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Chapter 1 – JACK
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Jackson Glass picked up a picture, turning it around and around in his long, slender hands. As he traced Rina’s face with his index finger the familiar ache boiled in the pit of his stomach. Memories haunted him. Decades had slipped by in an eyeblink, and tears welled. He’d worshipped her, a little brother tagging along just wanting her approval.

He gently set Rina’s picture back on the polished black enamel desk, beside the bank of computers that lined the large room. The portrait, in soft pastel hues, offered the only concession to humanity in the entire apartment. Jack favored chrome, black or white enamel, and spartan furnishings. Even his workout equipment, black clothing, stark white hair, and pale visage reflected the austere nature of his life.

Rina had outshone his own extraordinary abilities—a genius beyond him—and gave it all up at the behest of her traditionally-minded husband. Ten years his senior, and barely twenty-five years old when she died! So much stolen from her. From them both. All because of Kaliko Wong.

The witch had killed his sister, and Rina’s husband accepted the witch’s lies. So, in a rage, with the hubris of youth, he went after the witch himself.

Like a snake grabbed by the tail, she struck with potent venom. He barely escaped. And because she couldn’t reach him, his parents paid the price of his effrontery.

An orphan at barely fifteen, he vowed to play dead while planning future vengeance. He changed his name to hide from the world. His skills, even as a teenager, garnered top dollar and he sold his expertise to those requiring discretion and hard-to-find information. He built a network of like-minded overlooked talent, those either unable or unwilling to face the world. They connected electronically, never needing physical interactions. Safer that way.

From his invisible vantage, Jack watched Kaliko Wong and the organization she’d corrupted. She had destroyed everything that mattered to him. So, he wreaked havoc in small ways, disrupting plans, and recruiting insiders to his efforts, helping protect innocents like his sister. He watched and waited, electronic eyes, ears, and fingers tracked every move, chronicled each of the witch’s criminal acts, documented her myriad sins. Only when necessary did he step briefly from the shadows to level the playing field, to give victims a better chance to escape her toxic manipulations. He analyzed, predicted, deciphered, and patiently planned, a chess master, playing the game for a final, ultimate sweet reward.

He had discerned a puzzling pattern. The witch targeted one woman time and again, a vendetta that escalated with each near miss. Jack helped thwart the machinations once, yet still the witch refused to abandon the persecution. What could merit such ire?

He tapped quickly on one of the keyboards, staring at the monitors for the response. His eyes widened, then he gritted his teeth. Jack didn’t believe in coincidence. His sister’s birthday, June 22, he considered sacred. But the witch had flagged the date, had something planned for her latest target.

Internally smiling—he rarely allowed emotion to alter his expression—Jack’s fingers flew over the keyboard. He breached Kaliko Wong’s private world effortlessly, but took care to hide his electronic presence, bouncing from IP to IP as a precaution. As far as anyone knew, Rina’s teenage brother died of suicide over grief of losing his sister and parents. Only his alter-ego lived on in the ether of a virtual world, among other child-geniuses.

Fingers clattered the keys while his mind churned faster. He could hear the click in his mind’s eye as each revealed puzzle piece slipped into place like a Rubik’s cube. Soon, he understood the witch’s plan, but not her motive. He had time. He’d already shown decades’ worth of patience.

The possibilities quickened his breath. Alone, he buzzed around the witch, dodging in to land a sting here and there. But the concerted effort of a swarm could do more, perhaps even bring her down for good. Time to cultivate a partnership to de-fang the snake once and for all.

He wouldn’t risk defenseless innocents, of course. But September Day was hardly defenseless.​
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​Chapter 2 – SEPTEMBER
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The quiet, soothing garden would soon bustle with activity as workers arrived to set up for the wedding, and September Day looked forward to this weekend being over. She had yearned for a happy ending for months, no, make that years. She and Detective Jeffrey Combs would build a life together. Nothing, not even her desires for privacy, would stop her from making this work.

Meanwhile, before all the strangers invaded the space, September calmed herself, communing with the scent of roses, and the soft panting breath of her German Shepherd, Shadow.

The flight of birds and their occasional songs broke the silence. Already the temperature had risen to uncomfortable elevations. September wore a sleeveless tank top, and loose shorts that fell midway down her thighs. She’d already worked up a sweat—or a glow, as her sister April liked to say—from running through the various hand-to-hand combat exercises she had practiced every day for the past several months. Her instructors told her that the more she prepared, that it became part of her routine, the better her responses would be. In times of emergency you didn’t need to think; your body reacted instinctively based on the drills you’d practiced.

