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THE FLASH FLOOD SWIRLED Shadow down, down, and scraped him head over paws against the muddy bottom before thrusting him up in a stomach-wrenching rush. He gasped, and his yelp became a strangled gargle when water smothered his cry. Deafened by the roar, scent blinded and sight dimmed, Shadow struggled to tell down from up, wind from flood. Forelegs churned the water to dingy froth, and he struggled to keep his black shepherd’s muzzle above the surface. 

The night’s frigid air set fire to his flayed cheek. It would be easy to give up and let the torrent take him and erase his pain. But Shadow had to return to his family. To his boy, Steven. And to September. Especially to September, his person. She needed him. And he needed her.

He gasped and snatched another two breaths while he could, without wasting further air on fruitless wails. Shadow timed gasps to match the roller coaster surge that swept him along before he fetched up hard against a floating tree. 

Shadow yelped when the trunk caught his tender middle where the boy-thief had kicked him. He thrashed and managed to scrabble a toehold across one limb. Weakened by his recent battle with the bad-man and now the wicked current, Shadow couldn’t pull his 80-plus weight any higher. He clung to the limb while the flood snatched at a good-dog’s fur and tried to swallow him whole.

Neither the sting of his scraped cheek, fire on his neck, nor his throbbing gut could compare to the empty ache inside. He’d left his family behind, without a good-dog to protect them. The bad-man could return to hurt them. September couldn’t protect Steven or even herself, not without Shadow by her side.

On the bank ahead, Shadow spied a car. He barked for help. Cars meant people, and people helped good-dogs. But the water’s roar swept his cry away. He barked with anguished frustration when the women stared back at him, without any offer to help. Shadow caught a whiff of their scent, which shouted names louder than any human scream—Robin Gillette and Sunny Babcock—before the tree floated him out of sight. 

The tree he rode caught on something below the water’s surface, and spun in slow circles in the current. Shadow managed to lunge enough to pull himself onto the trunk. When the tree’s underwater anchor let go, Shadow crouched and braced himself against a thick upright limb. But after only a short distance it thumped into a metal dumpster tumbled about by the twisty black cloud. Shadow stiffened, sniffed cautiously, but detected no sign of the hated boy-thief, just stale garbage and animal stink. 

Shadow waited another heartbeat, but his perch didn’t move any closer to the bank. So he levered himself upright and took slow, shaky steps. The tree dipped and the overhead limb slammed the metal box with clanging blows, until it broke. 

Loss of the limb spun the trunk and spilled Shadow back into the cold water. Energy spent, only the thought of September spurred him to flounder and hook one foreleg across the bobbing tree. His eyes half closed, as he floated helpless in the chill water, and yearned for a home that seemed a world away.
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LIA CORAZON SQUINTED at the clouds muddying the North Texas horizon. Wind whipped her goldenrod hair into a tangled froth, pulling it free of the hazel-green kerchief that matched her eyes. Parallel furrows etched her brow, but she couldn’t change plans over the weather. It’d be close, but with luck, the storm would hold off long enough to get this meeting behind her. 

She stooped to tighten the laces on one shoe, stood, and then trotted in an exaggerated loping gait across the fenced yard. A pack of black puppies galloped after her, their rust colored muzzles yapping with excitement. A couple out-paced her, with the rest satisfied to tag along in her wake. 

Her words jollied them along in a high-pitched singsong designed to ramp up excitement. “Puppy-puppy-puppy, that’s the way, who’s gonna win?”

Once at the far end of the enclosure, Lia leaned against the chain link. The cool metal soothed heated skin through her damp sweatshirt, and she mopped her brow with one pushed up sleeve. February should still be cold, but the weird muggy weather that frizzed Lia’s hair also frazzled her nerves. So much depended on today’s client. At the thought, her pulse jittered in her throat. 

Time to take charge of her own life, though, even if it kept her sideways of the prim-and-proper grandparents who’d raised her. That’s why she’d dropped out of college two years ago and “gone to the dogs” (as Grammy called it). Now Lia was smack-dab on the cusp of making her own dream come true. Never mind that Grammy and Grandfather expected her to fail. It all depended on the new client. If all went well, Corazon Boarding Kennels would become a reality.

The glamor of belonging to the Corazon dynasty had worn thin many years ago with the hobbling demands of her grandparents. She’d had her fill of mucking out horse stalls by the time she graduated to training yearlings. Between Grandfather’s character-building work demands, Grammy smothered Lia with society commitments. Of the two, she preferred mucking out stalls. The older she got, the better Lia understood why her mother ran away during a family vacation, and eloped. 

Nevertheless, she’d stuck to the family’s plan until two years ago. Her first mentor, Abe Pesquiera, sold his business to Lia before he died. He’d had faith in her, and Lia’s success training Karma honored his memory as much as it validated her dream. 

She needed to calm down. She needed a puppy fix. 

“Puppy-puppy-puppy! Come-a-pup!” 

With ears flopping and stubby tails held high, excited yaps spilled from nine furry throats as the nine-week-old Rottweiler babies raced to meet her. “Puppies, COME.” She used the command with intent. She liked to imagine she shared a special level of communication with animals, as had her mother. Once they responded to the chase-and-follow game, she associated the command word with the action.

Lia didn’t use the clicker anymore—too easy to lose—and instead preferred a tongue-click to signal THAT (click!) was the desired behavior. She’d already taught the pups a handful of commands in a series of games designed to reward their natural puppy curiosity and urge to play. It’s a tough job, but somebody has to do it. She grinned. 

Thirty-six short furry legs churned, with some of the pups preferring to chase and wrestle each other rather than complete the recall. But over half of the litter, five sleek black and rust beauties, responded to the command and raced to reach Lia.

“Oh you’re so smart! What smart brave puppies, good COME.” 

She clicked her tongue as the biggest girl pup, the one wearing a purple collar, skidded into her ankles. Lia rewarded the puppy-girl with the stinky-yummy liver treat all the pups wanted. She watched the girl-pup chew with relish while the late comers milled and whined about her legs in a furry sea of disappointment. “You snooze, you lose. Life’s not fair, puppies. Gotta be quicker next time.”

At first, all the pups got the reward, so they knew the stakes. Now at four months of age, the litter had reached the puppy delinquent stage. They already knew a lot—how to sit, down, come and walk nice on leash—but tested boundaries and often ignored lessons they’d nailed last week. Lia called it their “make me do it” phase, so she increased the stakes at each training session. 

For the past four days, only the winner of the recall race got the prize. The sharpest pups understood right away, and those that didn’t care weren’t the best training prospects anyway. 

Lia knew from hard experience that life wasn’t fair and not everyone got to win the prize. Dog life worked the same way. For the elite in this litter, the race-game prepared the Rottweiler pups for their future role as police dogs. The technique spurred those puppies with the correct temperament to respond to her command without hesitation in order to win a reward. Her mentor, Abe Pesquiera, had taught her that trick, one of the best ways to train a reliable recall no matter the age of the dog. God, she missed Abe.

Not all pups were police dog material—maybe one or two would qualify—but all could still be delightful companions or canine partners in other ways. All dogs benefited from training, and a reliable recall saved dog lives. Lia’s job prepared them for life with people, no matter what that role might be. After all, Lia was nobody’s pick of the litter, either. 

As if that thought summoned the call, Lia retrieved her buzzing phone, not surprised at the caller. She debated whether to answer, but knew Grammy wouldn’t give up. Not until she got her way. 

“I’m in the middle of training, Grammy.” Lia pulled a tattered rope toy out of her other pocket and dragged it across the brown grass for the puppies’ pleasure. Two of them went after it. Purple Collar girl won the prize by shouldering her brother aside. The pup grabbed hold and tugged, growling with ferocious ardor and Lia grinned as she held on. “And I’ve got a client on the way.”

“In this weather? You realize the county is still under a tornado warning.” The gentile southern drawl masked hidden steel as inflexible as Grammy’s helmeted coiffure. 

Lia rolled her eyes. “Yes, I know. My phone alarm keeps going off.” She eyed the clouds again as she walked back toward the kennel, towing the tugging puppy with her. The rest of the litter followed, all hoping to snatch more of the tasty liver reward.

“I don’t know why you’re so stubborn. We have a storm shelter here. Let us help out.” Grammy pronounced, and you were expected to comply.  

William “Dub” Corazon and his wife Cornelia lived on a 4000-acre spread that had been in the family for over one hundred years. Corazon Stables bred and trained champion cutting horses, born and bred to manage cattle and “cut” the selected animals out of the herd. 

“I’ll be fine, Grammy. I have responsibilities here.”

Grandfather had never had much to do with Lia. She’d catch him watching her from a distance, his spicy aftershave vying with the cigar smoke that wreathed his scowling brow. Grammy tried to tame Lia’s wild streak with strict curfews, home schooling and stifling supervision.

Grammy grew insistent. “For heaven’s sake, your grandfather and I just want you to be safe.”

She bit her lip. Grammy and Grandfather wanted to “help” when it suited them. They’d told Lia no often enough. Let it go, Lia. The client would be here any minute, they’d conclude their business, and Lia would never have to beg crumbs from the Corazon table again.

Lia smiled when Miss Purple Collar switched her focus from the tug toy and attacked Lia’s moving feet. Need to capture that behavior, and put it on command. “Grammy, you’ve already said I can’t bring the dogs.” 

“Of course not! They’re dogs. And they don’t even belong to you.” Grammy tittered. “We don’t bring our horses into the storm cellar, nor the prize bull. Just one of them is worth more than—”  

“I know, you’ve said it before. Worth more than all of Lia’s pipe dreams combined.” Lia mimicked Grammy’s condescending tone while she glanced around, taking in the decrepit building and grounds. “The dogs are my responsibility, and so is this property, even if one of your horses costs more.”

Thunder grumbled overhead, echoed in the phone Lia held. “Be reasonable, Lia. Storm’s coming. Grandfather and I just want what’s best. You’ve received every advantage, the best education, introductions into the proper social circles. Yet you prefer to mix with . . .” She hesitated, and Lia knew it was for effect. Grammy had never been politically correct. 

“I’m an adult. I get to make my own decisions.” Lia couldn’t hide her exasperation.

“You are a Corazon, you have a position in this community. Don’t waste your talents on losing propositions. Your grandfather would happily support your choice of an appropriate career.” She spouted the same old argument. “Instead, you take every opportunity to embarrass your family. People laugh at us, they laugh at you. Don’t throw it all away—” 

“Like my mother?” It always came back to that. The all-powerful, all knowing Corazons chose an appropriate career. Never mind what Lia might want.

Grammy remained silent. Lia pictured Cornelia’s ice blue stare, flared nostrils and creamy complexion that had no need of Botox. She imagined Grammy smoothing her perfect platinum hair with shaking, bejeweled fingers. Mention of Lia’s dead mother was the one weapon guaranteed to crack Cornelia’s carefully crafted image. 

Lia had never known her mother, described as petite with dark gold hair and fair skin, a firecracker personality and looks true to her northern Spanish heritage. I wonder if I look more like my father, whoever the hell he might be. 

She took a shaky breath. “I’m not her, Grammy. I can’t ever be Kaylia, no matter how much you and Grandfather push.” Or how hard I try.

“That’s certainly true.” 

Lia gasped, and then squared her shoulders. They’d become very good at hurting each other. She fingered the flowers on the old baby bracelet for courage. She never took it off, in part because she couldn’t resist poking an ant’s nest. Lia had found the baby bracelet and an antique braided leather lariat several years ago, hidden away in a box of Kaylia’s things Grandfather hadn’t managed to destroy. 

Grammy had a conniption and refused to discuss their provenance. Lia asked Grandfather about the lariat, made in West Texas, according to a tooled maker’s tag. He turned red, blustered and stammered, and threatened to disown her if she ever asked about that no-account bastard again. 

She hadn’t. But she still wondered, and had promised herself to ferret out the truth, someday. Meanwhile, she honored her mother by wearing the bracelet, and worked Kaylia’s lariat until she could out-rope anyone. She kept the lariat handy, hanging on her office wall.

“Why make everything so difficult, Lia? I’m sure the dogs and everything else will be just fine. Everything’s insured, after all, and can be replaced. Come home.”

Just like her to think living creatures were replaceable. “This is my life and my home now! My future. None of it’s replaceable.” She’d gone to her grandparents for a loan but her dream wasn’t appropriate for a Corazon and they’d refused. She couldn’t help thinking they wanted her to fail.

“Oh Lia, don’t be so melodramatic.” Grammy’s drawl turned brittle. “Go on then. I’ll tell your grandfather you’d rather huddle up with those worthless dogs that don’t even belong to you. Just pray that failing business doesn’t collapse into rubble around your ears. Go ahead, since that’s more important than your family.” Grammy disconnected. 

Lia touched the bracelet again. It’d be different if her mother had lived. Why had her mother’s mysterious Romeo abandoned them? Abandoned her. Lia always imagined Kaylia died of a broken heart when he left, but nobody spoke of the details. Lia had been born. Kaylia died. Her father hadn’t wanted them. 

Except her name on the baby bracelet—her real one, not the short version the Corazon’s gave her—told a different story. The bracelet’s dainty plumeria flowers framed a name spelled out in tiny individual letters: 

Apikalia. 

She’d looked it up. The flowers and the name were Hawaiian. It had to mean something.

Angry with herself for rising to the old bait, Lia bent down and scooped up Miss Purple Collar. In order to tell puppies apart and keep track of health and birth order, each wore a color-coded collar. She relished the smell of puppy breath when the baby slurped her face, and Lia kissed the top of her smooth black head. “How about we play a new game? We’ll call it, TRIP. Sound good, puppy-girl? My little Karma?” 

This one attracted all kinds of trouble, but Lia liked her attitude and drive. “You like that name, Karma?” The puppy cocked her head and slurped her face. “Good girl, Karma!”

If Grammy and Grandfather considered her a mutt, a poi dog unworthy of the Corazon name, so be it. Dogs loved you no matter what. The Karma-pup didn’t care about unknown fathers or dead mothers

Apikalia meant my father’s delight. Had he chosen her name? Or was it her mother’s wishful thinking? 

Too many unanswered questions. Lia wanted—no, she needed to know where she came from before stepping into her future. 

Lia bounced Karma in her arms, and hurried to round up the rest of the litter. Everything depended on what happened today. Failure would mean a continuation of the Corazon’s told-ya-so hell.

​​​​Chapter 3
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KARMA STRUGGLED IN Lia’s arms. She hated restraint. The girl’s hugs didn’t hurt but reminded Karma of her mother’s discipline. Even though Lia had the right to tell Karma what to do—she was the leader, after all—the unpleasant sensation made Karma squirm. 

Her littermates bounced around the girl’s feet, and Karma tried to enjoy her elevated view from Lia’s arms. The familiar building they approached meant home and safety, but it shut out the best sniffs and sounds. The sniffs and sounds that made life exciting and fun. Karma yearned for adventure, to explore beyond the wire walls of her kennel, and to escape the protective flank of her dam, Dolly. Even at her young age, Karma’s confidence outshone that of her mother and siblings combined.

A loud rumbling growl sounded overhead. She strained to look upwards. Did a dog hide above? Dark billowing shapes mounded and surged as far as she could see, perhaps pushed by the same invisible breath that combed the grass of the nearby field. 

