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   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   “Hello! Is this the Reed Ferguson Detective Agency?”
 
   The 40-ish woman with strawberry blonde hair rushed down the hall toward me.
 
   “It is,” I said. I unlocked the office door, feeling her impatience ooze out of her.
 
   “And you’re Reed Ferguson?” she asked as she pushed past me and stood in the small waiting room. She yanked off her coat and threw it onto a couch against the wall.
 
   “I am,” I said as I followed her in and shut the door. “And you are?”
 
   “Gail Saunders.” She whirled around to face me. “I need your help! Someone kidnapped my dog and I need you to get him back.”
 
   I stared at her for a moment. Words, Reed, use your words, I thought to myself.
 
   I finally found my voice. “You want to hire me for what?”
 
   “To find my dog,” she snapped. “He’s been stolen.”
 
   “So,” I paused. “A dognapping.”
 
   “Yes!” she said. “I can’t find anyone that will help me. Oh, I’ve got to get Fuji back!”
 
   “Uh, why don’t you come sit down?” I escorted her into the inner office.
 
   “Thank you.” She slumped into a wingback chair sitting across from my desk. “I’ve been to a number of detective agencies and none of them will help me.”
 
   I blinked. Was this some kind of joke? I glanced up at my prized vintage posters of The Big Sleep and The Maltese Falcon and at my cinematic hero, Humphrey Bogart, who stared down at me from the wall. I loved film noir and detective fiction, especially the classics by Rex Stout, Raymond Chandler, and Dashiell Hammett. I’d turned that love into a career as a private eye and I’d even solved a few cases. I dreamed of being like Bogart, so cool, so suave. My gaze settled on Gail. “How did I end up like Ace Ventura, Pet Detective?” I silently asked Bogie.
 
   “I’m not sure I can help you,” I began as I moved around the desk and sat down. I laid my hands on the surface and tried for a serious pose. “A missing dog –”
 
   “No, you don’t understand,” Gail interrupted me. “Fuji isn’t just any dog. He’s a prize-winning Maltese. A show dog. He won Best of Breed at the Rocky Mountain Cluster Show.”
 
   “I see,” I said, even though I didn’t. I didn’t have a clue about dog shows.
 
   “The Rocky Mountain Cluster Show is the big show in Colorado. It’s held every year in February.” Gail contemplated me for a second. “How much do you know about show dogs?”
 
   Was I that obvious? I cleared my throat. “Not much,” I conceded.
 
   “Competitive dog showing is quite a sport,” Gail said.
 
   Okay, my knowledge wasn’t not much, it was nothing. I had no idea that showing dogs was considered a sport.
 
   “It’s really quite exhilarating,” Gail continued. “There’s the thrill of competition and the fun of seeing such beautiful and amazing dogs.”
 
   “I see,” I murmured again, even though I didn’t. I sighed. It was Tuesday, so why was it feeling so much like a Monday?
 
   “Fuji’s phenomenal.” Gail choked up. “I just can’t believe he’s gone.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “He was in the backyard. It was a nice day so I let him play outside. I usually stay with him but the phone rang. I ran inside to get it.” Gail wrung her hands.  “I was only on the phone for a minute and I didn’t think anything of it. I’ve left him outside like that before, for just a minute or two and nothing’s ever happened. When I hung up, I went back outside and he was gone. I looked all over, thinking maybe he was hiding in the bushes or in the garden, but I couldn’t find him.”
 
   “Did you hear him bark?”
 
   “No, but he’s a friendly dog and he doesn’t bark much.”
 
   “Could he have gotten out of the back yard somehow?”
 
   Gail shook her head. “No way. Because he’s a show dog and he’s valuable, we have our yard fenced, so there’s no way he could escape.”
 
   “No holes in the fence?”
 
   She shook her head again.
 
   “Excuse my ignorance,” I said. “But is it really worth hiring me to find your dog? How valuable is he?”
 
   Gail pursed her lips for a second before answering. “Fuji is worth over $200,000.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow.
 
   “You heard me right,” Gail said.
 
   “What makes a show dog so valuable?” I asked. “Breeding rights?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   I mentally patted myself on the back. The detective figures something out.
 
   “But it’s not just about that,” Gail continued. “Fuji is like family. We’re all devastated. My daughter cries herself to sleep at night. My husband can’t believe someone stole our dog.”
 
   “So how did the kid – er, dognappers take Fuji?” I mused. “Could they have come through the back gate?”
 
   “No. We have a lock on the gate and it’s bolted from the inside.”
 
   “Is there barbed wire on the fence?” I asked. “Anything to prevent a thief from hopping over the fence to snatch your dog?”
 
   “If I did that, I’d be advertising that I have something to protect,” Gail said. “And my homeowners association would never allow that.”
 
   “How high is the fence?”
 
   She shrugged. “About six feet, I guess.”
 
   “So the dognappers would’ve had to climb over the fence to get your dog.”
 
   “That’s what I think,” Gail said.
 
   I looked at Bogie on the wall and thought for a moment. “You’d likely need two people.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Picture it,” I said. “The dognapper gets into the yard and takes the dog. Then what? How does he get himself and the dog safely back over the fence? If someone were waiting, he can hand the dog off, then climb the fence. They’d be in and out in less than a minute, and if they had a car right there, they’d be gone before anyone knew the difference.”
 
   Gail nodded slowly. “That makes sense.”
 
   “Unless someone spotted them,” I said. “None of your neighbors saw anything?”
 
   “Not that I’m aware of.”
 
   “Did you talk to them?”
 
   Gail sighed. “A few of them. Some work, so they wouldn’t have been home. We’re close to the neighbors next door and the couple across the street. But none of them were home when Fuji disappeared.”
 
   “Did you call the police?”
 
   “Yes, of course.” She grew angry again. “That went nowhere.”
 
   “Why? Someone still committed a crime,” I said.
 
   “Oh, that’s true,” Gail replied, sarcasm dripping from her voice. “Since Fuji is worth so much, the crime is actually a felony. The department assigned a detective to the case, but we don’t have a suspect and there isn’t any evidence to speak of, so the detective said there isn’t anything they can do. Oh, I was so mad.”
 
   “Wouldn’t the people who took your dog need the registration papers if they were going to breed your dog?” I asked.
 
   “That’s correct. But that’s not the only reason to steal a dog. The detective said that dognappings are on the rise, especially with the economy being so bad. He said that thieves are taking dogs and then returning them for the reward money. Because of that, he advised us not to pay any money, but we had to try something to get Fuji back. So we posted flyers around the neighborhood offering a reward of a thousand dollars. We didn’t hear anything for a couple of days. And then we got this.”
 
   She pulled a note from her handbag and handed it across the desk.
 
   I read it. It was a stereotypical ransom note:
 
    
 
   Buy a new black Under Armour PTH Victory Team Duffle Bag from Sports Authority. Put $10,000 in unmarked twenties in it. Go to South Valley Park near C-470 on Wednesday. Leave the bag behind the rock outcropping on the west side of Coyote Song Trail at 9 PM and leave. We get the money, you get instructions to get your dog back. No cops or you don’t get your dog back.
 
    
 
   Wednesday. That was tomorrow night.
 
   I looked up at her. “When did you get this?”
 
   “Yesterday.”
 
   “Did you tell the detective about this?”
 
   “Of course,” Gail said. “But I’d already opened the note, so there was no way to get fingerprints, and the department doesn’t have the resources to do much beyond taking a report. My husband and I talked about what we should do, and we decided to come to hire a detective.”
 
   “How did you know about me?” It wasn’t like my detective agency was advertised all over town.
 
   “I’ve been all over,” Gail said. “I can’t find anyone who’ll help me. I heard about you from the Smiths. My parents know the Smiths and the Smiths know you.”
 
   Ah, the friend of a friend referral. The Smiths were friends with my parents and two of the Smiths’ sons lived in a condo below me.
 
   “What do you want me to do?” I asked. “I don’t have the resources that the police do. I don’t know how I could find the dognappers.”
 
   “But you could go with my husband and me to the ransom drop. Follow the dognappers and see if you can find out who stole Fuji. And help us get him back.” Her voice got louder and more exasperated with each sentence. “The Rocky Mountain Cluster Show is this weekend and we’re supposed to show Fuji. On top of everything else, if we can’t show him…” her voice trailed off.
 
   I leaned back in my chair. Go to the ransom drop. That seemed simple enough.
 
   “Obviously, we’ll be paying you for your time,” she said.
 
   I hesitated. Investigate a dognapping? Oh, my mother would be so proud…
 
   “Please, you’ve got to help us. You’re a good detective, aren’t you?”
 
   “I like to think I am,” I said.
 
   “I’d like to think so, too,” Gail glared at me. “This should be an easy job. I don’t know why all those other detectives had reservations.”
 
   I couldn’t blame them. Investigating a dognapping would not be good for my image or my résumé. But other images cropped up, such as bills piling up on my desk. And my reservations disappeared.
 
   “I’ll take the case,” I said.
 
   This time I didn’t even look at Bogie. I was afraid he’d be shaking his head at me, or snickering. Or both.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   Cold air assaulted me as I got out of my car. Not surprising since a storm was expected later in the evening and the temperature was hovering in the twenties. I had parked the 4-Runner up the road from the north end of South Valley Park, a 900-acre open space in the foothills west of Denver. Two parking lots flanked the north and south sides of the hiking trail that made a loop through the park.
 
   Yesterday Gail had signed a contract and I’d gone to her house to check out her back yard. I found nothing exciting, and no way that I could see for Fuji to escape through a hole in the fence. I tried to talk to some of the neighbors, but ringing bells and banging on doors got me nothing but bruised knuckles. No one was home.
 
   That left me to assist with the ransom drop, which was why I was here. I traipsed down South Valley Road and into the north parking lot of the park. Dusk was settling over the foothills and the lot was empty. Nobody wanted to hike in the cold February air with darkness looming. I spotted a building that housed restrooms and nearby a shelter held maps of the park.
 
   The hiking trail consisted of a loop running north and south. The ransom drop instructions told the Saunders to buy a black canvas tote bag from Sports Authority. The dognappers had specified the exact model, which was kind of strange, but maybe they knew what size bag would hold $10,000 in unmarked $20’s. Knowing the exact model might also help them to know if we’d hidden a tracing device in the bag. The Saunders were to park at the south end of the trail and access the trail from there. They were to leave the bag behind a large rock outcropping a little less than a mile up from the parking lot on Coyote Song Trail, the east trail of the loop. They would know the site by the large pine tree with a broken stump that was across the trail from the rock outcropping.
 
   I strolled up to the shelter and studied the map. I had hiked the trail this morning, scoping out the terrain. I found the rock outcropping, but I wanted to make sure I hadn’t missed anything. My plan was to spy on the drop site and intercept the dognappers as they retrieved the money. My finger traced around the loop of the trail. Another trail traversed a ridge to the east and intersected Coyote Song Trail north of the drop site, but I couldn’t imagine anyone trying to hike over the ridge in the dark, and in winter. That left getting to the rock outcropping from either of the parking lots.
 
   I checked my watch. Almost six o’clock. The Saunders were to deliver the money at nine. Once the dognappers safely retrieved the money, the Saunders would receive further instructions on where Fuji would be. I had talked my friend, Cal Whitmore, into watching the south parking lot, in case the dognappers parked there. Cal often played Watson to my Holmes, and he was in for another round. If he saw anyone hike the trail after the Saunders drove away, he would call me on my cell phone. I’d be north of the drop site, so I’d know if the dognappers came from that direction. Bases covered…now I needed to see how it played out.
 
   A breeze stirred dead leaves in the grass and chilled the air even more. I was wearing my ninja outfit: black jeans, black T-shirt, black coat and a black wool cap pulled down over my ears. I donned a pair of gloves, black of course, and tucked my head down into my coat. I strolled up the trail, past an imposing red rock formation on the north side of the trail loop.
 
   “They sure picked a great spot,” I murmured to myself as I huffed through a patch of snow to the top of a short hill. I turned right onto Coyote Song Trail.
 
   The sun vanished behind the foothills, leaving the western sky an orange glow. I started down a long hill with open fields on either side. Across the west fields, cars sped along South Valley Road. A pack of coyotes yapped in the distance. I paused and shivered, not just from the cold.
 
   Even though the park stayed open until an hour after dusk, I ran into no one. The trail took a slight jaunt and became more wooded. Ice and snow now covered parts of the trail where foliage and rocks blocked the sun’s rays. I traversed these areas carefully so I wouldn’t fall. A critter scampered off the path ahead of me and made me jump.
 
   “Be still my beating heart,” I whispered. My palms grew sweaty in my gloves. A few more minutes and I came to a short, open stretch of trail. Up ahead I spied the rock and the pine tree. Clumps of oak shrubs stood on both sides of the trail, their bare branches sticking out like skeletons in the dim light.
 
   I stopped and listened but heard only the breeze humming through the trees. I waited a few minutes and watched to make sure no one was around. Then I slowly advanced down the trail. I walked up to the rock outcropping and glanced around. No one. More tall oak shrubs grew near the rock, so I walked around to the back side of the rock, giving the brush a wide berth. I was trying to be as quiet as possible, but in the silence I sounded like a herd of deer thrashing through the foliage. My nerves were taut. If someone was hiding near the rock, I’d be a sitting duck.
 
   I trekked all the way around the rock but didn’t see the dognappers. I returned to the trail and hiked past the rock again until I came to the clump of trees on the opposite side of the trail. Earlier in the day, I had cleared out a spot behind the trees by removing the dead leaves. In the daytime, I’d be spotted in a second, but in the growing darkness it would be impossible to spot me unless someone flashed a light right at me. I sat down and waited.
 
   The sky morphed into a deep dark blue, then black. The cold crept into my bones. Something rustled in the dead leaves nearby.
 
