are you still in the middle of your investigation, as Trevor just mentioned, and you don’t have any evidence to hold my brother?”

      Trevor rolled his eyes while Vic’s satisfied grin spread from ear to ear.

      “She’s right, Sheriff,” Roger said. “I’d like to get poor Phoebe taken care of first and foremost. The rest can wait.”

      All of us turned to look at the body. I gasped in horror when I realized Daisy had jumped from the car and was now sniffing around the dead woman.

      “Whose dog is that?!” Mallory yelled. “It’s going to contaminate the area!”

      Crud. Mother of all things holy. That dang dog had her nose to the ground as she circled the body. “Daisy!” I yelled. “Get over here!”

      I began to crawl through the bars, but Mallory grabbed the back of my shirt and pulled me away from them.

      “Daisy!” I screamed. “Get your little butt over here right now or get back to the car this very instant!”

      She glanced up at me, tilted her head to the side, then turned her gaze to the body once again.

      “I mean it!” I yelled. “If you don’t get back into that car by the count of three, you won’t get to sleep on the bed tonight. One! Two!”

      She took off toward the vehicle and sailed through the open window with ease.

      “I swear that dog understood every word you just said,” Trevor muttered.

      If he only knew, which he never would. No one could know my secret.

      While Mallory railed on about her contaminated crime scene, an ambulance emerged from the tree-lined driveway and drove over to us. As they exited the vehicle and Mallory turned her attention to them, it seemed like the perfect time to gather Vic and leave.

      I met his gaze and motioned him to follow me. He took two steps and Trevor grabbed his arm. “Don’t leave the area, Vic,” he warned. “Whether you did this or not, the sheriff is going to want a word or two with you.”

      He nodded and we hurried over to my car.

      I sighed as I slid into the driver’s seat, then shot a glare at Daisy through the rearview mirror.

      “Don’t be mad, Gina,” she said, wagging her tail as she licked the side of my face. “I just wanted to see who had been around that person.”

      “Did you smell anything?” I whispered as Vic opened the passenger door.

      “Yes!”

      Vic entered and laid his head against the headrest while Daisy sniffed him.

      As I started the car, I met her gaze in the mirror again.

      “I smelled Vic,” she said. “And two other people, but I don’t know who.”

      Glancing over at my brother, I asked, “Why do they think you killed Phoebe?”

      “Because I was the last one to see her.”

      I accelerated down the tree-lined driveway to the highway. “When was that?”

      “Last night,” he replied.

      “I thought you two had broken up,” I said.

      “We did, but she needed my help.”

      “With what?” I asked.

      For a mile or so, we drove in silence and I realized he didn’t want to share anything with me about his talk with Phoebe the prior evening. Finally, I said, “Vic, if you want me to help you, I need to know the details regarding what she wanted to speak to you about.”

      He sighed. “I know.”

      “And we should discuss who would want her dead,” I said. Hopefully, the list was long. Since Vic had been the last to see her alive and Daisy had smelled him next to the body, things weren’t looking good for my brother.
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      As we pulled into the driveway at my house, Daisy started barking. The other dogs answered from inside, their little faces showing through the living room window.

      “How many mutts do you have now?” Vic asked, studying my humble abode, a white house with blue trim. I kept the front yard pretty basic—a swath of grass and some rose bushes against the house. The backyard I also kept as simple as I could with grass and a few trees. I’d fully admit I cared more about my dogs than the esthetics of my home.

      “Three, including Daisy,” I replied.

      We exited the car and Daisy followed, sniffing at Vic’s boots. I was worried that she smelled him around Phoebe’s body, but I had to hold faith that he was telling me the truth and they’d talked the prior night.

      “Did anyone have a guess how long she’d been dead?” I asked.

      Vic shrugged. “Not that anyone told me.”

      I opened the front door and the two other dogs greeted us. The small white terrier and the fluffy brown chow quieted down when they saw Vic, but immediately sniffed around his feet.

      “You remember Sing,” I said, setting my keys on the entry table and pointing at the chow. “And the other one is Banshee.”

      “Banshee?” Vic asked. “How did you come up with that one?”

      “Don’t ask,” I replied. I wasn’t about to explain that the dog had given herself the name and Daisy had informed me of the new moniker. “Do you want some water?”

      “Whisky, if you have it,” he said, leaning over to stroke my rescues.

      “It’s ten in the morning, Vic.”

      “And Phoebe’s dead, Gina. I’m a little shook up about everything, so if you have the whisky, just pour it and don’t lecture me.”

      With a huff, I strode into the kitchen and pulled a bottle out from above the stove. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d drank any of the amber liquid. Could it go bad?

      “We’ll find out,” I muttered as I poured him a glass. He sat down at my kitchen table and I set it down in front of him. Then I opened the back door and told the dogs to go outside.

      “Tell me what happened,” I said, taking a seat across from him. As he sipped his drink, I studied my brother. Working in the sun had lined his tan face, but he was still as handsome as ever with his strong jaw and high cheekbones peeking out from under his thick brown beard. He sighed and ran a hand through his unmanageable curly hair. More than once, I’d wondered if we were truly related because we looked so different.

      I tucked a lock of blonde hair behind my ear as I stared Vic down, waiting for him to speak.

      After finishing his whisky, he stood, grabbed the bottle from the counter, then sat back down and poured another. “Phoebe came to me yesterday afternoon and said she had a problem and needed some advice. She asked if we could meet later in the evening.”

      “What was the problem?” I asked. “And why was she coming to you? If I remember right, you cheated on her and she dumped you.”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “You were never one to mince words, Gina.”