“Puppy-puppy-puppy, COME!” The girl’s sharp command had the litter surging through the open wired door, back into the kennel where Karma’s dam waited—shy as always and curled up tight in a corner. A handful of treats tossed onto the pavement prompted a rush of squeals and happy barks. Even Dolly roused enough to claim a few morsels. 

Lia’s arms tightened when Karma squirmed, she wanted her share of the treats. “Not you, puppy-girl. We’ve got a new game to play.” 

Karma barked and grinned. She knew two of those words. Sometimes she learned words all by herself. She was smart that way. What would happen when both play and game words came together? Her short black tail stood straight up, and her entire back end wiggled. That happened a lot when she recognized happy words. 

The girl unhooked a target stick hanging on the wall before she set Karma back on the grass. The pointer helped Karma know where to look while learning new games.

Cold mud squished under Karma’s feet as she bounced across the yard. The wet on her paws reminded her of another urgent need, and Karma trotted off a short distance to squat. She didn’t even wait to be told to take-a-break. She finished and looked around with a hopeful wag. Sometimes she got paid for peeing. She liked it when that happened. 

But not this time. She cocked her head and focused on Lia for some clue about the game. Karma knew many of the mouth-sounds people used, the important ones like tug and play and Karma, and the sniffing game where she got to ferret out treats hidden around the yard. She also knew the less exciting words like come and sit. Karma loved hearing her new name because it signaled something fun would happen. But she didn’t care as much for sit or come. Beckoning sniffs, sights and sounds distracted and led her astray. But if treats or a game of tug were involved, Karma could be persuaded to do most anything. 

She took a moment to sniff the warm wet spot she’d made—self-smell made her feel happy and safe—before racing after Lia’s churning feet. The skipping shoes triggered her instinct to chase-chase-chase, to grab and grapple and wrestle. 

People covered their feet, muffling the good sniffs that came from between their toes. Karma wondered why Lia avoided the delicious feel of grass and dirt on her foot pads. How did people nibble an itchy paw? Balancing on two instead of four paws must be hard, too. How did people run at all without bare claws to dig into the ground for grip? Maybe that’s why people ran so slow and funny.

The girl stopped and lifted one of her shoes and wiggled it just as Karma skidded to a stop within nose-touch range.

Karma tipped her head at the swiveling foot, and looked up at the girl’s face, seeking a clue. Karma knew the rules of the game. She had to guess what the girl wanted, and when she got it right, Lia would make a CLICK-sound with her mouth and give her a treat. Even better than the treat, guessing right made the girl smile and laugh. And that made Karma’s chest swell with a warm happy feeling. She wasn’t sure why, but she liked that. A lot.

The girl extended the tip of the long target stick, and Karma focused on its movement. She’d learned to pay attention because it often gave clues about the game. When the tip came to rest on top of the girl’s elevated shoe, Karma stretched her neck forward until she nose-poked the foot. Immediately, she heard the CLICK mouth-noise that said she’d guessed right. Karma couldn’t help drooling, and smacked her lips after she gulped the treat without chewing.

She looked from the girl’s smile, and back to the target stick, wagging her back end so hard she lost her balance. She liked this game. Touch the foot, get a treat. Easy.

Next, Lia put her foot on the ground before tapping the shoe with the stick. Without hesitation, Karma bounced forward and nose-poked the shoe again, and stared up with her mouth ready even before the CLICK sounded. She chomped the treat, head swiveling to follow Lia’s next move.

When the girl turned her back and trotted away, Karma gave chase. Her four paws overtook the girl, and this time she didn’t wait for the target stick to direct her action. Foot movement through the long grass mimicked prey and she pounced, grappling the girl’s ankle and mouthing the strings on the foot covers. The “click” mouth-sound came, just as the girl tumbled forward and rolled onto the ground. 

Karma released the girl’s foot and danced away. She’d never seen people fall over. How exciting! She bounced forward again, growling and yapping with excitement. When the girl moved the target stick back to the same shoe, Karma nose-poked the foot, but stood puzzled when no CLICK followed. She poked the shoe again. Nothing. One last nose poke, and then with frustration, Karma grabbed the shoestrings and tugged.

CLICK! 

With delight, Karma took the treat. She returned to the shoestrings, grabbed, growled and tugged, even shook her head to subdue the shoe.

CLICK! A whole handful of treats fell from the girl’s hand.

She didn’t know where to sniff and gulp first. Snuffling through the grass to collect the bonus reward, Karma’s brain processed the game as the girl regained her feet and trotted to the other side of the yard to repeat the lesson. Karma abandoned the few treats left, because the excitement of the new game offered way more fun. Karma dashed after Lia, eyes focused on the girl’s moving feet. This time, she needed no prompting, and tackled the shoe, ferocious play growls and happy yelps filling the air. She wriggled with delight when the girl didn’t fall at once, instead tugging back and struggling to step forward. What fun, a tug game with chasing.

“TRIP! What a good TRIP, good girl, Karma. TRIP! That’s it, TRIP!” 

Karma continued to grapple the girl’s foot, understanding few of the words but registering the percussive final word and the repetition. She wasn’t sure just yet and continued to test and refine what the girl wanted. 

She bit harder—it felt good to bite—so she adjusted her grip and tugged, too. When the girl fell forward, rolling onto her side, Karma let go and danced out of the way. But that garnered no CLICK sound. Lia stuck out her foot, shook it and repeated, “TRIP!” So Karma launched herself once more at the shoe, biting it, and even clasping and humping against the girl’s foot in the ultimate display of dominance.

“Good TRIP, what a smart Karma, good-dog. So you like the TRIP-game? Good girl, Karma.” The girl laughed and pulled out a handful of treats, tossing several for Karma to find in the grass. While Karma collected the yummies, the girl adjusted the padding on her lower legs before standing and starting the game again. 

Each time they played, the girl changed something. Not much, just a little bit. Just enough so Karma had to think and figure out what was different. She watched, smelled, and listened to every detail, paying exquisite attention to the girl—what she did, what she said, and especially Lia’s facial expression. Every wrinkle of her brow, flare of nostril or quirk of Lia’s lips spoke to Karma. The treats didn’t matter as much as figuring out what the girl wanted. 

More than anything else, Karma wanted to please the girl. So much so, she only struggled a little and didn’t growl at all when Lia scooped her up in a hug to end the game.

​​​​
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THE MUGGY ATMOSPHERE and dark clouds turned the day claustrophobic. Lia unzipped her light windbreaker to relieve the feeling of constriction but left on her shin guards and leg pads even after she settled Karma and her littermates in their own kennel. The client might want a demo after the temperament test.

She didn’t like the bizarre weather. Her phone alarms kept her updated on the storm’s progress and she still couldn’t believe the warnings. Most February weather brought ice storms that downed power lines and shattered creaky trees. At that thought, she eyeballed the nearby bois d’arc when the wind made the claw-limbs scrabble against the kennel’s tin roof. The nails-on-blackboard sound made her teeth ache. Luckily, her two Pit Bull boarders were used to the noise and remained silent. She’d inherited their owner Sunny Babcock from Abe’s clientele, but now the woman could afford to go somewhere else for luxury digs since landing a role on a reality TV show. 

The noise was an invitation the litter accepted. One puppy started, then the whole group raised the doggy alarm with each thump, scrape, or blustery breath of wind. She sighed.

The building needed refurbishing she couldn’t afford without more paying clients. But unless she spiffed up the facilities, Corazon Kennels couldn’t attract the high-end boarders she needed. Chicken-and-egg syndrome. 

It all came down to the puppies. If Derek Williams approved of the Rottie litter’s progress, his recommendation could put her on the map—and clients like Sunny would come in droves. 

Derek’s parents ran in the same circles as Grammy and Grandfather, and they all came from old money. His folks bragged on him and indulged his hobby-du-jour while they groomed him to take over the family business. 

Lia had hoped her own family connections would bring referrals to her new venture. Instead, Grammy apologized for Lia, and got a pinched look like she’d stepped in something with any mention of the kennel. 

Whatever. She’d make a success of this, no matter what. She owed it to Abe to keep his legacy alive.

A black extended cab truck appeared in the distance, bumping far too fast down the narrow road. Lia held her breath, fearing the driver would slide off into the rushing water on either side. Rain over the past two weeks had overflowed ditches, and there was more in the forecast. At least so far her kennel roof had passed the leak test. Replacing the roof would cost more than the property was worth. 

Lia stood with her hands on her hips as Derek arrived. She stood in the doorway of the main building that doubled as her office and apartment. His truck tossed mud against the office window when he skidded to a stop. He was late. But she couldn’t afford to piss him off, and besides, it wasn’t as if she had anything better to do. 

When Derek had dropped off Dolly and her litter of two-week-old pups after Christmas, Lia hadn’t yet closed on what was then called Pesquiera Board & Train. She’d grown close to Abe during high school and college while working at his kennel, and bought the business after he got an offer to go home and manage the cattle dogs in Waimea, Hawaii. But before he could return to his beloved Islands, Abe died from a sudden heart attack.

The papers had been signed, but Abe’s death left a number of issues unresolved. Lia’s inherited clients had reservations for spring break vacation next month. But that income wouldn’t arrive for weeks, and the seasonal after-Christmas slump was a killer. Derek’s much needed fees would bridge the income gap.

Today, Derek wore jeans with fashionable rips in all the right places, custom running shoes, and a silk tee shirt that outlined his muscles and exposed a full sleeve tattoo of some mythical beast. His outfit cost more than her ramshackle truck. A second man, someone she didn’t know and hadn’t been expecting, climbed more slowly out the passenger side.

“You have everything set up?” Derek hooked a thumb at the older man. “I got a buyer interested, and some others long distance, so let’s get this started. I want out of here before the next wave of storms hit.” 

She nodded, conjured a tentative smile and offered her hand to shake. Derek ignored the gesture, brushing by to reach the office. Her shoulders tightened, but she followed without a word. Lia held open the door and waited for Derek’s guest to precede her into the tiny room. 

A large dog roused from his foam bed beside the desk. Lia stooped to stroke Thor’s neck. She showed him her palm with an emphatic gesture signaling him to stay and not move from his place.

“That’s not a Rottweiler, Derek.” The older man hesitated, his double chins quivering with concern. “It looks sick.”

Lia smiled. “Thor is a Bouvier. He’s not sick, he’s just old. He came with the kennel.” The old dog had belonged to Abe. How do you tell a dog his special human would never come home? Thor deserved a happy time during his golden years. “I’m Lia, by the way. And you are? . . .”

“Samuel Cooper. Call me Coop.” He nodded, tugged his sweater vest down over his ample girth, and wiped the soles of his alligator boots on the doormat before stepping into the room proper. He sniffed the air. His lip curled. 

Lia hid a smile. Thor had always been gassy. It seemed to go with Bouviers.

“Mr. Cooper owns a slew of car dealerships in Dallas.” Derek looked at Lia. “He needs some furry protection.” 

Derek planned to sell the puppies to him, untrained? Unprepared? 

Derek caught her expression. “You said it’d take years to properly train up a police dog. And I don’t have the time. Besides, not all will be a fit for K9 work. What am I supposed to do with the rest?”

True enough. Temperament evaluations at eight weeks changed as puppies matured. Today’s test would be a better gauge of future potential. With Dolly’s sketchy personality, they’d be lucky if any of the nine pups made the grade.

Lia hadn’t considered what would happen to those that washed out. Derek owned the dogs and made the decisions, even though he hadn’t a clue about breeding. Or training. She’d need more than boarding income to make a go of the business. Offering Derek basic puppy training classes could be the opportunity she needed. That could help build her reputation. 

Derek pulled the office door shut, glancing around the shabby room, and Lia could almost hear his thoughts. But never mind his opinion. Once Derek settled his account, Lia could pay the overdue insurance premium, with enough left over for office face lifting. She waved both men toward the interior door. “I’ve got everything set up for the temperament test through there, in the last run on your right.” She hurried to open the door. “Derek, I put Dolly up in the first run with the pups across from her in a separate space, so she wouldn’t be a distraction.” She hadn’t expected this second temperament test to be a sales pitch, too. Derek hadn’t attended the first test; she’d just sent him the video results and her report. Her shoulders bunched, unsettled by the notion. She’d grown attached to the pups, especially Karma. 

“Coop, wait until you see the litter.” Derek grinned. “Nine weeks old and already game as hell. Exactly what you want for your, uhm,” his eyes cut to Lia and away, “your purposes.” He clapped the older man on the shoulder and continued to boast about the attributes of the puppies.

Hiding her disquiet, Lia preceded the two men. She wondered why Derek even bothered. There wasn’t a lot of money to be made breeding dogs, not that he needed the income. Couldn’t be that he liked dogs. This was the first time he’d visited Dolly and her litter since dropping them off. On top of that, Dolly was at best a marginal example of the heroic Rottweiler breed. 

Descended from ancient Roman cattle dogs interbred with Swiss and German mastiffs, the versatile athletic breed excelled at everything from hunting bears and guarding cattle to pulling kiddie carts or sharing a beloved human’s pillow. Only the elite with the best temperament and physique were suited for the rigors of protection, military or police work. Poor Dolly didn’t come close. It had taken Lia weeks to earn the mother dog’s trust, and that told Lia volumes about Dolly’s short life. The bitch was just a year old, far too young for a litter. Lia didn’t want to know how Derek got so many pups out of her first litter. If Dolly was her dog...

But then, Derek hadn’t asked for her opinion. And Dolly didn’t belong to her. Neither did the puppies. Based on the potential she’d seen in several of the pups, their sire must have been magnificent, though. Her fists clenched. If she handled this puppy temperament test the right way, she could do some good. Make things turn out better for the dogs. Still, she had a bad feeling. 

Lia stared down the long line of immaculate but empty kennels. The office might look shabby, but she kept the boarding area pristine. Dogs away from the comfort of home deserved to feel safe, and Lia couldn’t wait to turn Corazon Boarding Kennels into a state of the art facility. Meanwhile, just keeping them clean was a point of pride with her.

She paused to greet Dolly in the first kennel on the left. The big black dog snuffled her palm through the chain link gate, rubbing her rust color muzzle against the barrier as she slicked her ears back and wriggled a hello. But when the men followed too close, Dolly’s hackles rose and she backed away with stiff legs. A bass rumble started deep in the dog’s wide, muscular chest. 

“There she is! That’s Dolly-Danger, the baddest Rottweiler in North Texas.” Derek beamed, his expression vulpine. “I guarantee, her pups will be just as ferocious, Coop.” He pulled Lia away from the door. “You better not have babied her and let her get all soft. I brought her training collar if she needs a refresher.” He banged the wire with his fist. “Go on, Dolly, get fired up. Show us what you’ve got!” 

Dolly bounced forward, mixing snarls with barks, trying to get at Derek through the barrier. 

Coop jumped backwards with a frightened cry, and then punched Derek on the shoulder with a shit-eating grin of satisfaction. “If the pups are halfway that badass, you’ve got a deal.”

Lia’s stomach clenched and her cheeks heated. Training collar refresher? That explained Dolly’s sketchy personality. Derek meant a shock collar. 
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KARMA HEARD THE GIRL’S voice from the office and wriggled upright from the soft blanket where she and her siblings slept. The fabric smelled good, safe, comforting—like her dam and littermates. Karma yawned and stretched, and couldn’t wait to play another game with Lia.