   “Bogie wouldn’t be scared,” I thought to myself. “Be cool. It’s only an animal. A small one that doesn’t want to eat you.”
 
   I thought about Bogart. And dogs. And Bogart and dogs. A stray dog befriends Bogie in the classic film noir High Sierra. But the dog is a bad omen, bringing his owner bad luck. I hoped this canine investigation wasn’t a bad omen for me.
 
   Stars emerged and the moon, three-quarters full, crept across the night sky. I shifted periodically to keep my legs and butt from falling asleep. Time ticked by but no one appeared. My stomach growled, a roar in the stillness. I stuffed my icy hands in my coat pockets. I battled boredom. Bogie never had to do this, I thought ruefully. This is the part they cut from the films.
 
   I checked my watch in the moonlight too many times. Finally 8:45 arrived. Not long now.
 
   My toes were numb now. I gingerly got to my feet and stretched.
 
   Then I saw it. A light bobbing in the darkness. A tall man appeared over the rise from the south. He clutched a small canvas bag in his hand. I knew from the dark coat, baseball cap, and the bag that it was Gavin Saunders, Gail’s husband. He made no attempt to disguise his approach, but clomped right up to the rock formation. He shined his flashlight at the rock. Then he aimed the light all around him. I ducked down but the beam was not strong enough to illuminate me. Gavin paused, then pushed through the barren bushes and around to the back side of the rock. Leaves crackled loudly in the stillness. Then he emerged without the bag.
 
   The light bobbed away and complete darkness settled upon me again. I hadn’t realized I’d been holding my breath and I finally exhaled slowly. I rose back to my full height and watched the rock. Nothing.
 
   I wondered how long I’d been waiting when a sound stopped me short. Had another animal darted through the underbrush?
 
   I squinted at the rock outcropping. Everything was still, but I was certain I’d heard something. Then the branches moved slightly and a block of a man materialized out of the shrubs, holding the bag. He must’ve been pretty nimble on his feet, because he’d made little noise in the foliage.
 
   The man peered to the left, in the direction where Gavin had gone. The man paused a second, then gingerly crept onto the trail. He looked all around, assuring himself that Gavin had indeed left. Then he trudged headed north down the trail. As he passed by me, sounds of his heavy breathing cut through the silence. I held my own breath, praying he wouldn’t see me. But he wasn’t using a flashlight and his focus was on the trail and his gait cautious so he wouldn’t stumble.
 
   I let him get a little ways ahead and I fell in behind him. The dirt on the trail was soft, and I hoped the sounds of his walking would drown out any noise my footfalls might make.
 
   Then it happened. I hit a patch of ice and slipped, landing hard on my ass.
 
   “Oof!” My breath escaped in a loud rush.
 
   I froze for a second and then lifted my head. The man had spun around and was staring back toward me. Then he bolted.
 
   I scrambled to my feet and ran after him, all surreptitious pretenses gone. I raced along, watching him disappear through a clump of trees and shrubs. I hurried on and rounded a bend. The trail opened into the clear space. The man was at least thirty yards ahead of me. My side screamed as I continued the chase. He stumbled but it didn’t delay him enough. I charged up the hill. The man stopped at the top of the rise, a large silhouette against a silvery black skyline. Then he vanished. I dashed to the top of the slope and veered to the left, toward the parking lot.
 
   I ran pell-mell, falling headlong in a patch of snow. I shoved myself up and left the trail. Up ahead, in the parking lot, an engine roared to life. The man hurled himself into the passenger side of a dark-colored truck. The truck lurched forward, careening up the hill. It bore down on me and I leaped off to the side, sliding in more snow and ice. The truck swerved just before it reached me, peeling up clods of dirt and snow as the tires fought for traction. Then the truck made a 180, shot back onto the asphalt and tore out of the parking lot. Its headlights came on as it turned right onto South Valley Road. I cut across the parking lot, hoping I could intercept the truck as it drove along the road past the lot. I sprinted by the restroom building and tripped again. I stood up, cursing, and ran smack into another man.
 
   “Hey!” he yelled.
 
   “Out of my way.” I pushed him down.
 
   “Reed, stop! It’s me!”
 
   The truck’s red taillights disappeared in the distance. I turned and stared at Cal, who was getting to his feet.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” I wheezed at him. I bent over to catch my breath.
 
   “What are you doing?” he countered.
 
   I waved a hand into the darkness. “I was chasing the dognappers. If I could’ve got close enough, I might’ve got a license plate number.”
 
   “Oh.” Cal gazed down at me for a second, then shrugged his shoulders. “Sorry.”
 
   I straightened up. “What are you doing up here? Why aren’t you watching the south lot?”
 
   “I had to go to the bathroom,” Cal murmured sheepishly. “I didn’t want to use the port-a-potty at night, so I drove over here. But the building isn’t open. I was about to go back to my car when I saw the truck pull into the lot. I hid behind the building.”
 
   “Could you get a license plate number?”
 
   Cal shook his head. “I was trying to figure out how I could get it without being spotted when I saw someone run up to the truck and hop in. Then I saw you, only I didn’t know it was you.”
 
   “So you hid again.”
 
   “Yes,” Cal said. “I heard the truck tear out of the parking lot, and I recognized your voice so I came out.”
 
   “So we have nothing.”
 
   “It was a black truck,” Cal offered.
 
   “Okay, one clue.” I stared at a rip in one of my gloves. “Did you see anyone at the south lot?”
 
   “Nobody, other than the Saunders.”
 
   I sighed. “It doesn’t matter, since the dognappers came up this way.”
 
   “They parked up here then,” Cal said.
 
   “No, the guy couldn’t have come from this direction because I didn’t see him ’til he came out from behind the rock with the money. He must’ve been dropped off somewhere along South Valley Road between the park entrances and hiked across the field to the rock.”
 
   “What do we do now?” Cal asked.
 
   “Meet up with the Saunders,” I said. “The dognappers got their money, so they should be returning Fuji.”
 
   I had barely spoken those words when my phone rang.
 
   “What did you do?” Gail shouted hysterically at me through the phone.
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked. “I followed the dognappers and –”
 
   “They say they’re going to kill Fuji,” Gail interrupted. “They say we didn’t follow instructions and so Fuji dies.”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “At the Albertsons on Kipling,” she wailed.
 
   “I’ll be right there,” I said and closed my cell phone.
 
   “Come on,” I said to Cal.
 
   “What?”
 
   “The dognappers are threatening to kill Fuji because of me.”
 
   *****
 
   “They’re not going to hurt Fuji,” Gavin Saunders comforted Gail. “It’ll be all right.”
 
   Cal had driven me to my car and then followed me from South Valley Park to our rendezvous point in a grocery store parking lot near the park. Cal dashed off to the store restroom, while I talked with the Saunders.
 
   “They got their money. Why would they want to kill Fuji?” Gail blubbered. She paced around their Honda, wringing her hands.
 
   I looked at Gavin. His face was all sharp features and a razor-thin mustache. He was tall, gangly, and his arms flailed around like wet noodles as he paced and talked. “Tell me everything from the time you arrived at the park until now,” I said to him.
 
   Gavin paused, then draped an arm around Gail. “We parked in the south lot and I hiked to the spot I was supposed to. I left the money behind the rock just like the note said and I hiked back down the trail. Gail stayed in the car. We left right away and drove here to wait for you. About an hour after we left, they called Gail. They were furious that someone had followed them.”
 
   “He was yelling at me,” Gail sobbed. “The note said ‘No cops’. That’s what he yelled. He said we weren’t supposed to involve anyone else. I told him that he got his money so he should return Fuji and he said that he should kill the damn dog for what we did.”
 
   “So he didn’t say that he was actually going to kill Fuji,” I said.
 
   “No,” Gail huffed at me. “But he might as well have. They’re really mad now. They could do anything.”
 
   “We have to stay positive,” Gavin said. “They have the money. Surely they’ll return Fuji.”
 
   “Gavin’s right,” I said. “Give me the number they called from.”
 
   “They wouldn’t be stupid enough to use their own cell phone,” Gavin snorted.
 
   “It’s probably some kind of prepaid phone, but we have to check.” I glanced at Cal, who had returned from the bathroom, looking relieved. He was a super techo-genius, so if there was any way to find information associated with the phone number, he’d get it.
 
   Gail read the number to me and I jotted it down. She was putting her phone away when it rang.
 
   “I don’t know this number,” she said, her hand shaking as she answered.
 
   “Yes.” She paused. “Yes! That’s our dog. We’ll be right there.”
 
   “What?” Gavin bellowed as she hung up.
 
   “Someone at the Chili’s near Southwest Plaza found Fuji tied up in the parking lot,” Gail blurted. “Come on!”
 
   We raced to our cars and followed Gavin and Gail the few minutes to Southwest Plaza. As we pulled into the parking lot near the Chili’s, I spotted an elderly couple standing near a Lexus. The woman was holding Fuji, stroking his head.
 
   Gail jumped out of the car before Gavin had even stopped. As she ran up to the couple, Fuji hopped into her arms.
 
   “Oh, my sweet boy,” she cooed at him.
 
   “Where did you find him?” I asked the couple.
 
   The man pointed to a row of trees on the south side of an access road in the mall parking lot. “He was tied to one of the trees. Poor guy was scared, yipping like crazy.”
 
   “Why would someone leave him here?” the woman said. “Thank goodness the rope was short, otherwise someone might have run over him.”
 
   “Thank you!” Gail said to the couple. She hugged the woman while Fuji squirmed between them.
 
   “It’s nothing,” the lady said. “I’m just glad your number was on his tag.”
 
   “So am I,” Gavin said. He shook the man’s hand.
 
   “Did you see anyone leave him?” I asked.
 
   The couple looked at each other and shook their heads. “When we came out of the restaurant, we heard him barking, so we walked over and saw him,” the man said. “No one was around.”
 
   The Saunders thanked the couple again.
 
   “Glad to help.” The man smiled as he opened the car door for his wife, then he got in and they drove off.
 
   “I’m going to see if anyone in the restaurant noticed anything,” Cal said and walked across the road to the Chili’s.
 
   I surveyed the area. With the exception of a few cars parked in the Chili’s lot, no other cars were anywhere close to where we stood by the trees. The trees blocked the view of the restaurant parking lot. It would’ve been easy to pull up behind the trees, tie up the dog and leave without being spotted by anyone.
 
   Cal returned. “No one had any idea what I was talking about.”
 
   “A dead end,” I said. “We can check the phone number, but I doubt we’ll get anywhere with that.”
 
   “I would love to find those jerks,” Gail said. “But right now I’m just glad Fuji’s back. And believe me, we’ll be watching him like a hawk from now on.”
 
   Gavin turned to me. “Let us know if you find out anything about the phone number. I want these guys caught.”
 
   Cal and I waved as the Saunders drove off.
 
   “We’re not going to find anything with that number,” Cal said.
 
   I nodded. “You’re right, but check it anyway.”
 
   “Can I go home now?” he asked. Cal preferred being in his own home, safe with the computers he understood so well.
 
   “Yeah, thanks for helping,” I said. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”
 
   Cal grinned as he got in his car. “All’s well that ends well,” he said.
 
   Or so we thought.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   The sun shone brightly Thursday morning, but it did little to dent the frigid air. I arrived at the office at ten, and I stopped short.
 
   Three ladies stood in my waiting room, whispering to each other. One gripped the leash of a huge Mastiff, one of the few dog breeds I recognized. She was tall and thin, but had an athletic grace about her. She’d have to in order to handle her dog. The second woman was Gail, with Fuji tucked in her arms. Next to her was a plump woman who clutched a tissue that she used to dab her wide brown eyes.
 
   “Oh, dear Lord,” I murmured.
 
   “Reed, we need your help,” Gail said.
 
   “What’s going on?” I gestured for the women to follow me into my office. I pulled a couple of fold-up chairs from a closet and set them up next to the wingback chair. “Have a seat, or seats, ladies.”
 
   They each settled into chairs. The mastiff slowly slid to the floor where he promptly fell asleep. The two ladies glanced at Gail, and she stared at me.
 
   “Another dognapping?” I asked, my eyes darting to the woman with the tissue.
 
   “Yes,” Gail said.
 
   Boy, was I sharp. I leaned back in my chair, feeling a bit like the great detective Nero Wolfe. It seemed like old Wolfe always had a gaggle of people in his office while he pieced together clues and solved crimes.
 
   I pointed to the woman with the tissue. “You are?”
 
   “Belinda,” she said, sniffling. “My dog, Rosie, was taken from my yard last night. I received a ransom note this morning. They want $20,000 for her safe return.”
 
   I bit my lower lip. The ransom amount had doubled. The dognappers were getting bolder.
 
   I pulled a pad and pen from a desk drawer. “Let’s get some details,” I said. “What kind of dog do you have?”
 
   “She’s a Shih Tzu,” Belinda said.
 
   I wrote down the breed, spelling it as best I could, and mentally noting that Rosie was a small dog. That was the extent of what I knew about Shih Tzus.
 
   “How valuable is she?” I continued.
 
   “$150,000,” Belinda said.
 
   “Another valuable dog,” I said. “What time did she go missing?”
 
   “Around 5 p.m.,” Belinda said. “I came home from work and let her outside, like I always do. She usually runs around for a bit, and then I go out and get her, or sometimes she’ll bark at the back door when she wants back in.” Belinda swallowed hard. “But she never did. The phone rang and I got it. I figured she’d be wanting back in when I finished the call. She wasn’t barking so I went out to look for her. Then I panicked. I drove around the neighborhood searching for her, but I couldn’t find her.”
 
   “Do you always come home from work at the same time?” I asked.
 
   Belinda nodded. “Rosie’s in her kennel all day so I come home right after work to let her out.”
 
