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Chapter One: Jared
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HAPPY EVER AFTER STALKED his nightmares.

Jared’s alarm woke him with a start, his eyes snapping open. He groaned, and pressed both hands to his eyes, rubbing to relieve the sandy feeling. Three hours sleep, better than nothing, and only four hours yesterday. The intermittent nightmares, or worse—dreams of the good ol’ days, when a nap led to horror—left him in a constant state of sleep deprivation. And remorse.

The clock on his phone blinked, and chimed again, the third snooze warning designed to get his butt moving. He canceled the alarm and rolled out of bed—no need to dress, he still wore the dingy tee-shirt and jeans from yesterday—then grabbed a potent energy drink from the mini-fridge. He couldn’t stand coffee, so Red Bull kept him vertical.

These days, Jared juggled three jobs: construction during the day, call center at night, and odd jobs in between, all designed to keep him busy and away from the third-rate motel room he had generously called home for the past year. When their world blew up over a year ago, Lannie blamed him. Hell, he blamed himself. She’d stayed three months after the tragedy, longer than he expected, before bailing, and he deserved every terrible thing she’d said when she left. Now, the only times he heard from her were the monthly reports she forwarded from the police: “No news.”

His fault. He’d taken their nice life for granted. He’d made a fine living in construction while Lannie worked part time as a substitute teacher. She planned to go back full time once Alana got older. 

He worked hard, deserved nights out with his friends, and he’d resented Lannie’s insistence on “family time.” To placate her, he planned a camping vacation on the mainland at a budget locale. He convinced Lannie they’d save money they could later put toward something more important. He, Jared, had done all that.

He’d even agreed to watch Alana when his wife needed a few extra minutes before joining them on the perfect vacation outing: fishing. Lannie wasn’t a fan, but his daughter couldn’t wait to drop a line into the cool green Colorado lake, so very different than the sapphire ocean at home. A good kid, she followed the simple rules he and Lannie established. She had even hugged him that morning, excited to go fishing with her papa. He wanted to rent a boat, but Lannie argued for shoreline safety, since Alana had yet to learn how to swim. They set up in a shady spot, Alana with her bandanna-wearing kangaroo toy holding its own fishing pole. She even baited her own hook without making a face. Alana caught a sunfish, too small to keep. But oh, was she excited. Called it a “sunny fish” and happily released it so the fish family could “live happy ever after...” Jared’s throat ached at the memory.

Ever after...ever after...

He’d only dozed briefly—vacation time, you could do that, right?—mere moments asleep, couldn’t have been longer than fifteen minutes tops. Jared woke to Lannie’s strident voice calling for their missing daughter...gone, disappeared.

The toy kangaroo floated nearby.

Days, weeks, and months followed, filled with regrets and recriminations. The police dragged the lake but found no trace of his sweet Alana. God help him, he’d come to accept that Alana had drowned, probably never to be found.

But not Lannie. She quit her job, stayed here to hound the police, and him. He couldn’t leave, either, stuck in his own personal kehena. He ached to find their daughter, and he’d tried, oh how he’d tried. And failed. Over and over.

Jared lived with that failure, knew he deserved every bit of the misery he’d earned. Once he saved enough, he’d go back where he belonged. To the islands. And try to forget the nightmare of losing his happy ever after.

The phone buzzed again. He’d shut off the alarm, at least he thought he had, but lack of sleep sometimes played tricks on his memory. Jared took another slug of the energy drink and checked the phone. A text.

>Have your daughter. Call me.

He set the drink down, brows lowered to thunderous levels, studying the number. This wasn’t the first fraudulent claim they’d got. What kind of monsters preyed on the pain and suffering of families of missing kids? After the third extortion attempt, he’d blocked incoming unknown callers, and later changed his phone number. 

Jared knew his daughter died that day at the lake. The finest, best parts of him died that day, too. After months of suffocating sadness, sudden black rage welled. He’d find a way to make the creature at the other end pay for this horrible pain.

He stabbed the numbers into his phone, grinding his teeth as he waited for the connection to go through. Jared didn’t wait for an acknowledgment. He spewed venom into the phone, screaming so loudly his neighbor in the adjoining motel room banged on the wall. Finally, he stopped, panting, surprised the person hadn’t disconnected.