Puppies took cues from their dam about new things, so they’d know to be cautious or curious. But Karma had learned to ignore much of Dolly’s suspicious nature when her mother’s fear proved unfounded. Humans confused Karma, but the girl’s presence meant treats, toys, and games. She’d been the first of her siblings to learn that. She was smart that way.

Two strangers stood beside Lia. One of the men banged the wire on the other side of the hall with his fist and shouted. 

Fear-stink poured off Dolly. The acrid scent stirred up the entire litter even before Dolly snarled and bounded toward the gate. She barked and flailed, doing her best to reach the man through the wire barrier. 

The litter squealed in response, and Karma yelped with surprise. Dolly’s raging echoed so loud in the cement-floored room, it hurt a good-dog’s ears and Karma shrank away. She’d never smelled or heard her mother so distressed. But curiosity overcame caution. After all, Dolly viewed everything with fear. And Karma knew sometimes bravery earned good-dogs a treat. 

The other man spoke and laughed. “If the pups are halfway that badass, you’ve got a deal.” 

She didn’t know what the words meant, but that was okay. She learned new words every day. Understanding the happy, satisfied emotion in the stranger’s voice was enough for her. 

Karma stumbled away from the safety of the whimpering puppy pile, padded to the front of the kennel, and strained to see Lia. 

Nothing scared Karma. At least not for long. The girl always jollied Karma and the other puppies with happy words when they acted scared, turning the unknown into an exciting game. That didn’t always work with Dolly, but Karma had decided the world was too interesting to waste time being scared. Especially if she got paid with treats to be brave. 

Maybe Lia had more of the yummies in her pockets. 

So she stuck her rust-colored muzzle through the gaps in the metal barrier to figure out what had her mother so upset and fearful. The stub of her black tail pointed to the ceiling and her butt wiggled when the girl reached down and touched her cheek. Karma panted and then sniffed long and hard. Her brow wrinkled, recognizing the girl’s unease. She wondered why, and concentrated harder, testing the air and reading the scent-names of the two strange men. 

“Good-girl, Karma. What a brave puppy-girl.” 

Karma wagged even harder at the girl’s words. 

“Derek, you’ve got Dolly so upset, it’ll skew the puppy tests.” 

The man she called Derek made a snorting sound. “We’re not testing the bitch, Lia, just the pups. And that big one you’re petting doesn’t look rattled at all. What did you just called it?” 

“Don’t call her an it, Derek.” Lia’s sharp words softened when she stroked Karma’s black fur. “I call her Karma. She has a nose for trouble. Nothing bad, but it seemed appropriate.” Karma wriggled at Lia’s affectionate tone.

“Bad-ass puppy needs a better name than Karma.” Even though Derek had no hackles to raise, Karma’s fur bristled at his mocking tone. “Don’t you dare tell me what to do. You’re just the hired help, Lia.” He looked her up and down, a sneer in his voice and something worse in his eyes. “Just a tawdry Hawaiian souvenir your tramp mother brought back from vacation.”

Karma cocked her head when Lia gasped and recoiled. She pawed the door, wanting Lia to continue scratching her cheek, and then did a paws-up on the doorframe when the girl stepped away. 

She smelled anger and a bitter nose-wrinkling aggression spilling from Derek, and her siblings shifted uneasily. But Karma wanted closer. The scent made her teeth ache to bite, and the thump-feeling in her chest sped up. 

“What are you waiting for, Lia?” Derek spat the words. “Get the pups ready for the temperament tests.” He whirled and strode away.
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LIA TOOK TWO SHAKY breaths before she remembered to close her mouth. She swallowed past the lump in her throat, glanced over her shoulder where the two men stood whispering, and told herself she didn’t care. Derek paid her to do a job, so she’d do it. She didn’t have to like him. As for the rest, the scandalous circumstance of her birth was old news. 

“Water under the bridge, right Karma-girl?” Her whisper prompted the big Rottie pup to wriggle and jump up against the wire gate.

This was her place. She was in control. Lia adjusted the bandanna holding her flyaway hair, and crossed to the men, determined to keep the meeting on a professional level. 

“The camera’s in the far kennel run, like I said. Mr. Cooper—uh, I mean, Coop, you can join me there. I’ll show you how it works.” She raised an eyebrow and turned to Derek, offering her client an option. “Unless you’d prefer Coop to handle the pups? It’s a better comparison if the test person stays the same.” She nodded at the pass-through gate to the outside. “The umbrella and other test stuff is in the yard.” She couldn’t imagine Coop muddying his fine boots chasing puppies through the grass, and wagered Derek would spoil his top-dollar high tops just to make a point.

“Fine. Like before.” He didn’t look at her as he passed by, so she didn’t have to hide her grin.

Distant thunder rumbled. No time to waste. It’d take five or six minutes for each pup, but the storm wasn’t due to hit for an hour. The building had no storm cellar, so she’d already moved Sunny Babcock’s dogs, Buster and Beau, to the kennels that shared walls with the office proper. The safest spot was the center of the building with no windows nearby.  

“Coop, are you familiar with temperament tests?” She met his eyes without flinching, daring him to comment on Derek’s rude behavior. 

“In principle, sure.” He held open the kennel gate for her like the door to an office. “Derek says it predicts the best pups, so you know what you get.”

She smiled. “That’s the theory, but nothing is a crystal ball. We use a series of tests to measure personality tendencies. Based on the results, we can figure out which pups may do better in different circumstances. That helps with placing pups with the right family or in the right job.”

He nodded. “Like the best attack dog. Which one’s the most alpha?” He grinned. “I want the pup that’ll turn into the biggest, baddest, most aggressive puppy. And I want a bitch I can breed, to recoup my investment.” 

Lia took a beat before she answered. “Far be it from me to argue with Derek, they’re his pups after all. That whole alpha dog thing, though . . .” Her voice trailed off at his stubborn expression. Derek had already sold him on the concept, never mind that the most aggressive dog was more likely a fearful dog, like Dolly. But she couldn’t live with herself without trying. “It’s a bit more complicated. The rank of puppies in a litter changes over time and tests on very young pups may not be accurate. Then socialization and training, even the environment, can impact and change predicted outcomes as the puppy matures.” She shrugged. “That’s why we’re testing Dolly’s litter again today.” She finished in a rush, trying to make her point. “The best protection dogs test middle of the road on temperament.” One look at his face and she knew she wasted her breath. He’d believe what he wanted, and Derek fed him what Coop wanted to hear. 

Poor puppies. 

She escorted Coop to the camera she’d focused on the brown Bermuda grass just outside the kennel and pointed out the start/stop buttons. Last time, she’d just turn it on and let it run, but with an extra pair of hands, Coop could man the camera. “Derek will get each pup in the frame for the various tests. You just need to start and stop the camera in between, while I record the results and switch out the pups. Work for you?”

He nodded and moved into place.

Lia left him fiddling with the camera, collected the clipboard she’d prepared, and returned to the puppies. She picked up the first puppy and carried him to the exit and stepped through. “Derek, this is Mr. Green Collar.” 

Derek waved his readiness.

She set the youngster on the grass. He snuffled the ground, ears flopping and bobbed tail wiggling. 

Derek called the pup, clapping his hands and squatting to get the youngster’s attention to test “social attraction” and “following.” The pup ambled toward him and jumped up and tried to bite his hands until Derek stood to step away. The little dog followed, getting underfoot and biting at Derek’s shoes. Lia recorded the pup’s reaction. Next, Derek stooped and gently rolled Mr. Green on his back, to see how the pup tolerated the stress of social or physical domination. Mr. Green whined and struggled and flailed, and Derek had to let the pup go before ten seconds passed. 

Lia marked the restraint test score and frowned. So far, Mr. Green wasn’t doing well. 

As Derek let the puppy up and began to stroke him, the Rottie pup tolerated a few strokes and then wandered away. The man followed, scooped up the pup and cradled him with cupped hands under Mr. Green’s tummy. He held the youngster just above the ground. 

Sighing, Lia recorded Mr. Green’s growls and struggles. Five more tests to go, but she’d already seen enough. She suspected, though, that Coop and Derek would find this puppy attitude to be ideal. 

She’d scored each of the first five test on the standard 1 through 6 scale. Mr. Green Collar scored a 1 or 2 on all parameters. The opposite end of the spectrum—5 and 6 scores—indicated pups that refused to follow or interact out of indifference or fear. The mid-range score of 3 was the ideal for a working dog and indicated a pup eager and willing to engage with people, but not too fearful or pushy. The remaining tests with Mr. Green went as expected. 

Derek tossed a wadded piece of paper, and then a small ball. Studies had shown a high correlation between willingness to retrieve and successful service dogs or obedience canines. Lia had seen puppy reactions vary from those who stole the toy and raced off with it to pups that brought it back, to those with no interest in retrieving at all. Mr. Green Collar ignored the toy.

The noise sensitivity test, Derek banging a spoon on a metal pan, brought the puppy running. That was how Lia called the pups to dinner, so the reaction wasn’t surprising. But Mr. Green had no interest in the cloth rag or the sheepskin tug toy dragged across the grass. He circled the umbrella with suspicion when Derek opened it and set it on the ground, and then wandered off. 

In the final test, Derek grasped the toe webbing of one forepaw between his thumb and forefinger and pressed, slowly increasing the pressure. He stopped as soon as the pup resisted. “That’s six seconds on the sensitivity test,” said Derek. 

Finally, a mid-range score. Lia scribbled the last score on her paper and set aside the clipboard. “Mr. Green’s scores of 1’s and 2’s predict a quick-to-bite extremely dominant dog with aggressive tendencies. He’ll require a very experienced and talented trainer.”

Derek shut her down. “Let us worry about that. Go get the next pup.”  

There should be a similar test for prospective owners. She’d already scored both Coop and Derek. Mr. Green would be out of their league. 

Taking the struggling Mr. Green from Derek, Lia placed him in the kennel with Dolly before selecting another pup. This one, Miss Yellow Collar, scored at the other end with 5s on the test. That indicated extreme shyness that could be crippling, and another difficult dog for an average owner to handle. “She’s not a good candidate for protection or police dog training, Derek. She’d need lots of help to build her confidence.” At his scowl, she bit her lip. Up to him whether he took her advice or not, but she had to warn him. Shy dogs could become fear-biters like Dolly, a danger to the humans around them and themselves.  

After Miss Yellow Lia moved on to Mr. Dark Blue, Mr. Orange, Miss Red, Mr. Light Blue, Miss Tan, and Mr. Black in turn, until only Miss Purple Collar—Karma—remained. Lia scooped her up, realizing she’d delayed the inevitable as long as possible. 

During her first temperament test at six weeks old, Karma had scored at the high end for working dog potential, so Lia assumed today’s scores would be similar. She had mixed feelings, though, both wanting Karma to do well on the test but not wanting her to go to someone like Coop. 

“What’s the hold up?” Derek yelled from the yard, and she saw him look at the clouds when a louder rumble sounded. 

No more delays. “Karma-girl, make me proud.” She whispered the words into the puppy’s soft neck, and Karma wriggled around to slurp Lia on the lips. Not a kiss, not affection, but just polite puppy deference behavior. Still, Lia’s heart melted. Aww...puppy breath! She set the big puppy on the ground, and Karma jumped, pawing at Lia’s thigh for the attention to continue.

“C’mon, here puppy-puppy-puppy. Karma-pup, here-here-here!” Derek clapped his hands and waved, beckoning from the center of the grassy area.

Lia’s shoulders hunched at Derek’s mocking tone. But it got the baby’s attention, and Karma whirled, tail up, and raced to reach the man. When he squatted within reach, Karma leaped up to reach his hands, licking and grabbing at them. 

Social Attraction Score = 2. Better than Mr. Green.

Derek rose, and ran away, calling the pup. Lia had worked on the pup’s recall with this exercise, but Derek was a stranger. Much of their training hadn’t yet generalized to all situations. The other girl puppies had either refused to come or only reluctantly followed with their tails down or even tucked. 

Not Karma. Tail up, she bounced after Derek, grabbed at his shoelaces, and tripped him in the process. 

Lia hid a smile. The pup was a fast study, volunteering the behavior on her own without the trigger command. In any event, she scored a 1. The baby-girl learned to chain the cue into a tug game. But Derek didn’t have to know that.

The man crouched down, disengaged Karma from growling and gripping his shoe, and rolled her on her back. Karma whined and struggled for about five seconds, then settled. She stared up at Derek’s face for a few heartbeats, and began to struggle and squeal again. Ultimately she settled. Karma stretched her neck, straining to look upside down toward Lia.

Good-girl, that’s a 3. The score predicted a balanced personality willing to accept leadership. 

“Okay, now the social dominance test, Derek.” Lia flipped back on her clipboard to see the previous test results, noting that Karma scored a 3 previously with much licking and snuggling. As Karma got older, she no longer liked being held, though. And this time, as Derek tried to pet Karma, the big puppy looked around the yard, spotted Lia and came trotting over to her with a wide puppy grin. Lia circled the 6 on the score—predictive of independence. That could be good or bad, again depending on the trainer going forward.

Karma squealed when Derek hurried to scoop her up, and held her above the grass. Lia feared the man’s rush would influence the score. The pup scored a 2 before at the six weeks test, with much struggling and crying. But this time, four-month-old Karma just looked back at Lia and yawned. A solid score of 3, indicating acceptance of human guidance and a commonsense attitude. Yay, Karma!

Lightning unzipped the clouds, followed by a delayed rumble. Three heads as one, two human and one canine, checked out the sky. When the distant sirens swelled, the dogs still inside the kennel wailed their answer. 

Derek grimaced. “That’s the tornado siren. They must have a funnel on the ground somewhere near. Only a few more to go, let’s finish before the weather hits.”

Lia nodded, but couldn’t help the tightening worry. Static electricity charged her hair, creating a halo of frizz, a portent of more lightning to come. She’d rather cut the tests short, and resume when they weren’t rushed, but Derek paid the bills. Or he would, once the tests were complete.

They ran the last few tests in less than a minute each, and Karma scored well on each. She chased the paper ball and returned it to Derek, asking him to throw again. Her touch sensitivity tested in the moderate range. She investigated the spoon banged on the pan without a peep, and even climbed inside the umbrella before deciding to use it as a chew toy. She earned a solid 3 on all these tests, except for the last one.

For the sight sensitivity test, Derek dragged the towel across the grass and Karma watched it for just a moment. Then she exploded, attacked the towel, grabbing it and shaking with a ferocious puppy snarl. She only released it when Derek offered a swap with the sheepskin lure. 

That’s a 1, for sure. 

Karma’s scores offered an average score of 3 that spoke to willingness to follow a human leader. The 2s and a few 1s indicated independence and tendency toward dominance, not a bad mix for a future police dog. As Lia expected, Karma tested the best out of all nine puppies, and should win a spot for police dog training. Schutzhund, here you come. 

“That’s it, we’re done.” Derek scooped up Karma, allowing her to hang on to the sheepskin lure, and waved at Cooper to join them. He traded the puppy for Lia’s clipboard with the test results. “We can review the scores but I think there are a couple that meet your criteria.”

Coop nodded, his grin wide. “Don’t need the scores.” He reached for Karma.
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​​Chapter 7
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KARMA BIT DOWN ON THE sheepskin lure, braced herself in Lia’s arms, and shook it with a ferocious snarl, all the while wagging furiously. Her gums itched and ached and chewing relieved the discomfort even when they bled. The salty taste and copper-bright smell of her own blood made Karma drool.