   “It sounds like the dognappers knew your routine.”
 
   “I hadn’t thought of that,” Belinda frowned.
 
   “One more thing,” I said. “You said the phone rang?”
 
   “Yes, right when I let Rosie out.”
 
   “I received a phone call too,” Gail said. “Right after I’d let Fuji out.”
 
   “It sounds like that’s how the dognappers distracted you,” I said. “Gail, in your case, they could’ve been watching the yard, waiting until they saw you let the dog out. Then they called you on the phone and you ran back inside.” I pointed to Belinda. “In your situation, they knew your routine and they called just as you let Rosie out. Either way, the dogs were left unattended.”
 
   “I know,” Belinda said, her lip trembling.
 
   “Who was on the phone?” I asked.
 
   “It was a woman asking if I’d complete a survey. I wasn’t going to but it was about dog food, so I did. I like organic dog food and I figured I’d let her know about how great it is.”
 
   “Sort of turning the tables on the surveyor,” Gail said.
 
   “Exactly.” Belinda looked at me. “I chatted with her for a few minutes.”
 
   “Which is what she wanted,” I said. “Keep you on the phone and away from the back yard and your dog.”
 
   Belinda blushed.
 
   “It’s okay,” I said. “So after you looked around the neighborhood, what’d you do?”
 
   “I was frantic, so I called Lisa.”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow.
 
   The woman with the Mastiff raised her hand. “I’m Lisa…Halston. Belinda and I are friends. We met at a dog show a few years back. Anyway, she called me last night and told me about Rosie running away and I was immediately suspicious.”
 
   “Why?” I asked.
 
   “Because Lisa and I are also friends,” Gail piped up. “And Lisa knew that Fuji was missing and that we’d received a ransom note.”
 
   “Hold on,” I said. Too many connections to keep track of, I thought. I wrote down Belinda knows Lisa, Lisa knows Gail on my notepad.
 
   Lisa bobbed her head emphatically. “I knew it couldn’t be coincidence. Two show dogs going missing so close to each other? No way.”
 
   “I didn’t know what to do,” Belinda took up her story again. “After talking with Lisa, I was so worried.”
 
   “Did you call the police?” I asked.
 
   “No.” Belinda shrugged. “I figured since the police weren’t able to do anything for Gail, why even bother. And I figured if it was the same people taking the dogs, I’d be receiving a ransom note soon and if that happened, I’d tell the police then. I barely slept at all. When I left the house this morning, I noticed an envelope stuck to the front door. Sure enough, it was a ransom note. I called in sick to work and then phoned Lisa.”
 
   “And after we talked, I called Gail,” Lisa said. “She told me about what happened last night, with you and the ransom money.”
 
   “And I suggested we come to you for help,” Gail said as she stroked Fuji’s back. He rested his head on her lap, oblivious to the tension thick in the room.
 
   “I see.” I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. “You do realize I didn’t succeed in catching the dognappers?”
 
   “The police won’t do anything,” Gail said. “You’re still our best hope of stopping whoever’s doing this.”
 
   “Not a resounding endorsement,” I thought.
 
   “We want you to help Belinda get her dog back,” Lisa said.
 
   “Whoever did this is going to be more careful with the money exchange,” Belinda said. “I’m going to need your help.”
 
   “And we also want you to catch whoever’s doing this,” Gail said.
 
   “It’s obvious there’s a dognapping ring operating, and they’re targeting show dogs,” Belinda sniffled.
 
   “We don’t want to see any more dogs stolen,” Gail said.
 
   “Of course,” I said.
 
   “We’ve pooled our resources and we’ve got your retainer,” Gail said as she not so subtly slid a check across the desk.
 
   I contemplated them for a moment. Three sets of eyes all begging me to help them. Throw in little Fuji staring at me with his puppy-dog eyes and I didn’t stand a chance. How could I turn them down?  
 
   I took the check and folded it up. “Okay, let’s get started.”
 
   The ladies started chattering, each with an idea of where we should start the investigation. I held up a hand for silence.
 
   I turned to Belinda. “Do you have the ransom note with you?”
 
   “Yes.” She pulled a piece of paper from her purse and gave it to me.
 
   It was similar to the one that Gail had received.
 
   “It’s stock paper,” I said. “Could’ve come from any printer.”
 
   “I didn’t think about fingerprints,” Belinda blushed. “I tore open the envelope when I got it, and we’ve all handled it.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” I said. “I doubt there were any prints on it that we could use.”
 
   I read the note. This time, the kidnappers wanted the money dropped in an alley behind a strip mall on Federal Boulevard. And based on the last sentence, they were mad. If ANYONE besides you shows up with the money, your dog is dead. I glanced up. Now those three sets of eyes worriedly stared at me.
 
   “How can you help without putting Rosie at risk?” Gail asked.
 
   “I’ll have to think about that. In the meantime, I’d like to visit your house,” I said to Belinda. “Would any of your neighbors be home?”
 
   “Shirley Baker lives across the street from me. She’s a stay-at-home mom. She’s got a daughter in kindergarten and a sixteen-month-old boy,” she said. “She might be home.”
 
   “Good,” I said. “Let’s start there.”
 
   “What do we do?” Lisa asked.
 
   “I’d call any other show dog owners you know and tell them to keep an eye on their dogs and watch for any suspicious people around their houses.”
 
   “I’ve already called a few people I know,” Gail said. “And we have a meeting with the president of the kennel club.”
 
   “Gail and I are meeting with her in an hour,” Lisa said. “The club needs to alert dog owners.”
 
   “Good.” I mentally chewed over things for a moment. “When does that dog show begin?”
 
   “It starts tomorrow afternoon,” Lisa said, “And it runs through the weekend.”
 
   “How can I get in behind the scenes?” I asked. “The dognappers might be there, looking for the next dog to take.”
 
   “You can come with me,” Gail said. “But if the dognappers are there, how will you spot them?”
 
   “I don’t know yet,” I said. “Sometimes detective work is poking around and hoping that a little luck falls your way.”
 
   “Oh,” Gail said. Belinda’s lips twisted pensively while Lisa furrowed her brows at me. I certainly wasn’t wowing them with my private eye skills.
 
   I stood up. “Belinda, I’ll follow you to your house.”
 
   “Sounds good.” She stood up. “I just want to get Rosie back safely.”
 
   “That’s what we’re going to do,” I said with more conviction that I felt.
 
   The mastiff stood up and stretched. “Come on, King,” Lisa said.
 
   I patted him on the head. “That’s a fitting name.”
 
   “His full name is Perrydale Conqueror King,” Lisa said.
 
   “That’s a mouthful,” I replied.
 
   “Show dogs are named after the kennel where the dog was born, and sometimes the name of the dogs that sired the pups. In this case, Conqueror was his father’s name,” Lisa explained. “We added King, which is what we call him most of the time.”
 
   A curious thought popped into my head. “Why did you bring him with you?”
 
   “I didn’t want anyone to take him!” Lisa said. “These people are getting more desperate. Who knows if they would decide to break into my house or yard to take King. He’s really sweet and gullible…he’d probably offer them a beer, and then they could walk him right out of the house.”
 
   I didn’t have the heart to tell her that a dognapper would be foolish to take such a big animal. Not only would they be easier to spot leaving her yard, it would cost the dognappers a ‘king’s ransom’, so to speak, to keep King in food.
 
   “Time to find a dognapper,” I said as we traipsed out of my office.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   I pulled into traffic, following Belinda’s Honda Civic as she headed west out of downtown Denver to Lakewood, the suburb where she lived. I turned down the music, grabbed my cell phone and called Cal.
 
   “Yo,” he answered. “I’ll bet you want to know about that phone number.”
 
   “You got it,” I said. I glanced in my rear view mirror. Lisa’s Suburban was behind me and I saw King’s massive head sticking out the back window. I wondered if he startled other drivers.
 
   “Negative on that,” Cal said. “The number was just activated and I can’t trace it back to anyone. It’s probably one of those cheap, pre-pay phones where you don’t have to give any information about your identity.”
 
   “I’d have been surprised if it was a good lead,” I said.
 
   “I did a search on dognappings, too. I found a couple of articles about expensive dogs that have gone missing, but the owners never received ransom notes.”
 
   “Were the dogs returned?” I asked.
 
   “No,” Cal said.
 
   “That’s interesting,” I said. “Maybe the dognappers were going to leave a ransom note, but they decided to keep the dogs.”
 
   “Sorry I couldn’t help anymore.”
 
   “Not so fast,” I said. “There’s another reason I called you.”
 
   “What?” Cal said slowly, reacting to my tone of voice.
 
   “Another dog’s been taken.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   I explained the situation, and ended with, “I need your help again.”
 
   “Help as in, help me look up something on the computer, or help as in, come with me somewhere?”
 
   “The second,” I said.
 
   “No way. Last night was plenty of action to last me quite a while, thank you.”
 
   “Come on,” I cajoled.
 
   “Nope, no way. I was your driver on your very first case. That was fun. But then you almost got me killed,” he said, referring to my latest case. “That was not fun. I was relatively safe last night as I watched the parking lot, which is saying a lot when I’m helping you. But not again.”
 
   It was true. I had gotten us into a dicey situation on my last case. And it was also true that last night had been more excitement than Cal sees in months. Getting him to help me with the Saunders’ dog had been a minor miracle. I wasn’t going to get that lucky again.
 
   “Would it help if I said I’d bring you pizza?” I tried.
 
   “Nope,” Cal said. “You’re my best friend, and I’ll hack into any computer you want, but I don’t want anything to do with danger.” Then he hung up.
 
   I held the phone for a second. Hacking into computer systems wasn’t dangerous, but going with me to a doggie ransom drop was. Go figure.
 
   ****
 
   Belinda’s ranch-style home sat on a quiet street of custom-built homes. I parked at the curb in front of her house and took a moment to survey the street. A car was parked in a driveway down the block, and a woman got out and went into the house, but otherwise the neighborhood was quiet, with no one about.
 
   I got out and was strolling up the walk when Belinda opened the front door.
 
   “Have you lived here long?” I asked as she let me in.
 
   “Yes,” Belinda said. “It’s a nice area. Why?”
 
   “Are any of your neighbors mad at you?”
 
   “Mad enough to take my dog?” she said, surprised.
 
   I shrugged. “It’s possible.”
 
   Belinda face crinkled up. “I don’t think anybody would do that.”
 
   “Just a thought,” I said as I glanced around.
 
   I stood in an entryway that opened into a small living room decorated in off-white furniture and flowery wallpaper. Pictures of a dog sat on a piano in the corner. Then I noticed another dog picture on a little half-moon table in the entryway.
 
   “That’s Rosie,” Belinda said.
 
   I picked up the picture and studied it. Rosie was sitting posed on a chair, gazing with big friendly eyes at the camera. She had a coat of long brown-and-white fur and a blue bow tied on her head.
 
   “She’s a sweet dog,” Belinda said.
 
   “I’m sure she is,” I said. I put the picture back down. “Do you live alone?
 
   “Yes. I’m divorced.”
 
   “So you’ll have to go drop the ransom money yourself.”
 
   Belinda chewed her lip nervously. “Yes.” She hesitated. “Will I be safe?”
 
   “You’ll be fine. They don’t want you, they want your money.”
 
   “Oh, sure.”
 
   “Your neighbor Shirley might be home?” I asked. “Which house is hers?”
 
   “That one.” Belinda pointed to the house directly across the street.
 
   I nodded. “I want to talk with her and see if she saw anything.”
 
   “Can I get you anything?” Belinda offered.
 
   “No, thanks,” I said. “Let me take a look at the back yard and then I’ll see if Shirley’s home.” I checked my watch. It was just past noon. If Shirley’s daughter was in kindergarten, it would mean Shirley was probably picking her up from school about now. I hoped she would come home right after that, otherwise I’d have to wait to talk to her.
 
   Belinda led me through her kitchen and out back. The yard was big, with enough room for rose bushes along one fence, a couple of big apple trees along the back, and a shed in the corner. A tall cedar fence enclosed it.
 
   “The whole yard is fenced,” Belinda said, pointing out the obvious.
 
   “Where’s the gate?”
 
   “Over here.” Belinda headed around to the side of the house. The gate locked with a typical latch. I examined it closely, not sure what I was looking for.
 
   “It would be easy for someone to come in and grab Rosie,” I said.
 
   “Yes,” Belinda’s voice cracked.
 
   “We’ll get her back.” I tried to sound reassuring.
 
   I opened the gate and went through. “I’m going to see if Shirley is home. I’ll knock on the front door when I’m finished.”
 
   Belinda nodded and strolled back through the yard.
 
   I walked across the street to Shirley’s house. I rang the bell and waited just a moment before the door opened. A girl about three feet tall stood looking up at me.
 
   “Hello,” I said. “You must be Shirley’s little girl.”
 
   “I’m Molly,” she said, still clutching the door handle. “Who are you?”
 
   A cute blond woman hurried up to the door, wiping her hands on a towel. She was in tan slacks and a striped blouse, and I guessed she was in her early thirties.
 
   “Molly, I keep telling you to let me get the door,” she scolded her daughter. She threw me a hesitant smile. “Can I help you?”
 
   I introduced myself and explained about Belinda’s dog.
 
   Shirley’s face turned white. “That’s awful!” she said, covering her mouth with the towel. “Belinda must be devastated. I’ll have to go over there.”
 
   “She’s pretty upset, as you can imagine,” I said.
 
   “Of course,” Shirley nodded. “Rosie’s a great dog. I…I feel terrible.”
 
   “Did you know Rosie was a show dog?”
 
   “Belinda’s mentioned it, but I didn’t pay much attention. I hardly ever see Rosie.”
 
   “Mom,” Molly said.
 
   “Hang on, honey,” Shirley said to her. “Why don’t you go play?” She turned back to me. “Sorry.”
 
