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Chapter One
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Carlton Marsh surveyed the crowded hallway. Superheroes and robotic figures intermingled with winged fairies and hunchbacked trolls. He wondered why in the world he'd agreed to the assignment. A comic convention was the last place he ever dreamed of attending.

Babysitting paranoid cartoonist, Mara Shore for a late afternoon autographing session, in a convention center full of delusional adults wasn't what he imagined for his first assignment with Guardians Security Group. His new employer and former federal boss, Kent Russell, probably thought the job would be safe enough for a limping ex-fed. Who would have thought that at age thirty he'd trade in his badge for a new career? At least it paid well. His only complaint was that the woman was a mule lover. To top it off, months ago, one wild mule had helped cripple his chances of continuing in his government job. 

He leaned heavily on his cane and followed the petite figure in front of him. She struggled to push forward through the mingling mob. A dark Stetson sat low on her brow. A jet-black braid swayed down her back, calling attention to her athletic body. She'd wrapped her tanned arms around a tote held close to her chest. His client would never make it to her destination at this rate. 

He tapped her on the shoulder. "Miss Shore, would you like me to lead? I can get us to Hall B quicker by blazing a trail for you to follow." 

She frowned and waved him into the lead. He felt her hand lightly touch his back as they forged ahead. Warmth from her small palm shot a sense of protectiveness through him. At least he could do something for the fearful woman. Between his bulk, the pounding cane, and the frown he knew graced his face, the stream of people flowing toward them divided, providing a path for forward movement. 

A pinching grab on his shoulder made him pause and turn to his client. "Is everything all right, ma'am?"

She stretched on her tiptoes and leaned closer to his ear. A light whiff of apple scent hung in the air between them. "There's a guy in a pharaoh mask off to our right. He keeps looking this way and heading the same direction as us."

"I'll take note of him, Miss." Carlton wanted to laugh at her fears. Instead, he concentrated on moving toward their destination. A vast number of people headed in the same direction they traveled. An un-costumed bodyguard limping ahead of a woman in Western wear probably attracted plenty of watchful eyes from the surrounding aliens, mythical creatures, and otherwise oddly dressed throng.

As they approached the assigned room, Carlton spotted a line of costumed fans snaking from the water fountain near the door and doubling back and forth in front of the hall. A few of them waved at his client. A couple of teen girls squealed and held their hands over their hearts as several celebrities filed in ahead of them. He glanced at the fans. No one appeared too suspicious, if he ignored the strange clothes. When they reached the door, Mara Shore stepped around him and held up her lanyard containing a bright orange name tag. 

The host standing at the door waved her inside after checking her badge. "Welcome, Miss Shore. I love the humor in your comic strips. I'm apologizing to all our celebrities for the inconvenience of having to walk through the crowds. We found out too late that a back entrance wasn't available for this event due to behind-the-scenes renovations." 

"This is my first comic convention, so I didn't realize that kind of service was available. Thank you for your apologies."

The young man nodded as he stared at Mara. "Your table is along the back wall." 

If the guy had been a dog he would have drooled. Carlton bit back a grin.

"Thank you, sir. My bodyguard will be accompanying me." The sudden strength in her voice brooked no objections. The woman had grown some spunk now that they were out of the throngs.

Carlton watched the fellow's eyebrows rise when Mara mentioned the presence of a bodyguard, but he kept smiling while directing them into the room. Carlton followed her past a stand of people ready to sell tickets for each author's autographs. Then they headed toward a table sitting along the room's back wall. 

Her steps became more confident than when she'd attempted to push through the crowd. A banner bearing her name and a large reproduction of a comic strip mule adorned the wall behind her chair. Thin permanent markers sat in cups on each table, ready for autographing. Several small packs of scratch pads lay nearby. Carlton guessed they had their purpose, but had no idea about their use at the moment. 

He stepped behind her table, nodding to the fellow seated next to them. The guy wearing a futuristic law enforcement costume was vaguely familiar. When he extended his hand, Carlton shook it and recognition hit him. He'd seen the actor on a streaming show he'd watched. Carlton had seen most of the series while recovering from the second wound, making his use of a cane a requirement. 

"It's nice to meet you in person. I enjoy your show." His greeting felt lame. At least he didn't drool.

"Are you autographing today?" Rodney Stone, who played Sergeant Packard on the crime series, nodded to where Mara was busy placing bookmarks and mule drawings in stacks.

