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​​​Chapter One: KAI
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Kai sniffed the hummock of dried manure, tail wagging as she relished the horsey aroma. Not fresh enough to indulge in a snack but well ripened for her next-favorite scent indulgence. She drove one shoulder to the ground, wriggling and grinding atop the mound. The dried dung fragmented as she writhed back and forth, all four paws to the sky, covering her short brown and white fur in delightful canine cologne.

Kai bounded to her feet and shook hard. Some moist portions stuck to fur on each cheek and shoulder, but the rest scattered in the hot breeze. She licked her lips and nose, to better collect the pungent remnants, as she enjoyed the indulgence. The horse paddock never failed to deliver delightful surprises.

Kai had slipped out of the fenced backyard early this morning, through the tiny excavation hidden by a wilting cascade of honeysuckle vines. Kai didn’t know or care what people called the plants, only that bees loved the flowers, and buzzing kept people from discovering her escape route.

Not that the people in the house spent much time with her, besides filling her bowls. Sometimes, she played keep-away with the empty dish, just so the man would stay a bit longer, maybe touch Kai for just a moment. Sigh. A dog got lonely with nothing to do.

Kai tried barking, and sometimes even howling, hoping someone would spend time in the yard—if only to rest in one of the patio chairs while she sat nearby.

When nobody came, she began digging, and pocked the yard. That led to shrieks of bad dog, mostly from the woman. The woman liked the even green of the yard and the masses of flowers organized in regimented jumbles. Kai quickly learned what brought a person into the yard. Even yells of bad dog felt better than the emptiness of nobody there.

After spending much time in the fenced yard, Kai learned to silence her lonely cries, and that if she hid excavations behind the woman’s flowers, holes got overlooked. Oh joy! The enticing adventures beyond the confines of the fence gave Kai the excitement her starved affections craved.

On the other side of the fence Kai met many other people. She visited horse friends in the paddock, and watched, enthralled, when people climbed atop the horses to ride around. She followed them, watching with curious excitement when they opened and closed fence gates, stacked straw bales, and sometimes traded horse rides for mounting noisy machines that mowed grassy fields.

Sometimes Lia, the girl with long yellow hair, spent time with Kai. Sometimes the people in the paddock shared lunches with Kai and taught her to do tricks for treats. They patted her brown rump or scratched her white chest. She’d wag so hard, she would nearly fall over. Kai wished one of the lunch-sharing people might stay with her all the time. She really liked what one of the men called sammiches. So Kai sneaked out as often as she could, yearning for the kind words and gentle touches.

Every time the tricks and sammich treats ended, though, people always led Kai back to the fenced yard. If the woman who lived there saw, she yelled bad dog, and the man who fed Kai made a sad face. That’s how Kai understood she disappointed them. She whimpered at the thought. Kai wished she knew how to please them so they wouldn’t call her bad dog. Kai wasn’t sure what the words meant, only that the hurtful emotion behind the words made her tummy feel awful.

But for now, she forgot about shouted words that hurt her tummy. As the wonderful bouquet of horse poop enveloped her, Kai stood tall, ears pricked and tail gaily waving.

“Kai? Where is that dog? Bet it got out of the fence again.”

The woman called again. Her voice made Kai’s ears flatten to her head, and she tucked her tail, anticipating the bad-feeling words again. But without hesitation, Kai obeyed the summons.

She raced back to the corner of the fenced yard and dove into the hidden opening of the tunnel. Kai wriggled through and poked just her face out of the shielding greenery to better judge the woman’s mood.

The woman walked across the stone patio, hands on hips, glaring first one way then the other. White-blond hair crowned her head, and a long flowing silky robe swished around her thin body, brushing the grass. Her nose wrinkled when she saw disrupted dirt and an uprooted rosebush.

“Stupid dog! I try to be nice and adopt Lia’s strays. Should have known better. Probably why your owner dumped you at her kennel and never came back. Dumb thing always digging my flowers, escaping to chase the horses, or...”

Kai knew better than to touch the flowers. Time after time Kai protected the flowers and chased away the over-sized pill-bug armadillo. But the creature still found a way to plow plants into ruins, and Kai got the blame.

If she came out now, the woman would scold and yell. She might even chuck something at Kai. Her aim never connected, but it made Kai feel even worse when she had to dodge objects.

Not like when Lia tossed toys for her to chase, not like that at all.

Kai yawned and stifled a concurrent whine of nerves. She decided to wait until the lady turned her back before creeping out. Sometimes Kai napped hidden away, so maybe the woman wouldn’t figure out she’d left the yard. You could often fool people when they noticed only what they could see. Kai had learned people couldn’t hear or smell all the details of the world around them. Sometimes she felt sorry for them.