   “No problem,” I said. “It looks like someone stole Rosie sometime after Belinda came home from work. Around five or so. Were you home last evening?”
 
   “I was, but I was getting dinner ready. I’m afraid I didn’t see anything.”
 
   “There was a blue car,” Molly said. She’d started playing with a doll on the floor nearby, but she was listening in.
 
   I turned to look at Molly. “Where was the car?”
 
   She got up, came to the door and pointed two houses down from Belinda’s. “Over there. It looked like Kelli’s car.”
 
   I glanced at Shirley. “Who’s Kelli?” I asked.
 
   “My cousin.” Shirley blinked a few times, confused. Then she shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe the car was the same make as Kelli’s.”
 
   “What kind of car does Kelli have?”
 
   “I have no idea,” Shirley laughed. “It’s a 4-door car, a Mazda. I think.”
 
   I stared up the street. Did a car parked down the street have anything to do with the dognapping? If so, a blue Mazda didn’t narrow things down.
 
   “You’re sure you didn’t see it?”
 
   “No, I didn’t,” Shirley said. “I’m sorry, but we just got home and I need to get lunch ready. I wish I could be more helpful.”
 
   “Sure. Just one more thing,” I said, channeling Peter Falk’s Columbo. He always had just one more thing. I pointed to the house down the street, where Molly said the Mazda had been parked. “Do you know if the owners of that house have a blue car?”
 
   Shirley shook her head. “I don’t think so. Maybe it was someone visiting them.”
 
   “That’s certainly a possibility,” I said and sighed. “I’ll check with your other neighbors. Maybe they saw something.”
 
   “I wish I could be more helpful.” She put her hands over Molly’s ears. “Who knows what she saw. You’re probably wasting your time.”
 
   “It’s part of the job.” I pulled a card from my wallet and handed it to her. “If anything comes to mind, give me a call.”
 
   “I’ll do that.” As Shirley closed the door, Molly waved at me.
 
   “Bye,” Molly said. I waved at her. Cute kid.
 
   I walked slowly back to Belinda’s house, replaying the conversation. Molly saw a car parked down the street around the same time that Belinda’s dog went missing. Unless someone saw the license plate, I had no way of tracing the car. And I was getting way ahead of myself because I didn’t even know if the car belonged to the dognappers. What if it belonged to the neighbor? Or someone else? It could belong to anyone. And it would be a dead end, Reed, you idiot, I thought.
 
   “Only one way to find out,” I said to myself and walked down the street.
 
   As I approached the house the garage door opened. A car backed out, but it wasn’t blue. It was a black Mercedes. It backed on into the street, then drove toward me. I waved it down.
 
   The driver rolled down the window and a distinguished-looking man in his 60’s poked his head out.
 
   I introduced myself, then said, “I’m looking for Belinda’s dog Rosie. Rosie was stolen last night.”
 
   The man grimaced and hesitated. “Well, I’m sorry for Belinda, but I can’t say I’m sorry that dog is gone.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “That dog was a yipping annoyance. Barking all the time. Just because the stupid dog is a show dog doesn’t mean Belinda should let it get away with everything.”
 
   “I don’t know about that,” I said. “Do you own a blue car?”
 
   “No, I don’t,” he said brusquely. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m late for an appointment.” Without another word, he rolled up the window and sped off.
 
   I stood for a moment, staring as the Mercedes stopped at the end of the street and turned the corner. There was some tension between the neighbors around the dog, or at least with that neighbor. Enough for him to snatch the dog?
 
   I walked back to Belinda’s house and tapped lightly on the door.
 
   “Did Shirley see anything?” Belinda asked as we sat down in the living room.
 
   “No, but Molly saw a car.” I briefed her on my visit to Shirley’s, ending with my encounter with the man down the street.
 
   “That’s Earl,” she said. “And before you think I’m a terrible dog owner, he’s not talking about Rosie. The neighbor behind me has a terrier that barks constantly. I’ve told them their dog is bothering the neighbors, but they don’t listen. I also told Earl it’s not my dog, but he doesn’t believe me.”
 
   “Would he take your dog to get back at you?”
 
   Belinda frowned. “I don’t know Earl very well, but he doesn’t strike me as the type. Besides, where would he hide Rosie?”
 
   “I admit, dognapping and ransom demands seems farfetched for a disgruntled neighbor,” I said, “But anything’s possible.”
 
   “What do you do now?”
 
   I thought for a moment, then said in my most professional-sounding voice, “I’ve got to get ready for tonight’s ransom drop. I’m going to assemble a team to help me. That way, we may be able to catch these guys in the act of taking the money.”
 
   “Who’s going to help you?” Belinda asked.
 
   That was a great question. Since Cal refused to be my sidekick, I was going to have to rely on some other buddies. And that meant things could get interesting.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   “You want us to do what?” a confused Ace Smith asked me.
 
   My condo was in the Uptown neighborhood, just east of downtown Denver. Ace and Deuce Smith were my downstairs neighbors. I had affectionately and privately dubbed them the Goofball Brothers because they, well, let’s just say they weren’t the brightest bulbs in the chandelier. Ace worked at Blockbuster and Deuce in construction, but their parents helped them financially, so that they could afford to live in such a nice neighborhood. Their older brother, Bob, looked after his younger, intelligence-impaired brothers, making sure they stayed out of trouble. Apparently their father had discovered his love of poker after Bob was born, thus their goofy names.
 
   I was sitting in the Goofball Brothers’ kitchen and had just explained to them that I needed their assistance with the ransom drop. By their blank stares, I could tell that I needed to explain again.
 
   “I’m working on a dognapping case,” I said for the second time. “My client has to deliver ransom money tonight and I need your help trying to catch the dognappers when they come for the money.”
 
   “So we’ll be like Ace Ventura, Pet Detective?” Ace grinned.
 
   Really? I thought. I had hoped no one else would have made that connection. “This is more serious than that.”
 
   “Do I get to carry a gun?” Deuce asked. Deuce always wanted to carry a gun. In his mind, that would make him a real detective. If he only knew…
 
   “No,” I said. “No gun.”
 
   Deuce frowned, a hint of anger in his gray eyes. “If I’m going to be your sidekick, I should get to carry a gun,” he said stubbornly.
 
   “Not when I have to answer to Bob,” I retorted. “He’d take your gun and kill me with it.”
 
   “That’s true,” Ace laughed. He looked almost the same as Deuce, with the same gray eyes and dirty blond hair. And naiveté. “That would be funny.”
 
   It was my turn to frown. “Anyway,” I continued. “Here’s what I need you to do.”
 
   “What if it’s dangerous? I might need a gun then.” Deuce wouldn’t let go of his dream.
 
   “It’s not going to be dangerous,” I reiterated. I wanted to say it would be more treacherous to let Deuce have a gun, but I kept my mouth shut.
 
   Deuce sighed. “What do you need us to do?”
 
   “The ransom drop is in an alley behind a strip mall. I need you two to watch both entrances to the alley. I’m going to give each of you a camera with a zoom lens. You take pictures of any vehicles or people you see coming and going.”
 
   “That’s it?” Ace sounded disappointed. “Where’s the danger?”
 
   “I told you, no danger.”
 
   “Bummer,” Deuce said.
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Come upstairs with me and I’ll show you how to use the cameras,” I said.
 
   The brothers traipsed after me as we went outside and up the stairs to my condo. I took them into my home office, where I had my camera and a camera I had borrowed from Cal.
 
   “You have a lot of stuff,” Deuce said as he looked around the office. It’s a cozy room with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on one wall where I keep my most prized possessions. There’s a DVD case full of my favorite film noir and detective movies, along with a collection of Alfred Hitchcock classics. The bookshelves are packed with books, mostly murder mysteries, and a collection of rare first edition detective novels.
 
   “Okay, here they are.” I retrieved the cameras from a closet and proceeded into a crash course on using the zoom lenses on each camera. They practiced for a few minutes. Once I knew they were comfortable using the cameras, I sat them down at my desk.
 
   “Here’s the layout for the mall,” I said. After leaving Belinda’s, I had stopped by the mall for a little reconnaissance. “There’s a Home Depot over here.” I drew a box on a piece of paper. Perpendicular to that, I drew a long rectangle and pointed to it. “Over here is the strip mall. My client is instructed to park in front of the strip mall and walk around behind it, where she’ll leave the money next to a dumpster.”
 
   Ace clapped his hands together. “But you’re going to do it for them, right? You know, dress up in disguise?”
 
   I rolled my eyes at him. “My client is a woman, so I don’t think that would work.” Not that the idea hadn’t crossed my mind. I wasn’t worried that I could pull off impersonating a woman, but the instructions were for Belinda to drop the money off and leave. I was sure they’d be watching to make sure she left the alley and I needed to be around back when the dognappers came for the money.
 
   “So where will we be?” Deuce asked.
 
   “Deuce, I want you to stay here.” I marked an ‘X’ near the Home Depot and then I drew another line on the paper. “This is the street running in front of the mall. Ace, you can park your car here, in the McDonald’s parking lot across the street. You should be able to zoom in and take pictures from there. It’s going to be late, so there won’t be a lot of traffic to block you.”
 
   “Why can’t I park in front of the strip mall?” Ace asked.
 
   “I don’t want the dognappers to get suspicious. Deuce will be fine parked over by the Home Depot, but a car too close to the strip mall will draw attention. If you’re at the McDonald’s, you’ll be close enough to get pictures, but the dognappers won’t notice you.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll commit this to memory.” Aced studied the paper with deliberation. Then he glanced up at me. “What are you going to be doing?”
 
   “I’ll be waiting behind the alley. There’s a bunch of crates stacked near the dumpster. I’m going to hide there and watch. The last time the dognappers walked to the ransom drop. I suspect they’ll be driving this time.”
 
   “Why?” This from Deuce.
 
   “Because I almost caught them the last time. They’re not going to take any chances now. They’ll want to get back there, grab the money, and take off before anyone can stop them.”
 
   “Oh,” both brothers said at the same time.
 
   “I’ve got a camera too,” I said. “At least one of the three of us should get a shot of the dognappers, their car, or both. With that, I hope I can figure out who they are.”
 
   “Won’t it be too dark?” Deuce asked.
 
   “There are lights in the lot,” I said. “I’m hoping it’ll be enough. Cal and I can enhance the photos and we might get a license plate number on the truck or be able to identify the dognappers.”
 
   “Why can’t you arrest them before they take the money?” Ace asked.
 
   “I can’t arrest them because I’m not a cop,” I said. “Besides, it’s not a crime until they take the money. And I don’t want them to harm the dog, so I need to let them take the money.” 
 
   “Oh, right.” Ace stared at me quizzically. “Then what can you do?”
 
   “If I can figure out who they are, I can turn them in to the police after they’ve returned the dog to my client.”
 
   Deuce puckered his brow. “What if this doesn’t work?”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know.”
 
   ****
 
   I heard Belinda before I saw her. Her footfalls echoed loudly in the silence behind the mall. Then her flashlight illuminated a beam of light down the alley. After working out my plan with the Goofball Brothers, I had called her and filled her in. I had instructed her not to look for me at all. She needed to act as if no one was there. I wasn’t sure if the dognappers were watching the alley itself or just waiting for her to reappear in front of the strip mall before they made their move. Either way, the dognappers were going to be more dangerous than the last time, and I didn’t want anything tipping our hand.
 
   Belinda performed her job perfectly. She hurried down the alley right past me, her fear palpable. She set the bag of money down next to the dumpster and continued down the alley, the flashlight beam bouncing around from her anxious energy. After a few moments, she broke into a jog. Moments later she rounded the corner and was gone.
 
   “Not much longer now,” I thought.
 
   A car started, Belinda’s I presumed, the sound of the engine faint. Then nothing.
 
   My hands shook, and not just from the cold. Nerves, I thought. I was feeling the pressure of this case. I had to get these guys, but I was worried because I had so little information to work with. My stomach roiled. Before walking over here I’d decided to slam down a Big Mac. That was a mistake. I burped a couple of times but it didn’t help. The silence seemed like a roar in my ears. I took a couple of deep breaths.
 
   Then I heard it. Shuffling feet coming from the direction where Belinda had disappeared. Then the sound of a body hitting the pavement, an exhalation of breath, and then a curse. What kind of dognappers were these?
 
   My answer appeared in the moonlight. A disheveled man of indeterminate age ambled toward me. He was bundled up in tattered blankets and worn jeans. He stopped at the dumpster, reached up and lifted the lid. He peered inside, mumbling to himself.
 
   “Whatcha got for me tonight?” he murmured, his words slurred.
 
   Great, a drunk guy. My eyes darted to him, then to the bag of money sitting nearby. What if he saw it?
 
   “What’s this?” he said, glancing down.
 
   Damn me and my telepathic wave signals.
 
   The man lowered the dumpster lid carefully, as if knowing not to draw attention to himself. He bent down and was about to grasp the bag when I stepped out from behind the crates.
 
   “You need to get out of here,” I hissed at him.
 
   He bolted upright and swore. Then he said, “Who in the hell is that?” He held a hand to his chest. “Is my heart still working?”
 
   “Beat it,” I said in a low voice.
 
   “You can’t tell me what to do,” he said, squaring his shoulders. “I have a right to be here, and anything that’s in a trash can is fair game. A cop told me that,” he added self-righteously.
 
   “I don’t care,” I said. “That bag belongs to me.” Technically a lie, but now was not the time to split hairs.
 
   “If it’s your bag, why was it sitting there?”
 
   “I left it there.” I moved toward him. “Now I’m back and I want the bag.”
 
   “It’s mine,” he said, snatching up the bag.
 
   “Trust me, you don’t want to be here,” I said.
 
   “This is my alley, and now this is my bag,” he clutched the bag hard.
 