“Feel better?” The husky voice, chuckling after the brief words, brought additional heat to Jared’s cheeks. Before he could answer, the woman cut him off. “Oh, the offer’s for real. I have your Alana, only a little the worse for wear. The real question, do you want her back? And at what price?” She laughed again. “How about $25,000. Say ‘yes, please’ or in thirty seconds the price goes up.”

“My daughter died. Drowned. You’d know that. How’d you get my number? Don’t waste my time.” He started to disconnect. Why had he bothered? He had to catch the bus in twenty minutes.

“Paid search services spit out unlisted numbers for a nominal fee.” She laughed. “Proof, you wanna talk to her? Price just doubled to $50K.”

He hesitated. Nobody had gone this far before. Had this crank brought a kid into the ruse?

“Papa?” The small voice trembled.

He cleared his throat, calming himself. Might be an adult play-acting, but he wouldn’t take the chance and shout at a kid. “Don’t play tricks on people, kid, that hurts them.”

“Papa?” The child’s voice whimpered. “I miss you and Mama. Please come get me, I promise I’ll be good. I wanna come home. Please, Papa...”

“Stop! My daughter drowned.” He choked on the words, fist clenched so hard on the phone he heard it crack.

“I didn’t! I followed the rules. Remember? You said stay back, even when I caught the sunny fish and had to let it go. But then you fell asleep, and that hammajang man took me...”

His mouth dropped open, gulping silently mimicking the memory of the sunny fish itself. He whispered, “Alana?” Nobody knew about the sunny fish. “What messed up man?”

The woman’s voice came back on the line. “That’s your proof, but the price just doubled because you doubted me.”

“You have her? You’ve had Alana all this time!” His legs shook, suddenly weak, and he collapsed onto the bed.

“You’ve got until the weekend to pull funds together. $100,000, cash. Small bills.”

His head spun. He blinked hard to keep himself from passing out. He didn’t have that kind of money. Had no way to raise it. “But how can I...”

“Now, $200K. Oh, and this phone number disappears as soon as I disconnect, so don’t try to call me. I’ll message you with where and how. I detect even a sniff of cops, the deal’s off. You’ll never see sweet lil’ Alana again.”

“There’s no way I can get—”

“She’s worth more, but I’m cutting you a deal. You’ll find a way to get me $250K.”

“I want my daughter! There’s no way I can raise that kind of cash...”

Another low chuckle, then, with deliberation, she gave him what he didn’t know he needed. “The Magpie will help you get her back. Look her up, she’s in Texas. I’d say she owes you at least a half-mil for pain and suffering. But I’ll give ya the friends and family discount. Wring her dry, get as much as you can from her, long as I get my $500K, you keep whatever extra. Won’t take much for a fresh start with your little darling. And no cops, or you’ll never see your kid again.” She chuckled, clearly enjoying the torture her words conjured. “Her Family destroyed yours. Time to make Sorokin Glass pay.”
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Chapter Two: September
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SEPTEMBER DAY WATCHED the sun tipping over the eastern horizon as she took deep breaths, grasping her bo staff in one hand. September made it a habit to practice early mornings to avoid the worst of the weather—triple digits were forecast this first week of August.

The bottom of the garden, ground zero of the bomb blast, offered the most open place for the daily routine that kept her limber, focused, and in shape. Across the garden, Shadow and Kinsler barked as they chased and wrestled. Best for the dogs to keep their distance. She didn’t want them encroaching too close at the wrong moment, and getting cracked with her wooden pole. Shadow knew better, but Kinsler—you never knew with that holy terrier.

She assumed the ready position, holding the long oak staff before her horizontally. September took a forward step with her right foot. Her left hand, fist clenched, rose to the side of her face while the right hand performed forward figure-eights with the staff. It made a whooshing sound whipping through the air. On the fifth figure-eight, she passed the staff behind her back to her left hand.

She looked over her left shoulder, turning the same direction in a full circle. Her right hand grabbed the staff directly above her left, and pulled the end down to briefly touch that shoulder. Left foot strode forward in a long stance as September performed a forward strike, disarming her imaginary sparring partner with the stick.

The dogs zoomed by. Kinsler carried a long stick, and Shadow pursued him to wrestle away the prize. She smiled when they played a brief game of tug. No contest, the German Shepherd won. Shadow proudly paraded the stick around the smaller dog, teasing him, whipping it around like his bear-toy. Or like one of the figure-eight forms.

“Are you trying to copy me, baby dog?” He woofed and pranced away as she continued to practice.

