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        This desert oasis has gone to the dogs, and things are about to get bloody.

        (Not the dogs though. The dogs are fine.)

      

      

      

      
        
        TROUBLE PLAY

      

      

      

      Comedian EV Lane thought she’d done it all, but taking on the role of mistress of ceremonies for the Desert Fancy Dog Show may be her most challenging gig yet. The locals are a menagerie of high-strung prima donnas and nervous Nelsons, and she’s not talking about the dogs.

      When high-stakes competition leads to gruesome murder, she’s going to need every telepathic power at her disposal—and every psychic friend she knows—to make this show go on. Pesky police detectives, dangerously attractive investigators, and a menagerie of our favorite Vista de Lirio characters make this mystery the most twisted yet!

      TROUBLE PLAY is the third book in the Vista de Lirio series, a paranormal mystery series by Elizabeth Hunter, best-selling author of the Elemental Mysteries, the Glimmer Lake series, and The Irin Chronicles.
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        SASSAFRACK, GOODREADS

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Elizabeth Hunter's books are delicious and addicting, like the best kind of chocolate. She hooked me from the first page, and her stories just keep getting better and better. Paranormal romance fans won't want to miss this exciting author!

        THEA HARRISON, NYT BESTSELLING AUTHOR

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Developing compelling and unforgettable characters is a real Hunter strength…. Another amazing novel by a master storyteller!

        RT MAGAZINE

      

        

      

      
        
        
        The bottom line: if you're not reading Elizabeth Hunter's novels, you should be!
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      For Charlie,

      Chidi,

      and Simba

      

      Also for Abbie and Regal,

      And always and forever,

      For Mac, the bestest boy

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note from the author:

          

        

      

    

    
      No canine, feline, or camelid (real or imagined) was harmed during the writing of this book.

      

      There were, however, countless hours that the author’s dogs did not receive either attention, pats, or treats. Please appreciate their sacrifice in the creation of this fictional work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      The camera operator drew nearer, and Evy fixed her smile as Lexi Storm, morning news anchor and fixture of Palm Springs society, opened the live segment.

      “It’s that time of the year again, dog lovers. The Desert Fancy Kennel Club Dog Show is almost here, and I’m with this year’s hosts, local entertainer EV Lane and—all the way from the London, England—Chip Dunklin!” Lexi turned away from the camera and pointed her perfectly white smile at Evy and Chip. “Thanks for being with me this morning, you guys. Evy, great to see you again. Are you excited about this? I’m so excited about this!”

      “Happy to be here.” Evy turned on her television persona. “I am so excited. I’m feeling a little sorry for Chip though.” Evy pointed at her cohost. “He’s the knowledgeable, serious person who’s going to have to correct my mistakes all week. I’m just that lady who loves dogs.”

      It wasn’t the first time Evy had appeared on Desert Daily, but it was the first time when she’d been highly medicated. The world around her felt a little muffled, but it was better than the telepathic onslaught she’d been fearing.

      Chip chuckled jovially—playing the part of the kindly, seasoned professional—and responded to Evy in a soothing British accent. “I’m sure Evy will be an amazing cohost. I can already tell she’s a dog lover, and what’s not to love?” He spread his hands and looked around. “In just a few days, the convention center will be full of intense competition, the thrill of victory, and I’m sorry to say, probably a few disappointed howls.”

      Evy turned to Lexi. “Chip’s talking about the owners and handlers of course. The dogs are much better sports.”

      Both Chip and Lexi laughed, and Evy was grateful she only heard their audible voices and not the rush of garbled dialogue that made up the mental background noise of most people’s minds.

      For months she’d been learning to live with a form of telepathy that forced other people’s thoughts into her head. It was confusing, exhausting, and the only way she’d managed to control it a little bit was with heavy antianxiety medication.

      Evy wasn’t an insecure person—you couldn’t survive in the comedy world if you were insecure—but lately she felt like she’d been battling for her sanity.

      “I do think that dog shows attract very strong personalities though, don’t they?” Lexi directed her attention at Chip. “And this year the kennel club has made this an open. Chip, as the experienced dog-show professional in the group, what does that mean?”

      “That’s a great question.” Chip turned his beaming smile to the camera. “The president of the Desert Fancy Kennel Club, the visionary Bunny Butterfield Barker, has decided that this year the annual competition should not only celebrate dogs from local and national shows but a select group of international competitors as well.”

      “Wow!” Lexi said. “How did they qualify?”

      Chip continued. “These are all champions in their own respective countries who have been invited by the club to take part in this show.”

      “That’s amazing!” The television host was grinning. “So this is not just a national show anymore but an international one?”

      “That’s right.” Evy popped in. “There are dogs and handlers coming from purebred-dog clubs in Asia, the Middle East, and South America this year. It’s really exciting.”

      “Chip, you’ve been working in the dog-show world your whole career, isn’t that right? Is this a common thing? To have an international show like this?”

      “It’s a bit unusual in the US, Lexi. Definitely a way to put the Desert Fancy Kennel Club show on the map for international breeders.”

      Evy might have felt out of her depth in the technical aspects of Dog Show World, but at least she looked good. Her two best friends had helped her pick out her slim black suit. With her chin-length hair recently trimmed and new blunt-cut bangs that emphasized her large eyes, Evy knew she looked striking, which was what she needed with a cohost who looked like he’d been born to wear a tuxedo.

