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All characters in this novel, except operatives of the Three Dog Detective Agency, are products of the Author’s imagination. No actual animals should be inferred from any description. Likewise, though all events portrayed in this book are based on actual occurrences, some details have been fictionalized, as have been the Chula Vista locales.
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Prologue
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MY NAME IS KIM, AND I am not a dog.

No, I am a cat, a daughter of Bast of Ancient Egypt, a prowler of moonlit ruins, a keeper of secrets, and holder of elder arcane lore. And I am also the Office Manager for the Three Dog Detective Agency. Yes, I know: a cat, three dogs, a strange concoction, but were it not for "the cat," the whole enterprise certainly would fall apart, and would the world, then, not be far behind?

Well, actually, it's an even stranger brew than that, for there is another cat under this roof, but I'll tell you more about the not-so-bright gimpy-eyed lost soul that is Little Kitty later.

First, of course, me: I am a Torby, which is to say, a shorthaired Tabby with a bit of tortoiseshell coloring thrown in to keep it complex and interesting. Mixed with the t-shell hue are the usual gray and black stripes common to my kind, as well as the pattern that forms an intricate "M" on my forehead, which I am sure stands for "marvelous" or "magical" or any other superlative you might think of beginning with the lucky thirteenth letter of the alphabet. What is not so common, however, is the bit of ivory coloring at the tip of my tail, giving it something of a cue-tip appearance, but as striking as that may be, my eyes are my best feature, or so I am told, and never tire of hearing – deep, dark, soulful, mystical, and big.

Now, obviously, we don't call it the Three Dog Detective Agency for nothing.

First up is Levi, the leader, a handsome (don't tell him I said that) Dachshund-mix who has the length you'd expect from a "doodle dog," but instead of those short paddle-footed legs you get with a purebred designed for chasing badgers into their lairs, he has long muscular legs, just right for running fast, leaping over the sofa (yes, I said "over"), and not stepping on his ears and falling flat on his face as I've seen more than one "sausage hound" do from time to time. When I first met Levi, he was just a tiny trembly little fellow, as black as if someone had dropped him into an ink bottle, and so quiet you had to wonder whether he could bark at all. He does not talk about the days before he came to live with us, he does not talk about the hairless portion under his throat where the healed scars are, and if you are smart you will not ask. Now, he is no longer such a little guy (still lap-sized though), barks when necessary, and is no longer all black, not on his muzzle and face, his chest or along his back and sides; let us agree that he now looks...distinguished, yes, that's the word I was looking for...very distinguished...very very distinguished...but never old. Of course, Levi is not old, because we are the same age. He is just prematurely distinguished.

Now, where Levi is small and dark (except where he is distinguished), Sunny is very large and quite gloriously golden. She certainly lives up to her name. Sunny is a Golden Retriever, a splendid example of the breed that came out of the Scottish Highlands in the mid-1700s, and, as befits her breed, she is friendly, kind, confident, trusting and has a gentle disposition; perhaps not guard dog material, but a miscreant intending harm to any of her loved ones would certainly get a body slam that he would not soon forget. Brave and loyal, she is such a sweetheart...but don't tell her I said that. Sunny is a little fuzzy about her life before she came to dwell with us (she was just a pup then), but I think she must have spent some time on a farm...either that, or knowing how to moo like a cow is one of those traits that Golden Retrievers just don't talk about as a rule; but, if that that is true, how then to explain away the occasional oink or lamby baa? 

The third dog of the mix is Yoda (who names a dog that?), who is either a mutant Pomeranian or the original Wild Boy of Borneo. No, I'm just kidding, he is indeed a Pomeranian, a breed that came out of Northern Poland from the Spitz, but a big...no, make that very large member of the species. Now, other dogs may look at this little yapper and think "What a runt," but no Pomeranian would ever think that, as they would all be looking up to him. A giant among Poms, he is roughly the same size they were before Queen Victoria bred them down by fifty percent, so when I said mutant, perhaps I should have said throwback. Not so easy to explain, however, is all that hair. So much of it. And so wild. At times you look at it and wonder, is there really a dog under there? On the other paw, when it's a breezy day outside, all that flowing hair looks pretty good, and if nothing else, Yoda knows how to make the most of his "Fabio moment;" of course, he's down so low that he never has to worry about a bird flying into that foxy face. Levi is not much of a barker, Sunny does her best, but Yoda has made a science of barking, often and loud, especially if someone walks into his yard...or on his sidewalk...or on his street...or anywhere in his city. Did I mention, he is very territorial? He's black, but with the passing years he, too, is becoming a bit more...distinguished.