   “It is not.” Why in the world was I arguing with a drunk? I needed to get him out of here before the dognappers came for the money.
 
   “Give it to me,” I said, reaching out for the bag.
 
   “No.” He pulled away from me. “It’s mine.”
 
   “It’s mine,” I said.
 
   “It’s mine,” a third voice interrupted us.
 
   The drunk and I whirled around. A large, shadowy man stood before us. He had on jeans, a dark coat and a ski mask, so I couldn’t see his features, but one thing I clearly noticed was the gun in his hand.
 
   “Hey man, what in the hell is that?” the drunk whined.
 
   “That bag belongs to me.” The man waved the gun. “Put it down.”
 
   The drunk growled. “A man can’t catch a break.” He dropped the bag and it hit the ground with a thud. “Oops. I hope there wasn’t nothin’ breakable in there.”
 
   The man ignored him. “Now take ten steps back. Both of you.”
 
   The drunk and I backpedaled away from the bag. I kept my eye on the gun. It didn’t waver from us as the man stepped forward, bent at the knees and picked up the bag.
 
   “You’re quite an annoyance,” the man said.
 
   “What in the hell did I do?” the drunk said.
 
   “Not you,” the man snapped. He pointed the gun at me. “You.”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “I told that lady no one should interfere,” the man said.
 
   “She just wants her dog back,” I said.
 
   Through the mouth hole in the mask the man grimaced. “We’ll see about that.”
 
   “You’ve got the money,” I said. “Now what?”
 
   My answer came in the form of a rumble. A black truck turned the corner, its headlights so bright in nearly blinded me. Unless I missed my guess, it was the same truck that I’d seen at South Valley Park. The diesel engine echoed loudly in the alley. The man stepped away from the building and the truck drove by him. The passenger door swung open and the truck slowed just enough for the man to dive in.
 
   “Don’t let me see you again,” he yelled.
 
   The truck shot toward the drunk and me. As it flew by I noticed that it had no license plates. We both dove behind the dumpster as the truck careened past. Body odor and stale booze assaulted me. My stomach turned.
 
   “What in the hell was that all about?” the drunk asked. I’d only known him for five minutes and already I knew ‘what in the hell’ was his favorite expression.
 
   I hauled myself to my feet but the drunk stayed on the ground.
 
   “I told you you didn’t want to be here,” I said. I brushed myself off and then kicked a stray can. If the drunk hadn’t been here, I could’ve taken pictures of the dognapper. And I’d have gotten close-up shots of the truck.
 
   He got to his knees. “What is this? Some kind of drug deal?”
 
   “You don’t want to know.” I stared at him. “Get out of here.”
 
   “Okay.” He stood up, holding out his palms in a surrender gesture. “I’m goin’.” He rubbed a hand over his face as he took a couple of steps back. “I just wanna drink and some food, man. I wasn’t doin’ nothing’.”
 
   I took one slow step toward him.
 
   “I’m goin’.” He pulled the blankets tight around his chest and shambled off, cursing under his breath.
 
   My cell phone rang.
 
   “Reed, I saw a truck drive into the alley!” Ace’s excited voice exclaimed when I answered. “Did you get them?”
 
   “No,” I said. “Call Deuce and tell him to meet me around the front.”
 
   “Okay. What should I do?”
 
   I sighed. “Meet me around front.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” Ace said. “Over and out.”
 
   I hurried back around the alley. That was twice I’d ended up on my ass, and I didn’t have a thing to show for it. Except that now I was pissed. Someone was making me look like a fool and a novice detective, and I didn’t like that.
 
   When I reached the parking lot, Deuce had just pulled up in his old Chevy pickup. A moment later, Ace drove up in his Subaru. Both brothers hopped out and began peppering me with comments and questions.
 
    “I got pictures,” Deuce chattered. “It’s a truck. Will these help you catch them?”
 
   “I got some pictures, too,” Ace said. “You want to see them?”
 
   “I’ve already seen them,” I growled. “Did you get pictures of anyone in the truck?” Not that it mattered. I’d missed seeing anyone in the cab of the truck because of the headlights in my eyes, but I’d bet my film noir collection that the driver had been wearing a mask.
 
   “I dunno.” Ace looked blank. “You said to take pictures of any vehicles we saw. That truck was the only one.”
 
   “We did like you told us,” Deuce said. He shoved the camera at me.  “Here, look for yourself.”
 
   “It’ll be too hard to see anything on the screen,” I said. “It’s too small.”
 
   “Yeah, but I got them,” he said. “Look, you can push this button and it will show you the pictures.”
 
   “I know,” I said through gritted teeth, my patience on short supply. “I showed you how to do that this afternoon.”
 
   “Oh, that’s right.” Deuce scratched his head. “Are you mad at us? We just did what you told us to do.”
 
   It was time to take a deep breath and refocus. So I did, while the Goofball Brothers scrutinized me carefully. They did, in fact, do exactly as I’d asked them. It wasn’t their fault a drunk ruined my plans.
 
   “You both did just fine,” I finally said. “I’ll take the cameras and transfer the pictures onto my computer. I can enlarge them and see if I can tell who was driving the truck or if the license plate number is readable.”
 
   “That’s a good idea,” Ace said. Deuce nodded his head, a hard-fought knowing expression on his face.
 
   “You both earned your first stripes as detectives.”
 
   “Cool,” Ace said with awe in his voice. “What do we get to do with the stripes?”
 
   “And now we get guns, right?” Deuce said.
 
   “Oh, Bogie, if you only knew what I endured,” I thought.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   I took the cameras from the brothers and stuffed them in a backpack that Deuce had in his truck.
 
   “What now?” Ace asked.
 
   “We’re done here,” I said. “I’m going to call my client and tell her what happened. They got the money so hopefully they’ll return her dog.”
 
   “What if they don’t?” Deuce frowned.
 
   “I don’t know.” I bit my lip. “I hope they don’t hurt her.” I patted Deuce’s shoulder. “Thanks for your help.”
 
   “No problem.” Deuce got in his truck. “Why don’t you come down to B 52’s and shoot some pool with us?” B 52’s was a converted warehouse that was now a pool hall decorated with old airplane propellers and advertisements from World War II. The bar was near our condo and the Goofball Brothers loved to hang out there and shoot pool.
 
   “Yeah, you can take your mind off the case,” Ace said.
 
   A beer did sound good. Maybe I could erase some of my professional failure. “I’ll meet you guys down there in a while,” I said and waved as they drove off.
 
   I studied the strip mall for a few seconds. The dognappers had been very careful to hide their identities. Good for them, bad for me. I shook my head and then walked across the street to the McDonald’s, got in the 4-Runner and called Belinda.
 
   “What happened?” she asked breathlessly.
 
   “They got the money,” I said, “But it didn’t go as planned.”
 
   “Oh no!”
 
   I told her what happened. “You haven’t heard from the dognappers?”
 
   “No,” she moaned. “They can’t hurt Rosie. They just can’t.”
 
   I inhaled and let it out slowly. “Sit tight. I’m sure they won’t do anything to Rosie, but they probably want you to think they will.”
 
   “You get them,” Belinda said vehemently.
 
   “I will,” I promised. “You let me know the second you get Rosie back.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, and we hung up.
 
   I drove home to drop off the cameras and type up a few notes. As I came around the side of the building, I saw a petite blonde in sweats, gloves and ear muffs walking down the street.
 
   “Hey, Willie,” I waved. Willie Rhoden, real name Wilhelmina, was my neighbor, and I’d been trying to woo her, with limited success, ever since she’s broken up with her boyfriend a while back. My career choice kept her from taking me too seriously, though. She’d seen me beaten up, bruised, and shot, and she worried for my safety. But still I tried.
 
   “Hi, Reed.” Willie strolled across the street and up to me. She pointed at the cameras, then eyed my slightly disheveled appearance. “How’s the detective business? Chasing down bad guys?”
 
   I shrugged. “Trying to.”
 
   “Cheating husbands? Real estate shenanigans?” she threw me a playful smile, referring to some of my previous cases.
 
   “Kidnapped dogs.”
 
   “Aw.” She scrunched up her face. “In that case, go get ’em, Sherlock.”
 
   “I was going to put these away and then go shoot some pool with Ace and Deuce. Care to join me?”
 
   She winked. “That sounds more fun than watching a movie alone. I just finished my walk, so let me take a quick shower and change clothes. I’ll be back in a little bit.”
 
   “I need to do the same, so take your time,” I said.
 
   Willie disappeared into her house and then I went upstairs. I put the cameras in my office and was about to get in the shower when the phone rang.
 
   “Reed, dear, how are you?” my mother said the second I put the phone to my ear.
 
   “Hi, Mom, how are you?”
 
   “I’m fine. You sound tired. I hope you’re taking care of yourself. Your detecting business is more than I can handle. What kind of danger are you in now? Oh, I don’t know why you don’t meet someone nice, get a good career, and settle down.”
 
   “I’m perfectly safe, Mom.” I didn’t see the need to tell her I’d almost been run over by a truck not once, but twice.
 
   My dear mother’s greatest fear was that I would never marry, and thus never give her grandchildren. Running a close second was her fear that I was doing drugs, because she seemed to have a knack for calling me when I was tired or slightly addled under the influence of painkillers I’d taken after an on-the-job injury. And finally, she feared that I would die a horrible death while detecting. Mom and Dad wished I’d chosen another career, but a small inheritance left me financially well off, and so I could be a private investigator, even though the money wasn’t great.
 
   “What’s new with you?” I asked, knowing that, besides checking on me, there was a purpose to her call.
 
   “We’re getting a dog, dear. Isn’t that fantastic?”
 
   “Oh dear Lord,” I said.
 
   “What’s that? Well, never mind,” she said. “Your father and I are so excited.”
 
   I heard a muffled voice in the background. That would be my father. I’m sure he was out on the deck of their south Florida beachfront condo, groaning because he wasn’t that excited to get a dog.
 
   “We’re getting a teacup poodle. They’re so cute, just as tiny as can be.”
 
   “I’m surrounded by dogs,” I murmured.
 
   “You’re what?”
 
   “Nothing,” I said. “I’m happy for you.” I paused. “It’s really late there. What are you doing up?”
 
   “We just got back from playing bridge. That’s where we found out about the dog. Some friends of ours are moving and they can’t take Bitsy with them, so I said we’d be delighted to take her.”
 
   “That’s nice of you.”
 
   “Thank you, dear,” she said. “You know, if you don’t want a girlfriend, maybe you should get a dog to keep you company.”
 
   I decided to leave that one alone. “You don’t need to worry about me,” I said. “I have an active social life.” I didn’t want to mention Willie just yet, or my mother would be calling me every day for an update, wondering when the wedding would be.
 
   “Just as long as you’re not doing drugs.”
 
   There it was. What would the conversation be without her worrying about that?
 
   “I’m not doing drugs, but I do need to get going. I’m meeting Ace and Deuce to play some pool.”
 
   “Oh, I’ll let you go then,” she said. “Tell the boys ‘hi’, and Reed, honey, take care.”
 
   “I will, Mom.”
 
   I hung up and rushed to change and clean up before Willie came over.
 
   It was a little longer before Willie arrived, but well worth the wait. Her black jeans and low-cut blouse showed off her runners’ figure quite nicely.
 
   “You look great,” I said when I answered the door. “Let me get my keys.”
 
   As we walked to the garage, the sweet scent of her flowery perfume wafted through the air. I closed my eyes for a split second, enjoying it.
 
   “What?” she asked, noticing my expression.
 
   “Nothing,” I shrugged.
 
   She punched me lightly on the shoulder. “Don’t get any fresh ideas. I told you, I’m not sure I want to date someone whose life is in constant danger.”
 
   “It’s not constant,” I said. “It’s mostly boring. The danger part is just every once in a while.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   My cell phone rang. “Hang on,” I said.
 
   “Reed, it’s Belinda. I’m getting Rosie back!”
 
   “That’s great!” I said. “Where was she?”
 
   “They tied her up outside a Denny’s near my house. Someone noticed her and called the number on the tag. I’m driving there right now.”
 
   “What’s the address?” I asked.
 
   She gave me the cross streets.
 
   “I’ll stop by,” I said. “But I doubt we’ll find anything useful.”
 
   “I’ll see you there,” Belinda said.
 
   I hung up and turned to Willie. “Care to make a quick detour?”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “My client got her dog back, and I want to see where the dognappers left the dog.”
 
   “So you need to go look for clues,” Willie said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Okay,” Willie sighed. “Since you’re trying to find dognappers, I can’t say no. What do you think you’ll find?”
 
   “Probably nothing,” I said as we climbed in the 4-Runner.
 
   Turns out I was right. The dognappers had tied Rosie up outside the restaurant, away from the parking lot, where no one would see them leaving her. I walked around the lot but couldn’t see anything that might be construed as a clue. Belinda was overjoyed to have Rosie back, but just as adamant that I find and stop the dognappers. As I patted Rosie on the head, I assured Belinda that I would continue to investigate.
 
   Willie and I left and headed to B 52’s. We spent a pleasant evening playing pool with Ace and Deuce, but my mind was still puzzling over the case. I was glad that Rosie hadn’t been harmed, but I wasn’t so sure what might happen the next time. That was twice that I’d interfered with the dognappers’ ransom plans. They would be much more careful now. I needed to catch them in the act. And that meant I had to figure out how they picked their victims.
 
   It was time to visit a dog show and scare up a dognapper.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   Gail was true to her word and Friday I was with her at the Rocky Mountain Cluster Show. The only way I was going to catch the crooks was if they tried to nab another dog. And where would dognappers find valuable show dogs? At a dog show.
 
   “The pictures you took last night in the alley weren’t helpful?” Gail asked as she got out of her car.
 