When she shook the toy, the soft material flapped and slapped against her muzzle with a satisfying sound. But chasing and pouncing, biting and killing the thing on the ground was the best game of all. Karma wished Lia would put her down and make the toy move through the soggy grass.

She only stopped growling and shaking the toy when Lia’s arms tightened at the sound of the two men’s voices. Karma would have objected to the hug, but the girl’s scent changed from unease to something else. Karma knew that meant something but wasn’t sure what. She’d have to figure that out herself.

“I want this one, with the purple collar, and the first boy pup we tested. Green collar, I think.” The strange man reached out to Karma and she stretched her neck to sniff his hand, wrinkling her rust-color muzzle. She looked at Lia’s face for an explanation when the girl flinched and pulled her away. Karma growled to cover her own confusion and shook the toy again in a doggy shrug. She smelled no treats on the man and saw no toy. So he didn’t matter. Lia grabbed the other end of the toy, and Karma wrestled back with delight.

The people kept talking, a mishmash of sound with no important words Karma understood. Then Lia adjusted her grasp, hugging Karma so hard she yelped and struggled. The girl’s arms quivered. That caught Karma’s attention. 

When she’d first arrived here with her dam and littermates, Lia had been a scary unknown. Dolly’s behavior told the litter that all strangers were scary. Puppies learned best from mom-dogs, so at first Karma copied Dolly’s behavior.

But with each good-dog, with each treat, with each new game, Karma became convinced Lia was a very-good-thing. She trusted Lia to keep her safe. Not that Karma ever acted afraid, oh no. She would never be a shivery dog like her mother. A good-dog stayed brave and confident even when faced with something scary-new. And Karma wanted to be a good-dog for Lia, and for herself. Karma sensed she and Lia were alike even if the girl had only two feet and no fur. Lia also acted ready and eager to face down any threat, to protect what mattered most.

Karma hadn’t figured out what mattered most to her. Not yet. But she was working on it. It had something to do with Lia. 

The girl’s shaking concerned Karma. Dolly shook when she got scared—she got scared a lot. But Lia had never trembled before. If the girl was scared, should a good-dog be uneasy, too? Not scared (she was brave, after all!) but concerned? 

Karma matched the sharp acrid change of Lia’s scent to the girl’s body signals: wide eyes, quickened breath, lip licking, and turning away from the two much bigger men. She’d remember what this meant. Nobody told her to, she just did it. Karma was smart that way. But she never realized people, especially all-knowing ones like Lia, could be scared. She guessed they acted that way because people couldn’t whine and bark, or show their teeth the way dogs could. 

The adult dogs inside the kennel howled back at a weird ululating sound that rose and fell on the wind. When the sky boomed again, Karma dropped the toy and looked up. 

Lia looked at the sky, too. “Hey, that was a loud one, wasn’t it? Boom-treat, that was a fun one. Want a boom-treat?” Lia set Karma down, and made the fleece jump and bounce across the grass. 

Delighted, Karma forgot about the sky noise and chased after the toy. It stopped moving and she grappled the toy, growling and shaking it. The thunder echoed again, and the toy skittered and danced. What fun! Sky noise wasn’t scary after all, not when it made chase games happen. She’d remember this, too. 

“Lia, quit playing with the puppy, so Coop and I can make our deal.” The sharp voice stopped the fun and Karma bristled. 

Lia’s reply was pre-empted when a bright stabbing light unraveled across the sky at the same time as the crackling sky-noise. Karma waited for Lia to make the toy move again, but instead Lia grabbed her up and ran back to the building where the other dogs howled. She shouted over her shoulder. “Join me, or don’t. Just get the hell out of the storm.”

Karma saw the two men hesitate. Even over the sky-noise she heard their conversation, but the words made no sense. 

“I can collect the pups tomorrow. I got the big show tonight.” The men grinned and ran to the hulking truck. 

Lia’s tense shoulders relaxed as soon as the truck drove way. She hugged Karma even harder—dog language for “I’m in control.” 

But for once, Karma didn’t mind someone else being in control. She signaled her deference with an extra-juicy tongue-swipe across the girl’s face. 
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[image: ]




[image: image]

LIA CROUCHED BENEATH the solid walnut desk, huddled next to Thor in her office. Thor remained silent because he couldn’t hear much anymore, but the dogs in the kennels answered the machinegun rattle of hail on the metal roof with barks, howls and yelps. Lia flinched at each thud, pop and crash as tiny ice balls grew to golf-ball proportions and assaulted the building with window-smashing, roof-buckling gusto. 

She checked her cell phone for weather updates, but had no connection. The dogs yodeled, hail hammered, and then an invisible switch shut off the celestial icemaker. Lia blew out a breath and poked her head out from under the desk. The lights flickered back on, and the dogs’ frightened yelps subsided. She wanted to cheer that the ceiling appeared intact, but didn’t want to get the dogs started again.

She crawled from under the desk and paused to help Thor’s arthritic legs gain traction on the slick linoleum. A change of flooring was on her wish list. The Bouvier shook himself, regained his balance, and then headed for his memory foam dog bed. Thor might be blind but his nosy navigation skills hadn’t dimmed, especially when it meant finding favorite sleep, dinner, and pee spots.

A crash followed by a dog’s scream made her leap to her feet. The lights went out. She switched on the flashlight and staggered through the crowded office to the kennel hallway. She levered open the door and speared the light around the narrow length of the interior before wind and wet drenched her face. The bois d’arc tree had crushed two of the exterior kennel walls and outside fence. 

***
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A LIMB THICKER THAN her body stabbed into the kennel. Karma yelped, crouched and froze. The tree had torn a jagged hole overhead and rain poured through to lash Karma’s black fur. This wasn’t distant sky-booms and cloud-fire flashes. The sky threw trees at good-dogs! 

Karma crouched alone in the cold, wet kennel, shivering. Her mother had dived out the hole in the wall to follow her puppies when they scrambled away from the clawing tree. Out beyond the damaged wall, in the black wet night, Dolly’s deep frantic barks beckoned. Before she could help herself, Karma squeezed shut her eyes and allowed whimpers to climb to repeated wails. Suddenly, she didn’t feel so brave. She wanted Lia’s soothing voice to explain how falling trees could be fun games.

But Lia didn’t answer and Karma fell silent. She had to be brave all by herself, without Lia’s help. Maybe that’s what she was supposed to do. 

She stretched her neck so her quivering nose touched the limb, and leaped back when it shifted toward her and slapped the ground. Karma yelped, and her lips lifted to bare fangs against the invisible threat. She was young, but smart. It only took one time to learn the lesson: booming skies and crackling fire clouds meant trees clawed and jabbed at good-dogs. Beware! 

Karma’s paws shook but Lia didn’t come. She could hear Dolly keening outside in the storm. Dolly was always scared, but she’d bravely gone into the night after her puppies. Maybe being scared wasn’t a bad thing, if a dog could still be brave. 

She tucked her stubby tail tight, surprised that it somehow helped. She moved closer to the hole in the wall, and in a rush, pushed past the broken blocks. Karma took a big breath and released a flurry of barks mixed with snarls as she scurried through the breach after her mother. 

Once she stood in the yard, she recognized the place they’d played the fun chase-the-fleece-toy games a short time before. Her hackles smoothed, and her ears lifted. Ferocious snarls must have scared away the tree-throwing monster. Karma’s stubby black tail lifted higher with interest. Another lesson learned. Dolly’s barks sounded again and Karma cocked her head and trotted a few steps in that direction until they stopped. She paused, too, and squinted against the wind that panted like an old sick dog, but she couldn’t unravel the tangled thread of scents riding the storm’s breath. 

A pair of muscular dogs, broad as they were tall, squirmed out of the kennel next to her. Karma flinched away, then squatted and peed to signal “no threat.” But the Pit Bulls ignored her, their wide faces set in a permanent grin when one play-bowed toward the other inviting a game of tag. The pair dashed toward the nearby chain link fence, scrambled up onto the massive tree trunk, and leaped to freedom before Karma could untuck her tail. 

Maybe they knew where Dolly went? Karma lifted her muzzle and barked a question and then ran to follow.

She put front paws up on the massive tree trunk and barked again. Small furry creatures that scurried traveled trees the way dogs padded grass pathways. Karma had never imagined dogs might also climb trees. She leaped and clawed for purchase but couldn’t gain a toe hold to pull herself up and over. The two dogs had already disappeared beyond the fence, following the same scent trail her mother had left behind. 

Sniffing deeper, she learned more. Karma put her nose to the spot to find her mother’s signature odor. Yes, her siblings had passed this way, but she was the biggest of the litter. If she couldn’t scramble up and over the tree, neither could they. 

Clouds broke apart and she flinched at the sudden moon shine. At the same time, the rain slowed and then stopped dripping. The round light in the sky tickled a spot at the back of her throat that wanted to howl homage, but Karma resisted. Instead, she examined the illuminated yard where here and there a well chewed but sopping toy offered temptations. No puppies, no dam, and nowhere to hide. 

Of its own volition, Karma’s nose hit the ground once more. She found a pool of airborne scent caught in the sheltering lee of the massive tree trunk. Her stubby tail wiggled as fast as her nose wrinkled. Here...and here again. And stronger there.

Karma followed her first trail, tracking her littermates through the fence opening hidden by the tree’s crushing weight. Quickly she wiggled through, shook off the mud, and trotted away from the damaged kennel into the woods beyond. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​​​​​Chapter 9


[image: ]




[image: image]

LIA STARED AT THE RUBBLE for an endless moment before rushing to check the status of the dogs. She’d moved them to the runs away from overhanging bois d’arc, and closest to the solid office wall, but the storm didn’t read any rulebook. The massive tree had been uprooted and moved to smash through the flimsy barrier that separated the indoor from outdoor fenced exercise yard.

The wire gate on the first pen screeched against the cement floor when dragged open. Lia raked the flashlight beam over the area, expecting to see Dolly cowering in a corner with her pups. But it was empty, except for the splintered orange trunk. Bois d’arc, also called ironwood, was so hard it destroyed chainsaw blades, and that told her something of the tornado’s force. 

From the next kennel over, a Pit Bull walked the tree trunk like a balance beam to reach the fence and vaulted out, following his buddy. Damn! 

“Beau! Buster, come!” She was so upset, the cry came out half voice. “Dolly, where are you? Hey puppies! Puppy-puppy-puppy!” She grabbed one of the stainless-steel food bowls and banged it several times against the cement floor, hoping the sound would carry and lure at least some of the dogs back. The adults knew her, but not well enough for a solid recall, and the puppies were—well, they were babies. 

Lightning scratched across the sky a final time and Lia hunched her shoulders in anticipation of the thunder crack, but the storm had moved on and taken the noise with it. Dark clouds split to reveal moon glow that painted the dripping landscape silver and white. She hoisted herself onto the tree trunk, hoping the dogs at least remained inside the yard’s fenced boundary. 

Hummocks of brown Bermuda grass and winter rye poked through icy drifts of hail but offered no hiding spots. The tree had crushed part of the chain link fence and created an obvious escape route for frightened dogs. She’d start there and pray they hadn’t strayed too far. 

She hopped off the tree, grateful the rest of the runs looked secure. The roof would need work, hopefully she could make do with buckets to catch leaks until able to fund repairs. A building could be repaired. Losing the dogs wasn’t fixable. That black mark would follow Lia like a tag-along stray, not to mention the indelible scar it would leave on her heart. She was responsible for their safety. 

At least Thor was safe. And his nose still worked. 

The old towel the pups used for tug games would serve. She looped it over her neck. Lia stuffed an extra tether into her pocket and grabbed Thor’s tracking harness and leash from the wall on her way back to the office. Despite being blind, the Bouvier still tracked like a champ. 

Lia rummaged in the mini-fridge for a baggy of pungent liverwurst, and Thor rose from his half doze, licking his jowls. She suspected his deafness was more selective hearing, since the old dog never seemed to miss the sound of the fridge opening. The treats—bribes in this case—would lure the other dogs, but she couldn’t refuse offering one to Thor. As he munched, she quickly put on his gear, and then her own. It might be dicey using the Bouvier to find Dolly. The bitch’s instinct to keep strange dogs away from her litter might backfire, but Lia had no other option and little time to waste. The longer they stayed out, the greater the chance of losing one or more of the pups to coyotes, accident or weather. The freaky February warmth had dropped back to normal with the passing of the storm, and cold could cause hypothermia in young pups. 

At the last minute, she grabbed the old lariat, and slung that over her shoulders, too. Better to be prepared.

Thor pulled against the line, always ready for a tracking exercise. The ground squished beneath their feet. She ran the old dog around the perimeter of the fence to where the bois d’arc traversed the metal barrier. Lia offered him the puppies’ tug-towel, let him whiff deeply and thoroughly. She took a breath, squared her shoulders—act with confidence no matter what—and gave the command, a German word— Schutzhund training often used German words—for search. “Thor, such.”  

​​​​
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KARMA RACED AFTER HER mother’s spoor. Even with the wind that stirred and scattered the scent like stuffing from a chew toy, the trail shined brighter than moon glow to her discerning nose. She remembered the search games the girl played, hiding trails of kibble with a bonus cache of treats at the end. If she could find treats by following that smell, she’d find Dolly, too. She smothered a whimper. She didn’t like being alone. Dogs were meant to be with family, not by themselves. Finding her littermates and dam would be better than a treat. 

She had to concentrate to unravel the skein of distracting scents like bugs and grass and even sounds beneath the sod and focus on the important treat-smell. And sometimes smells disappeared and only re-appeared if she ran ever widening circles to find where they’d hidden. Karma learned to relocate hidden scent by seeking out low spots where smells settled and pooled the way water followed the earth’s surface.

The recent rain had washed the ground so that little else offered distraction from the recent passage of her littermates and dam. She loped along, ducking under leafless saplings that whipped and stung her hide as she passed. The trail led downhill, toward the shushing of water that grew louder and louder. Karma didn’t let that distract her, though. She kept her nose close to the ground to catch every whiff. Snuffling through the mounds of white ice balls made Karma’s nose sting. She liked to nudge them and watch them roll away. She batted one with her rust colored paw, and she bounded after when it bounced ahead. 

“Puppy-puppy-puppy!” 

Karma’s head shot up. The girl! Calling for her! 

She whirled, staring back the way she’d come. Her stubby tail wiggled and her cautious stance softened. She could almost feel Lia’s small, soothing hands stroking her body, and scratching all her hard-to-reach itchy places. She whined, licked her nose, and glanced back and forth between the girl and her mother’s beckoning scent that led the opposite direction. 

People could do amazing things her frightened mother could not. Lia made treats rain from the ceiling, provided tug-tag games and toys for good-dogs to chase, and even turned night into day when inside a building. And humans made cars go fast-fast-fast, even faster than a big dog could run. Karma and the other puppies liked car rides a lot, but not the poking and fussy handling by the white-coated man that Lia called a doctor. The view and smells through car windows made up for it, though, and Karma’s heart race. It never rained or grew cold inside cars or the houses. Well, not until someone threw a tree at Karma’s sleep spot.

Karma’s mother protected and loved all of the pups but feared everything. The girl feared nothing and was all seeing, all knowing, even if scent blind and sound deaf compared to dogs.

Light flashed again across the sky and Karma flinched, and her hackles bristled. The girl would know what to do about the jagged lightning, the way she had taught Karma about the sky-noise. Maybe Lia brought the fleece toy with her, too.