      Lexi was still focused on Chip. “And you’ve been working with dogs your whole life, is that right?”

      Chip’s warm brown eyes were fixed on Lexi. “My father was a Norwich terrier breeder, and I grew up handling the dogs for local shows. That grew into around ten years of professional handling in the dog-show world. In all those years, I’ve never seen a competition like this. It’s very exciting.”

      “You’ve worked with some of the owners and breeders who are participating this week, isn’t that correct?” Lexi’s eyebrows rose. “Now is that a conflict of interest?”

      Chip smiled, and Evy couldn’t help but think that Chip and Lexi looked like a matched pair, Lexi with her carefully coiffed hair and Chip with his neat jacket and perfect accent.

      If she left, would they notice?

      “Luckily, I’m not judging this competition,” Chip said. “And I have my wonderful cohost to keep me in check.” Chip turned to Evy, and his eyes lit up. “I’ve only just met Miss Lane, but I’m confident this is going to be one of my favorite commenting jobs. It’s wonderful to have a cohost who knows so much local color.”

      Evy nudged his shoulder with her own. “That’s polite Britishspeak for I know all the local gossip.” Evy turned to the camera and winked. “Better watch the dog show, Desert Daily viewers. You never know what secrets might slip out.”

      “Now that’s a promise!” Lexi laughed. “Evy, I can’t wait to listen to you and Chip for the broadcast. When is everything starting?”

      Chip answered again. “This is a benched show, so the owners will show up starting on Monday of next week to get their stations set up, the pens situated, and allow the animals to acclimate before the breed judging starts on Tuesday.”

      Evy added, “We’ll have an opening ceremony on Wednesday; then group judging will start on Thursday. Chip and I will be there to be your guides for everything.”

      “And it will run through the weekend?”

      “The Best in Show judging will be on Sunday afternoon,” Evy said. “But there are hundreds of wonderful dogs that visitors will be able to visit and observe in the convention hall starting on Tuesday, along with visiting the vendor market, of course.”

      “Shopping.” Lexi’s eyes lit up. “I understand there will be over one hundred vendors at the show this year?”

      Push the vendor market. That’s what Lorain, the show chairwoman, had emphasized. “That’s correct,” Evy said. “Palm Springs is a shopping town, and this show will have something for everyone. There are vendors catering to two-footers and four-footers at the market.”

      Lexi kept her brilliant smile fixed on Evy, who grinned back like she’d been caught on hostage video. It felt unnatural and uncontrollable.

      “And what about the kids?” Lexi asked. “I’m assuming this is family friendly?”

      Evy kept going. “Watching dogs on TV is always fun, but the show organizers have gone out of their way to make this a real family event. There are crafts, activities, games, and a petting area, so please come down and bring the kids. They’re going to have a blast.”

      Chip added, “That’s one of the best things about dog shows, Lexi. They really are wonderful entertainment for the entire family.”

      “Chip, Evy. Thank you so much for joining me today, and I cannot wait for next week.” Lexi turned to the camera. “After the break we have the current Best in Show title holder coming to visit us! That’s right—Baron, the legendary standard poodle, and the woman herself, Bunny Butterfield Barker, are up next along with one of the international guests this year, Juliet Lomax of London and her adorable miniature schnauzer Jade.”

      There was a pause, and then a camera operator shouted, “And we’re off. One minute thirty, Lex.”

      Evy felt her gut unclench, and with that moment of relaxation, a flood of background voices managed to slip in.

      —ready for the nine o’clock—

      —think I’ll get a wrap for—

      —noticed me? She hadn’t even looked—

      Nope. The jumbled voices weren’t welcome. Evy closed her eyes and clamped down on the mental shields she’d been practicing for months.

      “Thanks, guys! You were great.” Lexi jumped off her tall chair and hustled to the wings where a young woman was holding a bottle of water and a mirror. “Evy, I expect you to drop some shockers.”

      Evy laughed, but it sounded brittle to her own ears. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “That’s not the EV Lane I know!”

      “What can I say, Lex? They’re keeping me on a short leash for this one.”

      Chip was already off to the side, chatting with an older woman in full show regalia who had a black standard poodle sitting near her feet. Near them stood an elegant woman in a brilliant orange wrap dress who carried a tiny brown dog with curled whiskers in her arms.

      Evy guessed that Bunny Barker was the tiny White woman with a silver bob wearing a designer suit. The woman next to her was much taller, Black, and carried herself with a regal air. She had to be the international competitor, Juliet Lomax from the UK.

      Evy wandered over and held her hand out to the black poodle. “Hey there.”

      The poodle ignored her, keeping his eyes fixed on Bunny and Chip, but the small brown dog shook in her owner’s arms and barked with righteous ire.

      “Jade, no.” The tall woman tapped the dog’s nose and gave Evy a cutting look. “Please don’t stress the animals.”

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—”

      “No, you shouldn’t have.” Bunny cut her eyes away toward Chip. “Charles, nice to see you. We need to get the dogs on the stage, but I’ll talk to you later.”

      Bunny led the other woman and the two dogs onto the stage where they took their place on a low couch an assistant pointed out to them. The black dog named Baron immediately sat at attention on Bunny’s left side while the little brown dog turned in circles, inspecting the area before she settled down.

      The broadcast had come back, and a chirpy meteorologist with abundant curls was sharing the weather forecast.