   I had parked my 4-Runner next to Gail’s Honda at the National Western Complex, a large arena directly north of downtown Denver, and was helping her gather her things for the show. She didn’t show Fuji until later in the day, but I wanted time to walk around and see if I spotted anything that struck me as suspicious.
 
   “No,” I said. “Both men wore ski masks, and they’d removed the license plates on the truck, so I don’t have any way to track them down.”
 
   Gail picked up Fuji from the back seat and put him in a steel dog crate. “Wouldn’t the police stop the truck if it didn’t have license plates?”
 
   “They probably stopped near the shopping mall and reattached the plates.”
 
   “What do you hope to find here?” Gail asked as I followed her into the complex. 
 
   “I don’t know,” I said. “Anything unusual. It’s entirely possible that these dognappers are scoping out the shows, searching for the next dog to steal.”
 
   Since the moment Gail had hired me, I’d been mulling over how these dognappers would know where to find show dogs to steal. I could come up with two ways. Someone either knew Gail and Belinda, and new about the value of their dogs. Another possibility was it was someone who worked with the Rocky Mountain Cluster Show and had access to lists of competing or registered dogs, or it was someone who came to dog shows and somehow figured out where the pet owners lived. If it was the first option, I had little way of finding this person. If it was the second, I could poke around a show and hope to see the dognappers in action. Either option called for a lot of luck, but sometimes detective work is stirring the pot to see what rises, and hope that some luck falls your way.
 
   “You can look around while you’re here,” Gail said. Her pink suit and high heels looked way too dressy for lugging a dog around in the crate. She’d instructed me to dress up, too, so I’d worn my best black slacks, a white shirt that was both clean and pressed, and my favorite wingtips. “We’ll be in a grooming area first.” That explained the large bag that she’s asked me to carry for her.
 
   Gail checked in and received an identifier with a number on it. She wrapped the paper on her upper left arm and then trekked toward a huge open room. As I tagged along behind her, I felt like I was backstage at a beauty pageant. Men and women and dogs of all shapes and sizes rushed around, heading from one area of the complex to another. And everyone was dressed up, including the dogs. Most of the men wore business suits, and the women had on dresses or pant suits. I didn’t spot anyone in jeans. And the dogs! I’d never seen so many dogs with fur so shiny and sleek, and teased and bowed. And these dogs didn’t just walk, they strutted throughout the complex as if they knew that they were the center of attention.
 
   “Here we are,” Gail said. She took Fuji out of his crate and put him on a leash. “Time to show him off a bit.”
 
   We passed through the larger room and entered the grooming area. Rows and rows of dog crates of varying sizes crowded the space. Dogs of all breeds sat in or around their crates. A buzz of conversation filled the air as dog owners primped their pooches for competition.
 
   A miniature Schnauzer pulled on his owner’s leash, trying to sniff Fuji’s rear end. Fuji then returned the greeting.
 
   “Sorry,” Gail said to the dog’s owner, a stocky man with a Fu Manchu mustache. “That’s one habit I wish Fuji didn’t have.”
 
   The Schnauzer’s owner smiled. “They run out of business cards so quickly.”
 
   I cracked up. Gail blushed and said under her breath, “It wasn’t that funny.”
 
   “Yeah it was,” I said.
 
   I followed Gail between rows of crates until she found an open area. She set Fuji’s crate down and took the bag from me. She pulled a couple of blankets from the bag, folded them in half, and arranged them on top of the crate.
 
   “This is where we get our dogs ready for showing,” she explained as she picked up Fuji and stood him on the blankets. She retrieved a comb from the bag and set to work on his fur.
 
   I surveyed the room. Combs and brushes stroked fur, here and there the sounds of blow dryers cut through the conversation. Paws were checked and nails clipped. Eyelashes and eyebrows were curled or trimmed. Owners that had completed their grooming laughed and played with their dogs. Here and there an owner appeared very serious, nervous for what was to come. No one acted strangely, or more strange given the circumstances, or in a way that made me suspicious.
 
   I had been prepared for a distinct dog odor in the room, but instead it smelled like shampoo with a hint of leather.
 
   Like their human counterparts, the dogs ran the gamut of emotions. Some sat on top of their crates, excited expressions on their furry faces. Some gazed around the room in boredom. Many slept in blanket-covered crates, thus insulated from the chaos around them. There was a surprisingly lack of barking, given the number dogs in the room.
 
   A moment later, Gail wrapped tissue paper around Fuji’s fur, up near his eyes. “What’s that for?” I asked.
 
   “It’s to keep her teardrops and saliva from staining his fur.”
 
   I shook my head. Who knew?
 
   “You can walk around now,” Gail said. “I need to stay here with Fuji.”
 
   “Sounds good,” I said.
 
   I wandered off, leaving Gail chatting with a woman nearby.
 
   An amazing variety of sizes and shapes of dogs were being walked through their paces; some were docile and obedient, others full of nervous energy. In the stadium, where I’d taken a seat, everyone appeared about the same. No one seemed like a dognapper, but then, I didn’t really know what that would look like. Later, in the Hall of Education, during a “Meet the Breeds” demonstration, owners paraded basset hounds around the room. Again, nothing out of the ordinary, so I moved on. It was fascinating to be at a dog show, but I wasn’t accomplishing a thing as far as locating any suspicious dognapping types. So, after an uneventful stroll through a sea of dog-supply vendors, I finally returned to the grooming area. Gail perched on Fuji’s crate. Fuji slept in her lap.
 
   “Notice anything?” she asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Maybe you’re barking up the wrong tree,” she grinned at me.
 
   “Oh, very clever,” I shot back. “How about some lunch?”
 
   Gail laughed. “I’ll take a hot dog.”
 
   “Will the puns ever end?” I asked as I walked away.
 
   I returned later with hot dogs and sodas, and we chatted while we ate. I learned more than I ever wanted to about show dogs and dog shows. And I still didn’t see anyone who looked like a dognapper.
 
   “Time for a final once-over,” Gail announced after a while. She set Fuji on top of his crate and fussed with his fur again. She eyed him critically, adjusted his collar, took off the tissue paper, and nodded. “He’s as ready as he’ll ever be.” She fluffed his hair a bit while he watched me with uninterested eyes. Gail glanced at her watch every few seconds.
 
   “All right, here we go,” she finally announced. She pulled a leash from her bag, attached it to Fuji’s collar, and headed down the aisle between crates. Fuji pranced beside her. “You can watch from the ring entrance or wait back here,” she called over her shoulder. “I’ll be back in a bit.”
 
   “I’ll watch,” I said, catching up to her. “What’s ‘the ring’?”
 
   “The dogs are shown in the ring. We take the dogs in there, walk them around the ring, and a judge evaluates us all.”
 
   “Got it,” I said.
 
   Gail reached the entrance and followed the other show dogs and owners into the ring. Applause rang out. Dogs and owners all walked to assigned places and waited. A rotund man, the judge, strolled around the ring carefully, eyeing all the dogs. Then he pointed at one. The owner ran the dog around the ring as the judge watched. Gail was fourth, so she had to wait while the first three dogs were taken through the motions. 
 
   While I waited for her turn, I glanced back into the grooming room. It seemed to be a hurry up and wait mentality. A lot of action to get your dog ready to show, then a lot of waiting for your turn. A tall bald man in a brown leather jacket slowly walked up one aisle and then down another. He meandered through the sea of dogs, people and crates, his head moving back and forth, as if he were looking for something. He didn’t have a dog with him, nor did he have an armband identifier indicating he was showing a dog. Who was he with? 
 
   He reached the end of one aisle and started down another, his head swaying back and forth. Was he security? He paused near a smaller unoccupied crate.
 
   Now curious, I headed down the aisle next to his. Partway down I stopped. A Rottweiler and his owner blocked my path.
 
   “I’m sorry,” the dog’s heavyset owner said as he fiddled with the dog’s collar.
 
   “No problem,” I said, wishing he’d hurry so I could get nearer to the man in the leather jacket. I turned and searched for another way through the throng of people and dogs.
 
   Across the sea of crates and carriers I spotted the man again. He had moved on, and was leaning against one of the large crates. Then he reached down to a smaller crate next to him and fiddled with something. He stopped and glanced all around, as if making sure no one was watching him. I turned my head, but kept him in the corner of my eye.
 
   Satisfied that no one had seen him, he put his arm down again.
 
   I edged in his direction. He pulled a pen and paper from his jacket and jotted down something. He stuffed the pen and paper back in his pocket, waited a second and then casually strolled away.
 
   I stayed out of his vision as I made my way over to the crate. Some paperwork rested on top of it, and in plain sight I read a dog’s name, his breed, and an address.
 
   That’s how they were doing it! Find some paperwork associated with the dog that had an address on it and there you go. I looked around but the man was gone. I frantically scanned the room and spotted him as he neared the entrance to the ring. I checked the paperwork again and memorized the address. Then I dodged my way down the aisle and toward the man. I halted a few feet away and leaned against the wall. I peered past the man and into the ring.
 
   After a few minutes, a stocky man wearing an old suit and bolo tie walked up to my guy.
 
   “What took you so long, Jack?” the man in the bolo tie said.
 
   “Trying to find the right one,” Jack said.
 
   “A dog’s a dog. Let’s just pick one and go.”
 
   They were talking softly. I strained to hear them.
 
   “Marv, how many times do I have to tell you, we’re not cross-breeding.”
 
   So, the man with the bolo tie was Marv. I memorized his face: dark features and a lip that curled in a permanent sneer. And the bald man was Jack.
 
   “Whatever,” Marv snorted.
 
   “I had to find a Parson Russell Terriers,” Jack said.
 
   “Did you get the paperwork?” Marv said as he tugged at his bolo tie.
 
   Jack shook his head. “Too many people around.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Marv said. “We can forge them if we need to. When are we taking it?”
 
   “Tonight,” Jack said. “I don’t want to make another trip here.”
 
   They were going to steal the dog tonight! My mind raced. Should I follow them or stay with the dog they were after?
 
   Jack glanced over his shoulder and eyed me suspiciously. I backed away as Marv turned and threw me a hard look as well.
 
   I hurried back to Fuji’s crate but I kept checking back, not looking directly at them, so they wouldn’t sense my eyes on them. They watched the action in the ring for a few minutes and then proceeded back through the grooming area.
 
   I made a quick decision to follow them. They hurried out of the complex and into the parking lot. I stayed back, keeping a row of vehicles between us. They strolled to a dark blue 4-door Dodge Ram truck at the far end of the lot. It sure looked like the one that had tried to run me over…twice. Except, I thought, wasn’t the truck black? It was dark, so I must’ve been wrong.
 
   I raced back to my 4-Runner and waited. The distinct rumble of the truck’s diesel engine announced their approach. Jack was driving. Marv drank from a coffee mug. I sunk down in my seat until they passed by. Then I pulled in behind them.
 
   A bit of luck had come my way. Now I needed to catch the thieves in the act of stealing the dog and I could turn them in.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
   The truck drove out of the parking lot and onto 46th Avenue. The information I’d memorized said the dog they were after was a male named Aesop. His owners, Matt and Leslie Johnson, lived in the Stapleton neighborhood, northeast of downtown Denver. As I followed the truck, I punched the address into the GPS on my phone. The Johnsons lived off Quebec Street, which meant Jack and Marv should head east on I-70. Sure enough, that’s exactly what they did. I let a car slip in front of me and then I merged onto the three-lane interstate. I let in a couple more cars between the truck and me, keeping me a safe distance behind the truck. If they were watching for a tail, it would be harder to notice me.
 
   Traffic moved sluggishly so I had a little time to think. I couldn’t afford to let these guys slip through my hands again. If I could get pictures of them actually stealing Aesop, I’d have concrete evidence to take to the police. After two failures, I had to make this time count.
 
   We continued east for a couple more miles and the truck exited onto Quebec, but the men threw me a curve because they turned north.
 
   “That doesn’t make sense,” I muttered. “The Johnson’s house should be somewhere south of here.”
 
   I turned and stayed with the truck. I was closing the gap between us when the traffic light ahead changed to yellow, then red. The truck shot forward and ran through the red light. I was two cars back and had to slam on my brakes so I wouldn’t rear-end the car in front of me.
 
   “Damn it!” I yelled.
 
   The truck vanished in the mass of cars up the road. I fumed as cross traffic crawled through the intersection. The light finally turned green. I zipped around the car in front of me and floored the gas pedal. But it was useless. The truck was nowhere in sight.
 
   I punched the steering wheel as I pulled into a gas station. Since I’d lost the truck, the only thing I could think to do was find the Johnson house and see if Jack and Marv showed up.
 
   I reset the GPS and waited for the disembodied female voice to give me instructions. I got back onto Quebec, drove south, and was soon in the Stapleton neighborhood. It was a relatively new area, with both single-family homes and huge McMansions. The GPS voice directed me to Dayton Street. The Johnsons lived in a two-story, brick-and-siding house that backed up to the 80-acre Central Park. I passed the house, swung a U-turn and parked down the street. I grabbed binoculars from my glove box and surveyed the Johnson home.
 
   A long front porch, second story balcony, and a three-car garage were all I could see – nothing out of the ordinary. A few recently-planted trees stretched their barren limbs to the darkening sky. I put the binoculars away and got out of the 4-Runner. I crossed the street and walked down the empty block. Directly across from the Johnsons, I stopped, bent down and pretended to tie my shoe as I scanned the place.
 
   A six foot high wood fence ran between the houses on each side of the Johnson house. The south side fence had a gate to the backyard.
 
   A Mercedes drove by. I waited until it turned into a driveway at the end of the block and disappeared into the garage. Then I stood up and jogged across the street.
 