From an animal behavior standpoint, she understood the concept. The same was true for pets. Much training relied on building on instinctive responses. Turn innate behaviors into a game and the dog or cat enjoyed the lessons, then begged to repeat them.

She’d been reluctant to commit to a formal training program for herself. But after her near-death experience in South Texas at the painted church, Combs had convinced her. “If not for yourself, then for me. Otherwise, I’ll die of a heart attack before the wedding.”

September smiled. She’d enjoyed the exercises, the challenge, and it was little enough to please Combs. Once they married, everything would fall into place for the happily ever after she had searched for.

Lately her cousin Lia Corazon had challenged September to expand Shadow’s repertoire. “The student teaching the teacher. Right, baby dog?”

He woofed and danced in front of her, enjoying the quiet morning as much as her.

Lia had trained her dog, Magic, to do all the skills a tactical canine officer needed. The young Rottweiler-German Shepherd mix knew all the basics, and much more. While his father, Shadow, could out-track him in finding missing animals, Magic’s skill at identifying explosives, and tracking down and detaining bad guys couldn’t be beaten.

Lia had quite a touch with training animals, especially Magic, almost to the point she didn’t have to speak a command to have the dog perform. When September commented on the skill, at first Lia looked confused, then hemmed and hawed before admitting she’d taught the dog hand signals.

Shadow already knew several hand signals, but Lia’s skill with Magic inspired September to up the ante. So, over the past several weeks, she had added to Shadow’s knowledge. He already knew that a fist meant to sit, and that her palm held out flat toward him meant to wait. Shadow loved to learn, so adding anything new made him happy. But lately they’d had little time to be together, just the two of them. She felt bad sometimes, because the dog hadn’t asked to suddenly be part of a larger family, so their private time together was precious.

She’d also added talking buttons to Shadow’s repertoire, or tried to. She’d recorded the various words and phrases he already knew, like outside and play and car ride, so he could paw the specific button to play the message and make his request. They’d had little time to practice. Besides, she usually knew what he wanted anyway—and you couldn’t carry a hundred buttons with recorded words and phrases with you everywhere. Hand signals, though, worked anywhere.

“Shadow, ready?” She raised her right hand to the side of her face, extending her index finger to point toward her eyes, the hand signal for watch me.

He wagged, play-bowed before her, and barked sharply three times. September raised a finger to her lips, and Shadow fell silent in mid-bark. She held her arm out straight in front of her, palm parallel to the ground, and made a sweeping motion toward the ground. Without hesitation, Shadow flopped forward in the down position.

She gave him the thumbs up—good dog—gratified when he didn’t move a hair from the position. Placing her right hand flat over her heart, September suppressed a smile at the dog’s coiled energy, just waiting for the next hand signal. She swept her arm up and out pointing toward the far end of the rose garden—the signal for go out—and Shadow sprang to his feet and dashed away.

Before September could reverse the signal, extended hand sweeping back to cover her heart for the recall, Shadow snapped at the air. Even from the distance, she heard his teeth clack three times as though chasing some invisible aggravation. Probably honeybees that love the roses, or some other stinging critter. Not wishing to risk Shadow being stung, she gave him the release command—jazz hands, both hands held upright and shimmied.

He raced back to her, panting happily, and danced around her figure as she opened her arms wide to embrace his warm, furry body. “We’ve got a lot to do today, Shadow. Let me jump in the shower, then we’ll run errands. Just you and me. Would you like that, good dog?”

He barked three times, watched for her to shush him. When she didn’t, he barked twice more for good measure.

[image: image]

After shoving the SUV into park, September sat for a moment behind the wheel. She switched on the windshield wipers, pressed the juice, and watched them sweep away red dust, clearing the view of the sun-drenched exercise yard. You’d expect dewy grass for this early in the day, but native Texans knew better. Late June meant crunchy yards, unless one could justify watering the vegetation. Lia Corazon wouldn’t waste her money that way, and probably considered September’s roses an eccentric extravagance.

“I can afford it, at least until after the wedding.” At her voice, Shadow’s big black head popped up from the back seat. He stared into the mirror to connect with September’s cat-green eyes. His tail thumped, and he stood, whined, then wagged harder when she smiled. “Baby dog, are you ready to do this?”

