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DARK WIND RISING

Brenna glanced again at the sky—could she get home before dark?—and at Parker, trying to gauge him.
What he might do if she simply got to her feet and left him there.

What could he do? He was stuck on the other side of the creek.
And that's when Druid whined. His fearful whine, the warning whine. Reminding her that while she was
out of Parker's reach, the darkness—the rising power—had no such boundaries. "Shhh," she said, even

as she dreaded what might happen next. Whatdid happen next.

That trickle of breath-sucking fear she'd finally come to recognize. The hair standing up on the back of
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her neck, goosebumping down her arms. The breeze rising, lifting the strands of her long thick hair, then
roaring across the bottom of the pasture like a tornado.

Heading straight for her. . . .
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Chapter 1
.

THURISAZ
A Gateway

Always

Forgotten gods fill the layers of heaven. Quiescent, subordinate, long ago superceded. Waiting. And

every so often, reminded of their own existence.
% ok %k

Nineteen Years Before Now

She is nine years old, with tears streaming down her face and the intermittent hiccough of a sob jerking
her chest. Dressed in the ragged cut-offs and worn T-shirt that have been the choice of a generation of
children, she does not wait to hear the rest of her mother's words. She races out of the house, the screen
door banging hollowly in her wake, and runs across the soft spring grass of the yard to duck between the
first and second strands of the electric fence, feeling the swift zing of electricity run above and below her.

The old hound follows at his leisure, but follow he does, as stubborn in this as ever in following a
trail—even though it takes him a moment to rise and his movement is stiff when he does. His tail waves in
gentle arcs as he detours to slip between gate and post rather than duck the fence wire. The day is barely
warm enough for the shorts that hang on the girl's lanky frame, but he is already panting,

She stops to wait for him. Of course. And one hand slips inside her back pocket to feel the stiff, folded
square of paper only recently purloined from her father's magazine. On it is a photo of a sculpture, a
simplistically elegant hound—not a treeing hound like her lifelong companion, but a gaze hound,
couchant, with a long neck and pointed nose, and a gaze hound's insignificant ears.

He catches up with her, pleased with himself, and lifts his head to look up at her with a hound smile
through his panting. Unlike the statue, his ears are long and heavy and the softest things she ever has or
ever will feel. But she doesn't care about the differences between her companion and the Lydney Hound.
She's not particularly concerned about all the details in the accompanying article that are beyond her
ability to digest—cold anthropological facts that even her father doesn't read. She's seen him turning the
pages with dirt-encrusted fingers, skipping from one bright glossy photo to another and getting glimpses
of places that don't yet pull her own attention away from this small farm. That's all he wants, the glimpses,
and when he's had enough he puts the magazine beside his lounge chair and ambles off to see if he can fix
whatever mechanical thing has gone wrong now.

This is how she finds the Lydney Hound, and—Iater, sneaking the magazine into her bedroom—reads
about the oddly named god called Mars Nodens who favors hounds, who likes dogs of all sorts. Who
has an ancient shrine from olden days so olden she can't even begin to imagine the scope of it and again .
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.. doesn't care.

What she cares about is that his shrine was a healing shrine. That he favors dogs, that the shrine, even
after all this time, is littered with representations of them. And that the right-side pasture has some of the
other things she's been able to make sense of in that article—the wide, cold creek that runs deep in all
but the driest months, a hill rising on one side of it to hold not only the area's biggest oak, but a tiny spring
as well. The tiniest of springs, really, a damp spot that the ground downhill reabsorbs practically before
the water has a chance to join the creek, but a spring nonetheless.

She wonders briefly if her own God, her assigned God, will thunderously disapprove of her intent.

But then, He's had His chance, hasn't He? Hasn't she said her prayers to Him, over and over? And did it
stop her mother from sayingthose words about her cherished old hound, only moments ago? Or her
brother from making fun of the dog's aged movement?

She smears the drying tears from her cheeks and runs her hand down the dog's soft ear. Maybe Mars

Nodens will listen. He is not likely to have heard a more heartfelt prayer—nowor then.
k %k %k

Four Years Before Now

They come in the middle of the night, breaking fences in a final night of tearing up pastures with the
knobby tires on their growling ATVs. Drunk, getting drunker, they spin doughnuts in the wet spring turf,
spitting out chunks of sod in their wake. Picking pastures without stock because they somehow have
sense enough to know that damaging or losing stock will take them over the line from wild young men to
criminals.

But they are mighty wild.

They pick a spot up against a creek too deep to cross, heeding a darkened house in the distance. A
young woman lives there, they know, but has been gone this summer, working several jobs as if the extra
income will somehow be enough to keep her father alive. She is an odd girl with amazingly long hair, the
one who has an uncanny way with dogs and an unsettling way of looking through a man as though he's
not even there and it wouldn't matter if he were. But she is not home, and her pastures belong to them.

They settle in for a time to swallow the beer they've brought, shaking the cans, popping the tops to soak
themselves and the hillside beneath the spreading oak. They don't notice that they trample the grave
markings of the old hound who lived longer than anyone had ever thought possible. They don't notice the
sudden stillness of the night around them, or that even as they drink, they often glance over their
shoulders, looking for that which they feel but cannot see.

Not a benign feeling, for in this place of power they have not thought to call upon things benign. Instead
they call upon aggression, building the strength and ego of the one who will shortly present himself for
army basic training. They call upon braggadocio, chest-thumping stories of prowess, and dark promises
of manly revenge for those who have recently wronged them. They spill beer from can and bladder, and
when they find the struggling remains of a rabbit they roared over in their ATV frenzy, they spill blood.

And then they go home, leaving the debris of the night behind them and never suspecting what they have
awakened.
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At least, not right away.
k ok ok

Now

It begins.

Chapter 2
(-

KANO
An Opening

"Don't eventhink about it."

The tiny Poodle looked back at Brenna with defiant eyes; it gave another jerk of the paw she had
trapped between gentle fingers and added a calculated curl of its lip, revealing age-darkened but still
needle-sharp teeth.

What was left of them, anyway.

"Quit," Brenna murmured, deftly clipping between the lilliputian toes. On second thought she briefly
rested the flat of the blade against her own cheek. No more than warm. Nothing to complain about. A
quick adjustment to the flat nylon grooming noose restricted the Poodle's head movement, and Brenna
went back to work. "You're supposed to be one of mygood customers," she muttered, shifting the animal
so she could handle its hind paws.

Not today.None of them were good today. The tub room behind her reeked—she couldn't name a
single dog who hadn't messed in its crate today—and still bore the effects of the escapee Collie who had
torn around the room like someone's little brother, tipping over shampoo, spreading wet towels, and
knocking over the tall, standing dryers. The tub walls were covered with shed dog hair—literally blown
from the backs of several double-coated dogs whose owners hadn't taken a brush to them for at least a
season.

And the noise. Every dog had something to say today. Loudly.

She had put the earplugs in early. And swallowed a couple of aspirins only a few moments ago, washed
down by more caffeine than she normally dared. It made her hands shake, and that wasn't something she
could afford in a business full of sharp blades and shifting clients. No wonder she had lost her childhood
touch with dogs these days.
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Flowers the Poodle, thinking herself sly, jerked her paw from Brenna's grasp and made a break for i,
darting for freedom—only long enough to hit the edge of the table and the end of the noose at the same
time. With an exasperated noise, Brenna scooped her out of midair and plunked her back in place. "Act
your considerable age. You're not making my day any easier," she growled, and there was something to
that growl that finally got through to the tiny dog.

Or else she was simply humbled by her brief midair experience. Brenna sighed. "Count yourself lucky it
wasn't a bungee cord," Brenna said and went back to work, once more thankful that the Pets! grooming
room was tucked away from customer eyes and not behind glass as some of the other major pet store
chains insisted. Between the clamping adjustment on the noose and the dog's inconsequential weight, she
could have hung there for quite some time without dire result, but best if no one saw. Not something a
customer would understand.

Or a manager, for that matter.

Especially not the manager who now stood in the doorway, arms crossed. She found him when she
circled the table to get a better angle on Flowers' back leg, simultaneously changing to a longer blade
without stopping the clippers, a practiced motion of skillful fingers. But when she saw Roger . . .then she
turned off the clippers. She knew that look, and it never boded well.

Roger was boss, and he knew it. And being boss meant telling people to do the impossible and smiling
benignly when they had no choice but to agree. He wasn't a big man, but he had a meaty look to him; he
filled out his shirts with a bulk that at one point had been muscle and now wasn't so sure anymore—just
as his dull brown hair still held the style that had suited it when it was thick. Now Brenna thought a quick
pass or two with her clippers—a nice #4 blade—would be a mercy.

"Busy in here today," he said. "That's the way I like to see it."

"Keeps things interesting." Brenna grabbed the ever-handy broom for a few quick, futile swipes at the
growing tumbles of dog hair around her feet. The small room held three height-adjustable grooming
tables, but the third table no longer adjusted without several people grunting and hauling and twisting it,
so they kept it at the lowest height and used it for the largest dogs. Other than that, it usually held a
fishbowl full of tiny handmade bows, with the bows-in-progress beside it. There was a short set of corner
shelves and two rolling carts crammed with grooming equipment; the tub room held the shop vac and a
plain grooming table where they towel-dried the dogs before popping them into crates to sit before
powerful crate and stand dryers. Three tables but not quite enough space for three active groomers; they
never had more than two on shift at once, with only three on the payroll and Brenna as senior.

"Just signed up another one for you," Roger said, and his voice held that tone, the one he used when he
knew he'd done something to ruin her day but had done it anyway because it would make a happy
customer. Or so he thought, with the giant assumption that things would turn out his way.

They weren't likely to. Not this time. "I can't fit in any more dogs today. I can't do any more dogs than
this in one dayever , unless you get me experienced help."

"I gave you Katy," he protested, throwing his arms out wide.
"For two hours in the morning, and she hates it. She's bad at it, and she doesn't know what she's doing."

"What do you have to know to bathe a dog?"
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"The question," Brenna said, managing to keep her voice light only because she'd had so much practice,
"is what do you have to know to bathe a dogcorrectly ? Or even, say, to get a dog in the tub?"

She shouldn't have said that last; she knew it as soon as the words were out of her mouth. His face
closed down at the reminder of the time Katy had needed his help andreither of them could get the
seventy pounds of quivering German Shepherd into the waist-high tub—not by trying to convince her to
walk up the ramp meant for large dogs, nor by tugging or shoving or lifting. Until Brenna walked in from
lunch, expecting to find the animal bathed and drying, and with no more thought than/ don't have time
for this , slung the dog up into the tub.

Only in retrospect had she seen the look on Roger's face, now imbedded in her mind's eye.
Embarrassment. Resentment. It had at least, she'd hoped, taught him that he couldn't simply throw just
any of the interchangeable floor associates back to work grooming for a day.

She hadhoped .
"It's just a bath," Roger said. "No clipping. Medium-sized dog, I checked."

Brenna felt something clutch hard in her stomach. She waved toward the tub room. "There's a whole
room full of dogs waiting for me, and every one of them is a problem today. I swear, there's something in
the air today. I can't do it, Roger. I can't even do what I've already got."

"We don't turn away walk-ins, you know that."

Steadily, her voice as flat as it could be when she had to raise it over the dryers and the barking, she
said, "Then get me help."

Agreeably, as if he'd never consider asking the unreasonable of her, he said, "T'll grab someone off the
floor when the dog comes in," and left the room with the air of a man who has just solved a major
problem with much aplomb.