The woman muttered, bending to gingerly retrieve the fallen rosebush. Quickly, Kai raced out of hiding, staying low to the ground. She whipped her tail side to side, smiled wide and licked her lips to show no threat. When Kai reached the lady’s side, she threw herself on her back, baring her tummy to declare the woman’s exalted status.

Kai’s tainted fur rubbed against the woman’s silky clothing.

The woman spun away, gasping in shock. “What an awful smell. What did you do? Get away from me, you nasty creature!” Her hands waved at Kai, the knuckles of one clipping Kai’s jaw.

Yelping, Kai bounded upright, putting distance between herself and the windmill flailing. She looked around for escape.

The patio door stood ajar. Kai kicked up grass in her frantic race away. Paws galloped from the back yard, through the doorway, and into the coolness of the house. She’d been much younger the last time her paws touched indoor comfort—but they remembered and pelted down a narrow hallway to find a pale carpeted stairway.

Kai raced up to the second floor. Lia’s scent lingered in the hallway. Kai followed to where Lia-scent smelled strongest, then she dove under the bed, shivering. She waited for whatever would happen next. Something horrible, probably.

A cat meerowed, startling her. Kai squinted and met the golden eyes of the creature sharing the crawl space. More than once, the housecat had slipped out into the backyard—the place that belonged to Kai—and she’d been happy to welcome the big gray and white feline until the woman came and carried Pippo the kitty away.

This place belonged to the cat, not to Kai, so she flinched away and averted her eyes. The harness Pippo wore smelled like the shrieking woman downstairs.

The creature stretched his neck, sniffing tentatively, and Kai’s tail thumped with relief as she returned the nose-to-nose touch greeting. The cat rumbled with an odd sound, and moved closer, pushing against Kai’s side in a comforting snuggle.

Downstairs, the woman yelled. “Dub Corazon, get rid of that dump dog; get it out of my house, my yard, and my life, or I’ll shoot the stinky thing myself!”
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Kai loved car rides. She sat in the back seat of the worker’s truck, poking her nose out the window as they drove away from the big house. She’d never had an adventure friend before. Kai’s hackles rose; skin tingled with excited anticipation. What would happen? Maybe sammiches?

They slowed and turned off the smooth pavement, then bumped along a gravel drive. Kai barked, tail beating against the seat back. The driver pulled up next to a small wooden building and parked. He sighed, leaving the truck running, and turned halfway around in the seat. “Sorry, pup. But Mrs. Corazon wants you gone, and I already took in my limit of her unwanted critters.”

The man climbed out of the driver’s seat, and opened the rear door, leaving it wide as he grabbed the looped leash that encircled Kai’s neck. “I ain’t no dog killer, though, no matter what her majesty expects. This’ll have to do.”

He tugged on the leash. Kai didn’t understand the words, but enjoyed the nice man’s tone, free of angry emotion. Maybe he’d have a sammich? Kai happily leaped from the truck and sniffed the air. She detected water nearby, with an interesting scent of decay. Tail wags increased.

Gentle hands pulled off the leash. The man started to remove her collar, but Kai backed away to shake herself, hard. She waited, not sure what to do. Kai wanted to investigate the area but worried the man’s nice tone might change to yells of bad dog if she moved.

“It’s okay, pup. Hang out here for a couple hours until the kids and their folks show up to pick out their perfect Halloween pumpkin.” He reached in a paper bag, took out a sammich and broke off a piece with stinky cheese, oh joy! “Find a big ol’ pumpkin to sit beside. You already got a pretty little husky-looking face. So put on the cute, and betcha you’ll find a great new home in no time. Okay?” He turned to close the rear door, then jumped back in surprise. “Where’d you come from? Oh crap, Pippo, not again!”

The gray and white cat hopped down, easily dodging the man’s clutching hands and sped off across the field. Kai barked with excitement. She grabbed the rest of the sammich treat, swallowed it in two gulps, then ran after Pippo, eager for a new adventure.
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​​​Chapter Two: SEPTEMBER
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September Day pulled into the gravel lot of the pumpkin patch. As she shoved the car into park, a large extended-cab truck kicked up gravel as it accelerated out, nearly clipping her bumper. She shut off the engine and twisted in her seat to watch it disappear, noting the motorcycle loaded haphazardly in the truck’s bed.

“Yikes! How rude.” She laughed as the big black German Shepherd muttered his own rude commentary from the back seat. Shadow couldn’t contain his excitement.