All right, I can't leave out Little Kitty, especially not with her standing right there in the peanut gallery, looking over my shoulder as I write this. Fortunately, she has one dicey eye, can't see that well out of the other, and she's misplaced her glasses, again, so I can write whatever I want. Although Little Kitty is officially my assistant in the agency, she is something of a lost soul, if you know what I mean. She used to be an outdoor cat, born in the wild, so to speak, but if there was ever a cat totally unsuited for life under the wide sky, it is she could not hunt food, could not find water, could not figure out that the middle of a driveway is not always the best place to sit, could not figure out that some creatures are not worthy of a cat's trust. Quite honestly, if she had not come in out of the cold, she would be nine lives down by now. What Little Kitty may lack upstairs, however, she more than makes up for in looks (everyone has something going for them) as she is a beautiful Calico with white, black and orange fur. While a Calico may never have trod the shores of the Nile (watch out for crocodiles!) as did my ancestors in the company of Bast, Little Kitty's progenitors sailed with the old Phoenician merchants, dropping litters in every port from Byblos to Cardiff. One last thing to know about Little Kitty (and here I will move my shoulder to block her just in case she sees better than she lets on) is that she does not quite live up to her name as much as she used to, when she was first rescued from a cruel and sometimes violent world; at first, Little Kitty was indeed little, but she seems to think more with her stomach than her brain...need I say more?

So there you have it, the three remarkable dogs who comprise the Three Dog Detective Agency, and the two cats (well, at least one) without whom they would be totally and utterly lost.

And this is the story of their final encounter with the Feral Gang...a story of paws and claws.
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1: Big Head
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IT WAS A QUIET NIGHT, deep and dark, with a hundred thousand stars gleaming in a sky awash with the rippling faintly reddish light that only dogs can see, with the curtaining glimmers of the aurora far to the north. It was late and no lights showed in any of the structures surrounding the yard. And though it was a given that several members of the Feral Gang were likely lurking out in the lot behind the yard, and under the Haunted House squatting in the middle of the lot, they had the good sense to stay out of sight and scent while inquisitive eyes and noses were about.

Levi stood for long minutes staring into the lot through the separating chain-link fence, watching for any sign of movement, listening for the rustle of fur or the sounds of claws upon the asphalt; the wind was out of the west, so no scents came to him except that of the sea and those of the domestic dogs and cats familiar to him.

"They're out there," Levi murmured. "I know it."

Sunny peered into the darkness. "If so, they are keeping themselves scarce tonight. They won't show themselves while we're watching."

"They are up to something."

"They always are," Sunny said. "But not at the moment, apparently."

Yoda came bounding up. "The Feral Gang out there?"

"Levi says they are."

"I don't hear them," Yoda observed, his pointed ears quivering.

"And I don't see them," Sunny said.

"They're there," Levi said, not moving his gaze from the back lot or the Haunted House.

"Where are they?"

"They're there."

"Are you sure?"

"Quite sure," Levi replied. "When you don't see, hear or smell the Feral Gang, that's when they are most surely there."

"Do you think you might be paranoid?" Yoda asked, grinning.

"No," Levi replied.

"Maybe just a little?" Sunny suggested.

"Well, maybe," Levi grudgingly admitted after a few moments. "Perhaps just a bit, a tiny bit, but those rascals are definitely out there, and most certainly up to something."

Yoda turned and walked away, shaking his shaggy head. "I'm going inside. The night is quiet, I can't find anything to bark at, and right now a soft warm bed is all I want."

"Well, if they are out there," Sunny suggested, "they're not going to do anything with you standing and watching."

"Exactly."

"And you can't stand there all night."

"I guess not," Levi admitted, and started for the long walkway that led between the garage and house to the Library door. He then stopped, turned and sent a sharp bark ringing across the back lot.

Sunny tilted her head and raised a golden eyebrow.

"Just letting the Feral Gang know that I am always watching," he explained. "Especially when I seem not to be."

"You know," Sunny said, "Yoda might be onto something."