Brenna closed her eyes, momentarily overwhelmed by the impossible.

Then she picked up her clippers and went to work.
k %k ok

Twenty minutes later she presented Flowers to Ginger Delgaria, a pleasant woman who had come to
Brenna since Flowers' first puppy cut. Flowers, by this time tucked into the nook of Brenna's elbow with
a sulky expression pasted on her face, merely stared at Mrs. Delgaria without bestirring herself to move;
Brenna had to hand her over. The woman gave a rueful shake of her head. "I see her mood hasn't
improved."

"They're all like that today," Brenna said, absently rubbing her forehead between her eyebrows as she
filled out the charge slip for the cashier, already calculating how long it would take to have the Sheltie
done; she'd finished dematting before the bath, but the dog had way too much hair for its owners to
handle, at least not without a judicious amount of trimming and thinning. Like a woman with just the right
makeup . . . no one could see where the work had been done, but people could definitely appreciate the
difference.

The Sheltie would take too long, that was the answer. And there was the Cocker in for a cut-down; she
hadn't done the dog before and wasn't encouraged by her behavior in the tub. And Roger's new
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appointment still hadn't shown—
"—feral dog pack," Mrs. Delgaria was saying.

Brenna looked up at her, unable to reconcile the words with the neatly professional woman before her.
No, don't ask. Give her the charge slip and go get the Shelltie.

She asked. "What did you say?"

"You haven't heard? I'm surprised. It's been in the news since last night." Mrs. Delgaria shifted Flowers
into a more protective hold that Brenna didn't think was coincidental. "And you live out toward the lake,
don't you? That's where they're supposed to be. If you've got animals out there, you'd better make sure
they're put up safely."

Sunny. Numbly, Brenna held out the slip. "I don't listen to the radio much," she said. "Thank you for
mentioning it."Sunny the hound . Poor dumb Redbone reject would stand there with her tongue hanging
out, happily watching the canine visitors approach and never know the mistake until they bowled her over
and chewed her into little pieces. She glanced at the clock. Two hours till her shift ended and not even
then, if this new dog was other than what Roger said it would be.

Get the Sheltie started. She grabbed the stand dryer and wheeled it over to the table, which she swiftly
adjusted to height. Then the tools, ready to hand; she snapped a #7 blade onto the clippers, pulled out
her good thinning shears from the locking toolbox where she kept her personal gear, and hunted out the
wide-toothed comb and a couple of different brushes. In moments the dog was on the table, losing the
last of his matted hair and voicing his displeasure in high-pitched complaints from behind a nylon muzzle.
He wasn't nearly as tough as he thought he was, but she was in no mood for the toothy pinches he
commonly dealt out.

Definitely one of those days. The if-I-had-my-own-shop days. She wouldn't book this many dogs at
once, not without the right kind of help.And no one allowed to book dogs against my say-so , she
thought grimly, back-brushing the generous tufts of hair between the dog's toes and scissoring them to
neat round paws.

But she never approached the thought too seriously. Years of her brother Russell's dismissive comments,
of her parents' unintentional discouragement—though now only her mother was left to fill that role. "Let
someone else worry about the bills," they'd say, her father with loving protectiveness when he was alive
and her mother—now and then—with the assumption that she couldn't handle the load. "Russell will tell
you." And Russell would. "Can't see you doing the accounting for your own business," he would tell her,
and of course he knew, what with his partnership in the small carpet and flooring store in Brockport.
"You haven't got a single class under your belt outside of high school."

True enough. But not how she'd wanted it, either.

She clipped the Sheltie's nails and pulled the muzzle off; just the thinning and a little trimming to go, and
he'd be fine with that.

Feral dogs. A pack of them. What was that all about? She worked in a suburb north of Monroe City,
but lived fifteen minutes northwest of that, between Lake Ontario and the city. Definitely rural—but
generally tame. A handful of coyotes, not as many stray cats as there used to be, lots of small farms no
longer supporting anything but a handful of cows or horses, plenty of farmland owned in modest lots but
leased to larger operations. Her own place had taken that role over the years, and even now the old


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

north pasture was in corn for Bob Haskly—the lease paid her winter's heating bills in the old farmhouse.
But the right-side pasture, hilly and divided by the creek, had only ever been pasture and still was.
Maybe next summer she would get another horse; right now the field was fallow, recovering from some
hard grazing from Emily's last batch of cattle.

Plenty going on in her part of Parma Hill, but never had feral dogs been any part of it. Nothing more than
your basic random stray, half of whom seemed to find their way to Brenna for feeding and grooming
before Brenna passed them along to the local animal advocate group for placement.

"Brenna, you in there?"
Think of Emily, and Emily arrives.

"Be out in a moment," Brenna said, taking one more pass through the Sheltie's thick ruff with the thinning
shears and then shaping the result. She stepped back to give him a critical eye, found a tuft she'd missed,
and tucked him under her arm to step into the tub room and turn off the last dryer. The Cocker behind it
gave her a bright and manic eye. "Best you change your attitude," she told it, and went out to the counter
area to stash the Sheltie in one of the two open-wire crates stacked for finished dogs.

"What's up, Emily?" she asked, reaching for the charge slip and doing a quick calculation of the extra
time she'd spent on the mats.

"In town for project supplies," Emily said. "As usual. Those girls go through crafts like they were born to
sell little-old-lady cutouts for people's front yards. You know, the kind bending over with all their
pantaloons showing."

Brenna stopped writing to look up. Emily, with her honey-blond hair drawn back in a hasty ponytail, not
a trace of makeup on her slightly too-wide, slightly too-large blue eyes, looked back at her quite
seriously, but there was a trace of humor hiding at the corner of her mouth. "Solemnly swear," Brenna
said, "that you will never allow that to happen."

"Sheep, then," Emily said. "Lawn sheep."

Brenna gave a firm shake of her head. "Lawn skunks at the most." She finished the charge slip and stuck
it in the proper cubby slot behind the counter, noted the date and the Sheltie's new wart on his customer
card, and dropped it in with the others to be refiled. "No project supplies in Pets!, unless they're going to
build you a cow out of rawhide bones."

"They wanted to see the big lizards," Emily said, and smiled as she glanced through the glass of the
counter area to the store proper. The grooming room had its own entrance, right next to the main store
entrance; the counter area served as a functional antechamber behind glass. The girls, of course, were out
of sight around the corner, where the reptile area boasted several huge snakes and the biggest monitor
lizards Brenna had ever seen. At nine and eleven years old, Emily's daughters were fearless and outgoing
children, and no one had ever told them that girls don't like that sort of thing. ""Say, Bren, have you heard
about the dog pack? I'm trying to figure out a way to put the goats up, but you know they're little escape
artists—say, who's that?"

Brenna had started back for the Cocker; she looked over her shoulder to see Emily focused on the store
entryway, just beyond which stood Roger and a customer, talking.

No, not just a customer. Something more. Roger was nodding with exaggeration and high frequency,
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and he had a veneer of pleasant enthusiasm applied to his face. The man he spoke to took a more casual
stance, his hands stuck into the pockets of his worn jeans with the thumbs hanging out. He carried himself
in a sort of lounging slouch, and offered the occasional lift of a shoulder, the short nod of his head. And
he looked . . . casually disheveled. It didn't fit. Not a dog-food rep—they came in with spit-and-shine
polish, just shy of car salesman-slick.

"Niiice," Emily said, watching them talk.
"Do you use that mouth around the girls?"

Emily tossed her ponytail. "If I'm comfortable expressing myself around them, then maybe when they're
gorgeous teenagers with every single boy in school whining for them to do the dirty in the back of a
pickup, they'll feel comfortable expressing themselves aroundme ."

"Dream on," Brenna muttered, still watching the byplay between her manager and the man he so clearly
wanted to impress with his affability. A man who apparently didn't have the wits to discern the sales job
behind Roger's smile. Brenna gave a mental snort. With her luck the man had an entire van of fully coated
English Sheepdogs and Roger was even now promising them an appointment for today. "Anyway,
he's—"

Scrufty. That's how he struck her, which was why she couldn't figure out Roger's fawning interest. But
then she realized that his clothes were neat enough despite being far from new, worn jeans and a flannel
shirt with cuffs rolled back to mid-forearm. And he was clean-shaven, and his hair—every bit as dark as
hers—barely licked the collar of his shirt. And yet . . . scruffy.

"—made you speechless, apparently," Emily teased.

Brenna went back and collected the Cocker, letting the stocky bitch stand on the table while she hunted
up a #5 blade. "It's Roger I'm thinking about. He's up to something. Look at his expression and tell me
he's not." The black Cocker, a badly bred individual with developing skin problems, eyed the floor and
gave a wag of her stumpy tail; Brenna put an absent hand on her back and finally found the blade,
accomplishing the switch one-handed and popping the new blade home with an expert flick against her

thigh.
"You're no fun," Emily said, coming to stand in the doorway.
"Blame Roger for that, too. Did you see how he ran up the schedule today?"

"You need your own place," Emily said, completely unaware of Brenna's thoughts on the subject and not
the least deserving of the sudden angry frustration that rose up in Brenna.

She turned her back to hide her glower, and concentrated intently on cutting the dog's nails—not entirely
without necessity, since the Cocker had thrown herself back on her haunches and was jerking on the
entrapped foot with manic intensity, a low moan in her throat that long experience told Brenna would
soon be the sort of scream to draw spectators from two parking lots over. She startled the dog by
swapping her end for end while maintaining her hold on the paw and quickly targeted the nails while the
Cocker struggled with the notion that she could neither yank the leg forward nor up from that position.
"Roger'll yell at you if he sees you behind the counter."

"No he won't," Emily said, somewhat smug. "I'm a customer. He'll do anything for a customer."
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"T've taught you well, I see," Brenna said, finishing the nails and exchanging tools, firing up the clippers.

"Well enough so this is one place/'/l never work," Emily said over the buzz of Brenna at work, smoothly
drawing the clippers over the Cocker's dumpy back.

"As if you'd ever let a job take you away from the family." Not Emily, married right out of her two-year
college program and a mother a year later, in love with her good-natured garage mechanic and totally
devoted to her girls. Happy, that was Emily. Happy and given to occasional fits of childish
rowdiness—the best kind of rowdy, the water hose fights in midsummer, sledding and snowmen in the
winter. Brenna envied her kids, and enjoyed being her neighbor.

But sometimes—on days like this—Emily just didn'tget it . Didn't get that while Brenna was obliging her
with light conversation, she was twisted up with the pressure of achieving the impossible in a day with
constantly shifting rules. She'd never be done before dark at this rate, never mind at shift's end. And one
day she'd just walk right out on Roger, because she'd told him no and he'd ignored her and for once
she'd meantno .

Hang on. You've got tomorrow off.
"Listen, Em, can you do me a favor? Can you grab Sunny up and stick her in the dog room?"

Emily stopped watching Roger and her self-assigned eye-candy to give Brenna an uncertain look. "I
thought you didn't want her in the house because she'll mess."

"Just make sure the door's closed to the main house. Shut her in the dog room. She probablywill/ mess,
but it's linoleum. And I won't be that late." Not if she could stick to her schedule. Six-thirty to three-thirty,
up early and out early, just the way she liked it if you didn't count the Sunday morning shift. Elizabeth
joined her mid-morning and worked until eight at night, and with Kelly doubling up on weekends and
filling in on their off days, they kept the store covered.

"Dumbest dog I ever met," Emily said of Sunny, a mutter nonetheless meant to be heard.

"That's the consensus," Brenna agreed. "She's an idiot. How do you think she ended up with me?"