The owners had already tricked out the field in full Halloween regalia, and September hoped all that noise wouldn’t make her job harder. She had perhaps an hour before the place swarmed with youngsters and parents searching for their perfect pumpkin to carve into jack-o’-lantern magic—an hour to find Lia’s missing cat, Pippo. That’d be a stretch, in all this open space.

She hated to disappoint Shadow, but this search belonged to another. From his carrier in the rear of the vehicle, Macy meowed his own comments. She’d trained the Maine Coon to track missing felines, since he had less chance of scaring the lost kitties into flight.

“Sorry, baby dog, you’ll get another chance later.”

Weird how Lia’s missing cat ended up out here. The young woman spent Monday through Friday at the police training academy in Dallas. She kept her trained police dog, Magic, with her, and left Pippo with her grandparents. Now, Pippo had gone AWOL.

“Why’d it become my problem?” She asked the rhetorical question to the wind.

Mrs. Corazon called to ask for—no, to demand—help. September acquiesced, partly to give Macy the opportunity to track again; it had been months since he’d enjoyed the challenge of an outing. Shadow also needed something to stem his boredom, and he’d happily seek out the feline miscreant should Macy miss the mark.

Hopefully, the longhaired cat remained in this jumbled field. She saw pumpkins everywhere, bales of straw, cornfields nearby, and a veritable maze for a small cat to hide.

Mrs. Corazon blamed a worker for letting the gray and white kitty out. More likely, Cornelia herself left a door or window open and somehow the cat had hitched a ride in the worker’s truck. Pippo routinely escaped, adept at opening doors and sneaking out. The worker admitted seeing Pippo dash away while out here to prep for the afternoon crowd.

To her credit, Cornelia’s upset feelings went above and beyond disappointing her granddaughter; she was sincerely worried about Pippo. September smiled. Even sour dispositions sweetened when seduced by a loving feline friend. However, she feared the man would lose his job if Macy failed to find the missing cat. That must have been him, spinning gravel with his truck as she arrived. Leave it to Mrs. Corazon to blame others for dropping the ball. Or in this case, the cat.

She hadn’t planned to spend Friday afternoon like this. But Lia was a friend. A dear friend, who’d saved her life—and vice versa. Mrs. Corazon wanted her to retrieve the missing cat and never reveal anything to Lia. But nothing Cornelia Corazon offered to persuade her would make her lie.

The Corazon spread numbered in the hundreds of acres, mostly dedicated to the champion cutting horses they raised. Over the years, they’d added cattle and, in a nod to Cornelia’s ambition to play generous benefactor to the community, a pumpkin patch, hayride, massive Texas-shaped cornfield maze, and Halloween bonfire to the fall festivities. It culminated in an extravagant masquerade party at the estate house Halloween night. September had never attended and had no desire to mix with the social scene of Heartland, Texas. She’d had enough notoriety in her life.

September pulled her long dark hair into a ponytail, grabbed the small baby blanket Pippo used as a bed, and stepped out of the car. Shadow woofed with anticipation, his black ears perked forward with interest. “Need you to wait, baby dog. This is a job for Macy.”

He yawned, whining noisily as his jaws cracked wide. September grinned, understanding his frustration. They’d had blissfully quiet weeks at the lake house with the Paladin team as they planned their future. While a lovely break for the humans, Shadow needed more to keep him engaged and happy. Stalking the banks of the lake after careless frogs only went so far.

The dry rustle of a spent cornfield bordered the area, and September guessed it made up a portion of the maze. The whole field, about three acres worth, contained hundreds of pumpkins in various shapes and sizes.

The broad leaves and vines had withered and died, leaving only the orange bounty scattered across the field. She scanned the area, taking in the rustic looking shed crouched at one corner of the property, with an artistically lettered sign inviting customers to weigh their pumpkin on the old-fashioned scale, and pay inside.

“We’ll start there, Macy.” September walked around to open the rear door and unzipped the cat carrier. September cradled the big cat close, snuggling her face into the coffee-colored fur that so closely matched her own hair. “What do you say, Macy? Want to play seek?”

In the backseat, Shadow’s whine turned into an imploring yelp. He twisted to stare at September, his brown eyes meeting her green ones, willing her to change her mind. “Patience, baby dog. You may get your chance later.” She owed him some one-on-one playtime. Maybe a game of his current favorite, hose tag.

Macy already wore his harness, so cradling the big eighteen-pound cat in one arm, September shut the hatchback and strode toward the outbuilding. That was the likeliest place for Pippo to take cover. If that proved unsuccessful, they’d check several other options in the field. Tipped over wooden wagons, and stacked bales of hay offered artistic displays of already-carved jack-o’-lanterns, ready and willing to provide inspiration to any who cared to look.