"No. I'm former law enforcement. I'm here with Mara Shore as her bodyguard." Carlton waved a hand toward the woman. The western hat still obscured most of her face, but color rose on her neck. She didn't look happy. "I better see to my duties." He stepped closer to Mara while Rodney returned to his seat.

Mara's hands went to her hips. She whipped the hat off her head and ran fingers through wisps of ebony hair, pushing the errant strands back into her braid. She glared at him with glinting brown eyes and a wrinkled brow. "Look here, mister, I'm not paying you to be a fan boy. I need you watching for trouble."

"Yes, ma'am." Her timid personality no longer remained. Carlton lifted his free hand in a mock salute and took a stance behind her chair. "I'm at your service."

"Good." She paused for a heartbeat as she swiveled to face him. Her expression softened. "Sorry I snapped. It's been a long tour, one I didn't want to do. My agent insisted even though..."

Her unfinished sentence reminded Carlton of the threatening texts she'd supposedly received. Unfortunately, by the time Mara decided to contact Guardians Security the messages no longer existed on her phone. "I understand, Miss Shore."

Carlton wasn't totally convinced of a serious threat. Most likely the messages were the prank of an obsessed fan wanting their five minutes of fame. He'd accepted the assignment despite his disbelief of her fears and strong dislike of mules, since one of the critters had injured him for life. Keeping her safe was his first case since resigning from his government job and joining the newly formed security group. The bottom line was he needed the income to pay bills not covered by insurance. He would do the best job he could for her. 

"Do you suspect anyone in this room?"

"Not really, but at this point I don't know who is making the threats." She fingered the rim of her felt hat before setting it back on her head. This time it rested farther back, revealing her concerned expression.

He searched her heart-shaped face. Long lashes encircled her wide brown eyes. A slight blush adorned high cheekbones. Pink lips tightened in a grimace. Worry lines marred her forehead and touched his doubting soul.

He nodded and turned to study the room. The autographing participants all focused on getting their tables set up. Exit doors were clearly marked, each one manned by someone wearing a host badge on their lanyard. 

"The room looks secure for now, Miss Shore. I promise to protect you if there's a threat from the fans."

"Thank you." She heaved a deep sigh and sat in her chair. Her eyes closed as she bowed her head. He wondered if she was praying. He used to pray all the time before the accident, before a mule ran him over and destroyed his career as a federal agent. 

An announcement about the doors opening interrupted his thoughts. Fans swarmed into the room. After purchasing tickets, the eager crowd formed lines in front of each celebrity. Large mule ears attached to headbands decorated several of the people headed toward his client's table. It looked like the only threat at the moment might be a stubborn mule fan. 