      “I used to work for her.”

      The weather lady? Evy turned to Chip. “Who?”

      Chip nodded at the stage.

      Evy’s eyebrows went up. “The Lomax lady from London?”

      “No—Bunny.” He smiled. “I worked for Bunny.”

      “She’s not very happy Lorain hired me, you know.”

      “I’d heard there was some tension.” Chip smirked a little. “Bunny has very fixed opinions, but she’s not bad at heart.” He nodded at Baron. “I was Bunny and her ex-husband Stewart’s handler in the show ring for years. I probably know her dogs better than she does.”

      Evy didn’t know what to say to that. “Well… That one doesn’t look neglected.”

      “Oh no, Baron is the pampered prince. Did you see his collar?”

      “I didn’t notice.” Evy looked back at the dogs. “Very sparkly.”

      Chip leaned closer as the forecast ended and the camera turned back to Lexi, Bunny, the British woman, and the two champion dogs sitting at their feet.

      “Those aren’t rhinestones,” he said. “They’re not even crystals.”

      Evy’s eyes went wide. “You can’t mean—”

      “Twin custom-made Cartier chokers,” Chip said. “Platinum with diamonds for her dog Zara and platinum with diamonds and onyx for Baron. I heard someone say her ex-husband spent something like a million dollars for the pair.”

      Holy shit, that was insane. “Who spends that much money for dog collars?”

      “Bunny.” Chip looked amused. “They had a custody fight, you know.”

      “Wouldn’t their kids be too old for that?”

      “No kids. The custody fight was about the dogs.”

      Evy’s mouth dropped open. “No way.”

      “They had a huge kennel, but Bunny’s ex ended up with most of the younger dogs, and Bunny got the prize. They both agreed that Baron and Zara shouldn’t be separated, so she got them both.”

      And their collars. Evy shook her head. “Lexi was right. These dog shows attract some very strong personalities.”

      Chip’s eyes hadn’t left the two dogs on the stage. “You have no idea.”
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        * * *

      

      Evy got home and carefully hung her black suit in the closet. She only had three designer outfits that fit in with the Palm Springs society crowd, and those pieces had been carefully chosen.

      “Aunt Marie?” She slipped into a pair of linen joggers and a cropped tank top. She might have hated having a flat chest when she was younger, but the older she got, the more she loved her lack of boobs. “Marie?”

      Evy lived with her aunt, which suited both of them most of the time. They were independent, busy with their own work, and didn’t step on each other’s toes too often.

      She wandered out to the kitchen in Marie’s midcentury home and poured herself a glass of iced tea, then rinsed her breakfast dishes from the morning and set them in the strainer to dry. They didn’t have a dishwasher, and with just the two of them, it didn’t seem that important.

      The house was her aunt’s and hadn’t been updated much since the 1970s. There was still shag carpet and dark wood paneling. The roof needed to be replaced, and the whole place needed an exterior coat of paint.

      She didn’t pay rent, but the house wasn’t hers either. Updates or big projects were always a stress for Evy. How much did she contribute? Was the house going to be hers someday, or would Aunt Marie leave it to another relative? If it wasn’t going to be hers, should she really be the one to pay for a new roof?

      Evy was forty-four, still lived with her aunt, and didn’t own her own home. With real estate the way it was in Palm Springs, she’d probably never be able to afford one.

      Her best friends were a real estate mini-mogul, a dentist, and trust fund babies with real estate, vacation homes, and fancy cars. She hung out with rich people without ever having any hope of paying back their generosity.

      It wasn’t that she couldn’t pay the bills. Her pool-cleaning company was humming along at a good pace and made her excellent money, and though her hosting and comedy work had taken a hit when she’d been “blessed” with telepathy, that was picking up again too.

      If she could use Geoff…

      She glanced at her ventriloquist dummy in the corner of the room. She’d picked up Geoff years ago from a secondhand shop and developed a whole comedy routine where Geoff was a rude old man and she was the zany sidekick who tried to keep him in line. It worked because ventriloquism was a dying art and also because she was a damn good joke writer and performer.

      But the revelation two years before that her dummy was literally haunted by the ghost of its former owner had put a damper on her routine. Agents still called to book her and Geoff, but Evy didn’t have the heart.

      She felt bad about putting Geoff in his box, but she also didn’t want to talk to him. He stayed in a corner of the living room, and the only one who acknowledged his existence was Aunt Marie, who was far from fazed by any of her niece’s supernatural quirks.

      Evy heard keys rattle in the front door, then the familiar sound of her aunt’s voice.

      “Evelyn?”

      “I’m in the kitchen.”

      The door closed, and Aunt Marie’s keys jingled in the tray by the front door. She’d been at the hairdresser that morning.

      “Hey, kid.” Marie walked through the door and smiled when she saw Evy. “How was the TV thing?”

      “Good. How was the hairdresser?” Evy could already see that Aunt Marie had taken a new color challenge.

      “Purple.” Marie held out a long curl. “What do you think?”

      “Looks good with your silver.”

      “That’s what I thought.” The old woman reached for a mug and swirled the dregs of coffee that were left in the glass carafe. “I’m making a new pot. You want some?”

      “Too hot.”

      “It’ll cool you off.” Marie started making a piping-hot pot of coffee.