When he woofed affirmation, she swung out of the car and quickly released the German Shepherd from the ride. Shadow took a moment to stretch and shake and then leaned his shoulder against her. “I’m okay, Shadow.” She wasn’t, and he knew it, but saying the words aloud helped her focus on making it true.

She glanced over her shoulder at the vehicle with the scorpion security logo on the door parked at the end of the drive. September raised one hand to acknowledge the driver, one of a half-dozen in rotation that Combs had hired to keep her safe. She didn’t recognize this one, keeping her under careful surveillance. Her jaw clenched.

A deep breath, hold for a count of five, and a slow ten-count release. She repeated the calming breath exercise three more times then strode to the small building. An adjacent attached area with dog runs held an assortment of canine boarding clients. As expected, when one gave voice, the entire kennel joined in the bark-a-thon.

“Chill out, dogs. I already fed you. Kinsler, cut it out.” Lia’s commanding voice had the desired effect, and all but one, a stubborn Sheltie, fell silent. A petite woman with frizzy goldenrod hair appeared in the doorway and saw September. “What’re you doing here? Don’t you have, like, way too much to do today?” She exited the kennel, taking care to latch the gate, before crossing to meet September.

“Busy day and weekend for you, too. I won’t take much of your time.” She gave Lia a brief hug. Lia had agreed to go above-and-beyond to help on the special day. The young woman barely came up to September’s chin, but what she lacked in stature, Lia made up in attitude.

The younger girl dimpled. “Happy to help. Kinsler’s peeved I won’t give him special privileges, but he’s been flirting with the Sheltie.”

Kinsler, a tan and white terrier mix, belonged to Combs’s kids. With the hectic wedding week schedule, followed by their honeymoon, September and Combs agreed to board Kinsler with Lia while the two kids stayed with Uncle Stan and Aunt Ethel.

Lia waved at the nearest kennel, where a floppy-eared black and tan dog lounged. “Besides, it gives me a chance to put Magic through his paces. He’s a natural, but I need all the training we can get.” Lia planned to make law enforcement a career. Meanwhile, Lia boarded and trained dogs at Corazon Kennels. “Want some coffee? I made fresh this morning.”

That would’ve been several hours ago since Lia rose before dawn. By now, the coffee would dissolve rust. September wrinkled her nose. “Thanks, but I grabbed a mug-o-brew on the way over.” A giant-size caramel macchiato with a double shot. September wished she’d made it a triple. She’d need it to get through the day and tonight’s wedding rehearsal, especially after the most recent upsetting text, which threatened to derail all her plans. Tomorrow night would serve up another boatload of challenges. “I came out to double-check with you on the security plans.”

“Your fiancé hired everyone and vetted them. I assume you’re still speaking to the bridegroom. I just go where he points. Remember, you had to arm-twist him to include me.” Lia stuck out her lower lip. “I didn’t want to wear a fancy bridesmaid outfit, anyway.” Lia had no need of frills and gowns—she turned heads whatever she wore, up to and including poop-smeared trainers.

“You can wear whatever you want, okay? April didn’t want to wear the dresses I chose either.” September’s older sister prided herself on fashion sensibility and had taken over costuming the event. Costuming—that’s how September thought of it. “April had everything planned, and I was tired of arguing.”

September had asked her three sisters to be in the wedding party, more to fulfill her late-mother’s perfect wedding vision than anything else. She felt closest to April, and as matron of honor, April would sing at the ceremony. Combs’s daughter Melinda rounded out the bridesmaids.

Combs had tapped his Uncle Stan as best man. His detective partner, Winston Gonzales, and Combs’s young son, Willie, would stand up with him. “At least Melinda liked her dress, and Willie’s excited to oversee the rings. My dad took him to be fitted for a kid-size tuxedo.” For once, Combs’s kids were causing less trouble than the grownups.

Lia leaned closer, half whispering for effect, although they were alone. “Seriously, ask Combs about the security. Kind of overkill, if you ask me, obsessing over security when all we’ve got are rumors. He’s even got a team covering the restaurant tonight for the rehearsal dinner. Between your friend Teddy handling cyber security, and your fiancé running surveillance on your property, I don’t know what else they could do. Not to mention you’re up to speed on self-defense—”

September held up a hand to stop the words. After her last adventure, she’d finally admitted coincidence had nothing to do with the upheaval in her life. Someone meant to destroy her. Yes, calm prevailed the past few months, but every time she’d relaxed her guard, something—or someone—swooped in to wreak havoc. So, the security team ran routine sweeps of her property.