"No one else would take her," Emily said. Not even guessing, just flat knowing.

"I'd still rather not have her torn up by that pack. Can you do it?"

"[ can try." Emily made a face. "If she's even learned her name well enough to come to it."

"Get the birdseed bucket and rattle it. She loves birdseed."

Emily, bless her heart, managed to hold her tongue on that one. "I'll do my best," she said. "I'm hoping
the business about the dog pack is just a rumor gotten out of hand."

"But you're still putting up the goats." Brenna lifted the Cocker's back leg and bent to clear out the hair
on her stomach, carefully skimming the sensitive skin. Her own hair fell free of its confinement down the
back of her grooming smock and the doubled braid thumped against the table. Dark and thick and wavy
and almost impossibly long, just as it had grown in after that summer she was nine years old and had
made her silly offering to try to keep her hound alive.
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Or maybe not so silly, considering the years she'd had with him, years that had made her parents
puzzle—just as they had puzzled over her hair, hair she had been trying so desperately—and mostly
unsuccessfully—to grow, and which she'd chopped off with a pocket knife and no explanation
whatsoever.

Mars Nodens had liked offerings, her father's article had said. She had given him the only one she'd had.
And had not cut her hair again since then—not counting the occasional light fringe of her bangs—though
it was neither a rational nor a practical decision.

"Well," Emily said, talking about the goats, "I'll put them up. I don't know that they'll stay that way." She
checked her watch. "Enough lizard-time for one day. They've got homework to do, anyway."

"Yeah, better make a run for it. If that straggly Wheaten Terrier coming this way is my mystery
customer, things are going to get real ugly around here, real fast."

Emily needed no more encouragement than that. Brenna crated the partially groomed Cocker and
returned to the grooming counter, steeling herself for battle. Wheaten hair was notoriously soft and prone
to matting; randomly scheduling Wheaten owners were notorious for not noticing the mats until they all
but covered the dog's body, and then squalling at the suggestion of a cut-down. And Wheatens . . .

Wheatens were notorious for their own reasons.

I don't have time for this today. And as she thought it, as she tucked back a tendril of loose hair and
prepared her customer-service face for an appointment she suddenly had absolutely no intention of
keeping, she was startled to catch a brief glimpse of the man Emily had drooled over, and to discover
that he was looking at her. Staring.

Dismissive, she would have said, reacting instantly to that expression with an inward bristling. As if she
needed to be judged and dismissed by someone who would stand still for Roger's Happy Manager act.
And as if she didn't get quite enough of the same from her own brother. She had only an instant, with the
Wheaten close enough to give the corner of her counter a preparatory sniff and the owner oblivious
enough that she had to preempt the dog's rising leg and welcome the owner at the same time—but that
was time enough to return his look with her own cool expression.

And then she went back to work.

Chapter 3
K-

ANZUS
The Messenger

She made it home somewhere between sunset and darkfall, her headlights splashing a long path up the
steep, narrow driveway to the farmhouse at the crest of the hill—the same hill that wound away to the
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south, right of the house and barn, and upon which sat the oak and gravesite she'd managed to keep up
even after all these years. Not including that one spring when she'd been so distracted with her father's
illness, and someone—someones—had invaded the fallow pasture and wreaked havoc at the oak.

There was no sign of Sunny as Brenna parked in the pole shed that served as a garage; she thought
briefly about the dogs, and the unnatural silence of the night made her wish that she had climbed out of
the car with her hands wrapped around a baseball bat instead of the super sub sandwich that would keep
her fed for three nights. And then Sunny cut loose from inside the house, a beautiful Redbone bawl that
ought to be sounding out in the woods for squirrel and coon—if only the young hound had had the
faintest drive to hunt.

With her relief came the realization of how tired she was. Thank goodness there was no livestock
waiting—although the knowledge that her unpredictable work life kept her from putting a horse in the old
pasture, or even a goat or two to keep down the weeds, created its own resentment. At least she had
today's small victory on the scoreboard, a patch of ground she'd won and kept for her own—the
Wheaten had gone home with a new appointment for dematting and a bath, the owner's ire assuaged
partly by sincere apologies but mostly by the coupon for a steep discount.

Roger had not been pleased. But Roger had been coming off his happy nodding conversation with the
dismissive stranger and, occasionally, even Roger seemed to sense when he had pushed Brenna too far.

With deliberate effort, she put that part of her day behind her, and redirected her thoughts to more
pleasant things. The sub sandwich and a nice cold soda, and then a long soak in the claw-footed tub that
hunkered in the corner of the recently remodeled bathroom. She hadn't had any choice about that, not
when a long-undetected leak sent the toilet through the floor and into the basement, but she was glad for
the results—fresh, desert rose tile, the resurfaced tub, plenty of shelves, and faucets it was actually
possible to turn off.

And despite the upkeep she was glad her brother Russell hadn't wanted the farm, though he had
maintained his perceived first claim as son and oldest child even as he passed on it. She needed it more
than he, he'd said—he could make his own way.

She'd never been sure why he had thought she couldn't.

Sub. Soda. Soak. She mounted the steps to the half-enclosed front porch—vertical slats below the
handrail, open above—making the habitual observation that the third one sank a little too easily beneath
her weight and ought to be replaced. With the sub, her coat, the cargo bag that served as a purse and
carryall, and her mail jammed under one arm, she reached for the porch door.

Something whined.

Feral dogs.Roaming pack at the boiling point .

Something whinedon the porch .

Brenna froze, her hand on the door latch. Yank it open, bolt inside —but any sudden movement could
trigger an angry dog—or worse, a frightened dog, unwittingly trapped in the corner of her porch.Open
the door slowlyand slip inside—but any retreat could trigger excited prey instincts.7urn and face it

—but that could be seen as a challenge.

For pity's sake, just stand here indefinitely, until this sub is so stale you can beat the creature to
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death with it.

It wasn't a pack of whines, it was a single whine. It wasn't an eager whine, it was a distressed whimper.
Intermittent, with no sound of movement, no tick of claw against the hard painted wood.

Brenna turned around.

At first she saw nothing, until, blinking in the darkness, she became convinced that there was nothing to
see. That it hadn't beenon the porch, but under it, and now had fled. And then it whimpered and stirred,
and she saw the faint sheen of an eye reflecting the dim night light from the dog room on the other side of
the door.

As eyes went, they weren't terribly far from the ground.

"Hey," she said to it, a low-key and noncommittal response, just to lob the ball back into its court again.
But there was no more forthcoming, and she opened the door behind her, snaked her arm around to feel
the wall until she hit the light switch, and squinted in anticipation of the bare overhead bulb.

The dog had had no such warning; when the light blazed, it started, jumping into a jerky flight—but
losing courage and freezing up instead. Brenna had all the time in the world to look it over—and she still
wasn't sure what she'd found.

Ears, that was for sure. Big ears, upright like a German Shepherd's, and just as large as a Shepherd's
even though the dog's head wouldn't reach her knee, not even if it had been standing alertly instead of
cowering, its short legs spraddled out and its toenails digging into the porch as though at any moment it
might go flying off the face of the earth from centrifugal force. She could almost hear its terror, its
indecision, a fast babble ofrunrunrun andwhich way should I go, whichwaywhichway anddon't
move, don't move, can't be seen if I don't move .

What it was missing in length of leg it made up in length of body, but other than that the details were
completely obscured in the stark chiaroscuro light and shadows of the overhead and the thick,
all-encompassing coat of gritty dark mud soaking into the dog's coat.

Cardigan Welsh Corgi, she could tell that much. Nothing else had all that ear and so little leg—with the
possible exception of a dock-tailed Pembroke Corgi, the queen's choice of breed—but she could quite
clearly see a tail, flung out behind like a rudder, the quiver of it the only movement in the dog's body.
Male dog, another glimpse told her.

Brenna didn't move. The dog didn't move. Sunny barked a query, her voice sweet enough to drive a tree

hunter to tears, and the dog whimpered again, a sound that seemed to have been torn right out from the
depths of his body.

This is starting to get more than silly. He wasn't going to hurt her; she couldn't stand there all night.
Her feet hurt, the tub called, and some ill-advised soul had left a rare-breed dog loose to get lost on the
turf of a roaming dog pack. "Look," she said to the dog, a matter-of-fact tone on the soothing side, "why
don't you just—"

And he screamed—hescreamed —and somehow flipped his long body around and flung himself over
the side of the porch. Even having seen it, Brenna had no idea how he'd managed. "Damn," she said into
the darkness, straightening and only then realizing she'd been slightly crouched, and that her back hurt
along with the rest of her tired parts.
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She didn't even think about going after him. Chaset/at ? No point. She would eat, bathe, and go to
bed—and in the morning she'd call animal control and report the sighting, so if they were on the alert for
a Cardigan, they'd at least know where he'd been.

Sunny greeted her with much happiness and not the least resentment that interesting things had been
happening just out of her sight; she cared only for the food that Brenna poured after dumping her own
things on the kitchen table beyond the dog room. Sunny wasn't Brenna's dog, not really—never had
been. She had arrived a reject, undernourished and severely lacking in intelligence, trail sense, and the
potential ever to find another home. She adored Brenna—when she happened to notice her—and spent
most of her time sitting in the yard watching the world happen around her, perfectly content that way. For
visitors she'd bark a couple of times with a slightly puzzled expression, as if she were trying to remember
if barking was what she was supposed to do, and then she'd give up and offer slobbery kisses instead.

Brenna thought it was more like having a pet rock than a dog, but in a strange way Sunny suited her
current life perfectly. She didn't miss Brenna, she didn't get into trouble, and she wasn't wasted potential
in any category—hunting, tracking, obedience, or agility work. She filled her role in life perfectly by being
the sort of dog at which cat owners could point and feel superior.

Brenna gave Sunny's floppy gold-red ears a rub and placed the bowl in front of her big wire crate. This
room was large for the mud and laundry room it had once been, and just a tad small for the dog and
laundry room it now was. Aside from the old washer and dryer, it held several folded wire crates of
various sizes, several nested rubber garbage cans for dog food which she un-nested at need, narrow
metal shelves with grooming and medical supplies spilling over the edges, and a discreet stack of clean
dishes. Not to mention Sunny's water dish, around which she'd spilled enough water to support the Loch
Ness monster. Or the laundry, on which she'd been sleeping instead of the perfectly good dog bed; if it
had been dirty before, now it qualified for the heavy-duty cycle.

Dropping her boots by the door, Brenna closed off the mostly unheated dog room and padded into the
living room to kick the heat up from its frigid daytime setting. March first it might be, and sometimes
warm enough for a vest over a sweatshirt, but on a day with lake clouds the house held a chill with
vengeance. Pulling her hair from its doubled braid helped; she scrubbed her fingers through it, massaging
her scalp, and let it fall to warm her neck and shoulders and the sides of her face. Then she found her
slippers, hopping to put them on as she made her way to the first-floor bedroom, where she made a face
at her own absentminded distraction, pulling them back off so she could shed her work pants.

Tired, all right. If she had tried to stay and work that Wheaten, she'd have been too tired to stop for
the sub and too tired to eat it, anyway. She'd pay for pulling the stunt with the discounted
rescheduling—Roger would give her a passive-aggressive cold shoulder for a week—but it had been the
right thing to do. Someday Roger would realize that groomer injuries happened when the groomers were
exhausted—not quick enough to avoid the unexpected snap of a jaw, not alert enough to see it coming.