      “What part did I get wrong?”

      “Nothing. I was a jerk and she left me.”

      “Okay, so why was she coming to you? If I try to put myself in her shoes, I wouldn’t go to you for the time of day, let alone help in solving a problem.”

      He slowly spun his glass in his fingers. “That’s a good question. I don’t know why she came to me, but she did. We did remain friendly after I screwed everything up, though.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Vic, she slashed your tires.”

      “Well, after that she cooled down. We agreed that if we had to work together, there wasn’t any reason we couldn’t be civil.”

      “So, what was this big thing she needed advice on?”

      He stared at his glass for a long moment. “She was having an affair with Roger.”

      For a second, I blanked. “Roger?” Then it hit me. “Roger?! As in the owner of Diamond Ranch, Roger Wagner?!”

      Vic nodded. “The one and only.”

      “And he’s married,” I muttered, shaking my head. If there was one thing I detested, it was infidelity—having been in a short marriage where it was prevalent had left a bad taste in my mouth. In fact, the only good thing that had come out of the venture was my son, Jacob. Just thinking about him caused my chest to ache. Yes, he was living his best life at college, but I missed my kid.

      Back to Vic. Maybe his problems were the distraction I needed from my own loneliness. “So what was the big issue?”

      “She wanted to break it off, but she didn’t want to lose her job.”

      “Do you think he’d do that?” I asked. “Fire her because she didn’t want to sleep with him any longer?”

      Vic tossed back his whisky and shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Who else would want her dead?” I asked.

      Daisy barked at the back door. I stood to let her and the other dogs in. After they each had some water, Sing exited for the living room while Banshee took her place by the feeding bowl so she could get the next meal first. She didn’t seem to understand she’d eaten mere hours ago. Daisy curled up on top of my feet under the table.

      “I don’t know, Gina,” Vic sighed.

      “Come on, Vic. Think! They’re talking about taking you in for murder!”

      “We don’t even know if she was killed!” Vic yelled, slamming his hand down on the table. “She could’ve been kicked by a horse!”

      “How does that work when there wasn’t a horse in the arena?” I asked, ignoring his outburst.

      “Tell him we don’t like yelling in our house,” Daisy said. “It makes me nervous.” I reached down and gave her head a quick stroke, hoping to reassure her that overall, my brother was harmless, but he could be loud.

      “Maybe she was working with a horse and she was kicked, then someone came along and didn’t see her in the arena after dark, but took the horse away.”

      “Why would she work with a horse after dark?” I asked.

      Vic shrugged. “I know we recently sold a couple of Arabians. Maybe she was doing some extra training with them to make sure they’d mind their manners in their new home.”

      After dark would mean that she’d have the lights on, which indicated that someone would see her lying in the middle of the arena if they came to fetch the horse.

      “Perhaps the lights were on a timer or something?” I asked.

      “Yeah, they are. They’re set to go off at ten, just in case we forget to shut them off.”

      Okay, so maybe his theory of her being kicked by a horse held some water. I would think a medical examiner would find proof of that. Maybe a horse hoof print on her forehead or something…

      “Who told Sheriff Mallory you were the last person to see Phoebe?” I asked.

      “That, I don’t know. I was mucking out the barns in the back of the property like I do every morning. Roger came in and told me the cops needed to talk to me. I went over to the arena and found the police and Roger staring at Phoebe. They started asking me a bunch of questions and I quickly realized I was in a bit of trouble. I excused myself to the bathroom. That’s when I called you.”

      But I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do. I glanced at my brother again and noted tears in his eyes. Goodness. The only time I’d seen him cry was when our mother had told us she was going out for groceries and she’d never come back. I’d been four and he’d been almost ten. I remembered he’d blamed himself for it because he’d refused to unload the dishwasher and told our mom she was fat right before she left.

      “I loved Phoebe,” he said. “I screwed up our relationship, like I screw up everything, but I did love her, and I’d never hurt her, Gina.”

      My throat closed at this show of emotion. Like my father, Vic had always been good at expressing only one sentiment: anger. The rest of it stayed neatly tucked away.

      How did I help this big buffoon breaking down at my kitchen table?

      I cleared my throat. In my past experiences with the sheriff, her investigation methods were lazy and she liked easy answers. If she had already tossed around the idea that Vic was a murderer when we weren’t really sure if Phoebe had been killed, then I had to assume she wouldn’t change her tactics. I’d sat in jail a few days when my ex-husband turned up dead in my nail salon, File It Away, and the sheriff had arrested me for it. Suddenly, the way to help my brother became clear. If Phoebe had been killed, we had to be ready to steer the sheriff in another direction, away from Vic. I had to flood Mallory with options on who else the killer could be.

      “Who else would want her dead?” I asked again. “And this time, think about it.”

      After a long moment, he said, “If she’d told Roger she wanted to end their relationship, maybe he lost it and killed her.”

      “Okay, that’s good,” I replied. “A crime of passion. Who else?”

      “Maybe his wife?” Vic suggested. “Maybe she found out about the affair and she killed Phoebe.”

      I nodded, then stood and grabbed a piece of paper and pen from my junk drawer. I loved lists, so I sat down and noted our suspects. “Another crime of passion,” I muttered. “But of passionate hatred for sleeping with her husband.”

      “Chase Thomas was pretty upset about Phoebe getting her recent promotion,” Vic said. “He told her to watch her back.”

      I glanced up from my paper. “You heard him say that?”

      “Yeah. He’s been at Diamond Ranch for ten years, while Phoebe’s been there seven. Chase thought he should’ve gotten the promotion, not her.”