She hated it. Hated living in fear. Hated putting her family and friends through the disruption and fear. Even her Maine Coon cat, Macy, usually quite tolerant of strangers, hated the intrusion and stress. Neither did his heart condition any favors. She suspected the cat took to the new talking buttons because they offered him more control to communicate his needs.

Living in fear was no kind of life. She’d locked herself away once before, hiding from a stalker who nevertheless found her. September vowed never to let anyone drive her into hiding again, especially now that Shadow kept her PTSD demons at bay. She also had other considerations beyond herself. She couldn’t—wouldn’t—let her chosen family, people she loved beyond reason, risk life and limb because they cared about her.

So she agreed to the constant watchful eyes, and doubled-down on honing important survival skills with self-defense classes. Knowing how—and when—to use firearms, hand-to-hand techniques, even defensive training with bo staff martial arts, meant hours in class, although September prayed she’d never need to use them. It had paid off, though, and she felt more fit and confident in her skin than ever before.

September couldn’t wait to start the next part of her life with Combs. He believed the security would work and keep the danger at bay. But Combs didn’t know about the most recent threats—or if he had received them, he protected her the way she now protected him.

Besides, if she told him, he’d postpone their wedding. And if that happened, they might never get married. She shivered, despite the nearly triple digits. The North Texas wind felt like a furnace.

Shadow leaned against her thigh and September dropped one hand to his brow. Her other plucked the cell phone from her pocket. “We need to increase security, whatever it takes. I’ll contact Teddy. It’s probably a fake threat.”

Teddy called himself the geriatric hacker. His grandfatherly looks belied the skills that had saved her bacon more than once. He’d trace the text, confirm it legit or not. “Tell your team. But don’t tell Combs. Please. We can get this handled.” She turned the phone around for Lia to see the text.

>Cancel wedding or everyone dies.​
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​Chapter 3 – KALI


[image: ]




[image: A close up of a bee

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

Kaliko Wong looked around the old three-story monstrosity with distaste. At her direction, one of her subsidiaries had sought an estate appropriate for a company retreat. In reality, she needed a hideaway—private, easy to defend, near her target—and chose this property on several acres of prime lakefront real estate. Thank goodness she’d only need the house for a couple of days. Kali hated the old yellow Victorian on sight, especially the kitschy name: Cat’s Cradle Bed-and-Breakfast. Once this little errand was finished, she’d burn the place, along with the furry vermin that still haunted the building.

The house was sheltered by stands of cedar-oak, mountain ash, and a few pecan trees that still bore nuts every season. The lake—the property’s best feature—abutted the grassy yard, complete with a newly refurbished pier. Brushy expanse on each side of the property hid the nearest neighbors, who would mind their own business if they knew what was good for them.

The dirt lane off the main road wound through the trees. Kali had her driver remove the Cat’s Cradle sign from the roadway, making the turnoff virtually invisible. Even if you knew where to drive, the vehicle required good traction to make it through the ruts that the latest downpour had created. Fortunately, her driver, always prepared for every eventuality, had chosen a four-wheel drive vehicle, complete with a minibar. If the house got unbearable, Kali had a backup.

The driver had served her for years. More than a chauffeur, he doubled as security with many special abilities. She valued his discretion above all, but still took pains to reveal only the bits and pieces of her plan necessary for him to assist her success. His high salary cemented his lack of curiosity. He knew what happened to curious cats...

And it just might become unbearable if she couldn’t flush out the vermin. The former owner kept cats, and boarders got to choose bedrooms based on their feline preference. Kali snorted. Insanity. The walls sported photographs of a variety of felines, with their names and attributes to help guests make their choices. Nebulae, a silver-furred striped cat that loved star-gazing; Sunset, a leash-walking orange cat; and on and on. She’d wanted the house, complete with furniture, but not the animals!

As soon as Kali entered the building, her nose stuffed up. She’d known immediately and complained but was assured the vermin had been evicted. Later, she’d punish the people responsible. She could put up with the discomfort for the few hours necessary, to finish this vital job. Over the years, Kali had experienced far worse than cat allergies. A cat couldn’t kill you. At the thought, Kali the assassin laughed, then laughed some more.