Decision made, Karma whirled and hurried back uphill in the direction of the girl’s call. She didn’t think to backtrack the scent trail, just arched her neck and cocked her ears for Lia’s voice. She pranced forward, mouth parting with each anxious whine of anticipation. She jumped over a toppled tree branch and landed on a round limb that didn’t roll. It recoiled, whipped around, and tried to slither up Karma’s leg.

Screaming, Karma hopped backward, shaking her foreleg so hard she fell sideways in her frantic effort to shed the crawly creature. With dismay, she saw many of the slithering things, some with open mouths making hissing sounds. The hole in the ground left by the uprooted tree had filled with water, and out of it spilled more of the long, thin creatures. Some poked out strange ribbon-like tongues or wagged tails like an excited dog. They smelled like cucumber.  

She scrambled to her feet, growled and feinted toward the closest one that coiled nearby. It struck at her, head splattering in mud when it missed. 

Karma yelped and leaped away and banged sideways into the fallen tree trunk. 

Lesson learned, she’d never again mistake it for a toy. Karma tried to dodge past, but the writhing copper-scaled things blocked her way. Now Karma couldn’t follow the scent trail to reach her mother. But neither could she backtrack to rejoin the girl. 

Plodding footsteps approached and made Karma’s ears twitch, but she refused to look away from the writhing serpents. She preferred the soughing breeze in her face even if the cold made her ears numb. Her nose wrinkled, recognizing dog-scent—the old one the girl called Thor—along with clean Lia-smell. Karma wanted to cry out for help but stayed frozen. Motion would make the snakes strike at her again. She enjoyed bite-games with her siblings, but these creatures didn’t want to play. 

Thor’s paw-sounds drew closer along with the girl’s footfalls. Thor must be seeking Karma just the way Karma had tracked Dolly and her siblings. For a moment, her chest swelled with pride that she’d done what Lia wanted, too. But the wet, slick ground made Lia slip and trample with lots of noise. The undulating coil of scaly creatures grew even more agitated, tongues flicked and tails twitched. The triangular coppery head of the nearest turned back upon itself, away from Karma for a moment, as if to target the old dog. Or maybe the girl.

Thor and Lia would tramp right over the creatures. If Karma yelped a warning, Lia would hurry even faster and blunder into the nest. Karma shuddered, imagining the multiple bites, the choking cucumber smell. 

Thor was old, blind and deaf. The girl might as well be. Neither knew about the threat, but Karma knew. And Karma could smell, and hear and see, and run very fast with her four paws. She was brave, too, even when scared. 

As Thor and the girl came into sight, snakes thrashed toward the vibration of their footfalls. Karma bounded forward and grabbed the twitching tail of the nearest copperhead.
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MOST TRACKING DOGS, including Thor, trained to find human scent. But Abe had always played “find it” games with Thor, hiding toys and other items to keep him engaged, and Lia continued the practice. Bouviers were not always dog friendly so she’d kept him away from the others, although he’d been aware of their presence. He’d been interested in the puppies’ socialization and she’d staged supervised interactions with the old Bouvier through the fence. She’d been surprised and then delighted when Thor became smitten with Dolly although the feeling wasn’t mutual. 

Games of “where’s Dolly? Find Dolly! SUCH!” turned the old dog back into a youngster himself. Lia had to trust that the intelligent canine would generalize the command rather than be confused. 

When Thor hesitated, hunching his black shoulders in confusion, rather than repeat the such command she jollied him along. “Want to play hide-and-seek? Thor, find Dolly!” 

Thor’s shoulders came up with confidence, and his black nose dropped to the ground. Attention zoomed in on the fresh scent. Snout to mud, he nearly yanked Lia off her feet in his eagerness to follow the spoor. Hell, maybe he read her mind. Wouldn’t she love to have that connection? Whatever, she’d take it.

The dog dragged her through ragged mounds of winter rye that had volunteered in the scrubby pasture and weaved between scattered scrubby evergreens and cedar elm. Lia struggled to keep up, not wanting to slow the dog’s drive. She ducked under low hanging branches, swatting leafless limbs away from her face as they played thread-the-needle through the overgrowth. At one point, he stopped and cast back and forth for a moment. He barked twice, looked at her with milky cataract-covered eyes before swinging back to the trail and surging on.  

In less than five minutes, the old black dog stopped near a stand of burr oak and barked several times as he plunked down in the mud, his signal of a find. “Good dog, Thor. Wait.” She shone her flashlight beneath the slight shelter. The glow of several pairs of eyes met the light.

Relief! 

“Dolly? Hey there, good girl.” The Rottweiler bitch slicked her ears flat with submission and whined but didn’t move from her crouched position beneath the scrubby protection. 

Lia pulled the short tether from her pocket as she continued to talk. “Scary stuff, having a tree fall on top of you. What a brave girl, protecting your babies.” 

The dog whined again but kept her attention focused on Lia. So far, Dolly didn’t seem to mind Thor’s presence, but that could change in a heartbeat. She needed to get the tether on Dolly, and get the furry family back to safety. “I brought treats. Treats for Dolly. Want a treat?” She pitched her voice up an octave from her normal alto into a singsong lure.

Worry lines in the dog’s broad brow smoothed as she stood up, yawned wide, and shook herself, the action a physical reset of her emotions. Dolly licked her lips and her stub of a tail began to move when Lia pulled out another liver-treat and tossed it to the dog. Dolly caught the morsel and took a step closer. A muddle of puppies stirred around her legs, making it hard for the mother dog to move, but Lia kept the light steady with one hand, while she shook the treat bag with the other. 

All reluctance gave way to the lure of the familiar. Dolly hurried to Lia and pressed against her, wanting the contact even more than the yummies. “Poor girl, you took care of your babies, didn’t you?” Lia offered the big dog another of the soft treats, and reconsidered attaching the extra lead she’d brought. 

Dolly was so strong that the line wouldn’t hold her if she decided to bolt. After all, Rottweilers had been used in lieu of horses to pull carts, and Lia weighed far less than a cart. Fear trumped training every time, and Dolly’s whale eyed expression—rolling her eyes so the whites showed—shouted fear without saying a word. Another big thunderclap, and treats and the thin line wouldn’t be enough. Even if she could get Dolly back to the kennel, wrangling the pups would be as easy as herding cats. 

Keep Dolly focused on the pups. Decision made: she’d carry one of them, so Dolly would stay close. And where Dolly went, the litter should follow. That way, she’d have an extra hand free for the tracking lead. Although Thor knew this area blindfolded, literally, and could find his way back to the kennel even without the lead. At the thought, she unhooked the tracking lead and stuffed it into her pocket before scooping “Mr. Yellow Collar” under one arm. Lia shook the treat baggie again. “Puppy-puppy-puppies! Come on, gang. Let’s go, Dolly.” 

She showed Dolly the pup in her arms and headed off at a brisk confident pace as if Dolly would follow as a matter of course. Expectation made many things happen. She smiled when Dolly stayed glued to her side, while the gaggle of babies stumbled along to keep up. 

She glanced back once, and saw Thor still waiting for his release. “Thor, geh rein.” He bounded to his feet, and took off for home, no doubt expecting a whole bowl full of liver bits for tracking in the muck. Heck, with a name like Thor, you’d think he’d love storms, but he’d always been indifferent to them. 

The old boy stood huffing and pawing the office door when she arrived out of breath to let him slip inside. Lia hurried with her puppy burden and canine entourage to one of the still intact kennels. 

“Good girl, Dolly, want your puppy?” Mr. Yellow yawned in her arms, ready for a nap. The entire bedraggled bunch acted exhausted. Short puppy size legs had to run twice as fast as Dolly to keep up. 

When Lia opened the fresh kennel and swung open the chain link door, Dolly bounded inside and raced to a waiting water bowl. The puppies followed her, exhausted into silence. The entire crew needed a bath. That would have to wait. She still needed to round up the missing Pit Bull pair. Lia doubted they’d follow as readily as the frightened mom-dog and pups, so she needed transportation handy once she found them.

Her truck sat dimpled from hood-to-fender with dings and dents from the hail, but at least the storm spared the glass. Two inches of ice balls filled the truck bed, so she levered open the passenger door and boosted Thor inside. A pair of crates in the truck bed would house Buster and Beau once she found them. And by heavens, she’d find them. Lia shuddered, anticipating Sunny Babcock’s reaction to losing her prize hog dogs. 

Something niggled, though. She checked on Dolly and her brood one last time before heading back into the storm. As the exhausted youngsters settled into a messy pile around their mother, Lia counted puppy heads, and came up one short.

Maybe she’d miscounted. The pups in the dim light looked alike, and the color-coding around each furry neck could be muted by mud. Dolly struggled to get comfortable while a few of the pups tried to nurse. They were weaned, but Dolly was too tired to push them away, and like all babies, they wanted the comfort of snuggling close. 

Lia counted again but before she finished, she guessed which one was missing. She tried to swallow past the sudden lump in her throat. She wasn’t surprised. The stubborn, courageous attitude necessary for great police dogs might instead get the missing dog-child killed. 

The truck roared to life, and Lia drove back to the area she’d found Dolly. Within seconds, her headlights revealed Beau and Buster. They’d had enough of the storm and leaped into the back of the truck with little prompting. She prayed her luck held, and Karma would appear just as quickly. 

​​​​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Chapter 12


[image: ]




[image: image]

KARMA BACKPEDALED WITH a squeal to escape the writhing mass of snakes. She still clutched one hissing creature between her teeth, and paused to shake it hard, the same way she shook the tug-toy during games. She shook it again, growling around the mass in her mouth, and took satisfaction in the whip-cracking action until the snake stopped moving. She trembled, not wanting to release the prize and have it slither and chase her. Her heart thu-thumped even harder when the cucumber smell combined with the rusty taste of the snake’s blood. After one final shake, she let go and the ropy length fell limp from her jaws. She licked her mouth, wrinkling her nose and showing her teeth at the taste while she tracked the grassy twitches and shudders that revealed the reptilian progress of the others.

“Karma! Puppy-puppy-puppy, COME, where are you?”

The girl’s voice rose above the freshening wind, and Karma’s head jerked high. Her silent snarls gave way to soft mewls and whines she couldn’t suppress, even when she clamped her jaws tight to mute the sound. Crying showed fear, fear that made littermates bite harder. Karma didn’t want the snakes to bite so Karma acted brave, she stood tall with her shoulders squared to challenge the threat. 

But her ears kept slicking back, and the stub of her tail snugged tight to her bottom, hiding her unique scent the way people covered their faces. She yearned to be far, far away from this wet, strange dark world with scaly smelly creatures. Karma yawned. She wanted her mother, would even welcome the girl’s arms. She would be brave another day.

“Karma!” 

Lifting her blunt muzzle to the sky, Karma called back with a high-pitched warbling howl. 

“Good puppy! I’m coming!” Sodden footfalls drew closer, with scrubby branches crashing and switching as the distant figure plowed through the dense vegetation.

She wanted to race to meet Lia. Karma’s paws danced forward of their own volition, but stopped short at the sea of snakes that still thrashed in the grass, massing between her and the path. One of the resting creatures, coiled like a leash, sprang forward. Karma spun, crashed through drenched brush, away, away, racing to put many dog-lengths between herself and the snakes, deaf to the strange gushing water sound that grew louder as she drew near.

“Karma! Oh no, Karma wait!” 

A snake fell out of the sky and looped around Karma’s throat. She screamed, rolled and kicked hard to escape its constriction, and the mushy ground fell away. She slalomed on a raft of mud, bumping and thumping to pinball off trees and rocks, yelping with each blow as the leather snake’s tail—a very long one—slithered and chased in her wake. She forgot to be brave and keened a nonstop siren until the sluice pitched her off the collapsed roadway into the air for half a puppy breath. Karma plunged into the rush of a newborn river, and sank beneath the surface.

Water filled Karma’s mouth and slammed her into a broken tree before pulling her back under. The flood tumbled her paws over tail. She clawed and churned muddy sludge to foam until she splashed her way to the surface, gasping for breath.

Motion caught Karma’s attention. A small figure chased after, yelling Karma’s name over and over.

The girl! Karma thrashed and cried, but the voracious water refused to let her go. 

The girl slid to her knees into the deluge, but managed to grab a tree branch and claw her way up out of the flood. She raced the twisty path beside the water and soon was ahead of Karma. “Hang on, hang on, baby-dog.” Lia grabbed a nearby limb, and shoved the length out across the surface of the water. 

Karma’s splashing reached the tip of the branch before the flood yanked it out of the girl’s grasp and floated it away. Karma followed, barely paddling now, and reserving all her strength just to grab quick breaths. With a final courageous effort, Karma flailed with all four paws and lunged toward a pile of floating debris. She missed. 

The water chortled and swept her away.

The snake tightened around her neck, and Karma whimpered and shut her eyes. Sometimes a good-dog couldn’t hide her fear . . . 

Hot breath warmed her neck when Karma bumped up against the detritus. She never questioned how or why her muzzle suddenly rose above the water, just took grateful gulps of cold night air. She recognized the familiar feel of gentle teeth grasping her neck. Karma relaxed against the fur of a strange black shepherd that held her safe above the flood.  

​​​​
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LIA MANAGED TO TOSS the old lariat over Karma’s head before the pup slid into the ditch runoff-turned-torrent. It jerked out of her hands, rope burning her palms when something launched the pup into renewed flight and panic tumbled her into the current. The rope snaked along the bank and moon-glow allowed Lia to track the wailing pup’s progress. The thrice-damned flood’s velocity had doubled and out-raced anything with two legs. Lia twice tried and failed to tackle the slithering rope. 

Lia tackled the trailing lasso a third time and yelled when she managed to grasp it. The movement of the water slowed and Lia took the momentary advantage to gather the slack, looping it around her elbow and palm. She had to be careful not to choke the pup. But she had to get her out as quickly as possible. Karma had stopped crying, and she prayed the puppy still lived.

Lia carefully towed the pup toward the bank. Her brow furrowed at unexpected resistance. The dog-child was just four months old, she shouldn’t be that heavy. If Karma was hooked on something, pulling could cause more injury than the cold. 

“Karma, you there?” Her heart clenched at the thought of losing the pup. She began to breathe again when the resistance gave way. Twenty seconds lasted a lifetime before the Rottie pup blinked owlishly up at her from the water, finally within reach. Reaching down, careful not to slip into the water again herself, Lia grabbed the purple collar and leather lariat and lifted, but it remained caught on the black mound of debris. She started when the rubbish moved. 

Brown eyes blinked, and white fangs gleamed. A black dog’s teeth hooked through the opposite side of Karma’s collar. 

The puppy twisted, wriggled and whined, and licked the big dog’s face. The German Shepherd closed his eyes with a whimper of painful resignation as Karma bathed his sore, battered muzzle where dark blood welled.

He looked like a warrior, a courageous koa fighting the storm. He’d risked his own life to save Karma. 

She held out her hand to the injured dog, not wanting to spook him. How long had he been in the frigid water? He’d survived both the tornado and the flash flood—amazing. His lips and gums were pale, but his shiver reflex remained intact. Good. Once shivers stopped, it’d be hard to bring him back. Karma would die, too, if the shepherd refused to let go. 

“Aus.” She tried the German Schutzhund command first. The dog just blinked, so she tried again. “Drop it.” Lia spoke with quiet authority, and was heartened when the black shepherd released. His training and discipline had aided his survival and prevented panic that might have killed him. She could see that his paws touched the bottom of the ditch, but he was so weak he couldn’t stand for long. And he certainly couldn’t climb out  without help. She had to hurry. 