      “Was he right?”

      Vic shrugged. “Yeah, probably. I didn’t know she was sleeping with Roger when it happened. I just figured she’d out-performed him. Now I can’t help but wonder if it was her performance between the sheets that got her moved up.”

      I wrote down Chase’s name. So far, we had three really good suspects. “Anyone else?”

      Placing his elbows on the table and his head in his hands, he moaned. “Dang it. I should’ve seen this coming.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Debbie Towerhall.”

      “What about her?” I asked. Debbie Towerhall was trouble with a capital T. A homewrecker who’d had more problems with the law than Vic.

      “I was dating her for a bit after Phoebe dumped me.”

      Gross. He may as well been swimming in sewage, as far as I was concerned. “Oh, man, Vic. That’s awful and a new low for you. Did you get tested for STD’s?”

      “She’s not that bad,” he mumbled.

      “Yes, she is,” I said, shaking my head. “The woman is a walking Petri dish. I can’t believe you slept with her.”

      “I broke it off a couple weeks ago.”

      “Why?”

      “Phoebe and I were getting along well at work and I hoped to get back together. I told Debbie that.”

      “That was a mistake,” I muttered while writing her name down.

      “I know. I was trying to do the right thing.”

      “Didn’t she stab her last boyfriend who left her?” I asked.

      “Yeah, but she didn’t kill him.”

      “Small blessings for him.”

      “She did spend some time in the slammer for it, though.”

      I exhaled loudly and crossed my arms over my chest. What a mess. At least I felt confident that we had plenty of other suspects besides my brother, and Debbie moved to the top of the list, especially with her past. “Maybe this time, she didn’t go after her boyfriend for revenge, but instead, she killed the woman you were leaving her for.”

      “Maybe,” he muttered, pouring more whisky. “Maybe.”
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      Vic passed out on my couch, snoring loudly. Apparently, Sing had decided he needed consoling, because the big fluff ball had curled up on his legs. I watched the two for a moment. Maybe Vic should adopt Sing? Would I allow him to adopt the dog? My brother often had trouble taking care of himself and I didn’t know if I trusted him with Sing, even though the canine was pretty chill and liked to sleep most of the time. In fact, he may have been the laziest dog I’d ever rescued. I didn’t even bother with walks any longer because after a quarter mile, he’d lay down and wouldn’t get up unless I started heading back toward the house. Maybe they were a match? With a sigh, I headed down the hall to get to work with Daisy trotting behind me.

      After I’d kicked my husband out many years ago, I became a single mother. I’d worked my tail off to provide for my son. For a while, I slugged away at the town paper, and began ghostwriting on the side. When my side gig became more profitable than my job, I stuck with that. I’d also gotten my license and opened a nail salon called File It Away. Although I was only open a couple times a week, I enjoyed my work there. The town of Heywood was surrounded by farms and the women who worked them weren’t that interested in pretty fingernails, but they did love a good pedicure. They also liked to gossip, and I enjoyed listening. Due to the limited hours I kept, my store was always full. That’s where I got the real news of what was going on in town.

      I stopped at Jacob’s room and stood in the middle of it for a long moment. After dropping him off to college a few weeks ago, the feeling of utter loneliness had fallen around me like a black cloud. It had been the two of us for so long. Sure I was happy he’d received a full ride scholarship and that he was spreading his wings, but he’d been my buddy for so long, it was hard to have him gone.

      “I miss him, too, Gina.” I glanced down at Daisy sitting at my feet.

      “He’s only an hour away,” I said. “Maybe we should go visit.”

      “I love riding in the car!” Her tail wagged as she stared up at me.

      “Yes, you do,” I replied, reaching down and giving her a quick scratch behind the ears. “Now, let’s go into the bedroom and you can tell me about your sniff session around poor Phoebe.”

      She followed me down the hall to the master bedroom and I shut the door behind us. With Sing passed out on the couch with Vic and Banshee waiting to be fed, I figured we’d have a few moments to ourselves.

      After I stepped over the three dog beds, I sat down at my desk. Daisy perched herself on the corner of the bed closest to me.

      I fired up my computer, then turned to the dog. “So tell me what you were doing while you were being a bad dog.”

      “Trying to help you,” she said.

      Her tongue lolled out the side of her mouth while her tail swished from side to side. I never saw her mouth move when we had conversations, so I often questioned my own sanity. If her mouth didn’t move, then that meant I was having the discussion in my head, right? And if that were the case, it probably meant I had something wrong with me or I was certifiable. That was something I’d rather not think about, so I just enjoyed my conversations with the dog.

      “You said you smelled Vic by Phoebe’s body,” I said. “Did you mean like on the dirt? Or where?”

      “On her hand.”

      I nodded. “He’s said he talked to her earlier that night.”

      “Were they holding hands?” Daisy asked.

      “Maybe,” I shrugged. “Who knows. What else did you find out?”

      “Horses stink.”

      “Yes, they can, but let’s concentrate on the human smells. Anyone else that you may have recognized?”

      “I don’t think so. You didn’t give me a lot of time to really track anything.”

      “How do you know you smelled Vic, then?”

      “Because he’s been around here before. I remember what he smells like, and I caught the scent on Phoebe.”

      “Do you think you could’ve smelled someone else?”

      “Maybe two people.” She yawned and stretched out on the bed. “But I don’t know them.”

      It was too bad I hadn’t realized what Daisy was up to when she’d jumped from the car. If so, I would’ve called her over and had her take a whiff of Roger as well.

      “I think I need a nap,” she announced.