As the trio neared the Library door, that strange book-lined room with fifteen bookcases, five desks and two drafting tables, they heard a muffled roar and a crashing sound; moments later, there was a loud rattling behind them, followed by a fleshy thud. Sunny and Levi quickly turned about, then were knocked aside as Yoda shot between them. For such a little guy who was more hair than dog he sure packed a wallop when he got a full head of steam going, which he could do in a Pit Bull minute.

By the time Sunny and Levi shot out from between the tall Canna Lilies on either side of the walkway Yoda was already barking and shouting like a lunatic at something white and large lying on the grass just this side of the fence, near the storage shed.

"Who are you?" Bark! "What are you doing here?" Bark! Bark! "Why is your head so big?" Bark! Bark! Bark! "Out with it, Big Head!" Bark! Bark! Bark! Bark!

"Who is it, Yoda?" Levi demanded as he caught up with the yappy little Pom.

"I don't know," Yoda said between barks. "He ain't talking!"

"Well, he can't talk, can he?" Sunny said. "Look, the poor dear is clean out of breath. Besides, you're not giving him a chance."

The intruder was not anyone the trio knew from their patrols and investigations in the neighborhood. And he may have been the oddest-looking dog they had seen since the day a Xoloitzcuintli from Tijuana visited Crackers the Chihuahua who lives down the alley across the street. The newcomer was indeed winded, great gulps of air rushing out and in a mouth as wide as Levi was long. White with light tan patches, the shorthaired gatecrasher was quite long, but at least half that prodigious length seemed taken up by a head shaped like a classic Buick. His tongue lolled out like a writhing pink anaconda.

"All right, stranger, who are you and what are you doing here?" Levi demanded, stepping past Yoda to take charge of the interrogation. "Speak up!"

"Let the poor darling catch his breath," Sunny insisted.

"Yeah, speak up, Big Head!" Yoda yapped.

"Roscoe," the strange dog gasped.

"What?" Levi said.

"Roscoe," the dog explained as his breathing started to slow. "That's my name. Roscoe."

"I like Big Head better," Yoda opined.

"Shh, Yoda," Levi said. "Let him tell his story. What are you doing here, Roscoe?"

Roscoe stood, though it made little difference in his height, his muscular legs being so short. "Where is here?"

"You don't know where you are?" Sunny asked.

Roscoe shook his great head. "Not a clue."

"Clues are our specialty," Yoda chimed in.

The massive head titled in perplexion.

"What Yoda means is that we are detectives," Sunny explained, looking upon the exhausted dog with sympathetic golden eyes.

"Detectives?"

"Yes," Levi affirmed. "We are the Three Dog Detective Agency, and where you are is in our back yard."

"No, I mean, what city is this?"

"Chula Vista," Levi replied frowning.

"Never heard of it," Roscoe said dejectedly, sitting down and sighing. "I seem to be more lost than I thought."

"California," Yoda explained.

Roscoe again sighed.

"Where are you from, dear?" Sunny asked.

"New York City," Roscoe answered. "The last thing I remember is going to sleep; the next thing I know, I'm crawling out of a kennel box and running for my life from a bunch of maniac cats."

"The Feral Gang," Levi growled low and menacing, turning his attention to the lot, which still seemed deserted, though Levi suspected dozens of questing cat’s-eyes were observing them.

"New York City," Yoda breathed, as if it were a far magical place, which indeed it was, even to three detectives wise to the ways of the world.

"Honey, you are indeed one lost dog," Sunny said.

"And it's up to us to figure out what's going on," Levi said. "Time for the Three Dog Detective Agency to get to work."
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The Haunted House, lair of the Feral Gang
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2: Don’t Drink the Water
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"BUT, YOU'RE A CAT," Roscoe said for the third time, his eyes still wide as saucers.

"Nothing gets past you, does it?" Kim remarked. "Now, if you want the Three Dog Detective Agency, of which I am the duly authorized representative, to help you, you have to cooperate, and give me some information for our records. You do want us to help you, don't you?”

"Yes," Roscoe said. The added, "Yes, ma'am."

"Very well, I understand your name is Roscoe?"

"I like Big Head!" Yoda called from another room.

Kim sighed.

"Yes, it's Roscoe," the big dog confirmed.

"Please let me take a look at your collar."

Roscoe lifted his wide and massive head in defiance of the Earth's gravity.

"Hmm, an expensive collar, with tooled leather and engraved silver-plated fittings," Kim observed, "but no identification medallion."

"Is that bad?" the lost dog asked.