Mara straightened in her chair and pasted on what looked like a forced smile. A mother and two young mule-eared fans approached her with their mouths hanging open. The older girl placed a bright green ticket and a book on the table as she danced from one foot to the other.

~~~~~
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"Hi, Miss Shore. Will you sign our book?" Mule ears bobbed as the elementary-aged girl bounced next to a similar looking preschooler and a woman with the same hair color.

Leah Beach, aka Mara Shore, nodded and picked up a pen. "Who would you like me to address the autograph to?" She pushed a marker and pad of scratch paper to the mother and asked for the correct spelling of the girls' names. Leah's smile became genuine as she spoke with the little family and enjoyed their chatter. Maybe one day she'd have a family of her own. 

That would take meeting someone. Her loner lifestyle didn't offer many contacts with unmarried men. For a second she wondered about Carlton's married status. He didn't look much older than her twenty-seven years. She shook that thought off and concentrated on the task at hand.

Using her author's pseudonym grated on her conscience as she reached for the graphic novel that had started this tour across the country. The assumed name separated her from riding on Daddy's coattails as a way to fame, a choice she’d made for that purpose. Her thoughts wandered as she scrawled a dedication to Gracie and Mae before signing her pen name. The scent of permanent marker tickled the inside of her nose. She managed to stifle a sneeze.

Leah had been content with her syndicated comic strip until her agent convinced her to create an entire book based on her mule characters. She'd enjoyed writing and drawing in the new genre. However, the task of publicizing the graphic novel was tearing Leah away from her typical days of ranching and creating in private. 

Penny Barrington, her agent, was already pushing for the completion of her second graphic novel. The first was a top-seller and had received glowing reviews in New York and Chicago. The extra income had grown more important to Penny in recent months. The agent's obsession with the increased income often grated on Leah's nerves, even though she appreciated having the additional funds to help support her mule rescue ranch.

An hour flew by as Leah signed book after book with her Mara Shore moniker. Fans of her comic strip brought colorful clippings from Sunday papers. She laughed with admirers as they perused Marty the Mule's Musings. 

Several expressed interest in the latest addition of Sylvester the Appaloosa mule. She'd modeled her drawings of the long-eared equine after the latest acquisition at the mule rescue. The poor beast had come to the ranch in a starved condition. His hooves were in bad shape when he arrived from an auction house. In the last week, he needed special treatments to cure an infection. The heart-shaped spots on his rump inspired the addition of Sylvester's character for the comic strip.

During a short lull, Carlton laid a hand on her shoulder. A hint of mossy aftershave made her more aware of his proximity. Warmth coursed through her body. She really needed to get out more, or maybe stay away from any man that could send that kind of jolt through her body. It didn't help that the hunk looked like a weightlifter and had gorgeous green eyes. 

He smiled down at her, pushing a hank of wavy brown hair to one side. "I've learned a lot about your mules and comics today. You've got great fans too. Is there anything I can get for you?"

Her mouth felt dry. "Maybe refill my water bottle."

He reached for the container as she held it up to him. His touch sent a shiver through her body.

"Are you cold?" His voice was smooth and mellow. 

She shook her stiff fingers out as she hunted for an answer that didn't make her look foolish. "No. I'm just jittery from everything." She looked away for a moment, but her gaze trailed his movement as he turned and wove his way toward the door. Refocusing, she spotted a couple of teen boys approaching her table. 

"Hi, guys. I'm so glad you came to see me."

Spots of pink covered the boys' cheeks as they elbowed each other and stuttered out a few words about the graphic novel. Their cowboy attire attested to their curiosity about ranching. 

"Does your interest in Marty the Mule's Musings have anything to do with an actual experience with mules or ranching?"

The shorter young man's shoulders relaxed. "We don't have any mules on our farm, but we do have a donkey. He gets in trouble all the time. Your mule stories remind us of Zeke."

Leah laughed and signed their copy of a comic strip along with two bookmarks. Her line had grown again while they spoke. A frowning man dressed as a pharaoh stood behind the boys.

The guy was the one she'd noticed earlier. Where was her bodyguard? It shouldn't take that long to fill her water bottle. She looked up at the pharaoh as he stepped forward. A mask covered most of his face. He slapped down a comic strip featuring her newest character, Sylvester the Appaloosa mule.

"Where did you find this mule?" His voice rasped like a smoker's as he pointed to her rendering of the spotted mule. 

"I created him for my comic strip." She wasn't about to reveal that Sylvester was modeled from a real mule housed at her rescue facility.

"Look, lady, I don't mean your silly little ink drawings. The markings on this animal are exactly like a mule that wandered off from our operation a while ago. We need him back. I think you stole him." The man hovered close enough for her to smell onions and lingering tobacco on his breath. 

Leah leaned back and held a hand to her nose. This type of threat was one she'd hoped to avoid by having a bodyguard nearby.

"What's going on here?" Her nerves calmed as Carlton plunked down her water bottle and placed a hand on the man's elbow. Her guardian pulled the costumed pharaoh back a step from her table. 

Leah's water bottle rolled across the table from where Carlton had dropped it. She grabbed the container and then pointed a shaking hand toward the stranger. "He was getting too pushy about one of the mules in Marty the Mule's Musings."

"She knows where my animal is, and I want it back." The man glared at her as Carlton continued to hold his arm.

Leah noted Carlton's raised eyebrows and decided to clarify the situation. "This guy thinks I have his mule. My comic strip character, Sylvester, resembles one he claims ran away from him." She pointed to the comic strip lying where the stranger had slapped it down. Carlton frowned.