      “You and me both,” I muttered as she shut her eyes.

      I turned to my computer and took a deep breath as I hit the email icon and waited for my messages to populate. Scanning them, I found my water bill was due, I had a couple of emails from people I did some writing for, and that was about it, except for the one asking me if I wanted to join a dating site for senior citizens.

      “I’m not even fifty,” I mumbled.

      “Almost,” Daisy reminded me. “Just a couple more years.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at my canine. She stared at me with one eye slightly open and her tail wagging lazily. “You’re a funny one, Daisy. Really funny.”

      “I know,” she whispered.

      Dating had always been the farthest thing from my mind. As a single mom who ran two businesses and rescued dogs in my free time, I never had the mental bandwidth to date. I concentrated on my kid and keeping a roof over his head. But now, except for my dogs, I was alone. Maybe it was time to put myself out there, but considering I knew most of the men my age in Heywood, the dating pool was pretty small. They were either married or just plain losers. I’d already gone the loser route, and I wouldn’t do that again. And I certainly had no interest in becoming the other woman. That role hadn’t played out too well for Phoebe.

      I answered my work emails, made a note on my to-do list to pay the water bill, then turned to my writing. After glancing over my outline, I placed my hands on the keyboard and prayed for the words to flow freely.

      An hour flew by, and I sat back in my chair and stared at the screen, very pleased with what I’d accomplished. Despite my worry about Vic, me missing my son and Daisy’s soft snores, I’d done excellent work.

      I stood and exited the bedroom to go check on Vic. Sing raised his head as I peeked around the corner, but then laid it back down again. He still stood watch over my sleeping brother.

      For a long moment, I stared at the big oaf—the human one, not the canine. He drove me absolutely crazy sometimes, but in the end, he was my big brother. When he found out my ex-husband had laid hands on me, Vic offered to kill him, and had meant it. After I mentioned that the deadbeat wasn’t paying child support, he went around every so often and roughed him up. When I’d been accused of murdering the loser, Vic had volunteered to say he’d done it just so I could get out of jail. My brother had been there when it truly mattered. He had many, many flaws, but his heart was usually in the right place.

      The phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and glanced at the screen. Our father. I quickly sent it to voicemail. Yes, I loved my dad, but I wasn’t going to be the one to break the news that Vic was passed out on my couch and may be going to jail for murdering his ex-girlfriend. I’d only met Phoebe a couple of times, but she’d always been nice. I just really hoped she’d been kicked by a horse.

      I returned to my bedroom and quietly shut the door. After taking my place at my computer again, I outlined the next chapter for the book I was ghostwriting and then did a little research. It was a love story based in the future on a spaceship, so I had a bit of leeway for creativity. However, I did have to be correct on things like gravity and engine propulsion. It was enough to make my eyes glaze over and start a headache in the back of my skull.

      Suddenly, the quiet of the house seemed oppressive, and I was reminded of the emptiness. The person I loved the most was now gone.

      Tears sprang into my eyes and I quickly swiped them away. I hated crying. I supposed that I was like my brother and father in that way. I wasn’t good with feelings. It wasn’t until I was well into my thirties that I realized our mother’s departure had caused us to become a family of emotionally stunted people.

      I checked the clock again. Time to head to the salon. Usually, I took the dogs in case they found someone they liked. Daisy had explained to me that it wasn’t the human who picked the dog, but visa-versa. When the dog decided on their human, they did cute little things to let the person know they were a match. Maybe a longing stare with big eyes, a paw in the palm, or a loveable tail wag and a kiss. Frankly, after she’d enlightened me, I realized it was nothing but manipulation. I was impressed, especially since I’d spent decades thinking humans chose their canine companions.

      Today, it seemed all my dogs were happy with their current situation. Sing with Vic, Banshee with the food bowl, and Daisy sacked out on the bed.

      “Do you want to go to the nail salon with me?” I asked quietly, secretly hoping the dog would say yes.

      “No,” she whispered, her eyes still closed. “Shh. I’m having good dreams. Bunnies. Open fields. I’m running sooo fast.”

      I chuckled and hurried into the kitchen to grab my bag. I left Vic a note and told him to lock up if he left. Then, I headed down to File It Away, where I was sure the gossip vine would be on complete fire with Phoebe’s death, and hopefully, I’d find out what happened to the poor woman.
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      I arrived a few minutes before my first appointment. After turning on the lights, I got the air conditioner going and checked my supplies. When my first customer walked through the door, I was ready.

      “Hey, Jillian!” I greeted her. The scrubs straining over her thick thighs and her brown hair worn high in a ponytail indicated she was either on her way to work at the emergency clinic or on her way home. “How’s it going?”

      “Good. I’m done for the day.” She glanced around. “Where are the dogs?”

      “They decided to stay home.”

      She furrowed her brow. “That’s disappointing. It’s one of the reasons I love coming here.”

      “I thought you liked my store because of my amazing skills and rainbow-like personality.”

      “Right,” she snorted.

      I smiled, trying to be offended, but frankly, I couldn’t care less what people thought of me. “I’ve got you down for a pedicure today.” Quickly, I studied her hands. “I know you don’t want to do a full set of nails, but let’s at least get those things buffed out, okay?”

      She nodded and I motioned for her to sit down at one of the bowls. Jillian and I had grown up together, but we had never been really close. As a nurse, she had shared that nails were not her friend when working on patients, which I completely understood. People who went to the emergency clinic were pretty banged up to begin with. They didn’t need their nurse scratching them up or a lost acrylic nail in an open wound.

      “So what’s new?” I asked while her feet soaked and I buffed out her fingernails.