[image: image]

Nebulae perched on the roof of the porch, meowing outside the master bedroom windows. She’d always enjoyed the comings and goings of guests in the old house, welcomed each with a warm purr, and snuggled into comfy laps. Nebulae especially enjoyed scrambling up the circular metal stairs from the big bedroom to reach the study. A telescope sat in the tiny room, pointed out the windows, for viewing the lake and surrounding grounds. And as a proper feline, Nebulae claimed everything seen from those windows as her territory. Well, she shared some with her buddy, Sunset.

He pawed the glass on the other side of the bedroom window, equally stressed by their new status. Neither one understood why their owner had rounded up all the cats and loaded them into carriers, then taken them away. Sunset had pawed open the lever handle on the front door during the evacuation. Nebulae squeaked through and escaped, but Sunset got trapped inside.

Now, new people inside the house moved around, but they didn’t act right. The woman yelled and screamed, even threw things at Nebulae, so she’d hidden in the shadows outside the house. But she missed Sunset. They usually snuggled together in a sunny window perch and managed the house together.

With all the other cats gone, and separated by the window, Nebulae didn’t know what to do. She meowed again, and cheek-rubbed against the glass. Sunset returned the action. And then froze.

Steps sounded on the stairs, and Nebulae could hear them even through the closed window. Sunset’s orange fur stood out on his body, shouting louder than a hiss his concern about the approaching stranger.

Quick as a whisker-flick, Sunset raced away from the window. He leaped up high to reach wall-mounted cupboards, pawed one open, and disappeared inside. Nebulae knew that was where the cats’ feather toys and the red dot lived.

The stranger appeared in the doorway of the master bedroom, glaring around with a face that spoke of anger and fierce determination. Nebulae had learned to read human expressions. She wanted to meow again... maybe the woman would change her mind and let Nebulae inside? She hadn’t eaten in forever. Hunger overcame caution, and she cried, pawing the window, pleading to return to her home.

When the stranger turned at the sound, her face told Nebulae to hide. And she listened, diving off the roof, to the soft shrubbery below. She’d try again later.

Nebulae didn’t worry about Sunset. The orange cat knew all the best hiding spots in the old house. They’d spent much time together, holed up in cubbyholes. Sunset liked to leap out at people to surprise them and make them laugh with delight.

But Nebulae didn’t think this woman would laugh. She hoped her friend stayed hidden.
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​​Chapter 4 – SHADOW
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Shadow pressed harder against September’s leg and nosed her hand when she stroked his cheek. He eyed Lia, and his brow wrinkled. The words the pair shared made little sense to him. He only knew that they increased September’s unease.

She smelled of sweet coffee, shampoo, and stress. The last a signal for a good dog to go to work. It was Shadow’s job to keep her calm and happy, and head off the scary stuff that haunted September’s dreams—and sometimes her awake moments.

Not so much as in the before-times. But Shadow stayed alert anyway. Sometimes the scary spells sneaked up on them both, like an evil, elusive squirrel dashing through the trees. It made Shadow’s tummy hurt when September felt bad.

Sometimes scary specters from the past panted after Shadow’s dreams, too. They shouted at him, chased him, pointed loud guns that hurt a good dog’s ears, and stole his person away. He shivered at the thought, grateful when September rescued him with her soothing touch, rousing him from his midnight paw-churning whimpers of terror.

Except...now she slept alongside Combs instead. Shadow slept on a comfy floor pouf nearby, but it wasn’t the same as snuggling tight against her warm body. The big man didn’t want Shadow close at night. But that’s when September needed Shadow the most. And Shadow needed her.

They took care of each other.

“What the...” Lia grabbed the phone.

Shadow knew that word, phone, from playing the name-game so often. Sometimes September asked him to bring phone when she couldn’t find it. It never hid for long from his nose.

“Gotta be a prank, September. One of your jealous fans, that’s all.”

Shadow tipped his head and reached out to sniff Lia’s shoe. It smelled of an enticing mixture of dog pee, dirt, and crushed kibble. Also, of Magic. Shadow liked the younger dog. Maybe they’d get to play tug. He’d like that.

September stiffened. “Most of the whack-a-trolls stalk my website and social platforms. A text feels personal.” She hesitated, fingering her coffee-colored hair back behind an ear. “Same person, but different number each time. I’ve got three texts in the past four days, each one worse than the one before. I deleted the others.”