Self-inflicted pain stung her jaw as she clamped it shut, refusing to reveal that there might be some truth to the man's claim. If the stranger did own the mule, animal abuse authorities would have something to say about the sickly animal she'd taken in. They had worked hard with Sylvester when it came to dealing with a consuming fear of small places, including barns and stalls. 

She watched Carlton squint as he picked up the comic with his free hand and glanced between her and the pharaoh. Did he know she wasn't sharing the whole truth? "Are you sure about this, mister?" Carlton glared at the Egyptian-clad character.

A crowd had gathered around them. The futuristic cop actor, Rodney Stone, rose from his autograph table and now stood next to her. 

She frowned at the pharaoh. "Give me your name and address, and I'll let you know if I discover anything about your mule." Leah dared the man to share his information. She'd make sure he paid for the damage done to Sylvester if there was a connection.

The man in Carlton's grasp stopped struggling. "Never mind, lady. Maybe I'm wrong." He shrugged out of Carlton's grip. Glaring eyes met hers as the masked pharaoh muttered under his breath, "But I don't think so." Turning, he pushed through the crowded room. 

She watched as Carlton's gaze followed the man's retreating figure until the pharaoh stepped from the room. Then he took his position behind her without speaking. She saw him stuff the pharaoh's crumpled comic into his pocket.

A shiver shook Leah's composure. Her hired bodyguard wasn't happy. Neither was she. Regret about going on this tour in the first place made her angry. If a longtime benefactor for the rescue ranch hadn't recently pulled their support, she never would have agreed to go on the road with her book. At least the journey would be over after one more event following this convention. 

A few fans still remained in her line. Focusing on their joy at meeting the creator of Marty the mule helped her make it through the rest of the signing. Most people brought copies of the new graphic novel for her autograph. Tension released from her shoulders when the last fans headed for the doors.

At least the books sold well. That should help both the ranch and satisfy her aggressive agent, Penny. The woman promised to be with her at the convention but hadn't shown up for the autograph session. At least Penny came earlier to set up the book banner. Her absence seemed odd. She'd been like a pesky buzzard circling Leah for killer sales during all the other events. 

From the time Penny signed on as Leah's agent, they'd had a cordial relationship. However, during the last few months, strain had risen between the two women. Penny pushed for more paying public opportunities. Those activities had stretched Leah's private lifestyle to the maximum and overwhelmed her creativity with book deadlines piled on top of daily comic strip demands. A second graphic novel was already in the works, but the time needed for multiple illustrations per page would take another year before completion. Penny kept asking for a closer deadline. 

After the doors closed on the last straggling fans, Leah picked up leftover Mara Shore and Marty the Mule bookmarks. She placed them in a folder she transferred into her backpack. When she reached for the banner, Carlton took the other end and helped her take it down. Their hands touched as they reached the final fold. She snatched the material from him and pushed it into the backpack, careful not to snag the hanging on the electronic tablet, pencils, and sketch pad she always kept handy in her bag. His touch bothered her in a pleasant way, one she didn't have the experience to pursue.

Drawing the comic strip had always been her passion, along with caring for mules in need of a good home. Too often the long-ears ended up permanently staying on her ranch. Creating the graphic novel had, at first, provided an interesting experience. Now it felt like a chore. The pressure to create more books in the genre wasn't as appealing to her anymore, not when deadlines pushed into the things she enjoyed and placed danger in her path. She had initially liked Penny, but maybe it was time to start thinking about a different agent.
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Chapter Two
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Carlton's attention strayed to the throng hovering outside the main exit doors, which still stood partially open. The costumed mummy, who'd asked him for directions when he'd topped off his client's water bottle, stood near the opening. The wrapped character placed one of his draped arms around the threatening pharaoh character and shook a finger in the man's face. The guy's delaying questions at the water fountain suddenly made sense. The distraction by the mummy had provided time for the man's partner in crime to threaten Miss Shore. Carlton couldn't fall for another ruse. Standing quietly on guard as she packed up her gear was the best he could do. He'd messed up by not taking her concerns seriously. Her safety needed all his concentration. 

He stuffed one hand in his pocket. The commandeered comic crinkled, reminding him of another dilemma. That issue was personal, and it might involve her speckled mule. The markings on the mule were too familiar. That made him wonder if that had anything to do with Kent choosing him for the assignment. His boss wanted him to forgive the past and move on. Was this a ploy to make him face the mule that sealed his fate? One of the other Guardians employees loved riding as much as he did. Cara would have enjoyed the assignment. 

"I'm ready when you are." Mara's wavering voice broke into his thoughts.

"It looks like the threat has moved on for now. You have my full attention." Carlton hoped that would suffice as an apology. 

She shuddered. "Good." Shouldering her pack, she edged toward one of the side exit doors. "Just get me out of here and back to my hotel room in one piece. After that, I plan for us to part ways." 

Her frown pierced his confidence. The Guardians Security Group contract went through the rest of the weekend. Dismissal from his first assignment wouldn't go over well with his new employer, even though they were friends and former co-workers. 

"What about your other book signing?"

"I'm going to ask my agent to cancel the last event. If she won't, then there must be a capable employee in your group who can fulfill the protection duties for a day." Her gaze swept from his wounded leg up to stare at his face.