With a big day—weekend—ahead, she needed to finish quickly and get cleaned up. One more round should do it. She’d already packed, so a quick shower, and ... no, she’d think about that later.

September continued the familiar exercises, rapidly performing complex combinations of spins, strikes, pokes, and defensive blocks. Not a master by any means, she made up for lack of expertise with raw determination. This skill must become so ingrained that she wouldn’t need to think if called to defend herself, or others.

The six-foot oaken staff had saved her life before. And no doubt would again.
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“WILLIAM STANLEY COMBS, last warning.” When she impatiently jingled her car keys, Shadow leaned hard against her knees, telling September to chill. Macy-cat meowed hopefully from the top of the fridge, wanting the key fob laser light to click on.

“Coming.” The boy’s high-pitched voice echoed down the stairs from the upper balcony.

September took three deep, calming breaths at the dog’s pressure. Shadow always knew what to do. She stroked the dog’s face, tracing the white scar on his black cheek. She silently promised Macy a game of laser tag after the eventful weekend. 

“I can’t find my shoes. The special ones. The choreographer says we have to start practicing in jazz shoes.”

She met the dog’s eyes. “Shadow, find Willie’s shoes.” She smiled when he woofed under his breath and dashed away, thundering up the stairs. To him, the command meant a game.

“In thirty seconds, we’re leaving, barefoot or shod, your choice. And grab your breakfast from the kitchen island on your way out.” As she spoke, September strode from the stairs to the rear kitchen door of the old Victorian. The stained glass in the kitchen had been repaired, and while the added safety bars looked out of place, they were necessary for security after the wedding debacle. It would take longer than six weeks to repair the emotional damage left behind.

Macy meerowed. He owned the kitchen but let them timeshare. The Maine Coon stood, arching his back and waving his plume-like coffee-colored tail, adding a chirping reminder.

“Yes, I know, time for your second breakfast.” September quickly grabbed a quarter handful of high-protein kibble from the cat’s canister and dumped it into his high-rise bowl. Macy ate his meals on second-story territory to keep the dogs from snarfing everything. Although Shadow and Kinsler loved to tease the 18-pound cat, they acknowledged Macy as boss. With the cat’s heart condition, though, she tried to keep high energy interactions to a minimum.

She winced as Willie pelted down the stairs, followed by Shadow with one of the shoes still clutched in his mouth. At eleven years old, the boy had two speeds: “zoom” and “sleep.” Sort of like a puppy. Kinsler flew in his wake with the other shoe, wired to match the boy’s attitude.

“Close the gates. Both of them. Double check the latch, Willie, I don’t want Kinsler eating sofa cushions again.” He scowled, but didn’t complain. “You’re responsible for cleanup if your dog gets out. Don’t put that responsibility on Aunt Ethel. Your dad will take the funds out of your allowance for any damage.”

“Why can’t Kinsler come with me? It’s a script about stray dogs and cats finding their new homes.” Voice hopeful, eyebrows raised, as he grabbed his shoe from Shadow. But Kinsler tried to play keep away with his.

She rolled her eyes. “You’re supposed to act like cats and dogs, not bring in a method actor.”

Willie wrinkled his nose, not understanding the reference.

“Look it up, young thespian.” Maybe the drama teacher would explain it.

She turned to the terrier. “Drop it.” Kinsler released the shoe and wriggled with delight. “Good boy. Hurry up, Willie.” She had a long drive after dropping him off at his summer theater workshop. Aunt Ethel would pick him up and keep Willie over the weekend. “Remind Ethel y’all can stay here, if she doesn’t want to risk Kinsler at her place. Remember to turn off the water to the roses at lunch time.” Her poor roses needed a good drenching, so she’d turned on the drip irrigation system when she headed out to practice.

Usually, she’d ask Lia to babysit Willie and board his terrier. But the young woman finally jumped off her cliff-of-dreams and enrolled in the police academy in Dallas, temporarily shutting down Corazon Kennels. So when Ethel offered, September eagerly accepted. Ethel said she welcomed the distraction and fun of spending time with the boy.

Shadow nose-poked the white and tan dog. Kinsler answered, with an open-mouth invitation for their favorite bitey-face game.

They didn’t have time for that. “Off, Shadow. Clock’s ticking, we have lots to do today.” The black shepherd immediately pranced to the door.

Kinsler raced to Willie, at the last minute raising up to paw-punch with both forelegs into the boy’s chest. Willie grabbed at the counter to keep his balance. Even a small dog packed a wallop.