      Marie was a firm believer that drinking hot things in hot weather would lower your body temperature. Evy wasn’t sure if it was true, but she wasn’t going to argue with her aunt.

      “I’m good with the iced tea. Thanks.”

      “You’ll see when you get older.”

      Statements like that made Evy feel her age. She was “older,” so why did she feel like she was still learning how to adult at her age?

      “The British guy seems nice,” Evy said. “He used to work for Bunny Barker.”

      “I’d send my apologies, but it sounds like he escaped.”

      Evy smiled. “What’s so wrong with Bunny?”

      “Other than having a stick the size of a saguaro cactus wedged up her backside?” Marie flipped on the coffee maker and turned. Her expression was all amusement. “Nothing.”

      “Now that’s a mental picture.” Evy shook her head. “She certainly comes across as a prima donna every time she emails me.”

      “Is she the one who hired you? Shouldn’t she be grateful you agreed to host this craziness?”

      “She didn’t hire me,” Evy said. “She’s president of the kennel club, but the board is in charge of putting a chairperson in place to head up the dog show, and apparently the lady who’s in charge this year, Lorain Matthews, is Bunny’s mortal enemy or something.”

      “And the mortal enemy is the one who hired you?”

      Evy nodded. “Yeah, but Bunny keeps emailing with directions that contradict Lorain’s, so you can see how fun that is for me.”

      “Sounds delicious.” Marie’s eyes were dancing. “Backstage drama is the best drama. Plus that will be a great place for you to practice.”

      “Marie, I really don’t think it’s a good—”

      “The medication is an emergency measure, Evelyn.” Marie walked over and put her hand on Evy’s cheek. “You can’t keep taking it forever; it dampens your abilities. The medications hide your gift.”

      And I’m fine with that.

      She didn’t say it; Marie would be horrified. Her aunt had always carried a touch of the second sight, and she wished she had more. For her, psychic powers were a gift. They were something to be cultivated and used to protect and guide the people she cared about.

      But for Evy?

      If she could snap her fingers and never hear another internal voice, she would. For her, telepathy was anything but a gift.

      It was a curse, and one that medication had finally allowed her to conquer, at least most of the time. She could be in a crowded restaurant again. She could perform. She could even go on a date without hearing her partner’s every thought.

      If Marie thought she was giving up that freedom willingly, she was off her rocker.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Friday morning Evy pulled her giant beast of a Cadillac up to her friend Sergio’s house. Sergio had met Evy after she’d done a benefit show years ago for a charity his mother sponsored, and he’d subsequently collected her into his group of quirky friends.

      Evy couldn’t say she minded. Sergio and his husband, Dean, were two of the nicest people on the planet, and they had twin daughters who would probably take over the world someday plus a hell of an estate in the best neighborhood in Palm Springs, Vista de Lirio.

      The streets of the neighborhood were winding and shaded by palms, jacarandas, and wispy paloverde trees. The estates were all surrounded by decorative walls, creating an atmosphere of hidden gardens and private nooks around every corner. It was a place that lent itself to exclusive parties, artists, old money, and—according to her friend Julia—many, many ghosts.

      She spotted others in Sergio’s friend collection as she walked up the path between the pool house and the main house. There was Julia, resplendent and tan in a flowing blue caftan. Her part-time boyfriend was nowhere in sight, but Mick might be on a movie set since he was a well-known film director.

      Opposite Julia sat Genevieve de Winter, Sergio and Dean’s next-door neighbor and Evy’s personal hero. Genevieve was five feet tall on a generous day, had a salt-and-pepper pixie cut, and always wore large sunglasses that covered half her face. She was an artist of some kind, had been married to five husbands, and lived on an estate guarded by two illegal savannah cats and a three-legged poodle named Gaston.

      Genevieve usually had some kind of interesting houseguest staying with her, and this morning was no exception. A regal woman with silver-blond hair sat next to her, sipping on a frothy cocktail and whispering something into Genevieve’s ear. Both of the women were joined by dogs—Genevieve’s standard poodle at her side, and the silver-haired woman had a long-haired dog seated on her left, the dog’s eyes sliding closed as it sat in the sun.

      “Evy!” Sergio waved at her from behind the bar. “I’m making Ramos Gin Fizz as the cocktail of the day. Would you like one?”

      Evy sat next to Julia. “That sounds amazing.”

      Julia elbowed her. “Saw you on the show yesterday morning. You looked fantastic.”

      “Thank you.” Evy bowed toward her. “Your fashion advice was stellar, as always.”

      Genevieve pointed an empty cigarette holder at Evy. “The bangs suit you. Very Louise Brooks. You should always wear your hair that way.”

      And Genevieve had spoken.

      “Thank you.” Evy, never one to wait, leaned forward and held her hand out to Genevieve’s friend. “Hi, I’m Evy Landa. EV Lane if you’re a booking agent.”

      The woman set her drink down and took Evy’s hand in hers. “I’m Marina Montegu Wesley, an old friend of Genevieve’s.” The woman’s crisp British accent took Evy by surprise. “It’s very nice to meet you. I’m in town for the dog show next week.”

      “Oh! I’ll see you there. I’m cohosting with Chip Dunklin. We’re the presenters for the event.”

      “Oh lovely.” Marina gestured toward the dog at her feet. “You’ll get to know Soraya then. I fully expect her to be in the finals this year with her handler Karim. She took first in the hound group last year, and as long as the judges aren’t in Bunny’s pocket again this year—”

      “Marina…” Sergio’s voice was amused. “We don’t know that she paid them off. Baron is an exceptional dog.”