That stung. He wanted to protest. Instead, he tamped down his pride and offered her the apology she deserved. "Look, I'm sorry I didn't realize how serious this was. That won't happen again. I realize the threat is real and promise to be on guard for the rest of your tour."

"We'll see." She started to push through the exit door opening. 

Carlton stepped forward. "At least let me do my job for today." He held up a hand and slowly opened the door the rest of the way. Peering out into the crowded hallway, he searched for the mummy and pharaoh. They weren't in sight. He motioned her out into the throng. "Follow me. I'll take you back to the hotel." 

Once again, he felt her fingers tug on the back of his shirt as they pushed through the masses. The quickest way to the attached hotel meant heading across the exhibit hall full of publishers, advertisers, and characters promoting television, movies, books, or other media. Tapping his cane helped open a path through the thickening swarm of strangers. The smell of sweaty bodies wafted through the air. The scent had gotten stronger as the day took its toll on costumed people. Her grip on his shirt pulled from one side to the other as he pushed through the large gathering place. The brim of her hat bumped into his back, keeping him aware of her presence. 

Looking over his shoulder, he took note that the vacuum he'd created closed as soon as they passed through. For the moment, no signs of the Egyptian characters emerged. He made his way to one side of the room and spotted an opening behind someone in a bobbing blow-up dinosaur costume. Following the creature's tail made it easier to travel forward.

"Are you doing all right back there?" Carlton swiveled his head to look at her and survey the milling crowd once more.

Her grasp on his shirt loosened and fell away. "I've been better. At least I can breathe now." She took a step forward as they walked side-by-side in the wake of the giant reptile's swishing tail. "Are you sure you know how to get to the hotel from here?"

"I studied the layout before coming." He clamped his mouth shut to avoid saying more about how he knew the quickest way to their destination. She'd made it clear she didn't believe him capable of keeping her safe. His clumping cane reminded him of his own failings. If he'd made a different decision in the past, or never had a close encounter with a mule, there'd be no need for a cane. He'd still be a federal agent. 

Carlton glanced at the crowd one more time. There were no Egyptians on the crowded side of the room or in a booth. Suddenly, the dinosaur in front veered into an open area where the costumed person joined several other prehistoric beasts. The crowd closed in again, revealing the mummy and pharaoh coming straight toward them. 

Carlton grabbed Leah's arm at the same time the mummy latched onto her other side.

"She's coming with me unless she wants to tell where to find our missing mule." The low-pitched threatening voice reached Carlton's ears. He recognized it as the one belonging to the man who'd delayed him earlier. This time the mummy would not take advantage of him.

Lifting his cane, Carlton brought it down on the mummy's forearm with a thump. Even though the wrapping on the man's arm provided some protection, the impact was enough to loosen the villain's grip. 

The pharaoh slipped forward to take his companion's place. Light reflected off a white porcelain knife in his hand. He grabbed her shoulder and lifted the blade. Carlton's cane caught the weapon on an upward swing. The knife flew into the throng. People screamed. The crowd parted as the knife crashed on the floor. Security guards fought to make their way through the panic. 

The Egyptian-clad pair disappeared into the crowd. Carlton moved Leah behind him, sandwiching her between the wall and his body. He stood his ground until the convention center security guards reached them. Carlton recognized Mark Wakefield, an off-duty policeman. The lawman bagged the broken knife as evidence and began taking their statements.

"Do you know of any reason why these men want your mule, Miss Shore?" The officer held a small pad of paper for taking notes.

"I have no idea. If you do catch them, someone needs to accuse them of animal cruelty. The poor creature was nearly dead when I found him at an auction. I'm glad for your presence at the event." She glanced sideways and down at her feet before meeting Carlton's gaze. "And I'm glad I hired a bodyguard to accompany me."

Carlton lowered his shoulders as tension drained from them. He hoped he had redeemed himself by his actions.

The policeman clapped a hand on Carlton's shoulder. "He's a good guy. Carlton and I trained together at the police academy before he headed off to be a Fed. Sorry to hear your injury took you out of commission with your government job." 

The officer looked down at the cane, then back up at Miss Shore. "Guardians Security Group is blessed to have him. He'll take good care of you. In the meantime, I've let all the convention hall security guards know about the two Egyptian characters that attacked you, Miss Shore. I do have to warn you that I've seen at least a dozen people in similar outfits. It might be difficult to locate the ones who harassed you."

"Thanks for your help, Officer Wakefield. Please let us know if you find anything." Carlton and Mark had been friends during their training days and before, when they'd met as orphaned twelve-year-old kids. After law enforcement training, they'd headed off to different places to serve, and the close connection had been lost with the exception of an occasional Christmas message. He shook the man's hand. "Maybe we can touch base again soon." 

Mark's handclasp tightened as a smile crossed his face. "Sounds good, Cowboy." 

"Cowboy?" Miss Shore raised an eyebrow.

"That's a story for another day. Let's head for your hotel room, unless Officer Greenhorn has more questions for us." Carlton decided to share his friend's nickname too.

Mark laughed. "I don't have any other official questions. I'd be glad to follow you to her room, if you'd like."

"I think we're good. Let's share phone numbers though." Carlton exchanged business cards with his old friend. Maybe they could get together once his duties to Miss Shore were finished. He missed Mark and looked forward to reconnecting."I can see the entrance to the hotel from here. Once we're in an elevator there shouldn't be a threat." 

