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      To my readers…

      It’s been just five years since I quit my job and started this series, and the one thing I never expected was the wonderful welcome I’ve received from all of you. You encouraged me, pushed me, and staggered me with your kindness. You left reviews and posted comments on all the many different Facebook ads I kept testing and placing.

      Thank you from the bottom of my heart.

      It’s been a privilege!
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        Photos in this book

      

      

      The photo on the left and the photos that follow are images I had a designer create for fun. They were created using multiple licensed photos, then combining them and Photoshopping them to make something new.

      Examples:

      1. The mask image was created from four licensed photos — the woman’s face, the wolf’s face, the body and the background.

      2. The transformation image which follows was created using two photographs of the woman, two of the wolf, and another of the background. One note: In my books, Sara’s transformation is very painful — not something that would be fun to show. So instead we created the kind of transformation Sara would like to have — not her reality.

      3. The snowmobile photo depicts something that happens in Ambushed in Alaska — one of the most fun scenes I’ve written(!)

      4. The photos right before each story were created as the covers for those stories.

      5. The “drawings” at the start of each story are actually licensed wolf photos which were transformed to look like drawings.

      I hope you enjoy seeing these images as much as I enjoyed working with the designer (100 Covers) to create them.
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        Holidays with a werewolf?

        Why?
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      I started these stories near the end of my first 2-book series — Sara Flores, The Early Years.

      I hadn’t written fiction in 30+ years, and was relieved to find (after publishing seven short stories and four novellas) that I could still do it.

      But then a niggling little voice in my head said — “Sure you can write Sara. She’s just a braver, smarter, better-looking version of you. But can you write anyone else?”

      It was almost Christmas, and a young boy trapped in his house by a scared mother just jumped into my head. I wrote that story and it was fun, so I wondered about writing a young girl. Thus the Valentine’s Day story.

      All this emboldened me to start writing novels, so I launched the Sara Flores, Werewolf P.I. series. Very quickly I realized she needed a small team around her. Mason, her computer hacker rescue, wouldn’t be enough. She’d need a logistics guru (enter Judy) and it sure wouldn’t hurt to add a former Special Forces guy (enter Connor).

      Occasionally, while writing these books, I’d amuse myself by writing another short story — each connected to some holiday.

      This book is a collection of those stories.

      I hope you enjoy them!

      Sue
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        How do you find a missing girl

        in the middle of Mardi Gras?

      

      

      When you’re a loner like werewolf and P.I. Sara Flores, working Mardi Gras is a nightmare. The noise! The smells! So many people you want to punch!

      The police are no help. An 18-year-old girl who’s not sleeping in her bed or answering her phone? That’s just Mardi Gras normal.

      Sara must instead turn to voodoo queens, black-masking Indians, and skeleton dancers — but even they might not be enough.

      Sara has guns, knives, claws and a snout-full of very sharp teeth, but she’s up against a rich, violent drug cartel.

      How many men can one woman defeat? And… how fast?

      Because she has to save the girl!

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Mardi Gras cover]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        By Sue Denver

      

      

      If you asked me the absolute last place a loner like myself would want to be — it would have to be Mardi Gras.

      Yet, here I was.

      My feet had been stepped on so many times I should be lame. The streets were so crowded I couldn’t move without every part of my body rubbing up against thousands of other bodies.

      Half-naked, sweaty bodies in the 65 degree heat. In February!

      I would normally get this close to someone only if I want to kiss them or punch them. Thus far I’d showed spectacular restraint in not leaving several hundred people lying comatose in the streets.

      I deserved a damn medal for it.

      My very sensitive wolf ears? They had to be bleeding from the horns, the bells, and the blared music.

      And yet….

      There was something about the parades, the hand-made costumes, the everybody-participates aspect — the yelling back and forth with the float-riders who were all throwing beaded necklaces. Something about the smiles on the strutting marchers…

      There was joy here.

      Ecstatic, wild, crazy joy which was not diminished at all by the sheer determination behind it. People were by-damn going to have the time of their lives for the days, weeks, or (for locals) month of these celebrations.

      Unfortunately, I wasn’t here for the joy.

      In fact the opposite. I was here because a Lupiti college girl from Tulsa, Oklahoma, came here and then disappeared.

      My name is Sara Flores and I’m a reasonably attractive 5’ 7”, 30-something, with shaggy dark hair. What you most need to know about me is I’m both a private investigator and a werewolf. The werewolf part of me wasn’t normally a problem. I guarded that secret like it meant my life — because it probably did. Nobody believed in werewolves and I very much wanted it kept that way.