“What did I tell you about Kinsler jumping up?” Everything’s fun and games until someone falls and cracks their head.

“Put the behavior on command. I did. See?” Willie turned to the terrier, held both palms toward the dog and waited until Kinsler backed away. Then he patted his chest and said, “Ka-pow!” The little dog leaped forward, bounding again paws-up into the boy. “Atta boy, home run, Kinsler!”

She couldn’t help smiling. “Nice cue, Willie. But he can’t go with us, so get him settled.”

Shadow danced around, excited by the action. She sighed. At least the dogs had come to an understanding.

She pretended not to watch as Willie carefully secured the two pet gates that kept the small dog confined in the kitchen. Macy-cat could easily stay out of dog range by leaping counter-to-counter and hop over either gate. September forced herself not to double check the latches. He’d been warned.

“When’s Dad getting home?” Willie skipped to join the dogs jittering at the door. “And Melinda.”

He asked September the same thing every morning. “Your sister has another week in Dallas at her cheer-leading camp.” Melinda and two girlfriends campaigned intensively before Combs finally agreed, in part to make up for the recent disruption and angst. And also take the pressure off September having to “stepmom” alone while he spent time in rehab.

Willie grimaced. “Melinda only wanted to go to make kissy face with that new guy at camp. All the girls are crushing on Delaney.” He pronounced the name and blew a raspberry. Mostly, September knew, he missed his sister, whether he’d admit it or not.

He wasn’t wrong. Melinda looked and acted older than her age, always in a hurry to grow up—while September felt like time sped by too fast. The girl had a history of sneaking out to meet her latest crush. Combs had employed all his detective skills to vet the camp, and especially the teachers and chaperons.

“Call your dad tonight for latest updates. But I don’t think anything’s changed from two days ago.”

Combs needed extensive surgery to repair his damaged leg after the bomb attack at the wedding. He might need more, depending on how the leg healed. Combs still suffered short-term memory issues, but they all felt encouraged with his breakthrough remembering her. For a while, their future together had been iffy.

After his first surgery, Combs qualified for rehab. Running him back and forth to the Dallas location meant hours enroute, which left no time to address the latest crises in her life—learning to live with a new identity, something she’d not yet fully divulged to Combs. He’d finally agreed to stay on site for the remainder of the intensive therapy. He’d come home the day after Melinda finished her camp, in about a week.

“C’mon, Willie, stop dragging your paws.” She opened the back door, let Shadow out, then stuck out her leg to block the other dog’s escape. “Grab a treat for Kinsler. Two or three tops. And don’t forget your breakfast.” She squeezed through the door after Shadow, and pulled it shut before the smaller dog could escape.

The heat sucked the breath from her lungs. August in Texas wasn’t for weenies. September strode down the brick pathway, ducking between the several wind chimes, and paused at the stained glass window to watch inside.

Willie grabbed a couple of dog treats, and showed them to his dog. She couldn’t hear him but saw him mouth the command to sit. Kinsler planted his tail on the slate floor, wriggling with excitement. Willie showed him the treats again, broke one in half—who taught him that?—and fed a piece to the happy dog. The boy signaled wait with his palm facing the dog’s nose, and began to back toward the door. Halfway there, he snagged the paper bag with his breakfast, broke the second treat in half, and tossed all three pieces across the room. Kinsler didn’t move, he just stared at Willie, a spring ready to explode. The boy opened the door, shouted, “Find!” and exited, slamming the door.

September smiled. Good job, Willie. It took longer to teach the boy how to train than to do it herself, but he needed to know how to communicate with his own dog. Kinsler had the attention span of a gnat but worked more willingly for his boy than for her. She turned with Shadow and trotted across the drive to reach the carriage house garage, as Willie raced to catch up.

“Did you lock the door?”

“’Course I did. It still sticks. I had to slam it.” He showed her his key, then stuck it into his pocket.

She handed him her car keys. “You do the honors.”

“Ka-pow!” He grinned and raced ahead.

At the word, Shadow jumped up and gently pawed September’s chest. She laughed out loud with surprise. “Who’s been watching Kinsler’s training, huh? Okay, baby dog. Sit.” She gave the closed fist hand signal, and when he followed the command, opened her hand to pat her chest. “Ka-pow!” He rose, thumped her in the chest with both paws, then paused to slurp her face thoroughly.