Cats liked hiding spots. They also liked high places. While Lia’s cat had been around dogs, in this situation, Shadow’s unexpected presence could easily spook Pippo, even though they’d briefly lived together. That was back when Lia called the kitten Gizmo, then somewhere along the line the Pippo nickname stuck. September didn’t need the agile feline taking off across the pumpkin patch and disappearing into the ocean of corn.

September secured the leash on the cat’s harness, then set Macy on the dusty ground and offered the blanket for a close-up sniff. The Maine Coon’s tufted ears twitched, and he delicately examined the blanket, paying special attention to one area. He turned and padded directly toward the small building, keeping his head high and making no apparent effort to scent the ground the way a dog might. Thankfully, Pippo disappeared less than an hour ago, so the trail remained fresh.

She didn’t bother calling the cat’s name. First, Lia’s pet only knew her in passing. September wasn’t a trusted member of the family. But even if Lia had been here, chances were the cat wouldn’t have answered her, either. When stressed, fight or flight took over. And with cats, the third part of that equation—freeze—meant once the cat found a likely spot, they’d go silent and remain hidden until or unless they felt safe enough to come out.
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​​​Chapter Three: SHADOW
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Shadow watched Macy, pacing regally with plume tail held high, lead September toward the small outbuilding. He whined, then warbled deep in his throat, wanting to be a part of the excitement. He sniffed at the two-inch-wide opening of the window that allowed an intermittent breeze to gust through the car.

Reflexively he pawed the side of the window, trying to find that special place that made the clear glass scroll down, and let a good dog jump out. When it didn’t work, he whirled and moved to the other side of the car, repeating the action, woofing under his breath with frustration.

Shadow returned his attention to September’s progress, his brow furrowing with concern when she disappeared into the small building. One short sharp bark, and he again pawed at the window. He needed to be with her. That was his job.

They had spent nearly every hour together for the past several months, and Shadow relished the company. They trained together. He watched her perform odd exercises that sent her long stick whirling through the air. And together they learned and practiced all kinds of new skills. He learned even more words with the show-me game, not just scary words like gun and knife, and fire. (He really didn’t like fire. That scared him deep inside...) She also taught him fun words like hose, and phone, and keys. He really liked keys, since they almost always meant a car ride. Like today.

September made sure he remembered everything about climbing ladders or digging up hidden treasures (a buried fetch-toy, oh joy!). Everywhere they went he kept September safe when she said check it out, making sure no danger lurked to cause her hurts. She needed Shadow to chase away the scary things that haunted her when she slept, and sometimes crept into the awake-world, too. Mostly these days, just pressing against her side thwarted the hauntings. And when they shared a pillow at night, and they cuddled together...bliss! His tail waved at the thought.

Yet with all the practice, the man they lived with didn’t like September and Shadow going places alone. Either Combs, or one of the kids, always tagged along.

Shadow liked the kids well enough, but they took up too much of September’s attention. So did the man. He knew Combs cared about September, but not the same way as Shadow.

Lately, car rides didn’t include stops for a good dog to sniff, or to enjoy an adventure with his person. Well, sometimes they got to play fetch by the lake house. After weeks with no new smells or experiences, a good dog yearned for something new, something fresh.

So today, Shadow eagerly hopped in the back seat when September mentioned the hide and seek game. He loved searching for lost dogs. September always called him “good dog, what a smart baby dog” when he found the missing. The seek game meant new places to sniff and explore with his best friend, September, by his side.

But instead, she ignored his concern when she should have trusted a good dog. Nerves made his fur itch. He didn’t like this place. Not at all. Even with the windows barely open he could smell bad things, dead things, as the wind shifted.

And gunfire. He growled. That potent scent he’d never forget.

Shadow’s person and cat friend were out there alone, without a good dog to warn and protect them.

He blew out his breath and wagged with relief when September reappeared, still following Macy as the cat tugged her around the outside of the little building. Shadow’s head tipped one way, then the other, trying to make sense of the situation and what he should do next. Boredom forgotten, he savored the challenge. Experience had shown him a good dog must always be ready to defend his person. But being locked in a car frustrated that imperative.

He watched Macy hesitate at the corner of the building, sniff a place nose height on the wooden siding, then tug September around the back of the structure. Out of sight.

Shadow stuck his nose through the window crack, inhaling deeply, and whiffering it back out. Something smelled very wrong. Coppery. Pungent. Footfalls thumped closer and closer...

Thud!

With a snarl, Shadow whirled to face the other door. His ears pinned back, nostrils flared, and snarls bubbled deep in his chest.