   I was debating what to do when the drone of a diesel engine cut through the silence. I had no doubt it was Jack’s truck. I dashed across the lawn and dove behind some evergreen bushes that grew alongside the house next door to the Johnsons. The blue truck stopped a few houses up the street. Jack’s bald dome shone through the windshield.
 
   Jack and Marv watched the house for a moment, then pulled wrapped food out of bags. That explained the detour. They’d gone to get dinner. My stomach growled and I wished I’d had time to do the same.
 
   I reached for my camera and stopped. Damn! What a rookie mistake, I thought. Now I needed to get back to my car and get my camera. But how? It wouldn’t be prudent to stroll out from behind the bushes and wave at Marv and Jack. I turned and eyed the fence. It seemed my only option.
 
   I slid along the side of the house and up to the fence. A space between it and the house offered a tiny foothold. I stared at the truck. The men were occupied with their dinner. It was now or never. I stood up, grabbed the top of the fence, shoved my shoe in the foothold space and heaved myself upward. I grunted while perched atop the fence for a second and then my momentum carried me over. I landed in a heap on the other side. I rolled into a crouch, then scrambled back to the fence, where I squinted at the truck through a crack in the fence. The men continued to eat, still oblivious to my presence.
 
   I stood up, brushed myself off, and ran through the back yard, where there was another fence to get into the adjacent yard. Once over it, I hurried past the backside of the house. Apparently no one was home, or they weren’t looking into their back yard, because I wasn’t spotted. A gate on the side of the house beckoned. I pumped a fist as I quietly let myself out the gate, but my elation turned to chagrin. In my haste, I had miscounted houses. The 4-Runner was parked down one more house from where I was. Should I risk going through another back yard, where I might be seen? Or run for the 4-Runner? I cursed silently.
 
   Then a large Cadillac Escalade drove up the road. I waited until it blocked the view of Jack’s truck and I ran for all I was worth across the front yard. I ducked behind the 4-Runner and peered around the back end. Apparently Jack and his companion weren’t concerned about anything but their food for they still hadn’t noticed me.
 
   I unlocked the back window of the 4-Runner and opened it just enough to slip inside. I crawled into the back seat, careful to keep my head below the dash level. Darkness was falling so I knew they wouldn’t see me. My camera bag sat on the passenger seat. I propped myself between the front seats, took my camera from the bag and zoomed in on the truck. While there was still a semblance of light, I clicked a couple of nice clear shots of the truck’s license plate.
 
   Jack and Marv had finished their take-out and were hunkered down in their seats so they wouldn’t be spotted. It was almost six p.m. when a white Chevy Tahoe pulled into the Johnsons’ driveway and parked. A tiny woman in a red dress – Leslie Johnson I assumed – emerged from the passenger side, opened the back door and then a small dog with long, silky white fur hopped out, wagging his tail. A really tall man, who I assumed was Matt Johnson, got out of the driver’s side. He reached for Leslie’s hand and they strolled through the garage and into the house, little Aesop leading the way.
 
   The dognappers didn’t wait long. They must’ve turned off the dome light on the truck because I didn’t notice it at all, just the sudden shadow of Marv moving past the front of the truck. He trotted across the street and right to the back gate. I zoomed in with the camera and snapped pictures of him waiting at the gate. The light was fading fast but I could still see what Marv was doing.
 
   I kept shooting as Marv opened the gate and bent down, holding something in his hand.
 
   “A treat,” I muttered. “What dog can resist?”
 
   Sure enough, a couple of seconds later, Marv reached out with both hands and grabbed the terrier. The dog let out a yip and then Marv grabbed his muzzle.
 
   It made perfect sense. What do most dog owners do when they first bring their dog home? Let it outside to pee. Like clockwork, Aesop must have been put outside to do his business. And the dognappers were waiting.
 
   I snapped more shots of Marv clutching the dog, holding his muzzle shut, and racing back to the truck. The pictures weren’t illuminated enough to show Marv’s face, but definitely clear enough to show what he’d done and to capture the license plate. He opened the back door and threw the dog in. Then he hopped in the front. The pictures ought to be enough to get them in big trouble.
 
   Jack already had the truck started, but he was smart. He didn’t peel out and draw attention to himself. Instead, he pulled forward and drove slowly away from the house with his headlights off.
 
   I ducked down as they passed me. I set the camera on the passenger seat, scrambled up front and started the car. I glanced in the rear view mirror and saw the truck turn at the corner. Suddenly I wasn’t so sure the pictures would be enough evidence. And what if the dognappers switched license plates? There would be no way to find them. I made a quick decision to follow them. I whipped a U-turn, and copying Jack, left my headlights off.
 
   The truck was up ahead on MLK Boulevard. I let cars slip in and out in front of me so as not to be noticed, but was able to keep the truck in sight. And so far, I hadn’t gotten caught at a red light.
 
   The truck turned north on Havana and soon came to I-70, where it headed east. As I drove, I congratulated myself on my good fortune. I had pictures of the dognappers committing their crime, and soon I’d know where they lived. A quick call to the police to report who had stolen the Johnson’s dog and it would be case closed.
 
   But this wasn’t Ace Ventura, Pet Detective, with a happy ending. It was Humphrey Bogart in High Sierra, where the dog’s a bad omen.
 
   A really bad omen.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   We passed Peña Boulevard and E-470. Then, we neared a road that I was all-too familiar with and a sense of déjà vu flittered through me. On my very first case, a sinister group had brought me out here into the eastern plains, threatened me, and then left me stranded. I’d had to trek back to the highway and hitch a ride to a gas station where I phoned the Goofball Brothers for a ride.
 
   My cell phone rang and I jumped.
 
   “What happened to you?” Gail asked. “I came back from the competition and you were gone. Fuji won!”
 
   “That’s great, Gail,” I said. “But I need you to do me a favor.”
 
   “What’s wrong?” She’d gone from elated to concerned in half a second.
 
   “I’m following the dognappers now –”
 
   “What? How’d you find them?” she interrupted.
 
   “They found an address on some paperwork on one of the dog crates. I followed them and actually got pictures of them stealing a dog.”
 
   “Reed! Why didn’t you call the police before they took the dog?”
 
   “The police can’t do anything before the crime occurs,” I said. “I’m a little worried that the photos won’t be clear enough so I’m following them home. Once I know where they live, I’ll call the police.”
 
   “But that poor dog,” Gail said.
 
   “I need you to call the owners and let them know what’s going on. I’ve got their name and address. You’ll have to look up the phone number.”
 
   “Wait, let me get a piece of paper.” I counted a beat. “Okay,” Gail said.
 
   I rattled off the information. “Tell the Johnsons I’ll get their dog back,” I said.
 
   “I will. Reed, be careful.”
 
   “I will. I’ll call you later and let you know what happens.”
 
   I hung up and focused on the road. The truck stayed at a steady 75, its two red tail lights in the distance. I plugged in a CD and listened to The Smiths’ “Shoplifters of the World Unite”. Appropriate since I was pursuing thieves. We continued east through the town of Watkins.
 
   “Where in the hell are we headed?” I said aloud, mimicking the drunk from the strip mall. The miles flew by. We passed through Strasburg, Byers, and Peoria. I glanced down at the gas gauge. It hovered near ‘E’.
 
   “We better get somewhere soon,” I grumbled. My stomach growled.
 
   “Jack,” I said to the truck. “I’ll bet you stopped for food and gas. I should’ve done the same.”
 
   Amidst my complaining, the gas gauge inched even lower. I saw a sign saying Deer Trail was five miles ahead. And then it happened. The 4-Runner died. The power steering quit working and I cranked hard on the wheel, edging the car to the side of the highway.
 
   “No, no no!” I yelled.
 
   The 4-Runner rolled to a stop on the shoulder as I watched the truck’s tail lights vanish. I elbowed the car door in anger, then cursed the pain in my elbow. I stared into the darkness, fuming.
 
   “Well,” I finally sighed. “I guess I’ll get some exercise.”
 
   I continued to curse my luck as I donned gloves and zipped up my coat. I hid the camera bag on the floor of the backseat, got out of the 4-Runner, locked it, and trudged down the highway.
 
   Cars and semis zoomed by, whipping up the frigid February air. I tucked my chin into my coat and began jogging. I ran for what I estimated to be a mile before my feet began to hurt. I longed for a good pair of sneakers, rather than my wingtips. I walked on and raised a thumb but no one stopped.
 
   A little over an hour later, Deer Trail came into view. I spotted a Phillips 66 sign from a distance, so I headed there. I trudged down the exit ramp, under the highway and onto Cedar Street. I felt a bit like I’d been transported to a ghost town. A few dilapidated and abandoned buildings lined the street and I didn’t run into a soul. I walked a block farther and around the corner onto 7th Avenue. After that long trek, I finally entered the Phillips 66 convenience store, my mind on food. I made a beeline for the back where I spied grilled hotdogs. Good, food that was hot. And quick.
 
   As I was reaching in for a hot dog, I heard the front door open. I glanced over my shoulder and froze as Jack and Marv entered the store.
 
   “Hey Ben, how ya doin’?” Jack said to the clerk behind the counter.
 
   “Not bad,” Ben said.
 
   I ducked down and listened.
 
   “We been over at the Brick Oven eatin’ some pizza,” Marv said.
 
   “And a beer I’ll bet.” I detected the grin in Ben’s tone of voice.
 
   “You going to help us out tomorrow?” Jack asked Ben.
 
   “Sure,” Ben said. “I work in the morning, but I can come over later.”
 
   I tiptoed to the end of an aisle and looked out the window. Jack’s truck was parked right next to the store. Jack and Marv were still chatting with Ben. I looked around. A hallway led to restrooms, so I darted down the hall. At the end of the hall was another door. I stole up to it and eased the door open. Inside was a small office with a metal desk, a rolling chair, boxes stacked on one another, and, very conveniently, a back door. I crossed the office in two strides, left through the door and emerged into a small parking lot. I hustled past a dumpster and along the side of the store. At the corner, I stopped and checked around the front. The truck sat about twenty feet away, parallel with the building, its rear end to me. It was empty.
 
   I was cold and tired, and I’d gotten more than I bargained for. I made a quick decision. It was time to get the dog and go home. I’d turn in the pictures and let the police handle things from there.
 
   Then another thought occurred to me. If I could get Aesop from the truck, Jack and Marv would obviously notice she was missing. Could I stay hidden and keep the dog quiet until I could call for help? It was a chance I would have to take.
 
   On the other side of the truck were the pumps. A woman stood by a Lexus, filling up the car, so I needed to stay on this side, closest to the store. Dashing to the back end of the truck, I looked through the store window. Marv was still up at the counter, talking to Ben. But where was Jack? I suddenly spied him as he strolled down the back aisle of the store. His head was down, studying the assortment of chips. Then his head started up. In a second or two he would be gazing through the window right at me.
 
   I grabbed the side of the truck and hauled myself into the truck bed. Oh dear Lord, I thought. Now what?
 
   “We’ll see you tomorrow then,” Marv called out as he exited the store.
 
   I pressed myself against the side wall of the truck bed and held my breath.
 
   “He can help clean things up,” Jack said.
 
   “Uh-huh,” Marv mumbled.
 
   The truck rocked as the men got into it. The diesel engine rumbled to life. The truck drove through the lot and turned right onto 7th Avenue. I tried to watch for street signs so I could keep track of where we were going. Otherwise I didn’t know how I could find my way back. The wind whipped around me, cutting right through my coat.
 
   Seventh Avenue curved to the north. We turned onto a dirt road. I wasn’t sure but I thought it said 34.  We probably drove for only a few miles but in the frigid cold it seemed like a lot longer. I wasn’t sure what my plan would be once we stopped, but I hoped it would be soon, as I had done just about enough walking for one night.
 
   I carefully raised my head and looked over the side of the truck bed. Barren fields flashed by on either side of us, the moonlight shimmering off patches of snow and ice. The few lights of Deer Trail shrunk in the distance, the Phillips 66 sign a lone beacon in the blackness.
 
   I stared grimly out into the distance, shivering, and more than a little uncomfortable with the situation I was in. No one knew where I was. It might be time to let someone know my predicament, just in case I ran into some real trouble. I fished my cell phone out of my pocket so I could text Cal. I cupped a hand over the screen and pressed a button. The screen lit up. I started to type when the truck veered. I put a hand down to keep from rolling across the truck bed. The phone screen shone brightly in the darkness.  A shout came from the cab. The truck slowed down and Marv yelled something to Jack. Probably, “Hey, there’s an idiot in the back of the truck.”
 
   The next few seconds seemed like a slow motion movie sequence, except not nearly as glamorous. I scrambled to my knees and peered over the side of the truck. We were flying down the road. I got into a crouch, my stomach a knot. At this speed, I did not want to jump from the truck. Then Jack slammed on the brakes. The truck suddenly slowed and my momentum changed. My hands flailed into the air. My phone flew up and away as I stumbled backward. I fell hard into the tailgate, lost my balance, and flipped right over it. I crashed onto the dirt road and did exactly what you’re supposed to do on those odd occasions when you fall from the back of a truck: tuck and roll. It didn’t help much. But I didn’t have time to worry about my newfound aches and pains.
 
   Up ahead, the truck careened on the dirt road, swerving to a stop with a cloud of dust.
 
   I bear-crawled to the side of the road and threw myself into a ditch. Behind me, Jack and Marv piled out of the truck.
 
   “Where is he?” Jack hollered.
 
   I put my head up. About fifty feet down the road, Jack stood near the tailgate, his head darting all around. Marv had his hand on the open passenger door. The truck’s headlights cut a brilliant path in the road ahead of them. Behind them, the moon’s glow did little to dent the darkness.
 
   “You got a flashlight?” Marv asked.
 
   “No,” Jack said as he walked to the edge of the road. “I can hardly see a thing.”
 
   Marv slammed the door shut. “Who was that?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Jack said.
 