September smoothed his face, waited for him to drop to her side, then took her time reaching the garage. She scanned the surrounding area for anything out of the ordinary, knowing Shadow would alert to any danger. He’d saved her more times than she could count. And while her nemesis could no longer touch her, those loyal to Kaliko Wong had ambitions to reap the rewards of the changing landscape.

With Combs occupied with doctor visits and recovery, she’d dodged detailed explanation about her newly discovered family ties. She still hadn’t figured out how to manage information that came with all kinds of potentially lethal strings attached. Combs had enough going on, hoping to get back to his career as a detective. That was another hard discussion they must face, sooner or later.

She reached the car and watched with amusement as Willie climbed from the driver’s seat to the passenger side. He’d started the SUV for her. “Thanks. Once your dad gets better, I’ll leave it to him to provide the driving lessons.”

“Bootleg turn, oh yeah!” He pumped his fist, knocking into the bag that held his breakfast.

She laughed. “Careful you don’t squish your sandwich.” She opened the rear door and signaled for Shadow to take his place. She felt safe inside the retrofitted vehicle Combs had got for her prior to their non-wedding. With protective bullet proof glass, and an engine able to outrace most vehicles, it offered insurance she hoped they wouldn’t need.

“You enjoying the theater workshop?” Combs had suggested baseball camp, something Willie had always loved, but he’d surprised them with his request. Combs worried Willie might get teased by other kids in his class. But so far, the boy seemed happy and excited by the experience. He told them people who bullied were most heinous. She wasn’t sure what slang terms kids used these days but agreed with the sentiment.

“Acting’s pretty neat. I like pretending to be other people, you know, like superheroes and stuff.” He grinned. “I’m lucky because we’re doing the Strays show and I already know how dogs and cats act. The director says I’m a natural.” He whispered. “Some of the kids don’t get it, about the dogs and cats, I mean.” He opened the sack and pulled out the sandwich.

“PB and J, thanks, September.” He munched. Just like a puppy, always ready for another meal. She pulled up to the big gate, thumbed the remote, and drove through. “You playing a superhero dog like Kinsler? Or a cat?”

“We’re still practicing. There’s music, too, and choreo. That means dance. We get to try out for our favorite parts on Monday. I wanna be the puppy character, but the chorus would be fun.” He took another bite. “Even if he’s not in the show, Kinsler’s for sure a hero dog. And so’s Shadow, of course.”

Behind them in the back seat, Shadow’s tail thumped at the mention of his name.

Willie hesitated, and added, shyly, “I like the theater. I fit in. Ya know that anything bad is just pretend, and you can pick stories with happy endings. Lots of the kids are like me, even the ones don’t understand the pet stuff. We’re all weirdos. But in a good way.”

“You’re not a weirdo, Willie.” Had somebody picked on him? Gone most heinous on Willie? A surge of protective adrenaline increased her pulse. With all the media attention surrounding their lives, it wouldn’t surprise her, but he hadn’t complained. Or mentioned anything, until now.

He shrugged and looked away.

“Well, if you’re a weirdo, then you’re my kind of superhero weirdo.” She reached over and cupped his cheek.

Willie allowed the touch for only a moment, leaned in briefly, then pulled away. He polished off the sandwich, then pulled out the banana. He spoke around a mouthful of the mush. “Hungry. And I’m a monkey.” He made monkey sounds with his mouth open.

She grimaced. “Mouth closed, monkey boy.” The kid was a bottomless pit.

Twenty minutes later, she stopped in front of the theater and waited while Willie climbed out. A couple of the kids waved through the glass door of the lobby, clearly eager to welcome him into their group. Good for him. Everybody needed to find their own special tribe. She’d struggled to find her own place for years.

And now she’d discovered her heritage, she had to reinvent herself. “Talk about learning a new role. Shadow, I should ask Willie’s director for acting help.”

Shadow leaned forward between the seats, and cold-nosed her neck.

September never imagined learning her true parentage would create even more stress and danger. As the eldest child of the founder of the Wong organization, Henry Wong’s second wife Kaliko had tried to kill her—twice. First as an infant, and most recently at her wedding. The Family ran untold numbers of illegal but profitable enterprises. Now, all that belonged to September. All the wealth, power, and risk came to her.

She hadn’t figured out how to navigate this news with Combs. He’d lost his partner, Gonzalez, his Uncle Stanley, and his mobility. She prayed his injury would heal so he didn’t lose his career. She’d lost her sister, April, and the only family she’d ever known. Refusing the inheritance risked the lives of those who mattered most: Combs. Willie and Melinda. And her friends. She’d sworn to stop future atrocities, and reverse the horrible wrongs perpetuated by her family.