“You gotta tell Combs.”

September shook her head. Her heartbeat sounded like Macy-cat thudding down the stairs during zoomies. “He already wrapped me in bubble wrap with all his security. I have to do this myself, need to stand on my own. Combs can’t be with me 24/7, not like Shadow.”

At his name, Shadow nudged her hand again, and relished September’s tender strokes on his tattered ear, the one the gun had bitten. “Shadow, I’m fine. Really.” He watched as she took big breaths, listened as the thrum of her pulse slowed, and heartbeat steadied. But he knew better.

She pulled his tug toy, the one with the ball attached, out of her pocket and he came to attention. He watched closely, and when September showed her fist he sat down so quickly he scooted forward in the grass. She always asked Shadow for a sit or a down before the tug game began. He wriggled, waiting for her to throw the toy.

People often said one thing with words but meant something else. Their bodies never lied, though, and couldn’t hide from a dog able to read everything about them. Shadow wagged just a bit, to tell September he understood. But his vigilance never wavered. Not even for the temptation of tug, one of his all-time favorite games. Combine it with a game of bring, and the game trumped even treats. Maybe not bacon, though.

She twirled the ball-on-a-rope around her head, let it go to fly through the air, and then swooped her fist to rest on her chest in the signal to bring. With an explosion of joyous energy, Shadow raced after the toy. He picked it up from where it had bounced on the hard-packed, sparse grass, chomping hard and shaking it back and forth, killing the ball-and-rope dead. Once he’d completed the ritual, Shadow proudly galloped back to September, and pushed the toy into her waiting hand.

September grabbed it, and held tight while he growled, then pulled and shook his end of the rope. When she asked him to release the toy—fist open—he gladly did so, knowing that would prolong the game. He tuned out the words as the two women continued to talk.

Their life together turned upside down when Combs and his kids came to stay. Shadow missed having September all to himself. She threw the tug toy again, and Shadow relished the hot air in his face as he raced to continue their game.

Twice more he fetched the ball-and-rope and September indulged his tugging habit. Finally, she put it away, so he circled around and nose-poked her in a tender spot. She shrieked, but it was a joyous sound, pretending to be upset. He knew, and play-bowed, hoping for a repeat of the game.

Shadow loved making her laugh by cold-nosing September to wake her up. Shadow adored playing the games she’d taught—he especially liked the seek game to sniff out lost pets. She’d been so busy lately, they hadn’t played seek, or show me, or bring games in forever.

Instead, Combs directed strangers he called the security team that came and went from their big house.

September laughed more now than ever before, even without playing fun games. She especially laughed with Combs. Combs made her happy.

Would Combs make her so happy September wouldn’t need Shadow anymore?

He whined under his breath at the thought, quiet so no human could hear, then yawned deeply to calm himself. The joy of the moment passed. No matter what, he’d never leave September. Not even if Combs tried to keep them apart. He knew September loved him—they were part of each other.

The crowded house didn’t keep all the bad stuff away, even with more laughs. Shadow knew the haunts from nightmares sometimes sneaked into the light of day. Only a good dog stood between his person and bad stuff.​
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​​Chapter 5 – SEPTEMBER
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September slammed the car door so hard Shadow yelped in surprise.

“Sorry, baby dog.” She turned in the seat, and smoothed his throat, half smiling when he slurped her cheek. “Lia drives me crazy sometimes.”

She hadn’t convinced Lia to keep the texts a secret from Combs. Not yet a police officer, but Lia already held the law enforcement mindset. September kicked herself, wishing she’d gone to Teddy first. At least Lia promised to keep quiet until after September got some concrete information from the hacker genius. “No need to stir up dust if Teddy ferrets out a delinquent playing games, right Shadow?”

He barked, slurped her cheek again, and settled in his accustomed pose in the back seat. His nose left smears on the bulletproof windows. Combs had maxed out his credit cards upgrading her SUV, effectively turning it into an armored vehicle. He’d wanted bodyguards to escort her everywhere. They’d compromised on a discreet escort car, and her self-defense classes.

September started the SUV, returned Lia’s wave, and drove away from the kennel. She saw the young woman load up Magic in her own vehicle, and gritted her teeth when Lia followed closely behind, eager to do her part with securing the property for the wedding.