~~~~~
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Leah crossed her arms. She'd hoped Officer Wakefield would accompany them to the hotel. She didn't like hearing “something shouldn't be a threat.” Those words provided no guarantee of safety. Long ago, she'd told her famous dad that he shouldn't worry about the one boyfriend she'd dated in her lifetime. Things had totally gone wrong when the guy kidnapped her and started demanding money from her wealthy parent. Maybe it was happening again with these Egyptian creepers, only Daddy wasn't going to rescue her this time because of her stubbornness and his.

"Are you coming?" Carlton's voice interrupted her thoughts. He reached toward her.

She ignored his offered hand and stomped toward the hotel. Dad once told her she was as stubborn as one of her mules. Maybe he was right. An elevator door opened and she ran for the empty car. She tapped her hotel room card on the scanner and began entering her floor number. The door started closing as Carlton hobbled closer. Fighting the temptation to leave him behind, she hit the open door button at the same time his cane pushed between the closing panels.

"I'm still on the job. Let me see you to your room." Carlton's frustration filled the elevator car as he stepped inside.

Something else lingered in the small space. Could she be imagining the scent of onions and cigarettes? She sniffed the air.

Carlton inhaled and frowned. "This elevator stinks like an onion-eating smoker. I think I caught a similar smell on our pharaoh when he attacked." 

"Were they coming from the hotel when they came at us?" Her voice shook.

"That's a possibility. Maybe they talked someone into taking them up, but the hotel shouldn't have given them your room number." Carlton tapped his cane on the elevator carpeting as the car rose.

"Please don't say 'shouldn't.' That word is not on my favorite word list." She put curled fists on her hips.

"We have to be prepared for anything." He edged closer to the doors as the elevator slowed. "I'll go first."

She didn't argue as she watched him lean out and then nod for her to follow. The stifling scent also lingered in the hall. Her door looked untouched. He took her card and waved it near the keypad. Unlocking sounds clicked and purred. Carlton opened the door and froze in place.

"What's wrong?" She pushed her way underneath his arm and stared at the clutter. Someone had trashed the room. The emptied bathroom and closets confirmed they'd come and gone. "No."

Carlton's hands gripped her shoulders for a second before she elbowed him away. 

"You need to stay out of the room until we have Mark take a look." 

She took two steps before his words made her move back into the hall. Leah slid to the floor. Disbelief chilled her from head to toe as she wrapped her arms across her chest and fought nausea. "I want to go home."

Carlton bent down next to her. "We'll arrange for your safety, but right now I need to call Officer Wakefield and get him to check out the room."

She closed her eyes and prayed for strength as she listened to him contact the policeman. Within a few minutes, Mark Wakefield and hotel security arrived. She pulled herself together while they searched.

Ten minutes later the policeman stepped from the room. "We've taken pictures and secured the room. Are you willing to come in and let us know if anything is missing? Also, if you have any idea how these people got into a locked room without a hotel key, I'd appreciate knowing what you think." Officer Wakefield stretched out his hand. 

She took it and stood, releasing a huff. "I'll do my best to check for missing items. I don't have any idea about your question, other than letting you know my agent has a room key." Leah blinked back tears as she stared at the disaster. A sense of violation made her shiver. Clothing littered the room. A bag filled with markers and other art supplies she used for cartooning spilled from the desk and onto the floor beneath. The latest comic strip she'd been working on lay torn in several pieces. The panel with Sylvester was either missing or ripped to shreds. 

"I think it was the same guys. They tore Sylvester out of this comic strip. The pharaoh specifically mentioned my new Appaloosa mule and he's missing from this panel. I'll have to redo the piece before the morning deadline." She'd already asked for an extension since the Friday afternoon due date for the piece had passed by several hours.
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