A pair of bloody hands smeared the glass. One stretched through the two-inch gap at the top of the window, reaching for a good dog’s face.
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​​​Chapter Four: LIA
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Lia Corazon yanked open the truck door, slid behind the wheel, then slammed the door as hard as she could. She gritted her teeth, watching her fellow police academy cadets leave the area. At least, they’d let the class out an hour early, a nice change for a Friday. 

Up until this week, she had loved the training and the time spent with like-minded men and women eager to make a difference in the world. Never much of a fashionista, she even loved the clothes cadets wore: navy blue polo shirt, coyote-color 5.11 trousers—a police version of cargo pants—with polished black boots and matching belt. The white gimme hat with Police Training Academy emblazoned on the front helped keep her frizzy blond hair contained and tamed.

They’d already cycled through the academy basic instructors (BIs) and now progressed to advance instructors (AIs). They were all experts in their discipline and cut no slack, but she welcomed the challenge. Every couple of weeks, a new instructor rotated through the class. She’d learned a lot from all of them. But this week’s AI was a real piece of work.

One of the few other young women in the training class paused near Lia’s car, motioning her to lower her window. “Cool logo. You really run a kennel? What breed?”

The door of the old truck sported a now-faded dog and cat cartoon logo, surrounded by her business name, Corazon Kennels. “Boarding dogs mostly, sometimes cats. Police work’s steadier.” Lia spoke shortly, not in the mood to chitchat, and pulled off her white hat to fan herself.

“Cool. Listen, a bunch of us are heading over to Chico’s for drinks. You coming?” She quirked a grin. “Drown yer sorrows?”

Lia shook her head. She ought to make the effort, knew relationships born and nourished during training would last the rest of her career. “Another time. Gotta get my dog.”

“Bring ’em along! We’ll sit out on the patio.”

She smiled, tempted, but then shook her head. “We’re visiting kids at the hospital.” Lia picked up the rainbow-hued fright wig and red clown nose resting in the passenger seat, and beeped the nose, making a silly expression. “The kids love Magic.”

“Okay, sounds good.” The young woman leaned closer, speaking quietly. “Don’t let Drummond knock you off your stride. You’ve been rocking it, and he’s a known hard ass. Thinks it’s his job to make us miserable.” She grinned and jogged away to join the cadets jostling each other and laughing loudly. After a week of intense study and training, everyone needed the weekend off.

Lia rolled up the window and switched on the AC. The last week of October in Texas still meant uncomfortably warm temps. She fumbled in the glove box for her phone. She left it in the car to avoid distractions during class. Now she wished she had a way to document the hazing, not that Drummond would tolerate anyone filming him. Hazing remained part of the culture in many ways, especially for female cops, and those who complained clearly didn’t fit in. Anyone she might confide in, like Grandfather or, God forbid, Jeffrey Combs, would just tell her to suck it up.

She quickly checked messages as the AC did its job. Mostly spam, plus a phone message from Grammy. She made a face. “Give it up, already.”

Cornelia Corazon always got her way and couldn’t, no, refused to, understand why Lia repeatedly declined the invite to Thursday’s Halloween bash. Grammy wanted to turn it into Lia’s birthday celebration. Twenty-two years old...not like it was some kind of benchmark or anything. She kept hinting at a wonderful birthday surprise. “Like that would change everything.”

At least they were talking, after nearly a year of chilly silence between them. She’d been surprised when Grammy offered to look after her cat while Lia spent weekdays in Dallas at the academy. She figured the hired help scooped Pippo’s litter pan, not her impeccably dressed grandmother. Lia laughed out loud at the notion.

Grammy had been surprisingly tolerant of the gray and white food thief. She couldn’t seem to remember Gizmo’s name, either, and instead called him Pippo so often (probably referring to his potbelly thievery) that she’d stopped correcting Grammy. The cat frequently opened cabinets to fish out treat bags and particularly enjoyed stealing from the bread box. He even dared raid the dog’s food bowl from time to time. Lia kept a cover on her coffee cup or Pippo would stick his white paws inside. Grammy wouldn’t tolerate such antics.

She’d never seen the woman with a hair out of place. Cornelia always dressed to impress. Underneath that pleasant veneer lived a cruel, calculating person, a reality Cornelia Corazon had kept hidden from everyone. Until last summer.

Another text caught her attention. From September.

>Call me. About Pippo.

September might be the one person to understand about Detective Kincaid Drummond. Maybe she could help Lia parse out what sort of game he played. Why was September concerned about her cat? She mentally shrugged. After September’s crazy reveal about her inheritance, nothing she did surprised Lia.