She dragged Karma out of the water, shrugged off her jacket and rolled her into a puppy burrito. For once, the recalcitrant pup settled without a struggle, wrung out from her ordeal. Or maybe Karma also realized time was running short for the Samaritan dog. His wet fur turned him into a shadowy wraith, but Lia didn’t question the shepherd’s intent. True warriors, no matter the species, acted brave and generous. 

“Shadow-dog, hold on. I’ll get you out.” She spoke with quiet confidence from habit, then gasped when he confirmed his name with a yelp—and something else. A tickle behind her eyes, deep inside Lia’s head made her blink.

What just happened? No time to puzzle it out.

Lia kept her tone low and warm, imbued with as much confidence as she could muster. The Shadow-dog had to trust enough to let her help, and at five foot eight inches and 118-pounds soaking wet, she couldn’t get him out by herself. 

“No problem. A’ole pilikia.” That’s what Abe always said. No excuses, make it happen. Her hand touched the bracelet, and she stuck out her bottom lip with determination. Buster and Beau were in her truck. One would be enough. 

“Thanks for saving my baby-dog.” 

His ears flicked. Again, a feathery whisper-sensation jittered her nerves, and she knew he understood and recognized something familiar in her words. No, not words exactly, but intentions maybe? Spooky, but felt a delicious tickle inside her head at the same time. Time enough later to figure it out.

Lia kept up a constant murmur, confident he understood her intent, if not the words. Lia avoided eye contact with the black dog, and thrust one arm to the elbow in the icy water. His warm panting heated her cheek as she threaded the rope under his chest beneath the water. He stayed still, liquid eyes watching her every move. He nosed her cheek and she understood he’d granted permission.

“Good dog. Brave dog.” She brought the rope out of the water on the other side of his body, and cinched it into a loop over his shoulders. She secured the tail end of the rope to a cedar sapling so at least he wouldn’t drift away. “I’ll be right back. Just wait.” His yelp of despair cut her to the quick, hurting her deep inside in a way she couldn’t explain. Lia raced back to the truck with Karma.

After securing the puppy, Lia unbuckled the tracking harness from Thor. The old dog snored on the front seat of the truck. He’d been through enough and hadn’t anything left to give after he tracked down the canine escapees. Thank goodness she’d not needed his help to find the Pit Bull pair. At least she wouldn’t have Sunny Babcock coming after her. Lia had kenneled the pair in the back, and now led Buster out of his kennel. She knew Buster’s kryptonite. Even now, the Pit Bull carried his rubber chicken security squeaky in his wide, drooly mouth.

Within minutes, Lia had harnessed Buster, raced with him to the edge of the flood, and threaded the end of the braided lariat to his harness. She’d have to play it by ear. She didn’t know what pull-command the dog knew. But Buster would do anything for his squeaky. It had to be enough.

She lured Buster away from the flood until the lariat grew taut. Slow and steady, that’s what we need. Jerking the line might further injure Shadow. 

“Hey Buster, love your squeaky? Want a squeaky? Look what I’ve got.” Lia made the toy squeal and held it just beyond his reach until Buster strained to grab it. “Good dog, Buster, get it!” She tossed the squeaky onto the ground about six feet away, far enough he’d keep pulling but not so far he’d take off and drag the injured shepherd. Or so she hoped.

Lia rushed to the edge of the water where the rope dug into the soupy bank. She shoved a stick beneath the line to serve as a rolling fulcrum for the rope to ride. Buster’s eager efforts inched the black dog out of the water. But the rope pulled the shepherd so tight against the bank, his paws had no purchase. 

His eyes were closed, his mouth half open, and tongue lolled pale and cold. The rope around his chest cut into his fur, and she worried it impeded his breath.

“Hey Shadow! Don’t die on me!” She smoothed his cut brow. He blinked, and his tail stirred the water, but otherwise he didn’t move. 

Lia yelled encouragement over her shoulder. “Buster, get your squeaky. Get it, good boy.” Another foot and she could grab the shepherd without risk of falling in herself. 

“Shadow, you’ve got to want this, too.” 

What incentive to offer? Buster loved toys, Karma loved treats, but neither toys nor treats would stir this black dog from death. What would reach this brave warrior, when he’d already given everything?  

Then she knew, as clear as a shout on a clear, still day. “Wanna go home? Home, good-dog. Shadow, let’s go home.”

He stirred, yelped, and his paws strove to reach for the bank, just as Buster gave one final charge. Lia caught the black dog’s front legs behind his elbows, trusting his teeth to stay clear of her face, and pulled as his pistoning rear paws clawed the bank. He collapsed on top of her, both of them safe on the bank, panting in concert with one other. 

The black warrior dog stared into her eyes, as if demanding Lia keep her promise. For a split second the image of a cat-eyed woman with white-streaked hair filled Lia’s vision. Then Lia blinked, and the vision disappeared.
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KARMA RESTED, STILL exhausted but finally warm after what seemed a lifetime in the cold water. She nosed the empty bowl, and licked up the last drippings of broth. 

Lia sat beside her on the cement, stroking her fur, murmuring words Karma didn’t know. That was okay, though, she understood the emotion. She was smart that way. Karma’s short tail responded with a happy wiggle at the girl’s attention. She didn’t even miss her mother or littermates—well, not much—and hoped she could stay in the office with the girl from now on. Karma would like that just fine.

“You spoiled your purple collar.” Lia tugged the soaked fabric over Karma’s head and tried to give her a hug, but Karma wiggled away. So Lia shut the crate and crossed to the door to the kennels. The other dog, Thor, slept on the other side of the room and didn’t rouse when she left.

Karma caught the scent of the strange black shepherd who still reeked of filthy water and seeping blood. She’d been half-asleep when carried into the office area but roused enough to see Shadow lift a lip in silent warning when the girl offered to touch his injured face. Karma wondered why he didn’t trust the girl. People knew things dogs couldn’t know. The girl had gentle hands and a soft kind voice. She’d pulled them both from the flood. And fed them good things. Karma thought Lia was wonderful.

She wanted to go see Shadow. Karma pawed and jiggled the front of the crate, and to her delight, it hadn’t latched. She pushed her blunt muzzle into the breach and squeezed through. The big black dog intrigued her. He made Karma’s tummy flutter and tail go faster when he looked at her. She wasn’t sure why. 

Karma peeked around the doorway, not wanting to be discovered and shooed away. The nearest kennel housed Dolly and the rest of the puppies, and the shepherd was in the opposite run. He rested on a warm blanket that smelled of many other dogs, but he didn’t seem to mind. His black fur was longer than Karma’s seal-slick coat, and still matted with mud. One side of his face and neck looked raw and smelled rank. Karma wanted to go to him, maybe lick clean his hurts, but after hanging up the coiled lariat on the wall, Lia crouched beside him. 

“Phones work again, and the internet.”

His long, furry tail thumped against the blanket. 

She stroked his head, and when her hand came too close to his sore cheek, he ducked. “Sorry. Wish you’d let me treat that. Then, I’ll find your home.” 

The black dog whined. He cold-nosed her arm. Karma shivered at the mournful sound, and crept closer.

“You want to go home, I know. I’m sorry, Shadow. You sure understand lots of words. Not everything, I know. But maybe you’ll catch some of what I say. If I picture it in my mind.” She half laughed. “Makes no sense, I know, but I’m sure we shared a connection, don’t you?”

He woofed, and licked her hand. His brow smoothed and Lia’s mouth made a surprised “oh” shape like she heard something Karma couldn’t detect. Finally she smiled. That made Karma feel better. Shadow recognized that Lia was special, too. 

“It’s only been two hours. It’ll be two weeks or longer before things get back to normal.” The girl’s voice was calm and warm. “There’s no hurry. Besides, you need to get stronger.”

Karma jostled against the door, making it squeal, and the sound summoned the girl upright, so Karma scurried out of sight. 

Lia hurried toward the office, and then turned back in the doorway. “I promised to take you home, and I will. If it comes to that, you’ll have a home here. With me and Thor.” Her voice caught. “And Karma.” Her voice broke, and she muttered the next words. “If I could keep her, I’d love her forever. You too, if you’d let me.” When she hurried back into the room, the door stayed ajar. 

Karma wasted no time. She dashed out of hiding to squeeze through the opening. She hesitated, looking at the shepherd. 

Shadow was so much bigger than her, twice as tall even while reclining. Karma turned her head away, licked her lips, and tucked her tail. For the first time in her life she wondered what to do. But then he tipped his head, and his massive tail swept the floor, beckoning her near.

She scrambled to reach him, wiggling her entire body. He nosed her, exploring from shiny wet nose to stubby black tail, and she flipped onto her back and waved rust-furred paws as he learned her scent. Delighted, Karma play-growled and snapped the air, catching Shadow’s lip and he winced and stood to get out of range. His legs trembled before holding true. She continued to pounce at him, energy recharged by his attention. Karma leaped high to lick his mouth and slurp his eyes with puppy adoration and respect, signaling deference in the instinctive ritual. 

The bigger dog slowly waved his tail, nosing Karma especially around her tail. She wanted to sniff him there, too, and learn his scent-name that shouted louder than any words people used. But he maneuvered away from her attempts to sniff. He lifted Karma off her feet as he pushed her around with his prominent muzzle. 

He looked different than her mother and siblings. Where their paws, muzzles and cheeks sported rich contrasting color, his longer fur was black all over. Karma’s ears tipped over, like every dog she’d ever seen, but Shadow’s ears pointed straight up. 

And his tail—oh, his magnificent tail!—it spoke to her in a language Karma’s foreshortened version couldn’t match, with sweeping, elegant semaphore drawn through the air. Karma’s whole body wiggled in an effort to express herself. 

The shepherd froze. He lifted his head, ears swiveling as his wagging tail stiffened and raised higher. The fur above his shoulders bristled and a low growl bubbled deep in his chest. 

Karma started, and slicked her ears down before she understood his warning wasn’t directed to her. She pricked her own ears, standing shoulder to shoulder with the shepherd, and sniffed to discern what he already knew.

There—it came and went, riding the breeze. Her own hackles rose when furtive steps accompanied a familiar scent. An angry man lurked outside. 
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LIA PLAYED WITH THE purple collar she’d taken off Karma. The flimsy thing served more for decoration than function. Now, of course, she could tell the puppies apart just by the way they entered a room. With the severe damage to the property, Derek would want to move them all somewhere else, not just the two Coop chose. 

She’d known this day would come, and knew better than to let herself care. Lia fisted her eyes and looked away from the crate in the corner where Karma rested from her near drowning. The pup needed a vet check before anything else. She straightened. That would be a valid reason for delaying the sale to Coop. Near-drowning victims, both pets and people, often looked fine but collapsed later. Lia didn’t want to risk anything with the baby-dog. Something told her that allowing any puppy to go to Coop would be a mistake. Not that she had any say in the matter.

She sat down hard in the chair, and shoved the purple collar keepsake into a drawer, feeling defeated, angry, and frustrated. Lia already imagined hearing, “I told you so,” from Grammy and all of her friends. Grandfather wouldn’t say anything, he never did. 

The adrenalin rush of finding and rescuing Karma and her mysterious canine hero Shadow drained away, leaving her legs weak and stomach queasy. She leaned her forehead into cupped palms, wishing for a do-over of the whole day. 

On the desk between her elbows rested the digital camera from the temperament tests. She’d retrieved it from the far kennel, a miraculous survivor of the storm’s wrath. She sat up, and reached for the cable, and connected it to the desktop to download the video. Lia wanted to watch and remember Karma playing her way through each test, not the terrified soaked puppy she’d fished from the flood. 

Lia fast-forwarded through Mr. Green Collar and the other pups until Karma’s film debut cued up. On the screen, Derek carried the Black Collar puppy for its close up in front of the camera. He spoke almost too softly to be heard, but Coop’s voice was loud and clear.

“Another one for bait? This one has some weight on him, anyway.” Derek hefted Mr. Black Collar and the puppy whimpered and hid his face.

“Piss poor showing, Derek. Nothing like you advertised.” Coop’s voice dripped disappointment. 

“It’s her first litter. I paid top dollar for the stud service, and I’m giving you the pick of the litter.” Derek must have squeezed the pup he held, because it yelped.

“Bait’s all any of ’em is good for.” Coop’s voice sweetened when Lia came into the frame and took the puppy from Derek’s arms. As soon as she left, Coop continued half-voice. “Hell, I’ll take all of them off your hands, the bitch, too. Won’t wipe all your debts free, but it’s a start. Cut your losses, Derek, and start fresh another time. Dolly has some fight left in her. That’ll give some of the up-and-comers a good warm up, and she might last a couple of rounds anyway. Can’t be too prepared before they go to the big show.”

Derek nodded and looked away from the camera before yelling full voice. “What’s the hold up?” He flinched and glared at the sky when thunder boomed. Derek straightened, jogged away from the camera back to the middle of the grassy yard, and called, “C’mon, here puppy-puppy-puppy. Karma-pup, here-here-here!” 

Lia stopped the recording. Coop never turned off the camera. They didn’t know they’d been recorded. She sat for a minute. Her pulse pounded in her ears. She grabbed the edge of the desk when the room began to spin. Surely, she’d misunderstood, she had to be wrong. Coop, Mr. Cooper, was a respected businessman. Derek came from a high society upbringing. They weren’t thugs or uneducated criminals.

She scrolled back to the beginning of the video before moving forward, but discovered the camera had been turned off between each of the other tests. She fast-forwarded through Karma’s temperament test to the end, and began to tremble and couldn’t stop. 

How could he? How could anyone conceive such a thing? The bastards! Anyone who would hurt an innocent animal . . .

Checking her phone again, Lia breathed a silent prayer of thanks when she saw a couple more bars. She dismissed the three missed calls and message from Grammy. She started to text a quick answer and then stopped. It would open a conversation she couldn’t deal with right now. She knew what bait meant. 

Instead, she dialed 911 and then as quickly hung up before it connected. The tornado sirens had stopped but the police wouldn’t be happy with her diverting emergency personnel from possible injuries. The recording wasn’t proof, just indicated criminal intent. 

She couldn’t let them get away with it. The police needed to know. Dogfights were a felony.

Lia leapt to her feet when Karma’s high-pitched frantic yelps joined ferocious baritone barking. She glanced at the puppy crate, puzzled how the baby-dog had gotten out, and hurried to the kennel doorway. She stopped when the bitter voice sounded behind her.

“Put down the phone, Lia. You had to watch that video, didn’t you?”

More angry than fearful, Lia punched in a three-character text message and hit send before she turned around. 

Then she saw Derek’s gun.
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KARMA’S EARS SLICKED back as she joined Shadow’s alarm bark. She remembered this man and how Dolly reacted to him. At the thought, Karma’s bark trailed off into a whine. 

She nosed the wire gate at the front of the kennel. When she sneaked into the space to visit Shadow, it swung shut behind her, but hadn’t latched. A good-dog could paw it open, just like Karma pawed open the crate in the office. She put a paw on the wire to do just that, but then Karma glanced up at the shepherd. 