She and her hair were tangled in her Pets! store shirt, struggling with her bra hook, when Sunny sounded
off. "Nice timing," she grumbled at the dog—but rushed to disentangle herself all the same. It was the
stranger bark, one Sunny seldom used; all the world was a friend by her definition. Brenna jammed a
nightshirt over her head and a sweatshirt over that, and stumbled into a pair of excessively well-worn
jeans—one of these days she would put her foot right through the seat of them—and hopped back down
the hall while slippering her feet.

Sunny stood with her nose shoved up against the back doorjamb, snuffling noisily enough to inhale all of
outdoors through the narrow crack. The hackles of her short, slick coat raised a dark line at her
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shoulders and down her spine; she didn't even look up as Brenna entered the cold room, hugging herself
and wishing she'd at least taken the time to grab up her vest. She pulled the sweatshirt sleeves over her
knuckles and peered out onto the porch.

She had forgotten to turn the light off, so all she saw was the glare of the bare bulb against the shiny
enamel paint and pitch darkness beyond. But Sunny growled, a low monotone warning that Brenna
couldn't recall ever having heard before. "Shhh," she said absently, not particularly expecting a response,
but Sunny shushed all right.

"Gone?" Brenna looked down to ask her.

But Sunny cowered at her feet. She whined, and her eyes showed white, and then she bolted away from
the door and ran circles around the room, her claws scrabbling in her usual graceless galumphing stride
and her tail tucked so tightly to her belly that she didn't even appear to have a tail at all.

"Sunny!" Glancing from the bewildering dog to the starkly empty porch and back again, Brenna would
have reached for her, tried to calm her—

But then she felt it herself.

A whisper of dire gibberish in her ear, a cold brush of fear down her neck; she slapped a hand to it, but
this was no bug to brush away—it tickled down her spine and curled her toes and made her recently
freed breasts feel tight and naked and exposed against the cold T-shirt. Behind her, Sunny crashed into
her own crate and dove blindly inside, heading for the corner, where she hid her face and whined.

And Brenna clenched her jaw to keep from doing the same, clenched it till it ached, and still there was
nothing on the porch but a pair of old mud boots and the wispy remains of last summer's potted
impatiens. She made her arms into an X in front of her chest, and her fingers peeked out of the sweatshirt
sleeves to grasp the material at her collarbones, kneading it without thought, her own hands mindlessly
seeking to comfort her. Whispers and tickles and fear and a blind, groping invasion of —

Of nothing.
It left as abruptly as it had come.

Brenna gave a little laugh, sharp and bitter. "This job is getting to me," she told Sunny, ignoring for the
moment that Sunny had no reason to let "this job" drive/er into a crate and turn her into a whimpering
ball of Redbone Hound. "I need more food and less caffeine. Definitely less caffeine." She went in to cut
the sub up and pop tonight's portion into the microwave after slathering more of her favorite specialty
mustard onto it than she probably should have. By the time the microwave dinged at her, she had a Sprite
ready to go and had stuffed a few carrots in her mouth to assuage the inner voice that kept wanting to
clamor about vegetables. Heck, there were tomatoes on the sub, weren't there? And onions—those
should count for something.

A glance in the dog room showed her that Sunny had not moved, and she squelched the strong impulse
to coax the dog out of the crate and soothe her. Sunny wouldn't come out until she was good and ready,
and dragging her out would hardly create a soothing effect.

Brenna took her meal into the den—dark paneling left over from the seventies, a sagging couch she'd
known all her life, her father's recliner, bought specially for him the year before he died and not something
her mother could bear to take along to Sunset Village, the retirement community where she had been
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invited to stay with her younger sister, Ada . . . it was a room Brenna loved, but not one in which anyone
else spent much time. The little television was here, the one that got only two channels no matter how you
twiddled the antennae. She flipped it on, found a news-magazine show, and turned most of her attention
to the sub.

Too much mustard, all right.

She ate it anyway, with as much—or as little—decorum as Sunny had used to devour her kibble. Then
she went and washed the grime of the day from her face, and dusted the insides of her elbows with corn
starch powder to get rid of the dog hair that often worked into the skin there. She'd given up on the bath
while gathering her wits in the kitchen, not about to sit naked in a tub after feeling so naked and frightened
right out there in the dog room. She checked on Sunny—who seemed to have forgotten the entire
strange incident, and was hard at work on a bone—and plopped back down in front of the news show.
Normally she just opened the back door and gave Sunny the boot until bedtime, but not tonight. Tonight
she'd have to rig up something to keep Sunny under control when she went outside. An old longe line
from Brenna's childhood horse, maybe, if she could find it.

But for now she settled in for a few moments of important enlightenment. This particular news show
segment seemed to have something to do with cruise ships and their chefs. ". . . and you'll be as
surprised as we were to learn whoreallyhandles the food behind the scenes," as they cut to a
commercial.

"Bet I'm not," Brenna muttered at the television, pulling an old knit afghan off the back of the couch and
wrapping it around herself as the commercials droned on. She closed her eyes; at some point the news
show returned, diving into its intense scrutiny of shipboard cuisine with a grand display of moral outrage.
Brenna drifted away, envisioning those same cameras behind the scenes at Pets!, focusing in tightly on
Roger while in the background—

"—regret to report that there were no survivors found on the farm, another entire family lost to
this new rabies.Shedding rabiesis the common term being used for the mutated virus—"

Brenna jolted awake, squinting at the screen, frantically trying to refocus her thoughts and her eyes on
the information they were presenting.Rabies? What? She hadn't heard—

"Not only were most of the workers we found less qualified than claimed, but our hidden cameras
revealed unsanitary work habits—"

Back to the cruise ship. No, that wasn'tright , they'd been talking about rabies, she was sure of it. A
new kind of rabies. . . .

Yeah, right. Or maybe it was just her imagination, fueled by a pack of loose dogs and one spooky
moment in the dog room. Brenna drew the afghan closer, curling into a tighter ball on the couch, letting
her hair become a shroud in which she could hide while she thought.

And abruptly decided that she didn'twant to think. She had things to do, and then she wanted to go to
bed. Let Emily tease her about hitting the sack earlier than Emily's two kids; the kids didn't get up as
early as she. Holding the afghan around her shoulders, she got a garbage bag and went from room to
room, gathering the week's garbage in semidarkness out of sheer laziness when it came to turning on the
lights—only to realize, as she reached the kitchen on her way out, that there was no way she was going
to put out garbage with the feral dogs running crazed. She left the sack in the corner behind the kitchen
door and went through her mail, pulling out the bills and dumping the rest, and then relinquished the
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afghan long enough to clean up the kitchen sink and table.

She ought to pay some of those bills while the table was clear enough to do it—she had a desk in one of
the second-floor rooms, but its main purpose seemed to have evolved into providing a delicate balance
of shifting and layered papers—old records, grooming newsletters, and a growing stack of clipped
articles on introducing yourself to the computer age, keeping business records, and thrifty advertising
methods. Sheought to pay some of those bills . . . but not tonight.

Tonight she would beat Em's kids to bed; tomorrow she'd deal with the bills and other such things that
hadn't been done over the course of this week. Spring grooming season getting into gear . . . it was
always like this.

Sunny waited for her, back to snorting at the doorjamb. Brenna couldn't blame her; the dog wasn't used
to being confined during the evening. "Let me find you that longe line," she said, and started poking
around on the metal shelves. Theoretically this was all dog stuff and not horse stuff—the barn held the old
horse gear—but maybe if she was lucky . . . she hadn't sorted the shelves in some time, and that gave her
some hope.

"Whoouh," Sunny said to her—said to the door, actually, and Brenna jerked to look at her with no little
dread—but the dog's hackles were right where they belonged, smooth and slick all the way down her
backbone. And her tail swung in an even, happy arc, steady at hip level.

Of course Brenna had to look, even as her hand closed over a tangled skein of flat cotton line. Absently
shaking the line out so she could re-loop it around her hand and elbow, she went to the back door. Not
so long ago she'd stood here shaking; now there was no menace—only her back door with a light she
ought to have turned off burning outside in the cold night.

And there, standing at the top step, was the mud-dipped Cardigan Welsh Corgi. Stone-still, as if he had
been that way for hours and would stay that way for hours yet. As she appeared in the doorway, Brenna
thought she saw the slight tilt of one of those big ears, but she couldn't be sure; it didn't happen again.
Finally she nudged Sunny into her crate and put her hand on the doorknob, slowly turning it.

He heard it, all right. You couldn't get any more alert thanthat pair of ears, radar-scoped at the door.
But his expression was entirely different from the first time she'd seen him. Then he had been terrified
beyond rational thought; now he stood at attention, his posture suddenly full of anticipation despite the
fact that he hadn't truly moved.

Slowly, she pulled the door open. Slowly, she pushed the creaky screen door out.

They stared at one another.

Finally she said, "Would you like to come in?"

He trotted in as if she had been a doorman holding the door to his personal doghouse.

Her eyes widened; that was all. Until she had the door closed behind him, it was the only reaction she
could afford. But she needn't have worried. He went to the center of the shallow room and plunked his
bottom down, his eyes never leaving her face—and her eyes never leaving his—as she closed and
latched the doors. From her crate, Sunny made a noise of protest—she still wantedout —but Brenna

shook her head. "In a minute," she said, never moving her gaze from the mud-coated Cardigan. She
crouched down and patted the floor. "C'mere," she said, an offhand tone.
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He came.

He not only came, he rested his muddy face against her leg and gave a sigh of contentment that verged
on being an outright groan. Surprised, she hesitated, her hand hovering over his filthy coat—and in the
end rested her hand on his shoulder, so damn happy to have him there that she couldn't quite believe
herself.Didn't believe herself. This was the happiness of a dog long-lost, regained—not the simple relief
that she'd pulled a stray in out of reach of trouble. It made no more sense than his flip-flop in behavior.

"Only a little while ago," she murmured, searching for her equilibrium, "you were so terrified of me that
you practically did a backflip over the porch rail. Now you think I'm mama?"

Unless he had never been terrified of her at all.

Unless that which had come so soon afterward, that which had so frightened both Brenna and Sunny,
had not been their combined imagination at all, and this dog had felt it too.

Something else that made no sense. Brenna shied away from thinking about it.

Sunny's antics in the crate acquired a certain fevered intensity, and Brenna retrieved the longe line,
snapped it to Sunny's collar, and tied the end around a porch pillar, all while keeping half an eye on their
guest. He sat waiting with all the patience in the world, and when she stuffed her hair down the back of
her sweatshirt, grabbed a handful of towels from the top of Sunny's crate, and crouched by him again, he
stoically allowed her to sop up what mud she could. That gritty, black mud, as if something had driven
him through one of the many local mini-swamps at top speed.

Though she didn't know what it could have been, that wouldn't havecaught him. Nimble and speedy as
the Corgis were—and well they should be, having been bred to herd cattle—those short legs wouldn't
outrun anything big enough to be a threat, not in the long haul.

Then again, she hadn't actually seen anything out there tonight, and he had performed Corgi gymnastics
to run fromzhat .

Quit trying to make it make sense. Sometimes things just didn't. What she knew for sure was that she
had a Cardigan Welsh Corgi in her dog room, and that even the generous pile of towels accruing beside
her wouldn't do anything but soak up dirty water, leaving the grit in his coat and a bath the only recourse.
She couldn't be sure—not in this light, not without someone holding him so she could step back and take
a look—but she had the feeling he was a fine dog, lots of good bone and without the exaggeratedly
twisted ankles so many of them had. Someone would be missing him. She ran her hands around his neck
and finally came up with a narrow nylon strip—not a collar, no more than a tag holder. And the tags, too,
clinking dully in their wet and mud-coated state.