      Marina rolled her eyes. “Five years’ worth of exceptional? Don’t tell me his stack wasn’t falling off a bit last year. They gave him Best for sentimental reasons. She was a fool to enter him again this year.” She turned to Julia and Evy. “You’ll hear nothing but show talk this weekend, I’m afraid.”

      Julia pointed at Sergio. “We expect it, knowing this one. He’s determined that Cleo is going to win this year.”

      Evy knew that Sergio bred and showed his golden retrievers, but she somehow hadn’t realized that he’d be competing at the event she was hosting. “You’re showing Cleo? What about Caesar?”

      Sergio’s smile was sad. “Caesar had his final show last year. He’s a champion so many times over I didn’t want to push it, and Cleo just lives for the ring. She loves showing off. She was my better bet to beat Bunny this year.”

      Julia sipped her gin fizz. “You people and your fancy dogs.” She glanced at Evy. “Mick is talking about getting another one, but he goes the mutt route. Heck, he’s due home tomorrow from Thailand, and I half expect him to have a dog in his suitcase.”

      “Awww.” Evy didn’t have any pets, but she loved animals. She was on Mick’s team though. The only dogs the Landas had ever had growing up were the kind that wandered into her dad’s shop and wouldn’t leave. “I think that’s so cool. Then he’d have someone to keep him company when he’s on location.”

      “That’s the idea since I’m mostly stuck here.” Julia’s job as a real estate agent didn’t afford her much time for long trips, though she was supposed to be cutting back. “So how’s Geoff lately? You haven’t brought him around much.”

      Julia was a medium, which meant she could directly communicate with Evy’s haunted dummy. “You know I always feel left out of those conversations.”

      “Bullshit,” her friend said. “You’re avoiding him.”

      “I don’t need him to read people anymore, so he’s kind of…”

      “Uncomfortable? Stressful? Intrusive?”

      “I just don’t need him, all right? I don’t need him to be funny. Isn’t that a good thing?”

      Julia pursed her lips. “It’s not a bad thing except that I really do think you miss him. You’re not doing as many comedy gigs as you used to, and I think it’s because you and Geoff need to work things out.”

      Genevieve frowned. “Who is Geoff?”

      “Geoff is my ventriloquist dummy,” Evy said.

      “And he’s possessed by the spirit of the original owner, a really nice ghost named Geoffrey,” Julia added. “He’s part of the reason Evy unlocked her telepathy.”

      “Of course.” Genevieve sipped her drink and reached for a croissant.

      Marina’s eyes were wide. “Excuse me, did you say—”

      “I’ll explain it later, my dear.” Genevieve patted Marina’s hand. “Where’s Rafe gotten to?”

      Marina looked over Evy’s shoulder. “He said something about the alpaca, and then I lost him. I think I see him coming up the driveway though.”

      “Oh?” Julia turned. “Oh look! There’s Vivian, Richard, and Henry too.”

      Evy turned to see her friends walking along the pathway, accompanied by one of the singularly most attractive men she’d ever seen in her life.

      “Here he is,” Marina said. “Ladies, meet my son, Rafe Wesley Bamford-Howell.”

      The man approached Evy, his eyes already locked with hers, and Evy could feel the zings of attraction zipping between them.

      Good Lord, was everyone feeling this way? The man was absolutely magnetic, from his dark, shoulder-length hair to his vivid blue eyes.

      He reached out his hand and took Evy’s. “For the love of God, call me Rafe.”
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        * * *

      

      Accent. Accent alert.

      Evy was a sucker for an accent, and Rafe Bamford-Howell had one in spades. It was that kind of easy, cultured, I’m-rich-but-we-don’t-talk-about-it English accent that left Evy in a metaphorical puddle on the ground beneath Dean and Sergio’s patio table.

      Evy had moved on from feeling like the only woman in the world to a lucky bystander when she realized that Rafe flirted with everyone. Her, Julia, Genevieve, Sergio, even Baby Henry. He seemed particularly taken with Baby Henry, but then, all of them were.

      “Look at all his hair.” Rafe bounced the six-month-old on his knee. “God, I love it. Mum, did I have hair like that?”

      “At least that much.” Marina’s eyes were warm on Rafe and the baby. “But we never lived anywhere that was as hot as Palm Springs.” Her eyes turned to Vivian. “Are you going to cut it when summer comes?”

      “We’ll see.” Vivian still had the rosy glow of new motherhood and new love. “I hate to even touch it, but he might be really hot.” With Richard at her side, Vivian made single parenting in your forties look fashionable and chic.

      Not that Evy was tempted. She had myriad nieces and nephews to carry on the Landa name, and she had no desire to add to the gene pool.

      “Rafe’s sister has four small ones,” Marina said. “So he’s a very practiced uncle.”

      “They’re all in Denver though.” Rafe popped a kiss on the top of Henry’s fuzzy head. “And I’m in Arizona. I don’t get to see them as much as Mum does.” His eyes darted to Evy. “What about you, Evy?”

      She smiled. “No kids for me, but I’m also wealthy in the auntie department. I work so much I don’t even have time for a dog.”

      Genevieve harrumphed. “Everyone should have time for a dog. Tell your boss not to be such a bitch.”