"It will make things a bit more difficult for the detectives, but they thrive on that sort of thing," Kim replied. "Tell me, what is the last memory you have?"

"Breakfast in New York City, then falling asleep."

“Is that all, Roscoe?” Kim asked.

“His name is Big Head,” Yoda quipped.

“Yes, ma’am,” Roscoe replied, ignoring the Pomeranian.

"Big Head is a nice name," Little Kitty remarked, "and it suits you."

"And someone here should be named Air Head," Kim muttered under her breath, then said a bit louder: "I don't see how that can be, but I am sure the detectives will figure it out, they usually do. Do you recall eating anything out of the ordinary for breakfast?"

"Just my regular food and water," he replied. "But I...well, maybe it was a dream."

Kim's ears pricked up. "Anything unusual could be a clue."

"While I was eating, I thought I felt a pain in the back...you know, back there, but it was gone in an instant, and then..."

"Then what?"

"I fell asleep."

"Hmm. Sunny, could you take a look at Roscoe's back area and see if there's anything unusual."

"Just stay still, sweetie," Sunny advised. "I've got good vision, but not if you start squirming."

"This is embarrassing," Roscoe complained.

"There is something here," Sunny advised. "Very small, like an injection point."

"Obviously somebody wanted to make sure the dog did not bark in the night," Levi ventured.

"Little Kitty, why are you putting your face into Roscoe's face?" Kim asked.

"Just taking a look with my good eye," Little Kitty answered. "It really is a great big head."

"Little Kitty, stop making a nuisance of yourself and go Google transcontinental schedules," Levi instructed. "Find out which airline companies had flights originating in New York and scheduled to land at Lindbergh within the past hour. And I especially want to know of any that were delayed in landing."

"Yes, Levi," Little Kitty replied, reluctantly tearing herself from Roscoe's big head.

"I want to Google it," Yoda said as he pranced into the room.

"Yoda, I want the information quickly," Levi said, "and you know you cannot handle a mouse nearly as well as a cat."

Yoda hid his disappointment and annoyance by looking at Roscoe where Sunny had inspected.

"What are you doing back there?" Roscoe demanded.

"Just looking, Big Head."

"It’s Roscoe!"

"Whatever."

"What are you thinking, Levi?" Sunny asked.

"That while Roscoe was distracted with his food someone gave him an injection that put him to sleep."

"Just like when we get our dental work done," Kim said.

Levi nodded. "How do you feel now, Roscoe?"

"Pretty good; a little thirsty maybe...not hungry though."

"Loss of appetite," Sunny remarked.

"We've experienced that before," Levi pointed out.

"Yes," Kim said. "Dental day."

"On dental day," Levi said.

Kim rolled her eyes.

"Airline schedules?" Sunny asked.

"The roar we heard before the crash," Levi explained.

"I had wondered about that," Sunny mused.

"You should get some rest, Roscoe," Levi said. "After the sun rises and we have some breakfast, we’re going on a field trip."

"To where?" Roscoe asked, confused.

"To that kennel crate you recalled climbing out of," the Dachshund-mix replied. "It might give us some answers about your predicament, and we might get some new leads on what the Feral Gang might be up to."

"You mentioned them before...what..."

"It's a local gang of cat hooligans, but please don't get Levi started on them, or none of us will get any sleep," Sunny said. "Come on, Roscoe, I'll give you a nice warm blanket you can use for the night."

"Just make sure it's big enough for his head," Yoda said.

The big dog scowled at the wild-haired little Pom, then he looked at the cats and dogs around him and his features relaxed. "I want to thank you all for what you are doing for me; it's uncommonly kind. I don't how I can ever repay you."

"Don't worry about it, Roscoe," Levi assured him, his back straight, his head slightly uplifted. "It's what we do."

"Let's go, Roscoe," Sunny said, "else a speech will follow as surely as the sun will rise in the morning."

"Yeah, let's go, Big Head, and get you settled in," Yoda added with a wink. "I'll let you sleep with one of my stuffed animals, if you want."

Roscoe tried to frown, but could not quite manage. "Yeah...yeah, I'd like that. Thanks."
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3: Don’t Mess with Smokey
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IN THE MORNING, LITTLE Kitty gave Levi the information she had gleaned from the computer. After all had had a good bowl of food accompanied by plenty of cool water, Roscoe and the three detectives exited the house through the kitchen door that led into the gated driveway. As the door closed behind them, Roscoe came to a full and sudden halt, his eyes saucering wide.