She tried to make them out, turning them to catch the light, but the engraving would take a good
scrubbing before it became legible. The dog cocked his head at her, a quizzical expression, and it was
then that she realized how she'd squinted her face up in her attempts to read the unreadable. Alert, then,
and plenty responsive. She could stick pencils up her nose and waggle her fingers in her ears without
getting anything but a bland stare from Sunny.

Not that she eversad . Ever.

In any case, she'd take him into work tomorrow—stealing a few moments with the tub and dryers was a
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job benefit for any groomer—scrub him up, clean up the tags, and see what she had to work with. Along
with a few phone calls to animal control and the local volunteer adoption group, it would probably be
enough to have this fellow home by tomorrow night.

She left the wet collar around his wet neck and pulled out one of the smaller wire crates; a touch too
small for him, but for one night he could deal with it. The sharp noise of the shuffled crates put him on
edge; his huge ears went from alert to wary as he moved to the far wall, his body hunched and poised for
escape—even if there was nowhere to escapeto , not this time. Still, no point in making it hard for him;
she took the crate into the kitchen and assembled it there, flipping the sides into place with practiced ease
and snicking the fasteners into place. She had planned to keep him in the kitchen, anyway—he was too
wet to stay out in the cold dog room.

Unlike Sunny, who had been outside quite long enough to take care of her needs. Sunny whined and
moaned and threw herself at the door if Brenna tried to keep her inside on a cold night; the most she
could enforce was the compromise of the dog room.

Brenna tossed a few towels into the bottom of the new crate and went out to reel Sunny in and crate her
with an outlandish bone. She'd been intending to use a slip-lead on the Cardi, but when he got a glimpse
of the crate, he pushed his way through the partially open door and installed himself in his new quarters.

Brenna put a hand on her hip and made a face at him. "So you're crate-trained. Show-off." She freed
her hair from her sweatshirt and debated whether or not to feed him—he'd need it, but she didn't want to
dump food down him when he'd been stressed—and ended up giving him a scant handful of kibble.
"Make yourself at home," she told him, deciding she wasn't going to be spooked away from her tub. "I've
been waiting for my own bath all day, and I'm about to have it."

He met her gaze for a few moments, and then deliberately turned to the kibble, nuzzling it first and finally
settling in to eat with a catlike finickiness.

"T guess [ know when/'m dismissed," she said, but couldn't help but linger to watch him, so at home in
her own kitchen, the very picture of a content dog. It was almost enough to make her forget the strange

circumstances of his arrival.

But not quite.

Chapter 4
V.

PERTH
An Initiation

Early afternoon in the Pets! parking lot, a shared lot in a strip mall that no longer held the sparkle of fresh
construction but hadn't quite descended into rattiness. Bills paid, laundry done, and she'd even found
some old boards in the barn to lay over the mud hole between the house and the car shed. The Cardigan
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had jumped readily into her pickup and sat quietly on the towel she'd laid over the seat, happy enough to
be in the car, happy enough to keep her company. Happy enough to hop out again, onto the warm
asphalt of a spring day that had actually chosen to be sunny.

Which left Brenna entirely unprepared when he took one look at the Pets! storefront and screamed like
a panicked child.

He tried to bolt, couldn't, and flopped at the end of the leash like an enraged fish out of water, issuing
bloodcurdling screams, foaming at the mouth—andwhew , there he went—blowing his anal glands on
top of it all. Of course, he could hardly pitch a protest of these proportions andnot release his anal
glands.

In a way, Brenna supposed she was lucky.7hey were lucky. He was in an empty parking space, and not
in the path of careless parking lot traffic. And unlike the average dog owner, she'd seen this kind of thing
before. She'd had dogs squirt out of the tub, screaming in outrage; she'd had cats ping-pong across the
wall like something out ofThe Exorcist . She'd dealt with pets in all stages of temper tantrum and protest.
So now she held the end of the leash and rolled her eyes and tried to figure out what had set him off while
she waited for it to end.

Not that he hadn't been through enough. The night hadn't been easy on either of them. She had emerged
from the tub to find him sleepy and satisfied, and he'd even, after some hesitation, accepted the longe line
rigging for his outs before bed. But—dry now, if still muddy—he hadn't been so happy about returning to
the crate. Once inside, he had given her a look, athis isn't the way it's supposed to be look, and she'd
almost let him out.

Almost. But a second look at his dry but no less grimy state brought her up short, and she murmured an
apology and took herself to bed—not quite as soon as Emily's children despite her intentions, and
exhausted to the bone. Maybe she'd even sleep in, despite her body's natural greet-the-dawn inclinations;
she'd certainly sleep hard.

Or maybe not. Maybe it was the dog's fussing that woke her; maybe it was something else. But this time,
when she went to the kitchen to check him, she couldn't harden herself to the plea in his eyes. She let him
out and grabbed one of the towels; he seemed glad to follow her to the den, and just as glad to settle on
the towel she spread before the couch—although he didn't truly relax until she plopped herself down in
the worn cushions and drew the afghan over herself. Eventually, she let one hand fall to rest on his
shoulders, and they dozed that way.

But not for long.

She didn't know what brought her to alert, just that the dog had sensed it, too. He was a tight bundle of
muscles anchored to her touch, and she felt his fear creep right up her arm and curl around her heart. It
was the only thing she could hear, her heart—the rest of the house was utter silence, and yet there was a
pressure in her ears as if a giant black fist squeezed the house and everything in it. And the moments
pounded on and she thought surely the fear would ease, her heart would slow, but it never did.

It stopped as suddenly as it had begun, and only then did she start shaking. Only then did the Cardigan
let a whine slip out. She reacted automatically, and for both of them. She forgot about his grubby state
and she lifted the afghan in silent invitation. He jumped up without hesitation and snuggled in next to her,
water-bottle warm and smelling just like the swampy mud he'd run through. She turned to her side, giving
him more room, and then lay awake feeling the rise and fall of his ribs against hers and the puff of his
breath on her forearm. Somebody's pet, all right.
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Why did he seem to think he was hers?

And why, she wondered grimly in the Pets! parking lot the next day, couldn't he just remember how he
had trusted her the night before? And just how damn long could he keep this up, anyway?

A woman with a Shih Tzu waddling along beside her hesitated for a horrified look at the Cardigan's
antics; Brenna gave her a forbearing smile and a little shrug. A few moments after that, the dog eased off
into wary cease-fire, panting, attractive little bubbles of spit on his lips.

"Are we done?" Brenna asked him, as sardonically as she could muster. And with much relief, because
someone else was approaching from behind, and she didn't think she could pull off another forbearing
smile. "Look, dog, I'm already giving up my day off for you—"

"Trouble?"

She didn't recognize the voice, but a glance showed her trouble, all right. The dog must have thought so,
too, for as the glazed look left his eyes and he focused on the new arrival, he went into instant action,
shrieking and flopping, thirty-five pounds of idiot at the end of the leash. Brenna felt an odd moment of
disorientation, awrongness , and for a moment her world teetered with him. And then she caught herself.
She looked at the man—Roger's friend from the day before, with a cell phone in one hand, a gym bag in
the other, a pager visible on his belt through the gaping front zipper of his leather jacket and a reasonably
solicitous look on his face.

"Why, no," she said, with an edge of sarcasm so fine he might or might not perceive it. Trouble? As if it
weren't obvious, and as if he'd taken for granted she couldn't handletrouble on her own.

He shifted the gym bag in his grip, easing back on one leg to narrow his eyes at her—eyes easily as blue
as hers, hair easily as dark, glinting with nearly hidden chestnut in the spring sun. And as recognition came
into those eyes, the solicitous expression faded. ""You're one of the groomers."

"And you're the man who was talking to Roger yesterday." She didn't mention the look he'd given her;
he knew he'd done it. And though she was tempted, it would take her just a little closer tobitchy than she
liked.

And who wouldn't be, with a manic dog jerking her arm around—though he was once again
settling—spooky things ruining her sleep, a day off slipping away, and Mr. Scruffy adding his presence
on top of it all? It was his hair, she decided—a nice style but ready for a trim—or maybe that he
evidently hadn't shaved today.

And he grinned at her words, but it wasn't in apology, it was . . . it was . . .

She didn't knowwhat it was. Acknowledgment of some sort?

"Good luck with the dog," he said, clearly abdicating the unspoken offer of help. He nodded at the dog.
"Interesting kind of storm for Winnal's Day, I suppose." And without explaining either comment, he
turned on his heel and left, heading for a pale blue SUV with some sort of logo on its side.

She didn't have a chance to note just which logo it was, because the instant he moved, the Cardigan

blew his wits again, catching her up in another moment of inexplicablewrongness before she recovered.
Poofing her bangs out of her eyes with an exaggerated sigh, she decided she wasn't going to gain anything
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by waiting for the dog to work through whatever kept triggering him and headed for the store, thankful
enough that he was a Cardigan instead of a seventy-pound Lab as he flailed along behind her.

"Oooh, that's special." Elizabeth, the second-shift groomer who caught Brenna's early shift on Brenna's
off days, leaned over the counter to admire Brenna's acquisition. "What do you call that breed, the
Freaking Mudball?" She looked closer, and reconsidered. "Freaking Mudball with Ears."

But now that they were inside, the dog settled again, clearly exhausted. His tongue hung long from his
mouth, and his sturdy front legs spread wide.

"Doomed Mudball," Brenna pronounced; Elizabeth knew a Cardigan when she saw one. "Is the tub
free?"

"Only if you clean it when you're through withthat ," Elizabeth said without hesitation. "I'm done with my
baths for the day."

Brenna did an automatic glance-about before saying darkly, "Don't worry. Roger will schedule you
something."

"No way." Elizabeth popped a thin mint into her mouth from her perpetual stash behind the
counter—Ilike Brenna, she rarely had time to eat a full lunch. "I've got two minutes to do paperwork while
my first finishes drying, and then I'm clipping for the rest of the afternoon."

"Take a look at the schedule," Brenna said, nodding at the desk. "See that dog he tried to sneak in
yesterday? It was a matted Wheaten."

Elizabeth made a face. She was a tall young woman, very blond, with generous features that seemed a
little too big for her face; when she twisted them up, she got impressive results. Brenna grinned at her and
headed for the tub room.

The Cardigan followed her like a gentleman, tired but amenable. He stood quietly in the tub—three
shampooings it took before the mud didn't run off him anymore—he let her blow the water from his coat
with the high-velocity dryer, and he went quietly from her arms into a second-tier crate to sit under the
stand dryers while she scrubbed his collar and tags and cleaned up the tub area.

Finally, she turned to the collar, blotting it dry and taking her first good look at the tags. Rabies tag,
though it didn't look quite right to her eye and she couldn't say why; it had the vet clinic—#hervet
clinic—stamped on the tag, along with Rabies I/II and the serial number. But here was something
useful—a round ID tag, phone number and all. She took the collar out to the grooming room and dangled
it up before Elizabeth, who was trying to get a smooth clipping line on a perpetual-motion Springer. Not
her strength—Brenna specialized in the exacting breed clips. But Elizabeth could take any odd hairy
breed and turn it cute or handsome, so she didn't begrudge Brenna her breed certifications.

Brenna grinned at her from behind the collar. "Score!"
"What's the deal with him, anyway? That's not a breed you see very often."
"Showed up on my porch last night," Brenna said. "But he ought to be home tonight." She caught up the

receiver from the wall phone, stabbed an unlit outgoing line button, and dialed the number, twirling the
collar around her finger as the line rang.
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"I'm sorry, but that number is not in this service area. Please check the number you are dialing
and try again."