      Evy smiled when she saw Rafe’s mouth drop open.

      “She’s only saying that because I work for myself.”

      He frowned. “I’m not sure that makes it better.”

      “Fair point.”

      Rafe bounced Henry from his own knee over to Richard’s waiting arms on his left side. “There you go, little man.”

      Richard turned to Vivian. “I think he’d take a bottle if you have one ready.”

      “I do.”

      “And brunch is served.” Dean walked out of the kitchen and gestured to the door. “We’re keeping everything inside, so make yourself at home and grab a plate.”

      All the guests filtered into Sergio and Dean’s expansive kitchen and took turns filling their plates with quiche, fruit salad, and some of the pastries Julia had brought. Drinks were refilled and chaos reigned until Evy escaped outside, thankful not to be stuck in the crowded house.

      While her shields were holding with the help of her new medication, interior spaces with a lot of people were still the hardest place to be. She couldn’t help but feel the press of thoughts and the energy of so much thinking without getting a fairly intense headache.

      Vivian sidled up to her just as she was heading out the door. “Hey, could you take Richard this plate? He’s giving Henry a bottle, so I made him one.”

      Evy smiled. “You two have been very cozy the past couple of months.”

      Vivian smiled. “It’s good cozy, not smothering cozy.” She glanced out the window. “Richard’s so enthusiastic about all the little parenting things—it’s hard to deny him.”

      “I think it’s sweet,” Evy said. “And you can tell that Henry just adores him.”

      Richard was an old friend of Dean’s who’d only discovered he was a father when his grown daughter had shown up and made herself known in her late twenties. He’d missed out on all the younger years, so even though he was in his early sixties, he was absolutely thrilled to participate in all the baby chores with Vivian’s new son.

      Evy, on the other hand, had spent her childhood taking care of younger siblings and cousins. If she never changed a diaper again, it would be too soon.

      She walked out and gave Richard his plate, then sat down, leaving a space for Rafe to join them.

      “Vivian said you’re hosting the dog show this year,” Richard said. “I’m neighbors with Bunny Barker, you know.”

      “Oh really?”

      “Yes, her property juts right up to mine along the hills. I’ve had a few poodles in my yard over the years.”

      Evy took a bite of quiche. “They seem like nice dogs though.”

      “They are, and very well trained. It wasn’t a big deal. I enjoyed the visits, though it annoyed Bunny and Stewart any time the dogs went missing, especially Baron.”

      “He’s the champion everyone is talking about winning the dog show, right?”

      Richard nodded. “Gorgeous animal but also a beautiful temperament. Bunny breeds him to her female Zara. I think I asked out of curiosity once, and their puppies go for some ridiculous amount like ten thousand dollars apiece. I was floored.”

      “Ten thousand for a dog?” Evy nearly choked. “Then again, they put Cartier collars on them, so I shouldn’t be surprised.”

      “I just hope he hasn’t wandered too far this time.”

      Evy paused, her fork hovering over her plate. “What do you mean? I saw him yesterday morning at the television studio.”

      “There were two police cruisers over at the house this morning before we left.” Richard frowned. “I’m sure it’s nothing, but one of them mentioned Baron was missing. Asked me if they could search my garden. I said yes, of course.”

      “But you said he does that fairly often? Run away?”

      Richard nodded. “Usually only on our street though.”

      Vivian came to join them. “Are you talking about Baron going missing?”

      Richard nodded. “Evy met Baron at the television station yesterday.”

      “He’s so sweet, right?” Vivian set down her plate and reached for Henry, who had finished his bottle. “Baron has that crazy haircut, but you have a feeling he really just wants to roll in the mud.”

      Evy shook her head. “If he’s going to compete, they better find him before Tuesday. All the dogs have to be registered by then. Side note: I know way more about dog shows than I ever expected to. Weird, right?”

      Richard smiled. “The owners in the show community are very intense.”

      “I’m thinking about getting a dog for me and Henry,” Vivian said. “The next time Sergio breeds Cleo and Caesar. I’ve always wanted one, and Sergio’s dogs are so amazing.”

      “Golden retrievers are wonderful dogs,” Richard said. “Great with kids.”

      Evy couldn’t stop thinking about Baron, that beautiful ink-black poodle with a small fortune fixed around his neck. Had Bunny’s generosity with her dogs made them a target? It was a horrible prospect but all too likely.

      “Poor Baron.”

      Vivian looked at her. “I’m sure he’ll show up. Everyone in the neighborhood knows him, and he’s so friendly.”

      “Unless someone took him,” Richard said. “I’m sure the police have to look into that as well.”

      A dog with a half-million Cartier dog collar around his neck? Who would dare steal that?

      Only everybody.

      “Bunny must be going out of her mind,” Vivian said. “I’ve only talked to her a few times, but every conversation we have is about her dogs. She lives and breathes for them.”

      Richard nodded. “She and Stewart had an actual custody fight about Baron and Zara when they split.”

      “I heard that.” Evy shook her head. “Let’s hope he shows up soon.”

      “Poor Bunny,” Richard said. “She must be worried sick.”
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      Evy was sitting in her dressing room, Chip lounging on the couch, when they heard a knock on the door. She looked up from the notebook they’d been using to outline their introductions and commercial breaks.

      “Come in!”

      Chip sat up and took his feet off the ragged coffee table where he’d propped them. “Hello?”