Her newfound Uncle Jack created a plausible explanation for her disappearance as an infant, and sudden reemergence as the heir. He’d pulled enough from reality to make it believable and supplemented with AI-generated pictures and video that recreated her into the image of her long-dead mother. He’d already seeded the revisionist history out into the ether-world, creating rumors and legends that she must incorporate into her new reality. September had to play the part or pay the price.

The principles of the organizations met tomorrow morning, in Dallas. They would arrive from all over the country, all over the world. Her overnight bag, with her laptop, rested in the back of the car, along with her bo staff and go bag.

While Combs labored with rehab, she struggled to learn her new history. First impressions mattered. She must avoid stepping on dangerous toes while asserting her position as the new head of the Family. Whether they liked it or not, job one meant removing the worst offenders who’d crossed the line, along with those loyal to the previous head of the family.

September shoved the car into gear. She drove away from the happy theater kids ready to play their cat and dog parts. She had her own part to play.

The Magpie. Sorokin Glass. She wished to God she’d never been cast in this crazy role.
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Chapter Three: Jared
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FOR THREE DAYS, RUNNING on emotion and Red Bull, Jared did what he had to do. A quick search found the Magpie—she appeared all over the Internet in multiple searches—and where she lived: Heartland, Texas. He called, left messages, and even texted, all to no avail, so he emptied his account of its meager funds, caught a plane to DFW, and rented a car. And he worried, any delay meant losing his daughter again.

Jared drove slowly past the old Victorian house, then pulled into the empty field opposite, which had been used more than once as a parking lot. He sheltered his vehicle in a stand of evergreens.

Staying hidden, he stared at the closed green gate fronting the circle drive and worried how to get into the house proper. The cryptic message from the tutua—monster—left him no option. He must convince the Magpie to help him, and barring that, make her do the right thing. He must get Alana back.

He briefly wished he had his tools, not that the airlines would allow them, but Jared couldn’t risk breaking into the expensive home, as nice as any he’d helped build. A security fence encircled the property. And probably an alarm system inside the house.

Jared focused the camera of his phone on the front of the house, using the zoom to look closer. Motion through the front windows indicated people at home, but he couldn’t tell how many. She lived with a cop. After the tutua’s warning, he didn’t dare speak with anyone but Sorokin Glass—alone. She had all the power, all the money, the sole ability to pay the ransom and retrieve Alana from the snake’s jaws.

Motion at one side of the house startled him, as a tall slim woman strode into view. Her long dark hair, complete with the white streak, was tied in a low ponytail, and she wore casual denim capris and a sleeveless pale green top. Sorokin, the Magpie.

A large black dog, maybe a shepherd, paced by her side. Everything Jared knew about dogs—fangs, claws, snarls—frightened him. Thank goodness he hadn’t approached the house with that beast around.

Moments later, a boy a few years older than his Alana raced from the house and dashed into the garage. The woman and dog disappeared after him into the brick building.

Within moments, a large expensive-looking vehicle rolled onto the driveway and approached the gated entrance. Jared swiftly crossed the road, hugging the security fence, crouching in the scrubby overgrowth that sprouted everywhere.

The car paused, waiting for the gate to trundle open. When she turned halfway around in the driver seat, probably to address the boy, Jared sprinted closer to the gate. He took shelter in bushy saplings, and shiny three-leaf vines. As the woman’s car passed through the gate, Jared squeezed his eyes shut like a little boy pretending no one could see him if he hid his eyes. He must get inside the fortress.

The car turned onto the road, spinning tires as if late to an appointment. The gate hung wide open for a brief time. He checked if she watched for it to close, but he couldn’t tell from the distance.

Before it completely shut, he scurried through, heard it click-latch-lock closed. Jared tripped and rolled on the brick drive. He glanced over his shoulder, imagining the eyes of the big black dog staring with accusation at him through the rear window of the car, and fangs eager to rend his flesh.

Never mind don’t think, run, for Alana, my baby girl, only Alana matters... He ran, racing to reach the shelter of the buildings.

He searched for a good hiding spot. Jared followed a brick pathway between the garage and the house itself. On one side, a decorative iron gate led into an elaborate rose garden at the back of the house.