"Little Kitty?" he exclaimed, staring at a cat's head that had popped up from behind the rock-and-mortar planter on the other side of the drive. "How did you get out around us? I just saw you lounging on a sofa pillow."

"So you're Big Head," the Calico murmured, climbing onto the planter and arching his back lazily. "I see Little Kitty was not exaggerating...for once. You have a very big head."

[image: image]

Groucho, the outdoor cat

"NOT LITTLE KITTY," Levi explained. "This is Groucho, Little Kitty's outdoor cousin."

"Much smarter outdoor cousin," Yoda added.

"Groucho?" Roscoe said, brow furrowing; then his brow smoothed, and he said: "Oh, the mustache."

"Just an errant portion of my pattern," Groucho explained. "But you know how it is when you pick up a nickname...you just can't get rid of it." He smiled. "Right, Big Head?"

"The name is Roscoe."

"Hmm, if you say so."

"There were three Calicoes born at the same time," Sunny explained. "Little Kitty came in, for her own safety, I might add, and Groucho stayed outside."

"And the third Calico?"

"Alive and well and living in Galveston, Texas – please don't ask, it's a long story," Levi said.

"We Skype with Dum-Dum from time to time," Sunny added.

"Dum-Dum?"

"Evidently, Groucho ended up with most of the brains in the family," Yoda explained.

"Nicknames," Sunny sighed. “Who can figure companions?”

Groucho beamed.

"Oh, cool!" Roscoe suddenly exclaimed, noticing a big plate of cat food near the bottom of the step. "Like an ice cream sundae!"

And he started for the plate.

"You don't want to do that," Levi warned.

And Sunny blocked his path.

"Not at all!" Yoda chimed in excitedly.

"Just a couple of bites," Roscoe pleaded. "Do you mind, Groucho?"

"I'm easy, my motto is share and share alike," Groucho assured the big dog. "But it's not me you have to worry about."

"Then who...?"

Cat and dogs looked to their right and up, and Roscoe followed their gazes. Sitting on the hood of a teal-colored Ford Escort station wagon was the largest cat Roscoe had ever seen. Despite its size, there was nothing about it that suggested fatness or softness, just tight cords of muscle beneath fur lined with the scars of many battles. If bands of black and silver smoke had somehow coalesced to assume the shape of an enormous feline, a being with huge eyes of flaming green crystal, it would have looked like the apparition that now regarded him with a wide grin full of needle-like teeth, and poking out between those wicked teeth was the brightest pink tongue Roscoe had ever seen.

The face was black with silver swirls, and the ears, what were left of them, were graphite gray – one had been shredded in some long-ago fray while the other ended in a concave bite mark. The dark cat leaned forward and peered directly at Roscoe.

"Cat food is for cats," the cat said in a tone not much above a whisper, but which yet which rang clearly through the cool morning air. "Dog food is for dogs."

Roscoe smiled nervously. "Well, that sort of goes without saying, you know, the natural order of things."

"Then why am I saying it?"

"That is a very good question, and I don't think I have a very good answer at the moment," Roscoe admitted. "I suppose I should take some time and think about it."

"That is a very good idea," the cat said. "You think about it, and you all have a nice day."

"You too, friend," Roscoe replied, and quickly caught up with Levi, Sunny and Yoda who had already passed through the opened wooden gate. As the gate closed behind them, Roscoe asked: "Who was that guy?"

"His name is Smokey," Yoda answered, "not a cat you want to mess with."

"Yeah, I figured that out."

"He's a friend of Groucho's."

"Well, that makes for something of an odd couple, doesn't it?"

"Perhaps, but it works out well for Groucho," Sunny pointed out. "As you may have gathered, he's not much of a fighter at heart, as you might expect from a male Calico, but don't push him into a corner. Unless he's cornered or is highly motivated, his idea of winning a fight is running up that tree there by the kitchen window before some other cat kicks his tail."

"But with Smokey around, Groucho usually doesn't have to run, and when he can't run, he knows some tricks Smokey taught him," Levi added. "Smokey doesn't actually fight often – he doesn't have to – but when he does fight he fights well...very well."

"Yeah, but those ears and those scars..."

"You wouldn't want to see the other cats."

"Oh." Then he frowned. "What does Smokey get out of the relationship?"

"Groucho is a very good conversationalist and knows lots of jokes," Levi explained.