      “Not a lot,” she sighed. “We delivered a healthy baby yesterday. Mom and son are doing great, and Dad didn’t faint during the delivery, so that was nice.”

      “Excellent.” Sure, I was happy for the woman and baby, but I was wondering if she’d heard anything about Phoebe’s death. “Any other news? Any big car crashes? Tractor accidents? Anyone die?”

      “Why in the world would you ask me if anyone has died?”

      I shrugged. “Just curious.”

      “That’s a weird thing to be curious about, Gina. Are you feeling okay?”

      When the door chimes rang, it signaled my second appointment. I scheduled people close so I could pack as many in as possible. I had to move quickly and efficiently to keep everyone on time.

      Adrienne, one of the owners from Never Quit Wining, our local wine shop, walked in and smiled. Tall and lanky with flaming red hair, she was one of those people who was stunningly beautiful but didn’t realize it. I appreciated that about her. With a grin, I motioned her to take the chair next to Jillian. “What’s shaking, Adrienne?” I turned on the water to her bowl, made sure it was warm but not too hot, then turned back to Jillian.

      “Not a lot,” she said. With a groan, she plopped down as if she were exhausted. “I heard today that Phoebe Williams died.”

      Now we were getting somewhere. “Oh, really?” I kept my gaze firmly fixed on Jillian’s hand. “What happened? She seems awfully young to have just dropped over.”

      “She’s about your age, Gina,” Adrienne said innocently. “It could happen.”

      Jillian and I exchanged looks. With both of us approaching fifty, I supposed to someone like Adrienne—who was in her late twenties—we may appear ancient and ready to drop dead at any time. Goodness knew I sometimes felt like I could.

      “Phoebe was young and fit,” Jillian said. “There’s no way she died suddenly unless she had some medical condition she wasn’t aware of. My guess is she had an accident with one of the horses.”

      After shutting off the water at Adrienne’s bowl, I motioned for her to place her feet in and began working on Jillian’s toes as the two women continued to talk, but the conversation had moved on to Adrienne’s store and how she and her husband, Wayne, grew their own grapes to make their organic wine. I half listened, still preoccupied with Phoebe’s death. Thankfully, I had the list of suspects Vic and I had made at home to present to Mallory if she decided to gun for my brother.

      Just as I was about done with Jillian and halfway through with Adrienne, the door chimes indicated someone had walked in. Glancing over at the door, I assumed the woman entering was my third client. Margaret, if I remembered correctly. When she made the appointment, she claimed she was new in town. I smiled and waved her over to the last seat, which also happened to be the bowl where I’d found my ex-husband murdered. He’d been drugged with horse tranquilizer then drowned in the foot bowl. That had been a bad day, which had led to me being jailed for his demise. It was my store and everyone knew I hated him, so I couldn’t really blame the sheriff for thinking I did it.

      “Hello,” she said softly. I pegged her somewhere in her thirties and based on the muscular legs straining against the fabric of her slacks, maybe a long-distance runner. Or an avid biker. “I have an appointment. My name’s Margaret.”

      “I’m Gina,” I said, pleased I’d remembered her name correctly. “We talked on the phone. This is Adrienne, and that’s Jillian.”

      The two women waved.

      “Nice to meet you,” Margaret said, taking her chair. “Thanks for getting me in today.”

      “Of course.” I turned on her water and filled her bowl, then motioned to her to soak her feet. “So, tell us, Margaret. How did you come to move to our little slice of paradise in the Arizona mountains?”

      “I ran the Sedona marathon last year, and once I saw Heywood, I knew we had to move.”

      “The Sedona marathon?” Jillian asked. “That’s quite the run!”

      “Thirty miles,” Margaret said. “All the hotels in Sedona were full, so we ended up staying here at one of the Bed and Breakfasts. We fell in love with the area, so when the job at the police station opened up, I applied, and the rest is history.”

      The police station? Had I just found a new best friend? Certainly, working at the sheriff’s office she’d have a lot of information to share.

      I smiled warmly. “Welcome to town. We’re glad to have you.”

      Jillian gave me a sideways glance as if I’d temporarily misplaced my brain. I wasn’t usually that nice and sincere, especially to strangers.

      “How do you like working for the sheriff?” Adrienne asked. Unlike me, I knew she had no other motive than to be friendly.

      “Oh, it’s a great job,” Margaret enthused. “I’m really enjoying it. I’m surprised how busy it is for being such a small department, though.” She glanced at the front door, then lowered her voice. “How many murders happen around here a year?”

      “Why?” the three of us asked in unison.

      “There was one last night,” she said. “A woman who works at a horse farm.”

      I kept my gaze firmly focused on Adrienne’s feet as she gasped. “Phoebe was murdered? Are you sure?”

      Margaret nodded. “I read the report before I came in. At first, they thought maybe she’d been kicked by a horse, but the coroner says she was hit from behind by a long, round object.”

      The fact of the matter was that there seemed to be a lot of murders taking place in Heywood, especially since we were a small, mountain town that relied heavily on tourists. Sheriff Mallory had mucked up the investigation on all of them and my friend, Sam Jones, and been instrumental in solving them. But Sam was now traipsing around the world with her newfound millions of dollars and her boyfriend. Being a soap opera star paid well.

      “I wonder what the round object could be,” Adrienne mused. “And who would want Phoebe dead.”

      “Apparently she had an ex-boyfriend who was a bit sketchy,” Margaret said. “The sheriff is trying to locate him.”

      I bit my lip to stifle my groan. Dang it. Odds were very good she was speaking of Vic.