On the other side of the path, a door into the house teased Jared with possibilities. He wasn’t above breaking a window, but it could alert the cops. The heat of the August morning had already drenched his work shirt with sweat. He smelled like fear, and loss, anger and anguish...and hope. He’d do anything to leverage this woman’s help. He didn’t need to be inside the house.

The Magpie would return to roost sooner or later. He’d wait.
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Chapter Four: Noah
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THE DOG SNIFFED CAREFULLY. Cat food still clung to the bowl on the stranger’s back porch. Noah cautiously paced forward, one white paw after the other, checking out the back yard for other animals. Sometimes, places that fed cats also kept dogs.

Sized just right to snuggle on a lap, almost all outside dogs outweighed him. They wouldn’t want him trespassing. Quickly, he cleaned out the bowl then slunk away in the moonlight. The glow shined his white fur into a halo.

He’d been on his own for almost a month, ever since those big bright BOOM sounds filled the sky. After the third BOOM, he’d flung himself at the fence, again and again, until the gate sprang open. Then he ran until he could run no more and shivered under a stranger’s car until morning.

Nobody came for him. And he didn’t remember the way back. That night when BOOM lights again lit the sky, he ran some more. The third night, the sky stayed quiet. So he just found a spot to shiver and worry.

He stayed out of sight. If people caught a glimpse, they yelled or called to him, and some threw things. A few tossed food. But he worried the BOOM lights might happen again. Or that people could throw hurtful things instead of food. Noah had to be ready to run.

Finding enough food to ease the empty ache in his middle meant constant scrounging, not like when he had his own bowl. A girl—she didn’t live with him but visited sometimes—used to put nice things in his bowl. Special yummies. She didn’t have her own dog friend, and he didn’t have a girl to pat him and tickle his tummy. That’s just the way things were.

After many days spent on his own, more days than a dog had paws, he’d learned a routine and rhythm to the new life. He haunted backyards where careless cats and dogs left behind kibble. Garbage containers tempted him once or twice. Nighttime gave cover. Daytime meant baking sun, burnt paw pads, and thirst that hurt. Rare rain offered cool water, but too often brought back the terrifying BOOM lights. A dog couldn’t escape from the sky that yelled and flashed all around.

Finally, Noah sniffed out a massive place filled with water. He spent most days there, lapping the treasured wet as needed and sometimes lounging in the shallows. His long white fur turned red-brown from the mud. Noah didn’t care. It helped keep off the sun. Once, he caught a fish!

Daylight streaked the sky. Houselights flickered on as the new day began. Time to retreat.

Noah padded quickly down the sidewalk. As he ran, lights lining the car path flickered off. The sun chased them away at this time every morning. By the time cars began traveling past all the houses, Noah must disappear for the day.

He dashed across the last road to reach the grassy expanse where no houses stood. How odd... fields usually empty now housed rows of cars. Rope strung up like fences kept cars inside from straying. Did cars run away like dogs? Noah paused to sniff one of the big cars that lined up on the pavement to enter the grassy area.

Nearby, people bustled to and fro. They carried boxes, and rolled carts, setting up odd tiny tent houses with open sides and canvas roofs. Tables stood underneath with mysterious items displayed. So many people...so much noise, and turmoil. Nowhere for a shy dog to hide...

“Hey! Hey dog, where’s your owner? You can’t run loose around here. Somebody catch that dirty little guy. He’ll get trampled! Besides, the festival rules say even little dogs stay on leash.”

Noah tucked his tail, whining, and worried. He licked his lips, turned his head away. Maybe they’d understand and leave him alone.

Or would they chase him away from his favorite spot? Had someone else claimed his lake?

Scurrying into a stand of trees, Noah stayed close to the ground. He scampered from bushy clump to tree trunk, squeezing through tiny spots to stay hidden from prying people-eyes, to get to his secret hideaway and reclaim it—before the world turned even more upside down.
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Chapter Five: Ethel
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ETHEL COMBS STOOD AT the front door of the cozy ranch-style house. She waved as her niece backed the car out of the drive, honked a cheerful goodbye, and drove away. Her hand fell to her pocket, where the lone, single sock spilled out. Ethel’s smile slipped. She’d found Stan’s sock that morning.

She caught herself against the door and folded into herself onto the top steps. Arms crossed and tightened. Look at anything, don’t think about the sock, focus on anything else...