"Has all the brains Little Kitty doesn't," Yoda explained.

"Yoda!" Sunny snapped.

Yoda chuckled.

They started down Fifth Avenue toward Davidson.

"The way you came over the fence last night..." Levi stopped and looked at Roscoe's short legs. "How did you get over the fence last night?"

"I'm not entirely sure," Roscoe admitted. "Those cats were hot on my tail, eyes and claws flashing, and I wasn't thinking about anything more than getting away from them. I remember seeing the fence...and then I was on the other side...I heard barking..."

"That was me," Yoda claimed proudly.

"And then the cats were gone, and you three were looking at me," Roscoe concluded.

"A panic escape," Sunny decided. "Fear blinds you to everything but getting away."

"I was not afraid."

The three friends regarded him with knowing grins.

"Maybe a little," Roscoe said. "A tiny bit."

"Anyway, they way you came into the yard makes me think you must have started out somewhere near the Haunted House," Levi said as they resumed their journey. "Otherwise, you would start on the other side of the fence that separates the lot from the alley. Do you recall another fence?"

Roscoe shook his great head.

"I love it when you move your head like that," Yoda said. "Makes me think of a car rolling down the road."

Roscoe glared.

"Yoda, be nice," Sunny admonished. "Do you want to be as bad as Little Kitty?"

Yoda let his head hang a bit as they walked, caught between wanting to torment Big Head and admitting that he and Little Kitty might have something in common.

"Then you must have come down near the Haunted House."

"Come down?"

"The airline information Little Kitty gave you?" Sunny suggested.

Levi nodded. "But I don't want us to get ahead of ourselves. We need to find that kennel crate first, but before we do that we need to make a couple of stops."

The first stop was at the corner of Fifth and Davidson where two very tall and lean dogs were romping about a grassless yard, each clamped securely to opposite ends of the same blanket as they tried to throw the other for a loop. They stopped their cavorting near the fence as the three detectives and their client approached, but neither let the blanket fall from his mouth.

"The Sunshine Boys," Levi said softly, his mouth close to Roscoe's ear. "Yarders. Both yard dogs – never go inside – so if anything happens they've probably seen it."

"Hello, boys," Sunny said.

Mumbling sounds emerged from their blanket-stuffed maws.

Sunny tilted her head and raised her eyebrows.

The two dogs glared at each other, gave a few hard tugs back and forth, then, after another round of hard stares, dropped the blanket at the same time.

"Morning, Miss Sunny, it's..."

"...nice to see you and..."

"...the others, how..."

"...are you doing?"

"Very well, thank you for asking," Sunny said.

"Wow, that's a..."

"...great big head."

"Sundog One, Sundog Two," Levi said, “did you hear or see anything out of the ordinary early this morning? Around when the moon was starting to slip seaward."

"You mean the lights..."

"...that came close and..."

"...the whoosh and bang."

Roscoe leaned close to Yoda, the only dog that was more or less on his own level, and whispered, "I'm getting a bit dizzy listening to those two."

"Just annoying is what it is," Yoda agreed. "But, like Levi said, they pretty much know everything that goes on outside when normal dogs are asleep in their warm beds, so there you are. A good detective takes what finds and makes the best of it."

"Could you tell where it came from?"

"Back beyond..."

"...that line of houses..."

"...on the other side...

"...of the street..."

"...very close..."

"...real close."

"That pretty much confirms what we heard ourselves," Levi said to his colleagues. "If you draw a line northeasterly from our back yard, and one southeasterly from the Sunshine Boys' location, they meet very near the Haunted House. We need to confirm with Mac, then we can pinpoint the location...I don't want to be around the Haunted House any longer than we need to be, so the better prepared we are before we penetrate that fence in the alley, the quicker we can get out."

"The Feral Gang won't do anything to us," Yoda averred.

"Don't put anything past those thugs," Sunny said. "They’re very bad cats. Bad to the bone, and beyond"

"Thanks for the information, guys," Levi said to the dogs in the dirt yard. "Next time we're around, we'll bring you some bones."

"Wow, that would..."

"...be swell."

They barely finished speaking before each dove for the blanket, both taking a corner in their mouths simultaneously. They leaned back, tensioning the fabric between them, ready to begin again the titanic struggle for mastery of the blanket.

"Bye, boys, see you later," Sunny called.

The two dogs eyed each glanced toward the Golden Retriever, then suspiciously at each other.
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