"Huh." Brenna frowned at the phone, hanging it up with much less flare. She looked at the tag again.
"Number doesn't exist, according to them. But who'd keep a tag with the wrong number on it?"

"What's the address?"
Brenna shook her head, running her thumb over the engraving. "There isn't one. Just the phone. Dumb."

"Well, it'd be fine if the phoneworked ." Elizabeth's voice came out muffled; her head was in the vicinity
of the dog's flank as she fought for control over its foot. Giving up, she straightened and glared into the
Springer's eye long enough to bellow in a startlingly loud voice, "Straighten up!"

Astonished, the dog stood stock still, watching Elizabeth with wide eyes as she quickly went back to
work. "Sometimes it gets 'em, sometimes it doesn't," she said. "I give it three feet."

"Mmmm," Brenna said in agreement, staring at the other side of the ID tag. "Champion Nuadha's Silver
Druid."

Elizabeth snorted. "Yeah, there's a name for you. It'd make more sense if he was blue merle. What was
that, New-AHD-ja ?"

"NWUH-dja," she said absently, looking at the name and thinking Elizabeth was right. Silver could
describe merle, but not a black, white, and brown tricolor. Elizabeth grabbed the collar to look with vast
uncertainty at the tag.

"Noowahja?" she said, coming close. "Do you think?"

Counterintuitive as the pronunciation was, Brenna didn't doubt it—although as she retrieved the collar,
she gave it her own thoughtful look. Sheought to doubt it.

But she didn't.

So she tucked the question away to think about later, and stuck her head in the tub room to offer an
experimental, "Hey, Druid!"

From behind the wind of the dryers, he got to his feet, cocking his head at her. No mistaking that.
"Never mind," she told him, and retreated to the grooming room. "Druid for a call name, that's not too
bad. But you'd think anyone with a champion would make it easier to return him!"

"No kidding. All right, Springer, you've had your last chance," Elizabeth said with some exasperation, as
her fourth attempt to trim under the dog's tail was met with a spinning tactic. "At least I got all the feet
done," she said, shortening the noose and using a second noose to secure the dog to the front of the
grooming elbow. "If these people would justiandle their dogs—"

"Yeah, yeah, you're preaching to the choir here." But Brenna slid Druid's collar down her arm and let it
dangle at her elbow while she went to the Springer's head and distracted her with kissy-kissy noises.
Fortunately, the dog was fundamentally sweet, if uncivilized, and she was glad enough to squint her eyes
with happiness at Brenna's attentions—although the tail-wagging didn't necessarily make things much
easier for Elizabeth.
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Elizabeth moved on to the dog's head and ears, and Brenna went back to check the Cardigan, flipping
off the dryers and rolling them out of the way. She laughed, then, at the somewhat stunned look on his
face; he'd had all the dryers on him, and his coat was as flyaway as it could get. Except for his haunches,
which of course he'd been sitting on.

She considered the temperature—nice for early March, mid-fifties—and decided against taking him out
in it without some spot-drying. A few moments on one of the tables was all it took, and then she stepped
back to consider her new charge.

"He's got a lot more white on him than I thought," Elizabeth admitted, pausing in her own work.

Or than Brenna had thought. No way, under the mud, to see how broad his blaze was, how
symmetrically it encompassed his muzzle, narrowed just enough to miss his eyes, and broadened again at
his forehead. Or to see the dark freckles on the bridge of his nose, or how richly his brown cheek
patches stood out against the black on the rest of his head. He had a white bib and undercarriage
and—except for brown points, a white tail tip, and a jagged white collar—the rest of him was sleek
black. Black, aside from his ears. The interior of one was stark white; the other light brown. But it was
the backs of those huge ears that were so beguiling, mostly white with thick brown freckles. Utterly
unexpected, utterly charming,

And his eyes. Coming from a clean face, they looked softer, more open. Biglove-me eyes that followed
her every movement.

He's somebody else's dog.
Brenna gave a sudden sharp shake of her head. "Gotta figure out who owns him."
"Yeah," Elizabeth said, her voice knowing. "Better do it fast, too."

Brenna made a face at her, absently fingering the collar and its tags. No actual license; that didn't
surprise her. An ID tag was what got a dog home again, and a license cost money to replace. Sunny
didn't carry her license either, just the rabies and ID tags. She looked again at the rabies tag, still not quite
sure what wasn't right about it, and the Lakeridge clinic name caught her eye. If the clinic kept track of
which dog had what vaccine serial number, then . . .

The Cardigan—Champion Nuadha's Silver Druid with no silver—decided she wasn't going to fuss with
him anymore and eased his bottom down on the table. She kept an eye on him as she called the clinic,
picking the number out from the emergency list by the phone. "Hi," she said when Donna, the
receptionist, picked up the phone and identified herself. "Listen, I've got a stray here with one of your
rabies tags. Can you identify the owner from the number?"

"If the tag isn't outdated. What's the number?"

Brenna gave Elizabeth a thumbs-up as the other groomer looked up from her work to eavesdrop, and
held the tag so the engraving showed clearly in the light, reading off a five-digit number and waiting
expectantly for the sound of Donna's fingers at the keyboard.

But Donna said, "Y ou're missing one. There should be six numbers."

Brenna frowned. "Only five. They're all very clear; the tag looks practically new."Now that it's been
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cleaned. "And it's a young dog; he's probably on his first three-year shot." He was, she thought, at least
that old—past the first six months when they didn't give rabies, and then the year after the first rabies,
which was only a one-year shot. But she wouldn't put him at much beyond a couple of years. His teeth
were still white and strong, and his carriage that of a young dog. All the same, he was a well-developed
adult, with masculine features and all his parts intact.

A show dog loaded with identification, and none of it could lead her to his owner.

Donna said, "I suppose you could bring the tag in; maybe one of the vet techs could make some sense of
it. Unless you've got six numbers, [ can't be of much help."

Brenna sighed. "Maybe I will," she said, but knew she wouldn't. If the tag was defective, there was no
point. What was she going to do, ask them to search record by record? Or— "Can you search your
clients by breed?" she asked. "This is a Cardigan Welsh Corgi. You can't have many of those."

"We don't have any," Donna said. "We haven't, for several years. And we haven't done that kind of
search before, but it might be possible. Tell you what—leave your name and number, and let me get
back to you. I'm going to have to sneak this into my schedule. And you said it was a young dog?"

"Male, young adult, tricolor," Brenna said, and gave Donna her name and home number. "He's in good
shape—he hasn't been on his own very long. And he's tagged as Champion Nuadha's Silver Druid. Have
you ever heard of them?"

"Y ou might search the Web," the woman said. "If you can find the kennel, the breeder should know who
owns the dog now."

"Good idea," Brenna said, but upon hanging up she slumped back against the wall and stared at Druid.
"You're not making this very easy." Search the Web . . . as if she had a computer, or even knew how to
use one!

Emily.

Of course, Emily. Or to be more precise, Emily's daughters, who shared a computer and whose on-line
time had been a subject of much discourse in the Brecken household, drawing even Emily's workaholic
husband Sam into the fray.

"I can't tell if you're stumped, or if you've got bad answers," Elizabeth said.

"Stumped," Brenna said. "I'm going to make a few more calls from here, then go on back home. No
point in spending my whole day on this." She'd call PePP, the local rescue group that showcased their
adoptions at Pets! during the weekend, and the local animal control—that way if anyone started calling
around/ooking for the dog, they'd be directed to Brenna. And she would hope that Roger didn't come in
and catch her making personal phone calls from the store phone.

Druid watched—he had settled into a couchant posture, with his short legs curled in front of his chest
like a cat's, curved wrists gracefully meeting in the middle—as the rescue group representative offered to
take him in. "Oh, no," she told them in an off-hand and casual tone. "He's fine at my place, and he's been
through enough change already." The animal control officer was out, as usual—he must be especially
busy with the dog pack situation—but she left a message. And when she hung up the phone the final time
she looked at Druid and said, "I hope you appreciate this."
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Elizabeth snorted. She had traded the Springer for a Lhasa mix that bore a typically snubbed face and
sausage body, and a nasty temper to boot. Elizabeth had the cat muzzle ready and waiting. "Yeah, right,"
she said. "As if they ever do. All they want is more food and a place under the covers." She gave Brenna
a pointed look as she reached for the clippers to rough out the scissors cut. "And you better be careful
not to give him any more than the food. I can see that look in your eye already."

Too late, Brenna thought, thinking of the night on the couch, of how contentedly he'd snuggled beside
her. Of course, those circumstances had been special. She wasn't quite sure just what those
circumstanceswere , other than strange and frightening, but they had certainly been out of the ordinary.
The Cardi would sleep in the crate tonight. Or at the least, on the floor by the bed. "This is my
not-enough-sleep look, nothing else," she said.Not¢ a getting-attached-to-someone-else's-dog look.
"And have you heard anything more about the feral dogs? Has animal control been able to break up the
pack?"

Elizabeth shrugged. "I didn't see the news. Customers seem to think the dogs have been pretty active.
That guy who's been around talking to Roger—he seemed to know a lot about it, but he's not exactly
what I'd call chatty."

"Or even friendly," Brenna said. "Although he was nice enough out in the parking lot until he realized I
was a groomer."

"Can't make sense ofthat ."

"Maybe it's just his nature," Brenna said. "Whatever. If you can get anything out of him, do it, okay? I'm
right smack in the middle of the pack action, and I'd really like to know just how worried I should be."
Come to think of it, it might be time to clean up her grandfather's old .22 and take a few test shots into
the hill that followed the creek.

"What makes you think he'll talk to me?"

Brenna thought of the exchange in the parking lot and gave Elizabeth a wry smile. "Maybe he won't. But
I'm pretty sure he won't be talking tome ."

Chapter 5
M.

LAGUZ
Water, That Which Conducts

Thnnck!
The .22-long bullet buried itself in the damp soil of the hill just to the right of her target, abruptly

reminding Brenna that the sights on the old rifle were slightly off and she'd need to adjust for them. Which
she did, and promptly shattered the bit of a stick she'd jammed into the ground as a target.
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Not that she was far away from it, certainly not far enough to crow about her marksmanship. But if she
ended up firing this thing, it would be at close range. And the real point to the exercise was to trigger the
years of target plunking she'd done in her teens, to reengage her handling and safety practices.

Besides, although she counted herself lucky to have avoided Roger during her time at the store bathing
Druid, she was happy enough to imagine him here on the hill in a Manager Effigy. She pumped the old
shell out of the chamber and the new one in, and settled the rifle to her shoulder.7hnnck!

She found a certain satisfaction in solitary target shooting, especially with the relatively quiet .22. No big
kick, no rendingly explosive noise, just sighting, shooting, and working the smooth pump for another
round. The creek burbled behind her, glinting in the sun; the hill blocked out the rest of the world before
her, and the breeze that played in her bangs could almost—with some imagination—be called warm.

But she couldn't stay here forever. Aside from the fact that she had just run out of shells, there was a lost
dog waiting to go home, and she didn't imagine he was terribly happy to be crated while she was gone.
She needed to get him and walk on over to Emily's—not close but the next house north, a newer home
built on the edge of the Calkins' recently sold farmland lots. A quick phone call had put the girls onto the
computer search, and with any luck they'd have the information she needed by evening.