      Evy saw the familiar face of John Marcos, Palm Springs chief of police in her doorway. “Hey. What are you doing here?”

      He shrugged and stepped through the door, wearing his typical uniform of khaki pants and a white-collared golf shirt. “I’m a dog lover obviously.”

      “Okay…” Evy didn’t believe him for a minute. She viewed cops the way someone born into a borderline criminal clan would. They were to be avoided, distrusted, and evaded, in that order. The fact that she’d helped John Marcos on more than one murder investigation didn’t mean she trusted him, it just meant she distrusted him less than other cops.

      Chip stood. “Hello, I’m Chip Dunklin. I’m cohosting with Evy.”

      “Yep, you’re on my list.” John took Chip’s offered hand and shook it. “I’m actually here to ask you a few questions. The director lady…” He pointed to his ear. “Or whoever she is—the one with the headphones and like three radios—she told me that you’d be writing with Evy.”

      Chip frowned. “Why am I on a list?”

      “I need to ask you a few questions about the dog.”

      “What dog?”

      Evy’s heart sank. “Does this mean Baron was stolen?”

      Chip’s eyes went wide. “Oh my God, something happened to Baron?” He looked at John. “What about Zara? Is Zara okay?”

      “Zara?” John frowned.

      “Bunny’s other poodle,” Evy said. “The white female. She had two show dogs, and they both had those crazy expensive collars on them.”

      “Ah.” John nodded. “The other dog is fine. The dog… nanny? I don’t know what you’d call someone who watches your dogs.”

      “Are you talking about Baron’s handler?” Chip said. “I used to be Baron and Zara’s handler before Bunny and Stewart divorced, and I’d often watch the dogs during the day, especially leading up to a show. The handler lost Baron?”

      “Bunny said he’d let Baron out before he left for the day, so she didn’t think anything was wrong for a while.”

      Chip was shaking his head. “So irresponsible for the handler to let him roam outside. I would never have let that happen. He’s an intact male and his roaming instincts are very strong, especially if there’s a bitch in the neighborhood.”

      John Marcos was staring at Chip. “Excuse me?”

      “Dog bitch.” Evy jumped in. “He means a female dog. Literally a female dog.”

      “Oh.”

      “Of course,” Chip said. “What did you think I—?”

      “The estate is fenced, but it backs up to the hills, so it’s not out of the question that an animal could have gotten to him, but a standard poodle isn’t a Pekinese. It wouldn’t make an easy snack for a mountain lion or a coyote the way a cat or a small dog would.”

      Chip looked ill. “Bunny must be going insane. Baron and Zara are her entire world.”

      Evy raised her hand. “Listen, I don’t want to be crass or uncaring about Baron going missing, but is anyone talking about the fact that this dog had half a million dollars hanging around his neck?”

      John smirked. “Yeah,” he said. “I have thought about it.”

      “I mean, I know the dog is valuable but—”

      “I don’t think you realize how valuable he is.” Chip sounded indignant. “Baron is probably the most valuable poodle in the country right now. He’s one of the only remaining males from a very prominent breeding program in Germany that can be traced back to the 1700s and the German royal family. He’s irreplaceable.”

      “But so is his collar,” Evy said. “I don’t want to insult Baron, but let’s be honest, a lot of people are going to see a dog wearing a Cartier necklace and think ‘some people just have too much money.’”

      John hadn’t taken his eyes off Chip. “Mr. Dunklin, I understand there was bad blood between you and Mrs. Barker after she let you go?”

      Chip’s mouth was catching flies again. “I beg your pardon.”

      “Is it true? Did you and Bunny hate each other?”

      “Not at all!” Chip’s eyes darted around the room from Evy to John to her dressing table and back. “I mean… I-I wasn’t happy that she wanted a new handler, but I understood. Stewart had been the one to hire me, and I always got on with the man.” He threw up his hands. “But Bunny and I have buried the hatchet, as you say here. She even recommended me for this job.”

      “I need to ask where you were yesterday morning between six and seven a.m.”

      “This is outrageous.” Chip crossed his arms over his chest. “I came here to lend some legitimacy to your little dog show, and now you’re asking me—”

      “It’s a simple question, Mr. Dunklin.” John pointed at Evy. “I’m going to ask her too.”

      Evy frowned. “Me?”

      “Yeah.” He looked at his notebook. “I believe Bunny mentioned that you might have been tempted to steal Baron by spending time around people who were—and these were her words—‘not Miss Lane’s typical social crowd.’”

      Evy wanted to snort and laugh at the same time. “Well, at least I know what Bunny really thinks of me now. She’s still pissed Lorain hired me.” She looked at Chip. “Six in the morning? I was at home sleeping.”

      John asked, “Can anyone verify that?”

      “My aunt Marie was home, but she was sleeping too. I didn’t see her before I left for brunch.”

      John looked at Chip. “You?”

      “At my hotel,” Chip said through clenched teeth. “Alone. Are we done now?”

      “You both essentially told me you don’t have alibis for the time the dog went missing,” John said. “I guess it goes without saying, but you should not leave town until we get some clarity on this.”

      Evy spread her hands. “I live here. Where am I going to go?”

      “I’ll be hosting the dog show, per my contract.” Chip’s accent had grown stiffer. “Then I will be leaving for London as I had planned. You have no evidence that I had anything to do with this because I didn’t.”