Look there...How had the garden fallen into such a state? Orangey-red blanketflowers covered everything. Poking bright faces through, yellow black-eyed Susan, purple asters, and blue balloon flowers vied for recognition in the crowded beds. Creeping phlox in white, pink, and purple carpeted the edge of each flowerbed bordering the house, a fancy apron playing dress up for guests. But thistle, creeping Charlie, henbit, and spurge, along with pernicious dandelions, ruined the beds. At least the yard looked tidy thanks to hot August weather keeping Bermuda grass in check. Stan mowed right before the wedding—

Oh God. The wedding. Stan. She buried her face in her hands.

Finally alone. No need to mask the pain, or act brave for company. The endless visitors, many of them officers Stan served alongside for years, never stopped. Everyone wanted to bring food, talk, help her do this-and-that, keep her busy, so she didn’t have to think, don’t think about Stanley... and how to go on, despite her shattered world. She smiled, thanked them, while inside the emptiness echoed in a vast black abyss. A space devoid of color. Nothing mattered. Not anymore.

Her niece, Naomi, lived an hour away, and she meant well. Without kids of their own, Ethel and Stan acted as second parents to Naomi and Jeff, and Godparents to Jeff’s kids, Willie and Melinda. She didn’t say so, but Ethel guessed Naomi lived with guilt that she’d been spared the wedding debacle when unable to attend because of the last-minute changes.

Thank God, Jeff survived. His rehab and handling the kids took all of September and Jeff’s time, with little to spare. So Ethel appreciated Naomi’s help.

But over a month of constant being looked after set Ethel’s teeth on edge. She’d always done for herself and Stan. Ethel worked as an attorney and had her own hobbies, until Stan retired, and she followed suit. These days, cast in an unfamiliar role, she had to play the expected part of brave police officer’s widow, a duty and honor Stan deserved.

They had planned for years how to spend retirement together. Instead...well, she wasn’t the only one paying the ultimate price too many police families endured.

Each new day, Ethel faced an empty chair at breakfast. Their cozy tidy home now felt cavernous, with dark shadows in every corner. She didn’t want to get up. But she couldn’t sleep, spent hours counting cracks in the ceiling Stan promised to get fixed. She wanted to doze and wake up like the silly Groundhog Day movie Stan loved and get a frigging do-over!

Ethel didn’t want to act brave anymore. Not for Naomi, or anyone else.

She didn’t have to pretend for Willie. Jeff’s son loved and missed Stan, too. He’d been a bright spot over the weeks since her loss. He had spent nearly every afternoon with her. Sometimes, kids accepted honesty more easily than adults.

She missed Stan with a deep, abiding ache. And she hated him, too, for playing the damn hero, and leaving her. She missed his bluster, his speaking too loud, his stubborn determination to always do the right thing. Missed his drinking too much beer, forgetting to take his pills, and losing his stupid socks.

Her hand clenched on the single white sock. The hole in the toe spoke to the sharp nails he hated to trim and let poke through.

A sob caught her throat. She yearned to hear his heavy tread on the hallway. Wanted those irksome multiple bathroom visits in the middle of the night, the too-loud toilet flush, and his soft apology as he slipped back in bed. Missed his horrible, awful too-strong coffee. Missed his snoring—go figure, he’d laugh at that one! And, oh God in heaven, she missed his scent—not aftershave or cologne, just clean Stanley man-smell.

She snugged his abandoned pillow to her at night to muffle her sobs and breathe in that scent. Dreamed of his rough warm hand dwarfing hers. Wanted to laugh again at his white hair sticking every-which-way after doffing his signature cowboy hat. Wanted to feel, just one more time, his strong arm around her waist as they danced to a favorite tune in the kitchen (but only when nobody was looking). He’d promised to dance with her in front of God and everyone, at the wedding reception...and he’d even kind of agreed to wear his MacThomas tartan at the Celtic Festival this weekend. She’d teased him about showing his knees, and he’d rolled his eyes at first, then said, “You know I’m a sucker for my Irish honey.”

But now... No more dancing. Or spooning. No growing older together.

Not that either of ’em were spring chicks, him in his mid sixties and she in her early fifties. He called her his trophy wife. She snorted at the thought, and glanced at her mosquito-bit swollen ankles, chubby waist, and red hair with snowy strands streaking through. He’d been forced to retire early with his bum heart. They still had years to live. Plans made.

Promises blasted away in an eye blink.

Her cell phone rang. Ethel hiccupped, sat up, and knuckled away the tears. She cleared her throat and answered with a cheery lilt. “September, on your way?”
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