At his look, Karma backed away, taking a cue from Shadow’s alert and cautious stance. She squared her own shoulders, facing forward with arched neck and taut tail, mimicking the older dog’s confident pose. Raised voices in the nearby doorway prompted Shadow’s rumbling growl. The skin along Karma’s shoulders rippled in response and her short fur itched. Shadow’s defensive pose proved more than enough for her to follow his lead.

“Derek!” The girl’s voice sirened up an octave. “Why would you show me a gun!” 

Shadow flinched at the last few words, and bared his teeth. Karma wondered what the scary words meant, but trusted the other dog knew more than she did. Her own puppy-pitched rumble erupted. It didn’t sound as imposing as she wanted, so she increased the volume.

“Put the damn phone away!” The man snarled like an angry dog.

“Okay, okay.” Lia’s voice trembled.

In the kennel across the narrow pathway, Karma watched her mother stir and whine at the strident tones. Dolly gave a quick lick to her exhausted puppies mounded about her, and then struggled to her feet and padded to the front of the kennel. She pressed her blunt muzzle against the latched barrier. It didn’t move even when Dolly paw-batted the door. 

Dolly’s eagerness to escape heightened Karma’s concern over Lia’s worried voice. None of the training games told her what to do. . Even a brave puppy-girl like Karma needed a strong leader to follow, like Lia. But if Lia was scared, there must be good reason. 

“Where are they? The bitch and her litter?” 

The man didn’t bark this time, but Dolly stiffened with recognition. Her lip curled, mimicking Shadow’s expression, and she backed away stiff-legged from the kennel door.

Karma tipped her head to one side as soft footfalls approached. The door squeaked open, and the girl stepped into view. She held her hands above her head. 

Was it a new game? 

Lia made brief eye contact with Karma, then blinked hard, and Karma wondered why water ran down the girl’s face. Then Shadow shouldered his way in front of Karma, placing himself between her and the man who followed.

Dolly’s caution exploded into a silent attack, and her massive chest banged into the wire barrier, making the metal clang and shudder.
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LIA STUMBLED INTO THE kennel area ahead of Derek. A spot just below her shoulders itched in response to the gun aimed at her back. 

“What’s all this about?” Keep him talking. Maybe he’d take what he wanted and leave. Her eyes widened when she saw Karma in the right-hand kennel space with the black shepherd. 

Lia’s stomach clenched, knowing what Derek had planned for Dolly and her litter. As if her thought prompted the action, Dolly attacked, trying to get through the kennel door to reach Derek. 

He yelped and grabbed Lia to shield him from the slathering Rottweiler. Left arm circled her waist, hand still clutching the camera with its incriminating evidence. His right arm reached across her neck, hand leveling the gun at Dolly.

“No! Don’t shoot her!” Lia struggled to throw off Derek’s aim.

Dolly’s puppies awoke at Lia’s voice. They barked and yipped, surging around Dolly as the big dog leaped and snarled, and continued throwing herself against the wire barrier trying to reach Derek. Her teeth rattled against the wire, and spittle flew.

Once he realized Dolly couldn’t get through the metal gate, Derek relaxed. He laughed, shoved Lia away, and offered a fake-growl at the distraught dog to egg her on. 

Lia fell against the opposite kennel, clutching at the door to regain her balance. Shadow’s kennel door wasn’t latched and Derek hadn’t noticed. He ignored the shepherd and puppy inside, or maybe didn’t care about them. 

Shadow’s intelligent brown eyes met Lia’s own with a calm watchful gaze. That delightful sparkle-tickle inside her mind’s-eye returned. It’s you, Shadow? Yes!  Lia’s panted breath slowed, her heart steadied. She embraced the sudden calm determination, and focused on her purpose. 

They’d get through this. That message came through loud and clear. Though hurt and exhausted, too weak to attack Derek or even defend himself if attacked, Shadow’s intent shone clear. Trust the dog.

Encouraged, she turned and straightened, her back to the kennel hiding the stoic shepherd and Karma. Derek’s gun leveled at her. She licked her lips when her mouth turned to dust. “What do you want, Derek?”

“Don’t play dumb, Lia.” He raised his voice to be heard over Dolly’s railing. “Coop got me into the gambling. I needed one big score to get free and clear. This dog deal should have squared everything, but the storm screwed everything up. The fight got cancelled, but not before the police heard about it. They’ve already picked up some of the players, including Coop. So now I got to get rid of the evidence, in case Coop blabs and sends the cops sniffing after me, too.” He pointed the gun again at Dolly. She redoubled her screams, and her puppies wailed. He swung the gun back at Lia. “And the witness.”

Her heart stuttered. She stared at the gun, surprised her whispered plea remained steady. “Derek, you can’t mean that. Our families have known each other forever.”

“That’s right. I grew up with your mother.” His pinched lips told her she’d said the wrong thing, but she didn’t know why. 

Dolly raged on, and he banged his fist on the metal door. “Shut up!” He turned back to Lia. “Rather not shoot her, but I will.” He cocked his head. “Yeah, I could make that work. Unless you get her under control for me.”

“Sure, I can do that. Just don’t shoot her.” Lia’s throat tightened. “I’ll do whatever you say.” She took a half step across the aisle toward Dolly’s run, but stopped short when Derek pulled out the shock collar from his jacket pocket. He thrust it toward her. 

“Damn dog never obeys unless I crank up the juice.” At her expression, he shrugged. “It’s a tool, Lia. It’s better than getting shot, don’t you think?” Derek tossed it to her.

She caught the leather strap, wrinkling her nose when the twin metal prongs protruding from the attached remote E-stim box brushed her skin. Lia pushed past him, waited until Derek backed away, and then cracked open Dolly’s kennel door and slipped inside. 

Dolly’s focus never wavered from Derek, even though her foam-stained  jowls trembled, and she’d lost her voice. “Shush, big dog, you’re okay, Dolly.” Lia held the collar behind her back, not wanting the dog to see and recognize the thing. After the weeks she’d spent winning Dolly’s trust it hurt to betray the dog and confirm Dolly’s suspicion about humans. But the collar would save Dolly’s life, and give Lia time to figure a way out of this mess. She stroked the short black fur of Dolly’s arched neck. The dog’s tension thrummed like a hummingbird’s wings. 

Derek muttered to himself. “You had to buy this old dump. Why’d you have to do that, Lia? Now you’re the only witness. Otherwise, it’s just Coop’s word against mine.” His voice rose. “Just like your mother. Sleep with dogs, you’re liable to get fleas.” He wagged the gun at her.

Poised to fix the repugnant collar about the Rottweiler’s neck, she froze. Her shoulders hunched, she held her breath, waiting for the shot. 

He laughed at her expression. “Oh, I won’t shoot you, Lia. That would just confirm Coop’s story about my involvement. I’ve got something else in mind.” 

Lia breathed again. “Derek, I see it was all Coop, like you said. Gambling can sneak up on you. It’s not your fault.” She prayed he’d believe the lie. She knew dogfights attracted big money gambling, illegal guns and drugs. She nodded at the camera he still held. “The camera can be erased. Or just dump it somewhere. Without the recording, there’s nothing for the police. It’s just Coop’s word against yours, like you said. I can back you up.” She stared at him, willing Derek to believe, but she sucked at lying. “Let me help you.” She nodded at Dolly, who had stopped snarling and now nosed her puppies. “See, she’s fine. I didn’t even need the collar.” Lia hated the pleading tone but couldn’t help herself. 

He tipped his head to the side. “How about that? You have the makings of a good trainer, Lia. Too bad it’s wasted.” He glanced toward the end of the kennel where the bois d’arc tree punched through the roof and wall. “So sad. Business blown to hell and gone before it got started. Sort of like my plans.” He rubbed his eyes. “Dog fighting is a felony. I can’t be tied to that.” 

“Should have thought of that before you got involved.” As soon as she spoke, she wanted to take back the words.

He threw the camera as hard as he could against the cement floor, and took a half step toward her, fist clenching and unclenching. 

She stiffened her jaw and stared him down. Bullies picked on the weak; the strong collected bruises but survived. His hands were tied if he wanted her death to look like an accident. She had to use that, to survive.

With a visible effort, Derek unclenched his fists and smiled, more of a grimace than anything else. “Have it your way, Lia. I have a better idea about the training collar. Use this tie-down and get Dolly secured.” He unhooked the braided leather lariat and snaked it through the metal grillwork, keeping the door between him and Dolly closed. “Do it now.” His lowered brows warned her not to argue.

Lia nodded and looped one end through the chain link at the other end of the kennel run, then slipped the lasso around Dolly’s neck. She stood back, wanting to scoop up one of Dolly’s wriggling offspring and lose herself in the scent of puppy breath. No, not just any puppy. She wanted Karma. 

She peered past Derek across the cement aisle to the opposite kennel. The black shepherd watched, posed in stiff legged defense. She could still feel the confident calm, a “no-fear” promise from Shadow, an all-enveloping certainty she had no wish to explain. Lia embraced the concept and trusted that somehow this secret communication would save them all. Lia wished with all her being that the tie-down failed. She pictured bright dog-teeth chewing and gnawing through the leather. But wishes weren’t enough.

“I won’t say anything, Derek. You’re angry and upset but you haven’t done anything that can’t be explained away.” She took a step closer, threading fingers through the wire grating. “If Coop’s talking to the police, they’ll be here soon. You should leave.” 

“Put on the collar, Lia.”

“What?” She dropped it, and the collar slapped the cement floor like a reproach. Dolly growled at the sound, recognized the collar, and lunged, but the tether kept her at bay.

Derek smiled. “The tie-down controls Dolly just fine. But I know you, Lia, I’ve watched you for years. I suspect it’ll take cranking up the juice, or the threat anyway, for you to do as you’re told. So put it on, or I’ll shoot the bitch.”

With shaking hands, Lia fastened the collar around her slim neck, tightening it to a snug fit when Derek urged her with the gun. The metal conductor tips pressed against her skin, cold as snake’s teeth and chilling her soul. 

“Good girl. Just so we’re on the same page, here’s a little taste.” He thumbed the hand held remote.

A buzzing itchy sensation at the twin contacts grew to a painful level. Derek watched her while dialing up the stim-level. 

She did her best to remain stoic, not wanting to give him the satisfaction, but soon gasped and clutched at the collar to pull it away from her skin. “Bastard!”

“Yes, you are.” He laughed. “Time’s a-wasting. Like you said, the police will soon be here. And when they arrive, all they’ll find are victims of the storm.” He pressed the remote again, dialing it even higher.

She screamed, clawed her neck, and fell writhing onto the cold cement. 
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THE GIRL’S SHRIEK HURT a good-dog’s heart. Karma pressed her ears flat. Her pulse galloped when Lia fell to the ground out of sight. She had to reach Lia! Karma didn’t know or care what she would do once there, just drove forward with a puppy-size roar.

The shepherd still blocked her way, so Karma ducked to squeeze between Shadow’s forelegs. But the big black dog shifted and hooked one paw over her back to stop her. The move both restrained Karma and signaled his status. 

She submitted with no argument, offering just a weak whimper of frustration. Even an inexperienced puppy-girl like Karma understood that adult dogs outranked her. She obeyed Shadow’s because I said so command without question. For good measure, Karma licked his muzzle as he stood over her. His legs trembled, and she read his disquiet as easily as her own. He also wanted to leap to the girl’s aid, but waited with an adult dog’s caution. 

Lia’s screams of pain trailed off, followed by raspy gasps that mimicked dog-laugh sounds. Karma knew the sound meant the opposite. Lia’s fear-stink and the man’s anger colored the kennel air. 

The man opened Lia’s kennel and the door squealed in protest, scraping against the cement floor. Dolly, still tied to the back wall, flailed and lunged with silent intent. 

“Derek, wait.” Lia whispered, but Karma heard it even through all the barking and snarling.

Shadow flinched like the wait word hurt. Karma itched to do something, anything, to make the helpless feeling go away. She wanted to be confident and brave again. How could it be, that Lia, with all her extra knowledge beyond the ken of dogs, still couldn’t protect herself?

What if Karma protected Lia? Karma had sharp teeth, even if she was little. And Karma wasn’t alone.

She cold-nosed the shepherd, urging him to action. Shadow was big. Older. With scars that shouted of battles won. Shadow saved her, and Lia saved him. Now Lia needed their help. She wiggled beneath his heavy paw, and he lowered his head and sniffed her, all without taking his attention from the man. But he still didn’t budge.

The stranger grabbed Lia and dragged her out. The remaining puppies cried and squealed, a couple following a few steps before turning tail and running back into the safety of the kennel. The open gate teased Dolly. Powerful shoulders and neck strained against the old leather tether, choking Dolly in her effort to reach the man.

Derek bullied Lia to where the tree poked through the roof and turned the space into a maze of thorny branches. Soon, Karma couldn’t see either of them. She whined and struggled against Shadow’s paw, but he held her down. She heard Lia crying and yelling, and she yearned to see. People puzzled Karma, and she wanted to understand them. More than that, she needed to help, to stop the bully, to protect Lia the way the girl protected Karma. She just didn’t know how. And Shadow wouldn’t let her move.

Then the black shepherd removed his paw from Karma’s back to take an unsteady step forward. 

She bounced to her feet, eager to rush forward, and whined with excitement until a stern look from Shadow silenced her. 

Shadow nosed open the door a dog’s width and stepped through on shaky legs. Karma crowded after, dodging the excited sweep of his long, black tail. He growled low in his throat—not at her, though—and paused to scent the air. He gazed both ways before he stepped fully into the aisle. Even Dolly stopped lunging long enough to take in his powerful but injured form before she returned to digging at the cement as if to drag the entire kennel off its moorings. 

Karma expected Shadow to go after Lia’s attacker. He’d use his bright, sharp adult-dog teeth to help Lia. Karma liked biting toys and wondered what it would feel like to bite a bad man. Make him yell like he’d made Lia scream. She wanted to find out.

But after a brief sniff toward the downed tree and hidden people, Shadow instead stumbled to Dolly’s kennel. The other puppies made way, steering clear of the potent male who still smelled of his own blood and pain. 

Dolly watched with narrowed eyes, still more focused on the hidden, hated man. 

Shadow lowered his ears with respect and cut his eyes sideways. He wagged, low and loose and slow, and stood motionless to allow Dolly to scent his neck and flank. He shifted before she could investigate his tail, nor would she allow him to sniff hers. But she didn’t move when Shadow nosed the tether that held her captive. Dolly again surged against the restraint, holding it taut. Shadow licked the leather.

Karma’s pleading whine turned to frustrated yelps of disappointment, but Shadow and Dolly ignored Karma. Worse, they ignored Lia. Didn’t care about the bad man. Ignored the girl’s sobs.

Lia’s hoarse voice raised louder than blustery wind and dog noises. Her cries cut deep and made Karma’s tummy hurt. Karma was brave, but didn’t know what to do. Shadow would know.

Karma ran the few steps to reach him, and barked loud, louder still, a demand so loud it hurt her own ears. But both adults still ignored her. She stopped barking, and stared, her fur bristling all over her body, and stubby tail jerking with determination. 

They still ignored her.

Karma leaped forward, and nipped—not a real bite, just a little play nip—on Shadow’s hind leg.

He roared. His teeth snapped and clicked within a whisker’s width of Karma’s nose.

She yelped and spun away, falling on the wet pavement before regaining her feet. Her tail tucked tight she rolled and bared her tummy, even wet herself a little to show no threat before scrambling back to her feet. Karma felt bereft. Dolly couldn’t and Shadow wouldn’t help. 