      The private investigator part of me is how I keep getting in trouble. My P.I. firm is called “Last Chance Investigations,” which gives you a good idea of my clients. They’re people too young or too old, too naive or too poor to protect themselves from the assholes of this world. The serious assholes, not your everyday ones. Men who won’t hesitate to kidnap or murder or just terrorize someone to get whatever they want.

      Doli Tabor’s parents hired me to find her. They came into my office early this morning and sat on the edges of the chairs across from my desk. Her mother, Carol, had a deep furrow between her glistening eyes. Marvin, her father, drummed his fingers on the arms of his chair.

      They’d handed me a picture of Doli, a young native woman with long black hair, silver-feather earrings, penetrating eyes and a slight tilt to her mouth that said she was probably a handful if she didn’t get her way.

      Carol said, “Our Doli went to New Orleans for the two weeks of parades leading up to Mardi Gras. She called us every day until two days ago.”

      “Then nothing,” said Marvin.

      “Her best friend said the same,” Carol added. “Doli called every day then stopped two days ago.”

      Carol took a huge breath. “We left messages on her phone, but she didn’t call. Then we got the automated voice saying her message box was full.”

      She shook her head. “Her phone box was never full. Never!”

      “The hotel?” I asked.

      “It’s a hostel. We left messages there for her, but she never picked them up. Housekeeping says she didn’t sleep there the last two nights.”

      “The police?”

      “Ha!” Carol exploded. “She’s a college girl there for Mardi Gras who hasn’t slept in her own room for a couple of nights. They think that’s normal.”

      Marvin stared at me. “Not calling us is not normal. Not calling her best friend is not normal.”

      I agreed. It wasn’t normal — not for a native girl with strong family ties. There’s too big a scare in the communities about disappearing native women for such a girl to terrify her parents like that. She can leave, she doesn’t even have to answer her phone, but only the most heartless would leave family without an occasional text saying she’s alright.

      I packed my bags and was in New Orleans by four this afternoon. I was surprised to find rooms available in the French Quarter, near the Madame Janine, where Doli Tabor was staying.

      Her hostel looked like a Southern home, with a columned porch all across the front, an intricate black iron railing and lots of chairs to sit on and watch the town go by. I might have to come back and interview people here if my other leads run dry. But for now, I was out on the street.

      Tomorrow was Shrove Tuesday — the final Mardi Gras celebration with the biggest parades of all.

      So… how do you find one 18-year-old in a crowd of over one million people — all of them packed onto the streets in such density you can hardly move?

      You need a secret weapon.

      Mine is named Mason Spencer. He’s a 24-year-old computer hacking genius who’s been my partner in the P.I. business from the start. He also has family, on his mother’s side, in Lupiti, Oklahoma, so he was especially motivated to find Doli.

      While I was in the air en route to New Orleans, Mason started our investigation by hacking into the camera system used by the New Orleans police.

      I don’t typically ask Mason how he does what he does — because his answers make me feel stupid. But I understand cameras. Mason said there were a thousand fixed and mobile live camera feeds available to the police plus 1,300 body cams. In addition, the police can access archived video from nearly another thousand cameras owned by residents and private crime-fighting organizations.

      If you think this is excessive or something you’d only find in New Orleans, think again. Most larger cities have this many eyes on their citizens. Some have many, many more.

      I was grateful for every single one of them, because one of those cameras caught Doli leaving Madame Janine’s hostel two days ago — the last day she was seen. Once Mason had her image and clothes for that day, he used his home-made recognition programs to find where she went.

      Her first stop was the Backstreet Cultural Museum, in the Tremé neighborhood. I stopped there briefly and saw amazing feather-and-bead costumes created by “black-masking Indian tribes.” I’d never heard of them, but Doli’s parents told me they were her main interest in coming to Mardi Gras.

      Native American tribes near New Orleans in the late 1800’s would hide black runaways. A mutual friendship began then with each group protecting the other when they could from slavers.

      Starting in 1915, some blacks combined both Native American and African dress and dance and started marching for Mardi Gras — at first in the segregated areas they were allowed, but now a vivid and welcome part of the whole Mardi Gras experience.

      After the Backstreet Cultural Museum, Doli went to Willie Mae’s Restaurant. According to Mason, this place makes the best fried chicken in the country. Hearing him made my stomach growl and brought tears to my eyes remembering the so-called food on the airplane and the questionable Polish sausage I got on the street an hour ago.

      But I didn’t have time for a sit-down dinner.

      Mason lost Doli’s trail for four hours after the restaurant. He found her again at nine P.M., coming out of a mostly-black residential section. My guess was she found a Chief of one of the black-masking tribes who would talk to her. I might have to come back and find who it was, but I had one more lead to follow first.

      The last sighting Mason could find was her entering Mama Katie’s Voodoo House at 9:30 two nights ago. Mama Katie was listed in a Google search of the Top 10 Voodoo Priestesses in New Orleans.