September passed the escort car, acknowledged the driver’s nod but didn’t wait for him. The whole security detail managed everything so well she’d taken them for granted until this week. Now the visible signs of her minders were getting on her last nerve. “Sometimes, I just want to run away from the world. Let’s hope Teddy can talk me down.”

Shadow thumped his tail.

Teddy ran his consulting business from an RV he called Nellie Nova, allowing him to travel whenever and wherever he liked. She and Combs had invited him to camp out at their Rabbit Run Road address whenever he was in Heartland. The renovated Victorian had ample room in the field across from the big circle drive, and they’d already cleared the field for the wedding parking. She should have known how Lia would react and walked across the field to talk to Teddy first.

She had many appointments today, starting with meeting Arnold Stonebridge at ten to approve the bouquet roses—which had to blend with the ones in the backyard, a wedding present from her brother Mark—and ending with meeting April for a spa day—nails, hair, makeup—where she’d pretend she enjoyed it. She stifled a laugh. Her other two sisters, who lived out of town, were staying at Dad’s house. They’d insisted on hosting a bridal shower two days ago, where they’d all plotted and planned how to doll up September for the big day.

September preferred no makeup, jeans, and cheap tops she didn’t mind throwing away. Working with dogs and cats meant clothes covered with fur, mud, and worse. “My fault, I let all three of ’em arm-twist me.”

Shadow tipped his head to one side, as if asking a question. That always made her smile.

When they pulled into the field in front of the house, Shadow wagged, and whined with quiet trills deep in his throat. The RV sat in its usual corner. Teddy preferred working late into the night and might not welcome an early morning visitor, which was why September had visited Lia first. But better to irk him than risk telling Combs before she had the necessary answers to inevitable questions.

Combs was theoretically working a half-day, although she’d left him in the back yard with the security team. Then they just needed to vault over the next few hurdles, rehearsal and dinner tonight, the wedding and reception tomorrow, to win a week away by themselves. Free from demands, or threats, just time to enjoy each other.

“C’mon, Shadow, let’s go.” She swung out of the car, then told him: “Window.” He grinned, and moved to paw the inside of the door, waited until the window scrolled down, then hopped out. “Good dog, Shadow!” She hit her button to close his window again before locking the car. He’d learned the trick on his own, and it had come in handy more than once, so she’d put the behavior on command. Her escort pulled into the lot and parked beside September’s car.

Together, they crossed to Nellie Nova. September peered through the window, noting Meriwether dozing on the dashboard. The orange and white Maine Coon cat’s fur matched Teddy’s new seat covers. September rolled her eyes. The old man had sure caught the smitten-kitten bug. She knocked and waited, glancing around. The middle of her back itched as she imagined cross-hairs focusing there.

Meriwether roused, blinked, and yawned widely. He hopped off the dash onto the passenger seat and head-bumped the glass when September placed her palm against the window.

“Coming. I’m coming.” Teddy shuffled into view, a light robe hastily shrugged on over sleeping garb. He looked briefly surprised, but unlocked and opened the door without a word.

“Sorry for coming so early, and I won’t keep you long.” She pulled out her cell phone. “It’s probably nothing, but—”

“I know why you’re here.” He gestured for her to shut the door as he walked back to the computer area of his tiny home. The big cat nose-patted Shadow when the German Shepherd sniffed him.

“You do?” Her brow wrinkled as she followed him. He sat at the small table and opened one of the laptops, then held out his hand. She gave him her phone and watch as he plugged it into a USB port to connect with his computer.

“Combs asked me to monitor internet chatter for any overt threats or communication about you. Quiet on all fronts for the past few months. That changed two weeks ago.”

“Threats?”

He shrugged. “They’re supposedly warnings.” He drew air quotes around the last word. “They’re sent from different IPs. I blocked ’em. Didn’t seem credible, so no reason to get everyone wound up.” He held up a hand when she would have interjected. “I notified the security team, and bumped up personnel, extra protection, the whole bamboozle.”

Her phone beeped, and Teddy’s eyes narrowed. He tapped the keyboard. “Given this hacker’s skills, I figured he’d get a message to you directly if I blocked him, especially for a legit threat. Am I right?”

September nodded. “Three so far. The first two I didn’t save.” She’d had more than her share of media attention, so had tried to keep wedding information private, to no avail. Everyone wanted to know about the dog trainer hero who cheated death and cheer her happily ever after storybook ending. Or gloat if it fell apart. A lump grew in her throat. “I got that one early this morning. Lia knows, but nobody else.”