He didn’t care about Lia at all. Maybe didn’t care about Karma, either. He just stood close to Dolly, licking, nibbling and grooming her neck. 

Lia screamed.

Karma showed her teeth and raced to help her person. 
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LIA CROUCHED ON HANDS and knees, and tried to catch her breath. The smell of wet cement clawed the back of her throat. Bare tree limbs rattled like ice in a glass, surrounding her with skeletal fingers. 

The loss of control hurt worse than the pain. She offered no physical threat to the bigger man, and after an initial fruitless struggle, Lia conserved her strength. She couldn’t outrun him, not when the collar’s hornet sting dropped her where she stood, whether a half yard or half mile away.  The shock collar kept her bound to him as surely as chains and Lia’s sympathy rose even higher for what Dolly had suffered. 

Some respected trainers used remote trainers ethically—if there was such a thing—but Derek administered the punishment with pleasure. This went beyond removing a threat. This was personal, this was sadistic. He’d already zapped Lia a dozen times, whether she cooperated or not, just to hear her scream. He punched the button again and again, making her teeth clench, and breath whoosh from her lungs until she lay weak and gasping. 

With the roof gone there was nothing to stave off the weather. Lia’s wet clothes chafed when Derek slung her slight frame beneath the felled bois d’arc that slumped overhead like a brown recluse spider stalking prey. 

“Now what?” Her voice croaked. She needed to distract him, just long enough to tug off the collar. He hadn’t tied her up. Hell, if he’d used the lariat on her instead of Dolly, she’d never get free. She braced herself with one hand on a gnarled limb, and rose to her knees. “You can’t shoot me, you said so yourself. The police would believe Coop’s story and chase you forever.”

“Don’t have to shoot you.” He pocketed the gun, then bent and grabbed one end of a spiny branch that had fallen free. “You were in the wrong place at the wrong time, a victim of the storm. And this big old tree landed on you. Freak storm, freak accident, for a freak who shouldn’t have been born.” He hefted the branch like a bat, wound up like a Texas Ranger and stepped into a roundhouse swing.

Lia flinched and dodged, but it still caught her a glancing blow on the top of one shoulder. She screamed, and scuttled backwards, now using the tree as a thorny shelter. She hissed when one of the spikes caught her back and scored her flesh from shoulder to shoulder. 

He came after her, reaching beneath overhanging branches to flail the limb like a scythe.

She scrambled sideways. Fabric ripped and hot wet soaked her shirt, but she ignored the blood and scooted deeper into the tree’s embrace. She’d take a torn up back over a direct hit with the ironwood club. Derek couldn’t swing with any force or accuracy as long as the branches thwarted his aim. And he couldn’t make the tree fall any further. No, Derek needed her out in the open to beat to death, remove the collar, and stage her body. 

Lia panted, and watched with narrowed eyes as he scoped out a way to reach her. She just had to wait him out. Coop’s story should have police on the way, sooner or later. When Derek turned sideways to scramble between the massive trunk and limbs, she reached behind her neck to fumble the shock collar’s buckle.

“No you don’t!” 

Lia’s mouth opened in a silent scream, fingers unable to function when Derek hit the remote once again. 

“Go on. Dammit, pass out already.” He hit the remote again and again. 

Lia’s vision blurred, ears buzzed, and black sparklies danced all around. She curled into a fetal position and prayed it would end.

“Son-of-a-BITCH!” 

Derek’s startled curse overlapped a high-pitched snarl. At the same moment, the pain in Lia’s neck abated. 

She didn’t wait to see what had happened. Despite the muscle tremors and spastic fingers, she fumbled the collar fastener, ignoring Derek’s grunts and curses and the soprano barks and squeals that followed. Lia ripped the collar from her neck, sat up, and flung it away. 

It slithered across the slick floor, slapping into one of Derek’s soaked and ruined athletic shoes.

The yelps and snarls faded to growls. Lia looked up, defiant and triumphant, only to see Derek holding the squirming Karma aloft by her scruff.

​​​​
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KARMA STRUGGLED AT first, but that made her neck hurt worse. She keened, hating that he made her squeal. She wanted more than ever to test her teeth on the man’s flesh. 

“Let her go!” Lia’s voice sounded full of gravel, but even the harsh sound made Karma’s heart skip with happiness. Karma didn’t need Shadow after all. All by herself, she’d made the bad man leave Lia alone, and stopped the girl’s screams. 

He shook her again and Karma yipped. Her paws flailed the air. “One of the pups got too brave for its own good. Too bad. Could have some potential with Coop’s kennel. He wanted a bitch with some drive.” 

Karma turned the yips into a soprano snarl, making her teeth tingle. 

But he just laughed, and swung her in mid-air until brave warning growls morphed back into yelps of panic. Swinging made Karma’s tummy feel bad. She’d already vomited dirty water swallowed while fighting the flood, but her body wanted to empty some more.

“Stop it!” Lia clawed her way upright, and clung to the tree. “Such a big brave man to get off on abusing dogs and picking on a helpless puppy.” Her voice changed. “That’s my brave girl. Hang on, Karma, just you wait.”

Karma remembered Shadow’s reaction to the “wait” word, but she felt comforted by the promise it held. She yawned and panted, and focused on the girl when Lia climbed onto the massive trunk of the tree, still spitting angry words. She wondered if Lia would use the tree to get away. Karma hoped so. 

“This is the pup you call by name.” He made a funny snorting sound with his nose. “It’s starting to piss me off.” 

His fist clenched tighter on the back of her neck, and he exuded a biting scent not too different from the snakes. 

Karma’s brow furrowed. The tree rested half inside, half outside, offering an easy slither for snakes to travel. They were bad enough outside, where a good-dog could run away. She whined, but wind blustered through the breached roof, carrying her protest away. Karma kicked her paws again, and tasted the air for snake scent. 

Her paws stopped churning at a sudden sound, and she listened hard. There, it came again. This time, the footsteps accompanied a strange smoky smell. Lia didn’t wrinkle her nose or cock her head to acknowledge either. Maybe Lia knew that scent? The pungent smell choked Karma’s senses. 

Karma stared into the girl’s face for some clue what to do. She whimpered and turned her head to follow the outside steps, but Lia didn’t understand. So she twisted to give the man a hard stare, and risked her rudeness escalating his punishment. 

Nothing she did mattered. He just tucked her under his arm, dropped the branch and knelt to retrieve the strap next to his foot. He set her down, but pressed Karma flat to the cement floor while he fiddled with it. The strap smelled like Lia, with overtones of acrid fear-stink from the girl. Karma shivered when he draped it across her neck. 

“Let’s see how your little favorite likes my style of training.” 

​​​​
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LIA TEETERED, BRACED herself against a massive limb, and then leaped from the prone trunk. She landed in a crouch midway between the felled tree and where Derek stooped over Karma. 

He smiled that she’d taken the bait, and released the puppy. Karma snapped at air before skittering out of reach.

She realized he’d tricked her into moving away from the sheltering branches. Lia stumbled back. 

In one smooth motion Derek stood while picking up the branch, stepped forward and swung his club. 

She tucked and rolled, instinctively holding up her forearm to protect her head. The limb thwacked against her wrist, and Lia’s scream came out a croak. She grasped the injury with her other hand. 

Karma barked and danced with excitement, trying to reach Lia, but had to dodge away when Derek swooshed the club in her direction. 

Staring up at Derek, Lia blinked furiously to clear tears. She lay on her right side, and struggled to her knees, difficult to do without using her arms. The pain from the broken wrist radiated to her shoulder. “Why, Derek? Why do you hate me? What’d I ever do?”

He held the branch like a Louisville Slugger, and offered a couple of taunting practice swings while he watched her. “You look so much like her. Sound the same, act the same.” Derek stepped forward, wound up, chose his target and swung. “She made bad choices, too. Went on vacation, and got herself knocked up.”

Gasping, Lia covered her head with her good arm and rolled. This time the club thudded against her thigh. At least she still wore the padding from the morning’s training session. She gasped, then spoke through gritted teeth. “This is about my mom?” It’d be ironic if she’d learn about her birth, and then die with the knowledge. But if she could keep him talking, distract him with his own anger, maybe help would arrive in time.

“Kaylia.” He uttered the name like a filthy word. “Wanted to kill the slut myself when I found out.” He swung again. Missed. Braced his feet and swung again. 

Karma whimpered, dodged past Derek and scampered to reach Lia. Without thinking, Lia opened her uninjured arm and Karma ran to her without hesitation.

“The bitch was my fiancée! Our families had an understanding, and she threw all our plans away. If she hadn’t died giving birth to you, I would have . . .” He panted, sobbing. “You killed her. You killed my Kaylia. You should have died, not Kaylia.” Derek grunted, putting everything he had into the next swing. 

Her world spun, the emotional blow far worse than the thud to her side that numbed Lia from waist to shoulders. She fell over, only half-aware of her surroundings.

She couldn’t breathe, cement chilled her cheek, her mouth gaped like a catfish. Derek’s soaked, ruined high-tops dragged laces within inches of her eyes . . . Lia sucked one fire-laced breath deep into her lungs, fighting to stay conscious, and waited for the next blow that would end it all.

Karma twisted in Lia’s limp arms, not leaving her side. She slurped Lia’s eyes and then looked down the aisle toward the office. 

Lia followed the dog’s gaze. After one quick smoke-laden puff—she knew that smell!—the wind died, so the clomping boots echoed in the sudden quiet of the night.

Derek looked from her to the approaching figure, and whispered as he hefted the tree limb. “You get some company under that old bois d’arc.” His sneakers made no sound as he hurried to ambush the rescuer.

Lia used every muscle and ounce of will to draw one big breath—God, it hurts it hurts!—to scream, “Run!” 

“Lia-girl, that you? Thank heavens, thought for sure the storm got you when I got your text.” His voice shook with emotion. “Where are you?”

She’d hoped he’d send help. But he came by himself? Been worried about her? “Get out, please get out!” Her voice croaked words she could barely hear. The numbness in her torso gave way to throbbing but her good arm still worked. She squeezed the puppy, and Karma squealed.

Derek strode forward.  Darkness hid him from view, as club raised, he prepared to clock the man as soon as he came through the door. 

Then she knew what to do, the one thing left to save herself. To save Grandfather. Lia cuddled Karma, stroked the puppy’s face, and whispered in her ear, and then let her go.

​​​​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Chapter 22


[image: ]




[image: image]

KARMA WRINKLED HER brow when Lia released her warm embrace. The bad man had moved away. Lia should get up, up UP. Climb through the tree, maybe lift a good-dog so they could leave together. Karma licked Lia’s eyes and mouth, and then nose poked her, urging action. 

But Lia just lay there, clutching one arm and moaning. Karma could tell she felt bad. Lia’s neck looked dark and flushed, and one arm swelled bigger and bigger. Lia’s voice sounded wrong, too. So when the girl whispered in Karma’s ear, it tickled and she had to shake her head hard to relieve the itch.

“Karma. Be a good-dog.” Lia whispered again. 

This time Karma concentrated. She needed to pay attention, even if trees plunged through the roof, bad men beat Lia and grabbed good-dogs by the neck. 

Derek’s soft steps made his shoelaces swish-swish. Karma tipped her head when Lia used a broken limb to point at the man’s feet. Her brow furrowed, and then her eyes brightened. No words needed, Karma understood. The girl’s eyes rained water. Karma licked the salt away, and wagged her short tail to show she was ready, the way a brave dog should be. 

“Karma, TRIP! Good-dog, Karma, go TRIP!” Lia whispered, and pointed again, her silent intent as clear as a spoken command.

Her head came up, neck arched with pleasure. She loved this game! Without hesitation, Karma launched herself down the cement pathway, hearing her own claws scrabble for purchase as she bounded forward. 

She tackled the bad man’s foot, the one with the trailing laces, and bit down hard through pants that had no special padding.

“Son-of-a-bitch!” He yelled, stumbled, and dropped the limb as he fell to a knee. He caught one hand on the nearest kennel gate to steady himself. 

A tall imposing man with a shock of white hair and smoky smell stepped through the office doorway. “Why the hell are you here? Where’s my granddaughter!” 

Karma retreated when a canine growl interrupted. She’d known that signature vibration from the day she was born deaf, blind and toothless. Her ears slicked back, and she tucked her tail tight to her body, shouting “no threat!” in every move. Appeasement gestures kept canine peace and Karma bowed to her mother’s will. That was a dog rule, at least until Karma reached her majority.

But Derek didn’t understand dog rules. He stumbled upright, still clinging to the unlatched kennel gate that swung open, and reached again for the club. 

Recognizing the threat, Karma grabbed one end. She couldn’t lift the whole thing, but managed to get enough in her jaws to drag the limb out of reach.

Derek pulled something out of his pocket. 

“Grandfather, he has a gun!” Lia whispered, and crawled out just enough to see.

Dolly strained and lurched against the tether. 

Growling as loud as she could, Karma tugged the tree club backwards. Every few steps, she stopped and shook her head as hard as she could.

“Good-dog, TRIP Karma, TRIP!”

Giving the branch a final shake, Karma obeyed Lia’s whispered plea and dove again at the man’s shoes. She flinched when a loud “pop-pop” sounded overhead.

Shadow barreled out of the kennel. He snarled and leaped toward Derek, but his legs gave way before Shadow made contact. 

Dolly lunged again and again. Her growls faded but her focus never wavered. 

Derek kicked at the shepherd, and then laughed when Shadow panted with exhaustion, but didn’t move. He turned and pointed his hand at the white haired man, and motioned for him to move. 

The tall man never flinched. He stood rock steady, with eyes only for Lia. “Police are on the way, Lia-girl, hang on.”

Karma padded to Shadow, impressed he’d try to help despite his hurts. She nuzzled his cheek and this time Shadow didn’t object. She smelled salt and tasted copper where blood stained his muzzle. She spun into a head up, teeth bared defensive pose, all sixteen pounds ready to protect the spent black shepherd from the bad man. But she didn’t have to. 

With one final lunge, Dolly’s tether snapped. Derek screamed.

​​​​
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LIA CRADLED HER INJURED wrist and peered through the cracked glass of the office window to watch the beehive of police activity. Grandfather stood just outside the door, conferring with a man in plain clothes. One of the police cars pulled away with sirens blasting, carting Derek to the hospital. An ambulance waited to carry her away, but so far, Lia managed to put them off. She needed to see to the animals first. If the world would stop spinning.

She squeezed shut her eyes, but that made the vertigo worse. The final moments in the kennel were a blur. Dolly’s attack proved to be more sound and fury than substance, typical of many dog fights, and ended as soon as it began. The mother dog clamped her jaws onto Derek’s arm, and hadn’t let go even when he screamed and dropped the gun. Grandfather collected it, and she’d been amazed when Grandfather knew enough to issue a stern, “Off!” that shooed Dolly away from the cowering man. 

He’d locked Derek in a kennel, and Dolly stood guard  still wearing the bloody lariat that the black shepherd had gnawed through. Just as she imagined. She’d puzzle over that later.

Grandfather had tried to keep Lia still until the EMTs arrived, but couldn’t stop her from staggering down the aisle to reach Karma. Once satisfied the puppy was safe, she shut Karma and the shepherd together in their kennel and locked Dolly’s kennel gate. The shepherd, very weak from his injuries, fell into a shuddering, dream-filled sleep. The police arrived posthaste, and a detective soon thereafter.
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