      There was no video of Doli  leaving — or any other video of her after she walked into the shop.

      This was my best lead.

      I pulled up to the one-story former residence that now housed Mama Katie’s shop.

      Butterflies with teeth gnawed at my stomach as I tried to decide how to approach Mama Katie. Any woman who makes a living as a voodoo priestess has to be good at reading people, so I wanted to avoid lying to her. But she might be the reason Doli had disappeared.

      Louisiana recognizes gun carry permits from Oklahoma — both concealed and not. I’d just had to pack them in a checked bag to get them here. Now I patted my Colt 1911 in my corset holster just under my breasts and the two extra magazines there also. My Spyderco knife was in my left cowboy boot and my backup Ruger LC9 in my right.

      A bar across the street flashed wavy lights that bounced off the skulls featured in Mama Katie’s picture window. I went in, having no idea what to expect.

      Mardi Gras must be like Christmas season for a shop like this.

      It was five P.M. when I walked in — earlier than Doli had but perhaps close enough to her time to have the same clerks in the shop.

      The place was full of customers and four busy sales clerks. The one nearest me, a pretty, young, black girl, was helping a rich, matronly woman who was holding a male cloth doll. The girl said, “Come back with…” she saw me enter the shop and lowered her voice. “…hair from his head. Nail clippings if you can. A photo of his face. Then Mama Katie can help you.”

      Even in human form, my ears are exceptional.

      The woman scurried out of the shop and the girl turned to me. I asked, “Is Mama Katie here? I’m troubled and I need her help.”

      “Would you like to make an appointment?”

      I shook my head. “Every second that passes is one too many. I need her help to find something I have lost. I can pay, but I need her now.”

      The girl stared at me, then asked me to wait. She went into a door at the back of the shop.

      You know that itchy feeling you get when someone unseen is staring at you? It felt like insects were crawling over my skin, but none of the customers or other clerks were looking at me. I raised my eyes and saw a small camera lens pointed in my direction. I stared at it, then I nodded at the person watching.

      “Mason,” I said quietly into my mic. “There’s a camera in here. How did you miss it?”

      “It’s not hooked up to the Internet,” he told me. “Otherwise I would have it.”

      A minute later, the girl came back out and motioned for me to follow her. She led me into a dim little sitting room that felt like a stage. A small, simple altar was on a chest — a candle and a bowl of something rested by an old-looking image of a man in dreadlocks and top hat.

      I heard the girl close the door and leave me here.

      Mama Katie was a tiny woman with light brown skin. She was seated on a chair wearing a white dress and white elaborate cloth covering her hair. Around her shoulders was a deep purple shawl large enough to sweep down to the floor.

      She motioned me to sit in front of her and I did. Her chair must have been higher as we sat eye to eye. She pulled me in with her gaze.

      I’m a skeptic and a cynic by nature and I wanted to believe all of the people in this town practicing voodoo are charlatans, but… I’m also a werewolf. That means I can’t dismiss the idea that some of them might have a power I can’t see.

      Being in a room with this woman felt like I was next to a twitching, live, electrical wire. I wanted to step back.

      I decided I would not shake her hand or touch her in any way. Fortunately, she didn’t offer.

      “What do you want?” she asked.

      “I know nothing about voodoo. Can you find something that is lost?”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “Who is it?”

      “Who?”

      “You don’t care about objects enough to come to me for that. It has to be a person.”

      Whoa! I nodded. “A young woman from Oklahoma disappeared here two days ago. May I show you?”

      She nodded so I pulled out my phone and showed her Doli’s picture.

      She looked then shook her head. “I haven’t seen her.”

      I inhaled deeply, my scent glands searching for the light stink given off by human apocrine sweat glands when a person lies. It’s so faint even Homeland Security couldn’t use it as a lie detector — although they tried back in 2009.

      Wolves can smell it. So can your dog. And even in human form, I can smell it, which is why I knew she was truthful. She hadn’t seen Doli.

      She said, “Why are you asking me?”

      I pulled out my “Last Chance Investigations” card and offered it to her. “I’m a private investigator hired by her parents to find her. My partner has accessed all the video in the city from the night she disappeared. The last place she came was here.”

      I switched the picture on my phone to the one showing Doli opening the door to Mama Katie’s. “This was Saturday, two days ago. At nine thirty P.M.”

      I swiped the phone image to show a picture of the back of her shop. “We have video of the front and back of your shop. She didn’t come out of either door. We looked from the moment she entered until today.”

      Mason said in my ear, “No sign of her today either.”

      I said to Mama Katie, “Even today, she hasn’t left. Even right up to this second that you and I are sitting her.”