She double-checked to make sure there was no shell in the chamber, pointed the gun at the ground,
headed for the hill—and stopped short. The old shrine, her hound's gravesite . . . she hadn't been there
since the final snow had melted. So she walked along the hill instead, further out from the house,
following the whimsical creek bed until the great oak loomed above her. Her tattered sneakers gave her
perfect purchase in the grassy sod; twenty-four hours ago it would have been just the other side of
muddy out here, but now she had nothing more than pleasantly soft ground beneath her feet. Up the hill
she went, straight to the grave, where she set down the rifle and knelt, reminded of the first time she'd
been allowed to shoot, and how the old hound had hung by her legs, always touching her, bumping her . .
. worried about her, as if the loud noise might harm her.

He'd been shot once; X-rays later in life had shown the birdshot still buried in his haunch. So he had had
good reason to worry—or so he must have felt.

She had loved him for it then. She loved him for it now. She shoved back the long sleeves of her hooded
sweatshirt and tenderly straightened the site marker, an arrangement of rocks chosen for their size and
shape and which, at the time, she had put a great deal of effort into creating. They were just plain old
rocks, nothing more, but it didn't really matter. All that mattered was that seeing them helped her to
remember him.

Rocks straightened, she let her sleeves slip back down over the heels of her hands—a hand-me-down
from Russell, this one was—and placed one palm flat on the earth, remembering those years. And the
years after them, when she had seemed practically able to speak to any dog that wandered by, to intuit
their needs and the meanings of their slightest body language. Or that's how it had seemed at the time. At
almost twenty-nine, she had a more jaded view of the world, and didn't particularly trust that things had
been as she remembered them.

And all the same, she wished she could experience life on that level again. Simple. Not fraught with daily
struggles just to make sure she could do her job safely and professionally. Being with dogs tobe with
them, and not ending up in adversarial relationships with animals who spent the afternoon with her now
and then and didn't want to be there at all.
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"I love you, old hound," she told the gravesite, and pushed herself to her feet, brushing off her damp
knees, thinking of that terrible year when she had found the place desecrated, when her father had died
and horror seemed to hang over this area for the rest of the year. Which didn't mean that the tiny trickle
of a spring couldn't use a cleaning; it generally did. Leaves settled there, and the grasses grew long and
bent over into it. Brenna moved over to tend it and stopped short, eyes narrowing.

Not a leaf, not a stick, not a single stray stem . . . she couldn't remember ever having seen it so . . . tidy.
It looked as though someone had put giant lips to the spring from the other side and given a mighty puff,
clearing away every stray bit of everything,

It made the tracks at the spring stand out rather starkly. Far too starkly for Brenna to miss. And after a
youth spent tracking this critter and that on the farm just for the fun of it, far too starkly to mistake for the
newly encroaching coyotes or, even less likely, fox.

Dog.

But not dog running across the area, or dog hanging around for a drink and making a mishmash of prints.
Dog tracks coming from the spring, deep-set and clear in ground that was now dry enough to hold them
that way, and heading for the creek. Digging deeply into the ground just at the spring, the way anything
does when it's bolting into instant speed.

She followed them to the creek—they weren't as clear where the grass thickened, just a tuft or two of
sod out of place along the way—where two deep prints showed how the dog had launched itself into the
wide, relatively deep water. Not water over her head, but certainly over the top of any boots she might
choose to wear, so she stopped there.

Dog on the run. Dog full of fear. Dog with Cardigan-sized prints.
Brenna went back to consider the spring.

Dog out of nowhere.
k %k %k

After a time she quit looking for answers where there weren't any, collected the gun, and returned to the
house. There she had the middle section of the sub for dinner, fed the dogs, let Sunny hang out at the end
of the longe line long enough to finish the dishes of the past few days, and then put Druid on a leash for
the walk over to Emily's. The girls, she rightly thought, would love his silly long-bodied shape and his
expressive ears, and until she had a better understanding of his puzzling responses, she'd rather have him
with her than crated alone in her house.

The strong light of the day was finally fading when she presented herself at Emily's door and said, "What
computer wonders have you wrought?" as Jill, the youngest, answered the door.

In response, Jill said, "Oh, he's socuuute . But what happened to his legs?"
"That's how they're supposed to be," Brenna said, but she might as well not have bothered, as Jill leaned
back and bellowed, "Marilee! Come and see Brenna's new dog!" Druid quailed at the sound, but then,

so did Brenna.

"He's not my—" she started, and gave up, because Marilee had arrived and both girls were on their
knees, petting and kissing and making gooey admiring noises. "Here," she said, and handed them the
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leash. "Don't frighten him, d'you hear? He's been through a lot in the past few days."
Whatever it might have been.

Emily, a sheaf of papers in hand, leaned against the kitchen archway and nodded at her daughters.
"They're okay with him?"

"Even if he has one of his . . .moments , he's not going to do anything to hurt them," Brenna said,
repeating the reassurance she'd given Emily on the phone. "If he was going to bite, he'd have nailed me
by now." Given what she'd put him through, and how frightened he'd been at moments. Definitely not a
fear-biter. Fear-freaker, now . . .that label, she'd paste on him. "I'd be more concerned about what two
little girls could do tohim —if they weren't yours."

"Okay, you get points for that last bit," Emily said. "Come sit down. Want some soda?"

"Anything decaf," Brenna said. It was, after all, her day off. She took a seat at the table, in a kitchen that
was the antithesis of her own—too new to carry the hint of generations past, bright and open and airy.
And peach-colored. Every time she came here, Brenna left with an impulse to paint her own kitchen, but
when she got home she would realize again just how many other things needed attention, too—a new
sink would have been outstanding—and so never got around to any of it. "What'd you find out?"

"A whole lot of nothing, I'm afraid," Emily said, pulling a one-liter bottle of Sprite out of the refrigerator
and hunting through the freezer for ice cube trays that actually held ice. "The girls were delighted to play
detective for you, but they couldn't find any kennel with the name of Nuadha, no matter what the breed.
They did find the Web site for the national Cardigan club, and emailed the contact person. You gotta
love email—they got an answer just a few moments ago." She set a glass in front of Brenna, but her
expression didn't hold any triumph. She sat across from Brenna and pulled the coated elastic band from
her ponytail, only to regather her shoulder-length hair and confine it again.

"Don't tell me," Brenna said, and felt all of her hopes for an easy resolution to Druid's fate fade to
nothingness. "They haven't heard of any such kennel, either."

"They suggested that it was a fanciful call name as opposed to the dog's actual kennel name."
"Withchampion at the front of it?"

Emily shrugged. "Don't ask me. I don't know anything about this sort of thing. Now, if you want to talk
cross-stitch—"

Brenna waved her to silence and Emily smirked. Any time Brenna became too full of jargon in her talk of
dogs, Emily—who cross-stitched like a fiend and regularly sold patterns to stitchwork
magazines—interrupted with chatter of her own specialty. "Well, the point is that we aren't going to

locate the owner through them. Or even through the Web, it seems."

"You really ought to get yourself a computer," Emily said. "You could keep business records on it—"
"Whatbusiness records?" Brenna snorted.
"—ifyou had your own business, and you'd be surprised what kind of resource the Web can be. You

know the girls would be glad to show you how to use it, or you could go to the library—they run little
classes on using the Internet all the time."
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"Yeah, yeah," Brenna said, by way of saying,you're right but we both know I'm not going to rush out
and do anything about it . "Let me get this dog squared away first."

"Looks like that could be a while." Emily sipped her own soda, and raised an eyebrow at Brenna.
"Don't remind me. I'm going to be in trouble with this one, Em."

Emily shook her head. "I don't know why you keep breaking your heart, taking these dogs in. If you're
going to do it, hand them straight over to animal control, why don't you? Quit pouring yourself into them
and fixing all their woes only to have to give them up."

"If I didn't fix their woes, half of them wouldn't be able to find new homes. And the other half would be
dead through animal control if I didn't hang on to them as long as I do, waiting for their owners."

"So you always say. But we both know animal control does a pretty good job, if the owners care
enough to check around. I think you just like the excuse."

Brenna, at a loss for any cogent argument, stuck out her tongue. Things hadn't changed much, it seemed;
that had always been her answer to Russell, also. Russell, older and teasing her about her useless mutts,
about how he did things that mattered—at the time, earning a letter on the school math team, already
heading for his part-time job at the carpet store he had eventually bought out and expanded.

Not so many years between them, but a seemingly unbridgeable gap that had widened beyond repair the
day he had found her with a new dog, a large, starving adolescent with a short, ruddy coat, handsome
head, and what she'd immediately thought of as a permanent bad hair day because of the roughened hair
on its back. He'd been more thoughtful, then, hadn't ribbed her or made fun of the animal, ugly in its
emaciation despite its solid build and the injuries it had sustained. Injuries from human hands, which made
her decide against looking for its former owners. In fact, after she had the dog fed up and responding
happily to humankind again, he had casually mentioned he knew of a good home. She'd talked with the
man, concurred, and placed the dog.

A year later, she had seen news of the dog's big win in a regional dog show. A Rhodesian Ridgeback, it
was, and apparently quite a handsome one. But Brenna knew it couldn't be the dog the man claimed it to
be, with the parentage and breeding behind it that he spoke of so glowingly in the printed interview. And
Russell had just laughed. "His own dog got hit by a car," he said. "Yours was a perfect ringer. And where
do you think I got the money for the junior prom? If you'd been more careful about reading the local
weekly, you'd have known he lost the dog and could have had the money for yourself."

Her mother knew, if only she had been willing to see. And if her father had realized, he'd have done
something, she was sure—but she couldn't bring herself to tell him and see it hurt him. So that was when
she'd started reading up on breeds, a subject which hadn't truly mattered to someone who rescued dogs
in whatever size, shape, and color they came to her. And that was when she stopped truly trusting her
brother, who never understood her ire. "I never did anything wrong," he had told her. "I just sold him the
dog. Not my business what he did with it."

No wonder she spent more time here than with her brother's family in town, and knew Emily's girls
better than Russell's two boys.

The girls came clattering down the stairs and into the kitchen, Druid at their heels—leashless—and
looking attentive and interested in all the little-girl things he'd been exposed to. Fashion dolls and stuffed
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animals . . . his fascinated expression led Brenna to decide on the spot that he hadn't been in a family with
children, at least not girl children.

Nine-year-old Jill, perpetually chubby, freckled, and heading toward braces, held a brush in one hand
and a comb in the other; Marilee—equally freckled but beginning to trade her baby fat for
height—carried a surfeit of hair goodies, combs and elastics and a few things that Brenna couldn't even
identify.

"Time for the ritual torture," Emily said. "It's what you deserve for coming over here and flaunting that
hair in front of two little girls with short hair imposed upon them by their wicked mother."

"It's on myhead , is all," Brenna said, but smiled. Emily's girls had no monopoly on their attentiveness;
little girls too young to have been fully socialized often reached out to touch her hair in the store, usually
with soft exclamations of delight.

"Hide it under a hat the next time," Emily responded, unruffled. "Go get her, my little hair stylists."
Already they were behind her, releasing her hair from its braid and finger combing it, as gentle as always.

"I just learned a new way to braid," Marilee said with enthusiasm. "It'll look so cool with hair this long.
It's called a fishtail braid."

"Nowthat sounds attractive," Brenna said, but she slid down in the chair so she could relax, the groomer
being groomed. If only half her own canine clients could learn to enjoy the tug and massage of the
process.

Of course, she wasn't sure she'd enjoy it nearly as much if she, too, had mats. But without them she
enjoyed it well enough to drift away in thought, Druid dozing by her feet. At least, until the voices started

up.