      “I’m heading out,” Jillian said, handing me some bills. “I’ll see you later, Gina. Thanks for my pretty toes.”

      “You’re welcome,” I called to her as she strolled out the door. “Have a good one!”

      I turned my attention back to Adrienne’s feet. “What else did the sheriff say about Phoebe’s death?” I asked. “Anything interesting?”

      “Well, I probably shouldn’t be talking about an open investigation,” Margaret sniffed. “It’s still in the preliminary stages.”

      I smiled and nodded to hide my irritation. “Of course.”

      While I was thinking of other ways to pry the information out of Margaret, Adrienne chatted about wine and invited Margaret to her store for samples. “You can come too, Gina,” she said. “We’ve got a new Merlot that’s really good.”

      “Just let me know when to be there,” I said. “I’d never pass on wine samples.”

      The door chimes indicated another customer. I glanced up to greet them, but my smile quickly faded.

      Sheriff Mallory Richards strolled in. I whispered a curse as she grinned at me. I didn’t have her on the schedule, so she didn’t want her nails done. Considering we didn’t like each other much and I’d just discovered Phoebe had been murdered, this wasn’t a social visit.

      “Ms. Dunner,” she greeted me.

      “Sheriff!” Margaret exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

      “Hello, Margaret. I’m here to speak to Ms. Dunner. I see you’re getting a pedicure, despite the fact we have a murder to solve.”

      “Y-yes, ma’am,” she stammered. “I’m on my lunch hour. Was I not supposed to take it?”

      Mallory glared at her, then turned her gaze to me. “How’s everything going today, Ms. Dunner?”

      “Everything was going good… until now.”

      Margaret gasped while Adrienne’s eyes widened. Mallory glared daggers at me. “What does that mean?” she asked. “You aren’t happy to see me?”

      I sighed and returned to my work—painting Adrienne’s toenails purple. “Did you want to make an appointment?” I asked. “I’m full today but I can get you in on Friday.”

      “No.” She strolled around the store, stopping at the rack that held hundreds and hundreds of bottles of toenail polish. She picked up a cherry red and rolled it around in her palm. “I’m wondering where your brother is.”

      “Haven’t seen him,” I lied. No way was I sending her to my house to fetch him.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Absolutely,” I said. “When I left the ranch with him this morning, I dropped him off at my father’s.”

      “Hmm, that’s interesting. I was just at your father’s house and he hasn’t seen Vic. Do you think he’s a liar, Gina? Or are you?”

      Crud.

      I glanced at Margaret as she stared at me, finally realizing that I was the accused’s sister, and probably regretting she ever stepped foot in my shop. “I don’t know where he is,” I repeated.

      “Then you won’t mind if I stop by your place and take a look around,” Mallory said.

      “Actually, I do mind.” I placed the brush back into the purple polish, set it on the floor and stood, crossing my arms over my chest. “I have rescue dogs at home, all who have suffered great trauma. Having strangers at the house upsets them, and I’m not letting you inside unless I’m there and you have a warrant.”

      She smiled as she continued to roll the bottle of nail polish in her palms. “I’m just going to knock on the door.”

      “Are you going to clean up the pee after they wet themselves from the fear of having a stranger at the front door?” I shot back. When she didn’t answer, I said, “Stay away from my house unless I’m there.”

      I returned to my stool, took a deep breath, and continued to paint Adrienne’s toenails. Purple was not the color I would’ve chosen for her. Would the dogs wet themselves? Probably not. They’d been with me long enough where they realized they were finally safe. I just didn’t want Mallory near my house, especially with Vic passed out on the couch.

      The chimes rang again, and I glanced up to see the sheriff had departed. I sighed with relief, then smiled at Margaret. “Your boss and I don’t get along.”

      “I can see that.”

      One thing had just become very certain: I’d have to find Phoebe’s killer because the sheriff was definitely gunning for my brother.

      He may be a jerk at times, he may make bad decisions, but he wasn’t a murderer.

      I just had to prove it.
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      Hours later, I closed up shop and hurried home. Based on the groans coming from the living room as I walked through the front door, Vic had one heck of a hangover.

      Daisy greeted me with a string of sentences I could barely decipher, she spoke so quickly. “Where have you been? Where have you been?” Daisy said. “I missed you sooo much! Where did you go? Why didn’t you take me? Did I tell you I missed you?”

      I glanced down at the little brown and white dog as her tail wagged so hard, I was afraid she was going to bust her spine. I bent over to pet her. “I’m glad to see you, too,” I whispered. “I had to go to work so I have money to feed you. I asked you to go with me but you told me your dreams of bunnies and open fields were more important.”

      “Oh! I remember now!”

      At the mention of food, Banshee barked from the kitchen. I found her just where I’d left her—sitting right next to the food bowl, her tail wagging as well.

      I tapped Banshee’s head, filled the bowls, poured a glass of water, then went to see Vic. I found him sitting up on the couch with his head in his hands, Sing still at his side.

      “Why did you let me drink all that whisky this morning?” he asked.

      I handed him the water and sat down in a chair. “Like I had any say.”

      He drank greedily, finishing it off, then set the glass on the coffee table. “Man, I feel awful.”

      “Well, I hate to make you feel worse, but Phoebe was murdered and the sheriff really, really wants to talk with you.”

      He groaned and laid his head against the cushions. “I’m done for. She’s going to take me down for it.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. We’ve got a good list of other suspects. Don’t forget about that.”

      “You’re right. I forgot we talked about it this morning.”

      “Whisky will do that to you.”