Lia shoved the truck in gear and began the tricky drive back to the hotel to pick up Magic. An earlier AI had invited her to bring the Rottie/Shepherd cross to class for a demo. He’d impressed everyone. With September’s mentorship, she’d already trained Magic in a variety of skills, from tracking and protection to bomb detection. He’d make an ideal K9 partner once she graduated.

She dialed September’s number as she pulled onto the highway. It took several rings before September answered. “What’s up with Pippo?”

“Yeah, about that. Your grandmother didn’t want me to tell you, but there’s always a chance these searches don’t turn out well.” September paused, then slowly spoke. “I’m out in the pumpkin patch with Macy, doing a search. Mrs. Corazon said somebody let Pippo out. You know how he loves hitching rides in cars, and the last sighting was out here.”

Lia cursed under her breath. “Grammy promised to keep him safe. I shoulda known better.” Blinking furiously to keep tears at bay, Lia slowed the vehicle. She’d given Grammy a chance, and it could end up with Pippo losing his life. “Can you find him?”

Lia hadn’t been out to the old pumpkin patch in years, probably not since high school. She remembered an old shack where the pumpkins were weighed, hundreds of the big orange globes glistening in the field. Fields of maize one year, winter rye another, and who knows what now surrounded the whole area. No fences—not that any fence could contain Pippo—and plenty of places for a cat to get lost or eaten by wildlife. Red tail hawks, coyotes, bobcats, owls and more patrolled North Texas land and sky. The territory belonged to them more than human usurpers.

“I’ll do my best. Macy has the scent. We’re in the middle of the search now. Just finished checking the little outbuilding. He’s leading me across the field. I’ll keep you posted.” She hesitated. “So sorry, Lia. Been meaning to call and get together for your birthday. Or are you going to the party your grandmother has planned? She’s telling everyone you’ll be there for a big ol’ surprise.”

“You’ll find Pippo, I know you will. And no, I’ve no plans to attend the Halloween bash. I can’t leave Pippo there anymore, either.” Lia made a turn and stopped to wait at the light.

“Take the cat with you to the hotel. He gets along okay with Magic, doesn’t he?”

“Yes of course, they grew up together, but —”

“I’m not using the presidential suite, Lia. I changed the pet policy, and the staff knows you’re authorized to hang out as long as you want; you, Magic, and Pippo might as well use it until you finish the academy. There’s no reason to trek back and forth to Heartland, and your clientele will show up if and when you decide to reopen Corazon Kennels.” September chuckled. “Lots of cops have second jobs, you know. I guess you’re loving the academy.”

Lia loved the kennel. She’d turned it into a great success with equal parts stubborn determination and blind faith things would work out. While Grandfather and Grammy set their hearts on her joining their championship horse breeding business, she’d dedicated her life to training dogs. Working Magic, and before that his police dog mother, made her believe her future lay in law enforcement. But now...

She started to share her concerns about AI Drummond’s treatment. He stared at her, said odd things with weird hidden meanings she couldn’t fathom, and belittled her every effort.

But now wasn’t the time. She tightened her jaw, shook her head, and pulled up in front of the Grand Chisholm. September, also known as Sorokin Glass, had inherited the luxury hotel, and a zillion dollars. Something like that, Lia hadn’t asked. “Academy is everything I’ve dreamed of, with all the expected challenges.” She couldn’t keep the tartness from spilling into the words.

September laughed again. “Let me get back to tracking. I can’t keep Macy standing still much longer, or he’ll totally lose interest. Don’t you worry, we’ll find your cat for you. Now go play with Magic. Do something to take your mind off things. And I’ll call you later.”

Lia nodded, although September couldn’t see. “Magic and I have a date with the kids at Heartland Hospital. I could swing by your place to pick up Pippo once we’re done.” Think positive, Lia. “Unless you tell me otherwise.” She laughed without humor. “Magic is dressing up as the cowardly lion, complete with shaggy mane, and I’ve got a clown wig and rubber nose ready to roll. The kids get a kick out of Magic. We do this drill where they say, Timmy’s down the well, send help, and he runs to fetch a nurse or doctor.” She laughed. “One time Magic fetched a biker guy waiting for a friend in the ER.”

She had to put on a good face for the kids. The visit lifted the spirits of Lia and the staff as much as the children. What started as a lark turned into something more. Magic had decided he loved kids. Not only could he sniff out bombs, capture and hold the bad guy, but he could lick away tears, and coax laughter from children going through the worst they could imagine.