      John nodded slowly. “As I said, Mr. Dunklin, I’m just asking questions right now. Thanks for your cooperation.” He looked at Evy. “Miss Lane, I’ll see you later.”

      Why?

      She didn’t say it out loud, but she didn’t have any desire to get involved in this investigation. She felt sorry for the dog, but not enough to put her mental health at risk, which was exactly what John Marcos was going to want.

      Stretch her psychic muscles over a missing dog? Nope. Not worth the pain and mental stress.
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        * * *

      

      The vendor market at the Desert Fancy Kennel Club Dog Show was shaping up to be a microcosm of Palm Canyon Drive. Though none of the vendors could officially set up until Tuesday, they were allowed to bring in supplies and direct the carpenters on-site to customize the booths to their specifications.

      While the dogs took center stage in front of the giant curtain, the marketplace was the focus behind. There were satin, designer dog carriers, and rhinestones. So. Many. Rhinestones.

      “I guess they know their audience, huh?”

      Evy turned to see John Marcos staring at the massive gateway being constructed to highlight the shops.

      Evy smiled a little. “We’re dealing with an entire community of people with gobs of disposable income, very few children at home, and a pathological need to one-up their neighbors,” Evy said. “People spend way too much on dogs.”

      He sat in a ragged blue chair and kicked his heels up on a sawhorse. “Can’t say I disagree. What’s your read on Chip Dunklin?”

      “Don’t have one,” Evy said. “At least not the kind you want. We’ve been writing material together for the show; that’s about it.”

      John frowned. “You haven’t gotten anything from…” He pointed to his temple. “Really? Nothing?”

      “I take medication for that.” She smiled. “It’s literally the only thing that keeps me sane.”

      “I thought your puppet guy helped with that.”

      “Geoff?” She had to laugh. “No. I used to have to carry Geoff to hear other people. He was like a microphone. Then whatever it was that made me… hear… It’s like it grew. Then I heard everything all the time.” She leaned toward him. “Now I hear nothing, and I like it that way. Thank you, drugs.”

      “You can’t just listen in when you want to?

      “Oh right. Maybe I should try that. Like…” She snapped her fingers. “I got it.” She held up her hand. “Don’t see this, okay? Just don’t see it.” She flipped him off. “How did that go?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Okay, fine. It’s like any other sense to you and you can’t just turn it off. But isn’t there a way of… I don’t know, shielding your brain or something?”

      “Yeah. It’s called high doses of antianxiety pills and lots of meditation.”

      His lip curled up just a little. “I could use your help on this one, Landa.”

      “But I don’t want to help you, and you can’t make me.” She flipped through her notebook. “You don’t think me or Chip had anything to do with this, do you?”

      “You? No. Chip?” He shrugged. “It’s early. He could have done it, and the dog would have trusted him. He’s a good suspect.”

      “He’s staying in a hotel and flying back to England in a little over a week. You think he’s going to smuggle a prize poodle out of the country in a week?”

      “You’re the one who pointed out that the dog had half a mill around his neck. Maybe Chip doesn’t care about the dog.”

      “Then why take him at all? If Baron knows him, it would have been way easier to just take the collar and leave the dog if you wanted a quick getaway.”

      “True.” He glanced at her. “See? You’re good at this. That’s why you should help me with this case.”

      “I can’t tell you anything that you can’t figure out yourself,” Evy said. “I’m not Vivian or Julia. I can’t use this thing a little bit. It’s like throwing myself into a crowded club where everyone is shouting in my ear.” She shook her head. “I’ve tried meditation, shielding, all that shit. It doesn’t work with the telepathy.”

      “So you’re just going to pretend it’s not there?”

      “Yep.” She patted his shoulder. “That is exactly the plan. Come to me if someone’s life is actually at stake. I’m not risking my sanity for Bunny’s dog and a fancy necklace.”

      “Are you sure? I understand there’s a very handsome reward for finding Baron.”

      That made Evy pause. “How handsome are we talking about? Henry Cavill undeniably handsome or Benedict Cumberbatch weirdly handsome but nonetheless compelling?”

      John frowned. “I don’t know how to answer that. It’s fifty thousand dollars.”

      Evy nearly choked. “Fifty thousand United States of America dollars?”

      “And that’s just for the dog.”

      “The reward doesn’t mention the necklace?”

      “Nope.” He raised an eyebrow. “Interested yet?”

      Yes. No. Definitely maybe? “I’ll keep my eye out for anything or anyone here at the show. Why so much for one dog? I realize he was a champion and obviously really special, but—”

      “Do you know how much they got for new puppies from Baron and Zara? Seven thousand for a pet and ten to fifteen thousand for a dog that they considered ‘show quality.’ Sometimes even higher than that if it was an unusual color.”

      “Good Lord.” Evy had said it before and she’d say it again. “Some people just have way too much money.”

      “The important thing is, fifty thousand is a reasonable investment to get a dog like Baron back. So if I were you, I’d think about what edge I could use to find that pooch.” He started to wander away. “And Landa?”

      She turned and met his eyes. “Yeah?

      “Keep your eye on Chip Dunklin. There’s something about him that sets off my radar.”

      “Sounds like you need to be the department psychic, not me.” It wasn’t like she wasn’t going to keep an eye on Chip anyway. He was her cohost for fuck’s sake. “Take care, Chief Marcos.”
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