      “Gina! Gina! Gina!” Daisy screeched. “I have to go potty! Hurry! Oh, my gosh, hurry!”

      I raced into the kitchen to find Banshee and Daisy both dancing by the back door. I opened it and they ran outside. I left the door wide so they could return at their leisure. Besides, there was a nice breeze and I hoped to cool the house without turning on the air conditioner.

      Returning to the living room, I eyed Sing. “You should go out as well.”

      He didn’t move, and I had no idea if he understood me. Daisy had once told me his family was Asian, so chances were good he couldn’t. Or my conversations with Daisy were all in my head and no dog really understood a word I said, but I didn’t like to think about that. However, my life would be much easier if I could chat with all dogs, not just Daisy.

      “Quit talking to dogs,” Vic groaned. “They can’t understand a word you say, Gina.”

      I rolled my eyes as Sing laid his head on Vic’s lap. Was he claiming Vic as his? He seemed pretty attached.

      “You need to get out of here,” I said. “Mallory is looking for you. She’s already been to Dad’s and she’s talking about coming here.”

      Vic opened his eyes and sat up. “Really?”

      I nodded.

      “Where am I supposed to go?” he asked, spreading his arms wide. “I can’t go to my place on the ranch. I’m probably not wanted there anyway. I can’t go to Dad’s. It’s not like I can check into the bed and breakfast down the street, either. You can’t kick me out, Gina.”

      “Well, if you do stay here, Mallory is going to come and haul you to jail.”

      “Now that I know she’s looking for me, I won’t be seen.”

      I had my doubts. Could I get in trouble for him being in my home? Aiding and abetting or some legalese garbage like that?

      “I need to go,” I said, standing.

      “But you just got home.”

      “I know,” I replied. “I’ve got things to do, people to see.”

      “Does that mean I can stay?” he asked.

      I shrugged and sighed. “I guess so. I don’t know where else to put you. Just don’t get me in trouble and get caught being here, okay?”

      “Where are you off to?”

      “To get some advice on how to figure out who really killed Phoebe.”

      “Can I go? Can I go?” Daisy asked as she ran into the room. “Take me! Let’s go!”

      Although I would prefer to leave her at home, I decided not to argue. She stood at the door, staring at it, as if she willed it to open. Besides, I needed to get the scoop on Sing. Why was he curling up with my brother? Was it a match, and if so, why had it taken so long? Sing had met my brother many times beforehand.

      “Let me get a leash,” I sighed. Once I had Daisy hitched up, I turned to Vic. “Don’t answer the door. Pull the blinds, and if Mallory shows up with a warrant, run.”

      “Dad’s calling… again,” he said, picking up his buzzing phone from the coffee table. “I don’t know what to tell him.”

      “Try the truth,” I said. “He already knows something’s wrong because Mallory was at his house asking where you were. Maybe he has some ideas on how to figure out who really killed Phoebe.”

      As I left the house, I scanned the street, half expecting to find a couple of sheriff’s vehicles, but it was clear.

      Daisy jumped into the car, and I slid behind the steering wheel.

      “Can we go down to the Riverwalk?” Daisy asked.

      “Not today,” I replied. “I’ve got too much to do.”

      “But I love it there, Gina,” she whined. I glanced in the rearview mirror to find her head down, but her gaze met mine. She was pouting.

      “Sorry,” I muttered. Her sulking usually got her what she wanted, but not today. “I have to go see Annabelle. Maybe Jack, Annabelle’s dog, will be there. Now tell me what’s going on with Sing. He hasn’t left my brother’s side since he arrived.”

      “I know. I asked him about it earlier, but he didn’t say much. He just said he felt Vic needed to be aware someone was at his side.”

      “So Sing hasn’t claimed Vic as his own?”

      “Not that he’s mentioned to me.”

      I would love it if Sing found a home, and now that I had given it some consideration, Vic wouldn’t be a bad option. He lived out at Diamond Ranch and worked all day. Sing could either hang out on the couch or roam the grounds. Knowing Sing and his laziness, he’d prefer the couch.

      Well, I should say they may be a good match if Vic wasn’t in prison. Maybe the dog was waiting to claim him until he was sure my brother wouldn’t be spending time in jail.

      A few moments later, we pulled up in front of Sage Advice, the local herbal apothecary.  I stared at the building for a long moment. My friend, Sam Jones, was the owner, and also the one I really wanted to talk to about how to solve Phoebe’s murder because she’d been the one to find the real killers in the previous murders that had taken place in our small town. But since she was traveling, I decided to talk to her assistant, Annabelle. Both of us had helped Sam solve the murders, but Annabelle had been with her almost every step of the way since they worked together. I was hoping for some tips.

      “Let’s go,” I said. We exited the car and Daisy ran ahead toward the door.

      As I stepped inside, my heart ached. For some reason, I had hoped Sam would be standing behind the counter. I was having some feelings of abandonment with her and my son leaving in such a short period of time.

      To my right stood floor to ceiling glass shelving holding labeled mason jars of herbs. Glass tables scattered the floor featuring the product Annabelle made, such as soaps and tinctures. The scent of mint and lavender greeted me along with Annabelle.

      “Gina!” she yelled. “Oh, my gosh! Like, what are you doing here?!”

      I did like Annabelle, but she was as quirky as they come. To me, she lived her life as if she’d never grown up. In other words, she was still stuck in the eighties. With crimped blonde hair, bangs standing almost vertical, heavy blue, sparkly eyeliner and her neon pink leggings with her off the shoulder white shirt that read Simple Minds, she looked as if she was ready to go to a costume party. But that was Annabelle. She lived and breathed everything eighties and had no intention of ever updating. Not that I was a modern day fashionista, but I found Annabelle’s vibe a bit weird.