Compared to a lost house kitty trying to dodge coyotes, and innocent kids navigating scary hospital procedures, her own angst over AI Kincaid Drummond counted as next to nothing.
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​​​Chapter Five: SEPTEMBER
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September pocketed the phone and prayed she’d soon have good news for Lia. The long lead connected to the back of Macy’s harness stretched taut. September’s footfalls increased, trying to keep pace with the big cat’s accelerating stride. She kept her eyes on her feet, trying to navigate the uneven ground and clods of dirt between the furrows in the field, as Macy weaved between the jumble of pumpkins. September didn’t want to slow the cat’s pace, but now and then she had to gently guide him away from ducking beneath dried vines and stems that would tangle the tether.

She shifted the straps of the portable cat carrier on her back. If successful, she had a secure place to contain the missing feline.

The small building had been a bust. She’d encouraged Macy to check out all of the cubbyholes at ground level, and he’d conducted due diligence emerging with whiskers coated in spiderwebs and dust, but no sign of Pippo. Without urging, Macy had leaped on top of the stacked square bales, to investigate potential scent there as well.

September wondered, not for the first time, if Macy might be more interested in sniffing out vermin, never mind that the cat ate well and had no need for mousy sustenance. Hunger didn’t trigger the feline hunting urge, and there were no guarantees he wouldn’t become distracted. From time to time, he brought her a gift—lizard, bird, mouse. He rarely ate them.

She’d been hopeful when Macy spent an inordinate amount of time in one area. Upon further examination, she could see the scooped-out place in the straw looked like a cat-size bed, complete with a few telltale wisps of gray and white fur. Likely the cat—or a cat—had been here not long ago. Something had spooked the cat from this comfortable retreat, possibly September’s own vehicle. So when Macy immediately hopped down and tugged September to the back exit of the wooden structure, she felt encouraged they followed the right track.

September expected Macy to head to the old-fashioned wagon halfway across the field. When he instead took a sudden turn toward the tank on the other side of the field, September worried. Had the feline taken flight from something more threatening than her car’s arrival? You’d expect a fearful feline to go to ground. Striking out across the field felt more like a run for his life.

Almost as if summoned, a single coyote voice sang out, quickly followed by a half-dozen others, creating a spooky lament. September wrinkled her nose and debated cutting short the search. She couldn’t risk Macy. With coyotes so near, she feared the worst had already happened to Pippo. Carried away in the jaws of the hunter—she shivered.

Behind her, Shadow raised his voice to join the howling sing-along. That surprised her. He rarely reacted to coyotes, and he sounded much more upset than he should. She smothered a half smile. His frustration over being left behind must have tipped him over the edge.

By the sound of the snarls and yipping cacophony, the coyotes had found their dinner. The sound faded into the distance as the group raced away.

Keeping a wary eye out and her ears pricked for their return, September proceeded but cut the distance between herself and Macy in half. She pulled her 9mm semiautomatic pistol from the holster beneath her sleeveless red blouse. She now carried her weapon everywhere. In Texas, you needed no license for open carry, as long as you met the other restrictions, but Combs wanted her to go the extra steps for a license to carry a concealed weapon. With her history, she needed every precaution available to protect herself, and those she loved. September would defend Macy without hesitation. Sure, coyotes had a right to live, and they were ubiquitous in this part of the country. As long as they kept their distance, she’d do the same.

Macy increased his pace, leaping and bounding ahead. September broke into half trot, as they drew closer to the cattle tank, little more than a glorified manmade pond. She supposed the hot afternoon prompted Pippo to seek water. If hungry, he could ambush other critters there, too. Tall grass and towering reeds surrounded the perimeter of the shallow basin of water.

On one side of the tank, the spraddling bois d’arc tree held court, its thorny branches holding dozens of long-legged snow-white birds. Below, an equal number of egrets lay prostrate on the ground, several floating dead in shallow water like rose petals shattered by a storm.

With a gasp, September stopped in her tracks. Macy meowed and looked back over his shoulder, clearly questioning why she refused to move. She gathered up the slack in the lead and scooped him into her arms. Slowly she walked closer to the tank, taking in the heartbreaking scene.

Not only cattle egrets, but also several sick or dying ducks floundered in the shallow water. Ducks started migrating in late August, but it sometimes lasted through October. These birds must’ve been stragglers of the flock, perhaps weaker or younger. But September saw egrets year-round. Something bad had happened to the birds.

From across the pond, a flash of motion caught her attention. A large coyote, pelt thick and shining with health, boldly gazed at her with one of the dead egrets clamped in its mouth.

“Go on! Get out of here.” Macy struggled a bit, and she tightened her grip, fingers hooked in his harness, fearful to risk waving an arm to speed the creature away.