      She sat there, her eyes boring into me.

      I said, “You must have another way out of this building. Yes?”

      She kept staring at me and it made me nervous.

      “Another way out?”

      Mama Katie shook her head slowly. “What are you?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked. “I’m a private investigator…”

      “No,” she interrupted. “What are you? You carry power.”

      I felt my right index finger transform into a wolf claw and I was so shocked I almost stared at it instead of hiding it. Never before had that happened without my willing it.

      Did she somehow cause it?

      “I’m a little ‘sensitive,’” I said, desperate to distract her while I forced my finger back to human form. “The only thing I can do is tell if a person is lying or not.”

      She tilted her head at me.

      I realized I needed to give her something — anything to explain what she was reading from me. And to get her cooperation in finding Doli.

      I said, “Tell me three things, one of them a lie, and I’ll tell you which one it is.”

      She looked at me for what seemed like hours, then said, “I was born with my powers… I can kill people with my power… I can make someone love you.”

      I’d been inhaling through my nose all during her statement. I smiled. “You’re much harder to read than most, but you believe the first statement is a lie.”

      “I believe?”

      “Well… I’m not at all sure you can kill me with power or make someone love me, but you believe you can.”

      She nodded, almost imperceptibly.

      “Please help me find Doli. Who was working here at four P.M. two days ago?”

      “The same people working here tonight.”

      I pulled out my phone again and showed her pictures of two couples who looked very touristy, two males alone and three females. “These are the people who entered this shop right before and after Doli entered. Do you recognize…”

      Her inhaled breath answered that question.

      She pointed at the picture of a man with with a rough Afro of hair — that sort of sexy, messy hairstyle you see on black women, not men. He had a smooth baby face with a trace of a mustache — but his posture and the look in his eyes said older. Maybe in his 30s.

      “This one is a junior boss with the Triple G gang. His name is Preston Seely, and he’s mean as a snake.”

      She stood up and walked to the room door and looked out into the shop. I came and stood beside her.

      The shop looked the same, except that the girl I’d talked to was nowhere in sight.

      Mama Katie walked to a cash register drawer and opened it. I saw money in it, so the girl hadn’t grabbed everything and ran.

      “Her purse is gone,” she said. She walked to a door with a male and female icon on it and looked in, then shook her head.

      She was a lot calmer than I would be in her position. I watched her walk back into her office. She came out in a minute with a paper for me, including the girl’s name — Angelle Hebert — and address, as well as one other address.

      Mama Katie tapped the paper. “This is her mama’s house.”

      “Thank you,” I said, pocketing the paper. “Now, how’d my missing girl leave this place?”

      She took me to a door I thought was for a closet. It was, but it also had another door at the back of it. She opened that door and we walked into a storage room with lots of boxes, large ones on the floor, smaller ones on top of shelves.

      On the other side of the storage room was another door. When Mama Katie opened it, I saw a meeting room and realized we were in the building next to her shop. She must own it as well.

      I shook my head. “We would have seen her coming out from this building next door.

      “Non, cher,” she said. “This building is on the corner. It has another door out onto Philippe Street.”

      I heard Mason in my ear say, “Son-of-a-bitch!”

      “Thank you,” I told her.

      She reached quickly, as if knowing I was about to leave, and took my arm. Her hand felt very cold.

      I looked at her, tilting one eyebrow.

      She stared into my eyes..

      “You owe me a favor,” she said. “Not now but after you find the girl. Before you leave town. I have a client… I want you to tell me if her man is lying. You will do this?”

      I frowned. “Wouldn’t you…?”

      “I can’t tell with him,” she interrupted. “Only with him I can’t tell.”

      I smiled sheepishly. “It’s just a parlor trick.”

      She shook her head. “No, it’s not.”

      I frowned at her, but I said, “I promise.”

      She let go of my arm and I rubbed it. I put a big smile on my face and said, “Your hand is cold enough to be a vampire’s.”

      She looked at me, considering, and said, “And your arm is warm enough to be a loup-garou.”

      I made myself laugh. She had used the French word for werewolf.

      I said, “Good thing they don’t exist.”

      I turned and got out of there before I could put my foot in my mouth even worse than I already had.

      I was calling an Uber when Mason said in my ear. “You need to get some shut-eye. That vampire comment was one of the stupidest things I’ve ever heard you say.”

      My teeth ground together. “I know,” I hissed. “But the woman got to me. You weren’t there. If she was holding your arm you might have said something equally dumb.”

      I sighed. “But you’re right. I’ll get a couple of hours while you check for her on that street. Pull in Judy, too. Ask her to find out everything about Preston Seely and the Triple G gang — especially where they live and hang out.”

      Judy was the third member of our little team, and the best researcher I’d ever met.
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