      “I wanted to talk to you.”

      She rounded the counter and took me into a tight embrace. Daisy ran through the store to the back room where Jack, Annabelle’s beagle, usually could be found. Instead of insulting her choice in clothing, I said, “Nice leggings, by the way.”

      “Thank you! What’s up?”

      I stepped away from her as a headache began to form behind my eyes. Was it the neon or the stressful day I’d had? “Sam solved a lot of murders before she left,” I ventured.

      “Yes, she did. She’s, like, so amazing.”

      I wouldn’t argue that point. I missed my friend terribly and I hoped she’d return soon. “How did she do it?”

      Annabelle shrugged and said, “Well, she talked to people.”

      I’d hoped for a different answer. “No secret truth serum you guys whipped up with all the herbs? She just talked to people?”

      Annabelle bit her lip and nodded. “That’s it. She listened for clues. Why are you asking about that?”

      I sighed and closed my eyes for a long moment. “My brother used to date Phoebe Williams, and now she’s dead.”

      Annabelle gasped and brought her hand to her mouth. “When did she die?”

      “At some point last night,” I said, even though it felt like I’d been awake for weeks. “Vic was the last one to see her alive, and you know how Mallory is.”

      “Ugh. Do I ever.” She shook her head. “Do you know who else could’ve wanted Phoebe dead?”

      “Vic and I made a list.”

      “Okay, that’s a good place to start, Gina. Now you have to, like, go and talk to every single one of them and ask about their relationship with Phoebe.”

      And that’s where the problem lay. Sam was likable and held her tongue when necessary. My filter didn’t work so well, and I oftentimes said things I really shouldn’t. This issue had gotten me in trouble more than once. Like the time Sam and I had been at a dance class and I thought I was doing a woman a favor by mentioning her flesh-colored leggings looked like she wasn’t wearing any pants. We were asked never to come back. Or the time I’d mentioned to Jillian that delivering babies wasn’t any different than delivering puppies. Or just about anytime I talked to the sheriff, which thankfully, wasn’t often. I couldn’t cut the sarcasm. I wasn’t really a people person, especially around those who didn’t appreciate honesty and a bit of snark.

      “You know, she did have help from Jordan as well,” Annabelle said. “You should cozy up to a deputy so he can feed you information on the case.”

      Ah, yes. Jordan Branson, Sam’s boyfriend and now ex-deputy. Because why continue to work when your girlfriend was worth millions?

      “Who?” I asked. “I can’t think of one person on that force who I’d want to have coffee with, let alone cozy up to, as you said.”

      She pursed her lips together and stared off to her left. After a moment, she said, “What about Trevor Hutchinson? He’s cute.”

      I was about to argue, but then I realized she was right. He was cute. Tall and blond with a piercing green gaze, but I didn’t have any interest in dating him. “No.”

      “You aren’t marrying the guy,” Annabelle reminded me. “You’re simply doing a little flirting in the hopes of getting information to clear your brother.”

      Okay, another valid point. As I considered hitting on Trevor, Daisy came running from the back room with Jack trailing behind her.

      “Look, let me know if you need any help, okay?” Annabelle said. “But Doug is upstairs waiting for me. He’s got dinner ready and it’s late.”

      Doug, her boyfriend, was scoring points in the domestic department. I glanced outside and realized the sun had set. This day had been the longest one of my life and Annabelle was cueing me to get out of her hair.

      “Thanks for the talk,” I said. “Have a good night.”

      Daisy ran ahead of me as I walked to the car. When I slid in, exhaustion overcame me. The bone-weary fatigue was so great, I wondered if I’d make it home.

      “Bark if I start to go to sleep,” I muttered to the dog.

      “Okay, Gina.” She came forward from the back seat and placed her paws on the middle console. “I’ll let you know if you’re going to crash. But please don’t.”

      After taking a deep breath, I put the car into gear and headed home. When tears pricked my eyes, I realized I was about to have an emotional breakdown. I swiped at my cheeks as they began to fall.

      “What’s wrong?” Daisy asked.

      “I… I don’t know.”

      But I really did. My son had left. Sam had left. And if I didn’t find out who killed Phoebe, my brother would be gone as well.

      I hated pity parties, but I couldn’t help but feel everyone I loved was leaving me.
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      The next day, I woke with the sun... and the stupid birds. They sang and called to each other, which was fine. I just didn’t understand why they had to do it so early.

      Daisy snored softly beside me on the bed. I glanced down at the dog beds to find them empty. Where in the world had Banshee and Sing gone?

      As I rolled over, Daisy groaned, “Why are those birds so excited this early in the morning?”

      “Good question,” I muttered, sliding from the bed. After I placed my hair in a ponytail and slipped on my shorts and t-shirt, I didn’t bother trying to coax her out of the bed. I knew from experience she hated mornings and would rise when she was good and ready.

      “Can you shoot them or something?” Daisy mumbled.

      With a snicker, I walked down the hall and smelled coffee brewing. For a second, my heart thudded with excitement because Jacob used to start the coffee pot and my mind played tricks on me, thinking he was home. Disappointment washed through me when I realized it wasn’t the case, but instead Vic stood in the kitchen watching Sing and Banshee eat.

      “Good morning,” he grumbled, then sipped from his mug.

      “Morning.”

      I pulled a coffee mug from the cupboard and poured myself a cup. After blowing on the liquid for a moment, I took a sip and almost spit it out. With a curse, I turned to my brother
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