It stared back, locking eyes with her for another fifteen seconds, not even an ear flick acknowledging any concern, before calmly turning and bounding into the field of shriveled corn. September shuddered. Pippo might have been attracted by the bounty of birds and carried away by marauding predators taking advantage.

September turned to go. She wouldn’t risk further exposing Macy to whatever had killed these birds. Shadow’s barks, sounding more and more harried, continued from the car. “Let’s go, Macy, we can’t always make things turn out the way we want.” She hugged the Maine Coon.

A meow sounded, higher pitched and more plaintive than Macy had ever sounded. It came from the direction of the witchy bois d’arc tree.

September knelt on the ground to set Macy on the grass, making sure to press her knee hard atop of the lead to keep the cat in place. She shrugged off the portable cat carrier and rummaged inside to pull out a stake and small hammer; she jammed the stake into the dry ground until only the eye hook remained visible. Then she secured Macy to the tether so that he would not be tempted to follow her. “Chill, Macy-cat, stay here. Paws crossed I can collect Pippo and we’ll go home.”

She searched inside the bag again and found a paper plate, along with a tube of Macy’s favorite soft treat. September smeared a healthy sample onto the plate. Bribes were legal in recovering lost cats. And Macy had payment due.

“Good job, Macy. You tracked ’em down.” She left the plate with him, and he immediately hunkered down to lap up every bit.

September trotted toward the bois d’arc, glad she’d worn high top boots and heavy jeans despite the warm weather. She took care not to turn an ankle on the dozens of horse apples littering the ground beneath the tree. She remembered harvesting springy sapling branches, as kids, and sticking small rotting horse apples on the end to fling far away. Once, her brother Mark caught one in the face and nursed a black eye for a week. The memory made her wonder where Mark was, and hoped he was doing well....

The missing cat clung to the crotch of the tree’s lowest branch, just above a large hollowed out space in the trunk. Pippo wore a tattered harness that was entangled in the thorns of a smaller branch. She guessed the cat had dashed up the tree and got caught.

At least Pippo couldn’t run away. She smeared more of the Churu treat on a new paper plate to offer the cat. Churu tempted even the most discriminating feline palate. September hoped that it might calm him long enough for her to unhook him from the tree and get loaded into the carrier. Lia better get Pippo checked by the vet after the exposure to these dead animals.

September would have to notify the Corazons about the bird die off, too. Fortunately, they kept their horses and cattle pastured elsewhere. The birds must have been attracted to the water. Sick birds did strange things.

September took slow, quiet steps, pointedly keeping eyes averted. Eye contact and hard stares escalated fear, which easily transformed into aggression. She didn’t want Pippo any more frightened, nor did she want to get bitten. She gave a quick glance back at Macy. He’d finished his treat, and now concentrated on spiffing himself up, licking debris away from nose to tail.

The ground squelched beneath her shoes. The soil was soggy several feet from the tank itself—probably why the tree survived despite the hollow trunk and broken-down limbs.

“Here you are Pippo, let’s get you home.” She murmured softly, in a high-pitched baby talk cadence cats responded to best. She held the paper plate closer, and the frightened cat sniffed but turned away. Fear trumped appetite even from a favorite. September’s brow furrowed when she saw the cat’s white front paws stained red. A possible injury?

A low, guttural yowl came from behind her. Macy! She whirled.

The big Maine Coon paced with herky-jerky gait at the length of the tether. His mouth opened in shallow panting breaths. Macy fell over.

“Damn! Hold on Macy.” His heart. But he’d been doing so well, he loved these outings...Had she just killed her boy?

Quickly, September grabbed Pippo’s harness, grateful he froze. She yanked and tugged to break free the thorny limb that trapped the animal, slicing her fingers on the thorns in the process.

She’d cut the strap; then she’d rush both cats to see Doc Eugene. No time to waste. She stooped to reach the knife sheathed at her ankle, bringing her face level with the opening in the trunk of the tree.

A dead man’s face, battered and bloodied, stared back.
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​​​Chapter Six: SHADOW
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The boy’s fingers clawed at the window leaving bloody smears on the glass. Shadow snarled and redoubled his barking, then subsided when he recognized the boy’s fear. The child meant him no harm. He tentatively stretched his neck to sniff the bloodied hand.

“Help! Anybody? Aw, there’s nobody there.” He craned to look over his shoulder, fingers still reaching through the small opening in the window.

Slashes on the palm of the hand bled freely, and so did the boy’s other forearm. He held one fisted hand hard against his middle, as if a deep hurt burned inside.

Shadow recognized the plea for help. The boy smelled of blood and rotten water, pee and terror. Shadow whined deep in his throat, licked his lips, and nose-touched the child’s fingers. He wished September was here.
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