They came to her in a murmur, as though she were stuck in a verbal collage. Male and female, none of
them familiar, expressing themselves in incomplete sentences as though they came from a low-volume
television with someone hopping through channels. Druid twitched against her feet, dreaming, but her
awareness of it didn't distract her from the voices.Authorities have labeled itshedding rabies , said a
male voice, andanother man found dead in the city said a woman.Vaccine andtoo late and then an
official-sounding voice that saidtake your dog out and back again, please . A few jumbled
commands—things likestay, Druid, it's only for a little while andDruid, no! And oddly, in a voice that
seemed familiar, . . .local groomer Brenna Lynn Fallon succumbed today—

Brenna jerked alert, barely aware of the girls' exclamations that they hadn'tthought they'd pulled her
hair.What the hell was—

And Druid jerked awake, looking dazed and disoriented. And then he looked at Brenna, and he
screamed—a human sound no dog should ever voice. He flung himself backward, and even as Brenna
would have grabbed for him, a dizzying vertigo clutched her; in the instant it took for solid ground to
return, he was gone, and all three of the Brecken women, youngest to oldest, were staring wide-eyed at
his wake.

"Oh-kaay," Emily said, turning both her gaze and her expertly raised eyebrow on Brenna.

"What the hell—" Brenna said, out loud this time, and then realized she was in the presence of young
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ears. ""You guys didn't hear that." She grabbed an elastic from the table and brought her hair around. The
fishtail braid was indeed cool, but apparently tedious in execution, for it was only a third of the way down
her back. She overrode the girls' protests and fastened it where they had stopped.

"Do me a favor," she told them, talking over them, and her words hushed them fast enough. "Help me
find him. He's probably hiding behind or under something. Don't try to get close to him. He's too afraid
right now, and it wouldn't be kind to him."

Young women on a mission, they rushed from the kitchen.

Emily caught Brenna's eye and shook her head. "You told me he was strange, but . . . Brenna, just what
is it you think you can do with that dog?"

Brenna had no doubt that if Druid had been on a leash, they would all have been treated to another
incident of flailing and foaming and shrieking, and she sighed, meeting Emily's gaze long enough for an
honest shrug. "I don't know. But you saw him . . . when he's normal, he's a charismatic and well-behaved
dog. If I can only figure out what's causing the behavior—"

"The behavior," Emily said, and laughed without humor. "Thebehavior | Brenna, the dog is
hallucinating! He's the doggy equivalent of a homeless man who's not sane and won't take his drugs!"

Brenna could only stare off in the direction of Druid's flight, bemused.Local groomer Brenna Lynn
Fallon succumbed today . . .

Just how crazy did that makeher ?

Crazy enough to go back to work. On Saturday, no less, a day Brenna was used to working but one that
always lasted several hours longer than she was actually scheduled, even double-teaming with Elizabeth
and with someone pulled off the floor to wash the dogs.

Not someone who actually knew what they were doing, of course. One of the guys from the back of the
store, whom Roger must have figured was large enough to handle the big ones. And who obviously loved
dogs.

If only he'd ever washed one.

Brenna, swooping in to get her next clip job and crossing mental fingers that the dog was actually dry,
found Deryl towel-drying a Collie-mutt and spotted the tell-tale slick of fur at a glance.

"He's still got soap in his hair," she told him, shouting out of necessity; all the dryers were going, all the
crates full.

He gave a look of disbelief, clearly not able to comprehend that he'd missed some soapy spots or, more
likely, that he'd missed them ands/e'd been able to see them. "But I've already got him half dry."

As if that was relevant. "Doesn't matter," she said, gesturing at the tub with her chin, her arms already full
of West Highland Terrier. "Put him back in and rinse him again. If you don't get the soap out, he'll itch
and we'll rightly get blamed for it." She freed an arm from the Westie, balancing the dog in her grip just
long enough to point. "There. And there. Get those spots rinsed enough to make your fingers squeak."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

And still the doubt.
"Just do it!" she said in exasperation. ""You're getting paid by the hour, not by the dog!"

He frowned, hesitated, and thought better of it. When she left the room he was reinserting the unhappy
dog into the tub.

Elizabeth was hard at work on a Samoyed who apparently hadn't been brushed all winter. "It's no
wonder they hate us," she muttered to Brenna as she used the razor-sharp blades of a mat comb on the
dog's haunches; it tried to whirl and snap, but she had it well secured.

Brenna didn't even bother to respond; it was a rhetorical grumble they perfected each spring. Instead
she cranked the table up, deposited the Westie, and got to work. "And how are you today, Miss Daisy?"
she said, and presented her face for licking.

"No fair," Elizabeth said, still grumbling. "You got to do Daisy last time she was in."

"Gotta be quick!" Brenna told her, grinning. Daisy came on a regular schedule, had a lovely coat, a
sweet temperament, and solid conformation . . . good breeding, shining through. Grooming her always
made Brenna remember what had attracted her to the job in the first place. Not just working with the
dogs, but working with them in a way that they both enjoyed. Not just cleaning them up and putting them
through a clipper assembly line, but turning it into an art of sorts, taking handsome little dogs like Daisy
and putting a smart breed clip on them so they'd want to strut out of the shop.

And the hardest thing about Daisy was that although she knew to stand, she kept trying to give kisses.
With a comb attachment, a little stripping work and thinning sheers, Brenna had Daisy spiffed up with a
perky Westie breed cut and a tiny pink bow at the base of each ear. "You're too cute!" she told the dog,
and escorted her to one of the front crates. Just in time; her owner would be along in fifteen minutes for
pick-up.

By which time Brenna would be snacking on carrots and granola bars. "Everything else is still drying,"
she told Elizabeth, pulling oft her grooming smock. "I'm going for lunch, and maybe even that break I
worked through this morning."

"Fine by me," Elizabeth said, discarding a slicker brush's worth of hair on the floor. "I'll no doubt still be
working on this dog when you get back. I hope you warned the owners that there would be matting
charges."

"Oh, yes," Brenna said. "We had themy dog's not matted conversation . I provided visual aids and
won the day." What she had done was to stick several wide-toothed combs into the dog's hair—where
they stayed upright, quite securely anchored by the mats.

They kept combs on the front counter expressly for that purpose.

But she didn't have to think of that now. She could grab her lunch, her current paperback thriller, and let
the rest of her brain take a deep, restful breath in the employee break room, where the biggest challenge
was resisting the beguiling whisper of the snack pastries in the vending machine.

Which was where she was when Roger's new buddy sauntered in and poured himself a cup of coffee, a
sheaf of photocopies tucked under his arm. She didn't look up from her book; peripheral vision identified
him easily enough, although he wasn't moving with the same facility she had already associated with him.
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And he took no special note of her, not until he carefully eased into one of the folding metal chairs across
the table from her and came out of his preoccupation long enough to recognize her. "How's that dog?" he
asked, but his voice didn't sound especially solicitous. Making conversation.

She hesitated, tempted to pretend she was so absorbed by her reading that she didn't hear him and
trying to pin down the faint accent in his words—not English, but too elusive to identify. He wasn't
dissuaded; she felt his gaze through the book between them and finally she lowered the book to the table,
careful to miss the remains of her lunch. "He's strange," she said noncommittally. "He's about the strangest
dog I've ever dealt with, if you want to know. But I suppose somehow I'll manage."

"If you decide you want help, give me a call." He took a card from his shirt pocket and shoved it across
the table at her.

"You know," Brenna said, feeling her mouth take over and knowing that she would probably regret it
later, "if I was going to ask someone for help, it sure wouldn't be someone who makes that . . .face at

me.

"Which face would that be?" he said, and she could swear she heard amusement. Not outright humor,
just. ..

She couldn't tell, and it frustrated her. "The one you're probably making right now—" she said, finally
and fully looking away from the book, and then cutting herself short. Whatever his expression, this was
certainly the first time he'd had a couple of stitches in one eyebrow and dark purple bruising all the way
down the side of his face . . . as if a heavy fist had skidded up from jaw to brow and come to an abrupt
stop there. "Well, okay," she said, finding it odd to meet his gaze and those same clear, deep blue eyes as
her own—familiar eyes in an unfamiliar framework. "Probably not that exact face. But under all the
colors, pretty much identical." She imitated it for him. "Anyway, working with dogs is what I do."

Undeterred by her response, he nudged the business card toward her. Thanks to the stickiness of the
table—there was a definite cabal of employees who thought a magic fairy would descend from the ceiling
to clean up their mess once they'd gone, but it never seemed to happen—the card didn't go far, but
Brenna reached for it anyway. She recognized the logo from his SUV right away, a generic dog silhouette
circled by words.Gil Masera , it said.Dog Obedience and Behavior Specialist .

As she looked up from the card he shrugged and said, "Sometimes it's good to have a backup."

Obedience trainer? Talking to Roger, hanging around the store? Great—it was a probably a professional
thing, then, that look. That judgment. Trainer techniques looking down on groomer techniques. She put
the card back down where she'd gotten it, in the middle of the table, struck by a sudden bad feeling.
"What is it you're you doing here?"

"Having coftee. Listening to you get straight to the point."

"It's better that way—I don't get a very long break." She flashed an annoyed look at him. "Why," she
repeated, "are you having coffeehere ? Why does your presence make Roger deliriously happy? And
why did do you look at me the way you do—" for he'd done it in the parking lot, too, more or less,
"—and don't deny it."

He withstood the barrage with no change of expression, aside from one barely discernable wince when
the coffee touched his split lip.
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Maybe it would leave a scar, she thought, and gave it some hope.

He leaned back in the rickety chair, wincing again, but ignoring her blatant scrutiny of his physical woes.
"I'm having coffee here because I'm/ere . I'mhere because I'm trying to arrange the necessary layout to
hold obedience classes in this store. Roger's happy because he thinks the classes will increase the
customer base, and because he didn't think he'd talk me into signing on since I don't needkis customer
base."

"Then why did you? Sign on, I mean." Straight to the point, why not. "And don't think I didn't notice you
didn't answer my last question."

"The church I used to work out of not only raised their rates, they kept taking my class space at the last
minute." Straight to the point, right back at her. And there was something in his voice that let her know he
answered because he chose to, and not necessarily just because she'd asked. "Roger made me a better
offer."

No doubt. Brenna had gotten one of those herself, luring her away from her last job. And she'd
questioned Roger carefully about her professional concerns, all of which he had assured her would never
happen—and every one of which now occurred on a daily or weekly basis.

But let Gil Masera find that out for himself.

"Thefaces ," Masera said bluntly, "are because I don't like big commercial grooming setups. I've seen
the way the dogs are handled in those situations. I've even picked up the pieces."

Brenna's composure slipped. "You've never even seen me work! And you'veprobably picked up the
pieces of what happens when a dog doesn't even see a brush until it's so matted that the owners drop off
the mess for someone else to deal with, all while demanding that the dog's coat be saved."

"T've seen enough," he said, not narrowing his eyes so much as lowering the lids in a way that might have
made someone else look sleepy but just made him look like a big cat waiting to pounce.

"You come work in the tub room for a week if you want to say anything like that aboutthis grooming
room," Brenna said, her bangs sliding into her face with her emphatic words. She brushed at them in an
automatic gesture and poofed them away for good measure, sitting back in the folding chair. "Are you
always this abrasive?"

"It's a gift," he said, watching her. "Sometimes it suits me."

She quite definitely didn't know what to make of him. Under Russell's expectant stare she often kept
silent, promising herself she'd do things her way as soon as he looked away—which never took long. But
now . . . there was some unspoken challenge in 