“Okay. We’ll let Combs know...”

“He’ll cancel everything, Teddy. Please, all our plans, we’ve waited so long...” Superstitious, perhaps, but September feared this was their one chance to find happiness together. “Canceling means the trolls win.”

“Can’t keep secrets that put you in danger. We’ve been down that road before, September.”

“I know, but...” Shadow nudged her with his nose, reminding her to breathe. September rolled her shoulders and neck, trying to release the growing tension.

“If it’s bogus, all’s well. Everything moves ahead just the same. But if not, we need to make plans.” Teddy tapped a few more keys, scowling. “This hacker’s good as me. And that’s saying something.” Teddy shoved wire-rim glasses back up his nose. “I see you didn’t answer the earlier texts, either, and they all came from different numbers, probably all spoofed.”

“So, a genuine threat? Or scare tactics to make us change plans, make us more vulnerable?” The team Combs and Teddy had put together made allowances for every contingency in order to keep family and friends safe during the festivities. “Even if we could, no other last-minute venue has the benefit of our prep work.”

With Mom gone, the church wedding Rose had wanted no longer made sense. They’d planned a private event in the back garden at the Victorian, where security was already in place.

Teddy wrinkled his brow and pulled on his nose in frustration. “I can’t track the guy! He knows I’m sniffing, just like Shadow on the trail.” At his words, the big dog cocked his head. Teddy unplugged the phone and handed it back. “So why don’t you ask him?”

Her eyes widened. “You mean text back and...”

Teddy grinned. “We may not know if he lies or tells the truth, but we’ll learn something.” He waved a hand at his array of computers. “None of this has helped so far. So go ahead. Text him back. Ask.”

She fingered the phone. Biting her lip, she typed quickly.

<Who are you? Why the threats?

September waited. Her breath quickened. “There’s an answer!” She scooted around the table to sit beside Teddy so they could read together.

>No threats. Warnings. Don’t want you dead.

Her skin prickled, like icy fingers scraped her back. She let Teddy take the phone and type.

<Warning about what? Why do you care?

>Tell Teddy I admire his work.

September gasped, and Teddy grimaced. Another text followed immediately.

>We share an enemy.

She grabbed back the phone, speaking through gritted teeth. “I’m tired of this game. He knows us, but we don’t know him.” If he knew the name and face of her phantom tormentor, then share the information! She texted again, nearly stabbing the phone with her fingers.

<WHO ARE YOU? Name the threat so I can prepare!!!

>Name doesn’t matter. Let me help. Together = better odds.

September wanted to shout at the messenger. Odds? She knew better, she shouldn’t feed the trolls, but...

<Show your cards or fold. Why bet on you?

She and Teddy stared at the phone, waiting for the response.

>Ask Steven.
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September rubbed her eyes before giving Teddy a goodbye hug. “Keep me posted, and I’ll do the same. Do you know what he meant about asking Steven?” Her nephew would turn nine years old next week.

Teddy hugged her back, then quickly stepped away when Shadow pushed between them. September shrugged. The big shepherd did the same thing when Combs hugged her. “Settle, we’re okay, Shadow.” Dogs only hugged during aggressive displays, or mating, so human dancing and hugging often triggered concern. “What could Steven possibly know about this?”

“You could ask him.” Teddy took off his glasses and polished them on the hem of his shirt. “Not that he’d tell you.” His white brows beetled as he replaced the specs.

“Or that we’d understand.” Steven rarely spoke, and then only in cryptic rhymes. He interacted more with his mother, April, than ever before but his communication remained limited. “He does spend lots of time on his tablet. You don’t suppose...”

Teddy stood in the open doorway after September stepped out of the RV. “Anything’s possible. I could poke around, see if everything from Steven’s side passes the sniff test. Probably better to concentrate on more plausible avenues, though. Not much time left between now and the wedding.”

She rolled her eyes. “Even less until tonight’s rehearsal dinner. Sure you can’t break away?” She checked the time. “Oh dang, I need to run. I’m meeting Arnold about the flowers.”

“Go. Run along. Thanks for the invite, but I need to nail down that yahoo’s credibility, or lack thereof.” He grinned. “I told Combs to consider my efforts as a wedding present. I figure the two of you already have enough household gadgets and suchlike.”
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