   “He fell off this way.” Marv pointed to the side of the road where I hid.
 
   I crawled away from them as quickly and quietly as I could, glancing over my shoulder to see what they were doing.
 
   Jack walked a few feet and gazed down into the ditch.  Then he gazed across the field. “You think he took off toward town? Or maybe he’s in the ditch.”
 
   I froze.
 
   “Turn the truck around and shine the lights behind us,” Marv said. “I’ll look along the side of the road.”
 
   I swore under my breath. A car door opened and shut, then the groan of the diesel engine broke the silence. Now was the time to run because they wouldn’t hear me over the din of the engine.
 
   I rose to a crouch and took a step forward. Then I winced at the throbbing in my left foot. I had at the very least sprained my ankle in the fall from the truck. I checked over my shoulder again. Jack was turning the truck around. The headlights fanned over the field. I gritted my teeth and ran forward. My leg wobbled and I grimaced in pain. I limped in a crouch-crawl as the truck completed its turn. I was making little progress. Then I spotted a drainage ditch. I blocked out the pain in my ankle and hurtled toward it.
 
   “Drive along the edge of the road,” Marv called out to Jack.
 
   The concrete drainage ditch was about three feet wide and two feet high. Bramble and dead weeds surrounded the opening. I pushed them aside and crawled in. Frozen mud and ice covered the bottom. I pulled myself far inside and stretched out.
 
   The drone of the diesel engine grew closer.
 
   “I don’t see anything,” Marv hollered.
 
   “Check there.” Jack’s faint voice said.
 
   The engine growled right above me.
 
   “I can’t see anything.”
 
   I held my breath and froze. Marv’s voice echoed into the ditch. He was looking into the entrance!
 
   “Aw, this is useless.” Marv’s voice was further away now. “Whoever it was, he’s gone. Let’s go home.”
 
   I couldn’t make out what Jack said. Then I slowly let out my breath.
 
   “Whoever he is, he doesn’t know where we’re going.”
 
   I silently agreed and fervently wished they would stop their search. Jack must’ve thought the same thing because a door slammed shut, the engine roared and then died away.
 
   I began to shiver as I crept to the entrance of the ditch but waited at the opening and listened. I worried that they were trying to trick me, making me think they’d driven away, while Marv actually stayed behind while Jack drove the truck down the road and waited. After a long time, I was sure that they had indeed left. So I inched past the brambles and stood up. Darkness surrounded me. I had no idea how far I was from Deer Trail. In the faint haze of moonlight, I surveyed myself.
 
   My pants were a mess of dirt and mud. One knee was torn. I wiggled a finger inside the rip and winced. My knee was scraped and bleeding. My right shoulder ached and my head pounded. My hands suffered scrapes and bruises as well. I sighed. No broken bones but every inch of me ached. The worst was my ankle.
 
   I put some weight on it and flinched. I reached into my pocket for my phone so I could call for help. Then realization hit me. I’d dropped my phone when I fell from the truck. I stared up the road. It could be anywhere.
 
   “Unbelievable” I said to no one.
 
   There was no way I’d find the phone in the dark. I took another step and grimaced. It hurt to walk on the ankle but I didn’t have a choice. 
 
   I limped into the road, cursing my wingtips, and headed back to Deer Trail.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   I wasn’t sure what time it was now. I’d first walked into Deer Trail about eight. It couldn’t be much more than an hour later. I was hurrying as fast as I could, but my progress was still painfully slow because of my ankle. A breeze blew up around me, chilling me more than I already was. I yanked the collar of my coat up around my ears and stuffed my hands in my pockets. But the cold still crept through the layers of clothing and sank into my bones.
 
   I sunk into a trance-like state, thinking about my favorite film noir movies. Double Indemnity with Fred MacMurray and Barbara Stanwyck was an outstanding flick. Many people nowadays might vaguely remember Stanwyck from the television series, The Big Valley. And she once starred in an Elvis movie, Roustabout. But she was at her best as the femme fatale, duping MacMurray. The Killers with Burt Lancaster was good. Next to Bogie, he was one of my favorite actors. Right now I was a little like Ralph Meeker in Kiss Me Deadly, stranded on a country road. Only I wasn’t driving, or picking up a woman who’d escaped from a psych ward. I was so zoned out that I didn’t at first notice the rumble. Then I stopped as the sickening, distinctive sound of a diesel engine edged into my muddled state.
 
   I whirled around. Headlights dotted the darkness, their halo growing ever brighter. I hop-trotted to the ditch, sunk down and pressed myself into the dirt with my head down. A moment later a truck flew by. I had no idea if it was Jack and Marv. Once the engine noise faded in the distance, I heaved myself out of the ditch and hobbled on.
 
   I didn’t see the truck again. Or any other cars. I wished for my running shoes. A long while later I saw the few lights of Deer Trail and the Phillips 66 sign. I couldn’t stop shivering as I left the dirt road and staggered onto 7th Avenue. A few minutes later I limped into the Phillips convenience store.
 
   Ben’s head bobbed up, back down, then quickly back up at me.
 
   “You all right, man?” he asked.
 
   I nodded. “You still have hot dogs?”
 
   “Sure.” He hesitated, then gestured at the machine. “Help yourself.”
 
   I shambled over and reached for a hot dog, then saw the dirt all over my hands. I gazed back at Ben. “Bathroom?”
 
   He pointed toward the hallway. That’s right, I thought to myself. I’d forgotten I’d passed by the bathroom earlier.
 
   I went in, bent over the sink and turned on the tap. The hot water stung my hands. I made fists and then opened them, stretching my fingers under the water. Eventually my hands thawed out. I stared into the mirror. I had a cut on my forehead, grime all over my face, and a bruise under my left eye. No wonder Ben reacted as he did when I walked in.
 
   I splashed water over my face and scrubbed the filth off with a paper towel. Then I ran a hand over my head, patting down the stray hairs. Feeling slightly better, I hobbled back to the hot dog machine. I fixed one and wolfed it down, then ate another more slowly. Ben eyed me warily.
 
   “I’ll pay for them,” I said through a mouthful.
 
   “No problem,” he said, quickly turning back to the cash register.
 
   I finished the second dog, grabbed a Coke from the refrigerator, and picked up a bag of Doritos.
 
   “Ace bandages?” I asked. I was so tired, I couldn’t even form complete sentences.
 
   “Over there.”
 
   I found the bandages and limped to the counter.
 
   “How much?” I asked, pulling out my wallet. Thank goodness I hadn’t lost it along with my phone.
 
   Ben rang up my purchase and I paid.
 
   I opened the Coke and slugged down half of it, then put the cap back on the bottle. “Is there a motel in town?” There was no way I was going to deal with the 4-Runner right now. I wanted a shower, ice for my ankle, and a bed. If the 4-Runner was stolen during the night, so be it.  I’d deal with it in the morning.
 
   “Yeah,” Ben said. “Go south on Cedar to 4th Street. It’s halfway down the block.” He bagged the chips and bandages.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   I threw the soda in with the other stuff, took the bag off the counter and headed out the door. In the reflection from the window, I could see Ben shaking his head. I was too exhausted to care what he thought.
 
   I was grateful that 4th Avenue was only a short walk away. As Ben said, the Sunnyside Inn was midway down the block and I easily spotted the glowing ‘Vacancy’ sign when I reached 4th Street. A wave of relief washed over me. It would’ve been just my luck that they didn’t have any rooms available, but somehow, I doubted that the Sunnyside was full very often. My ankle burned as I staggered into the tiny motel lobby. An older man with a shock of gray hair sticking out from under a baseball cap sat at a chair behind a short counter.
 
   “Can I help you?” he asked, standing up. His nametag read, ‘Chuck’.
 
   “I need a room for the night,” I said.
 
   “You bet.” He pulled a card from a box of files and slid it across the counter. He eyed my bruised face and hands. “You get in a fight or something?”
 
   I shook my head. “I ran out of gas down the highway.”
 
   He squinted at me.
 
   I tucked the bag in my coat pocket and filled out my name and address on the card, feeling his eyes on me the whole time. Then I pulled out my wallet. “I fell a couple of times as I walked into town,” I said as I handed him my credit card.
 
   He ran the card, got a key from a bunch of rings hanging on the wall behind him, and handed both to me. “You’re in number eight. Down the hall and at the end.”
 
   “Thanks.” I turned to go, then stopped. “Is there a machine with ice?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s in the hallway near your room. You’ll pass by it.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said again.
 
   “You have a good night,” he smiled.
 
   I waved and walked away. I stopped at the machine and loaded a bucket with ice and then let myself into room eight. It wasn’t the Ritz but I couldn’t care less. A double bed sat against one wall, with a nightstand on one side of it. A small wood desk and chair were tucked in the corner. At the end of the bed, on the opposite wall, an old TV sat on a rickety stand.
 
   I shut and locked the door, and slid the chain into place. Then I leaned back, worn out. After a moment, I pushed myself into the room. I plopped on the bed and ate the chips. A phone and an old alarm clock sat on the nightstand. I picked up the phone but couldn’t get a dial tone. Just as well. It would cost me a fortune to make a call from the motel phone.
 
   I kicked off my wingtips. They had so much dust on them, they looked tan instead of black. I trudged in the bathroom, stripped, and took a long hot shower. Then I filled the tub and soaked for a while, keeping my ankle elevated. The pain in my shoulders and legs eased a bit. The water turned lukewarm so I got out and toweled off.
 
   I started shivering again as I cleaned up my pants in the sink, washing as much of the grime off of them as I could. My ankle hurt so I hopped on one foot back into the room, dragged the desk chair close to a heater in the corner, and laid the pants on the seat of the chair. I hoped they would be dry enough to wear in the morning. I draped my shirt over the back of the chair and sat on the bed. I piled the extra pillows at the end of the bed and rested my ankle on them. I wrapped ice in a hand towel and laid it on my ankle. I winced as I laid down. I pulled the comforter over my upper body and eventually I warmed up.
 
   I stared up at the ceiling, lamenting my predicament. How did I go from taking pictures of these Bozos to being stranded out in the middle of nowhere?
 
   I took a sip of soda and stared at the bottle. I managed a wry smile. Bogie would’ve had booze. A beer sounded great right now, but Coke would have to suffice. No way was I going out to find a liquor store or a bar.
 
   I must have dozed off because I suddenly jerked awake. The light was still on. I took the towel off my foot, wrapped the ankle in the bandage to keep the swelling down, and crawled under the covers. I set the alarm for seven, turned off the light, and in moments I was asleep.
 
   ****
 
   My eyes suddenly opened. Darkness surrounded me. I glanced over at the clock: 3:45. I yawned and rolled on my side, still half asleep. Then I heard it.
 
   A faint muffled sound at the door. The knob rattled slightly.
 
   I was wide awake now. I slid down to the end of the bed and stared at the door. A slit of light penetrated through the crack under the door. Then a shadow momentarily blocked the light.
 
   I sat on the edge of the bed, my nerves tingling. Someone was trying to break in. Jack and his buddy Marv, I was sure.
 
   I quietly stood up and winced with the pain in my ankle. It felt a bit better but it still ached. I limped to the tiny closet by the bathroom and picked up a wooden clothes hanger, which was a really pathetic weapon, but all I could find. Then I stood next to the door and waited.
 
   The knob rattled again. I raised the hanger above my head, ready to strike.
 
   “What are you doing?” a low voice hissed.
 
   I jumped and nearly fell over.  The voice seemed to have scared whoever was on the other side of the door too, because I heard whispered swearing.
 
   “We gotta get this guy before he turns us in.” I wasn’t sure, but it sounded like Marv’s voice.
 
   “Are you crazy? What if someone sees you?”
 
   The second voice seemed familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it. The voices faded away.
 
   I leaned against the wall, my blood pressure ringing loud in my ears. I waited, muscles tensed. I glanced down but didn’t see any shadows in the light under the door. Finally, after I was sure the men were gone, I double-checked the lock and chain on the door and crawled back into bed. I set the hanger on the floor next to me. Sleep wouldn’t come so I used the last of the ice in the bucket on my ankle. I stared into the darkness, anxiously wondering if or when Jack and Marv to return.
 
   These guys were, apparently, desperate to stop me. It seemed like overkill for dognappers, unless they were stealing lots of dogs. When money is at stake, who knows what people will do.
 
   I wondered how they’d found me. I thought back to the truck that had passed by me as I walked back into Deer Trail. Maybe they’d seen me come into the motel. More questions than answers.
 
   I hoped they wouldn’t do anything to Aesop. The Johnsons must be worried sick. And Gail had to be wondering why I hadn’t called her. I’d be back in Denver soon enough, and I’d get in touch with her. And then I’d figure out where Jack and Marv lived. And then what?
 
   Just before dawn I dozed off.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   The blaring alarm jolted me awake. I sat up and my sore muscles screamed. I checked my ankle. The swelling was down but it was still tender.
 
   I limped into the bathroom and examined my face in the mirror. The bruise under my left eye had turned a deep bluish-black and the scrape on my forehead looked as if a cat had scratched me. I took a long hot shower, ran my hands through my hair to comb it, and then plodded back in the bedroom. My pants were dry but I found more rips in them than I’d noticed the night before. My shirt was winkled but clean. I got dressed, wiped the dust off my shoes and put them on. My left foot fit tightly in the shoe. I grabbed my coat and lumbered down the hall, across the lobby and into a small restaurant.
 
   This must’ve been the place to be in Deer Trail on a Saturday morning. The only table available was a two-seater in the corner by a window, and every eye in the place stared at me as I hobbled over to it. I eased into the wooden chair and a middle-aged woman in a yellow dress strolled up to the table.
 
   “Hon, you look like you could use coffee,” she said, holding up a cup and half-full coffee pot.
 
   “That sounds great.” I leaned back and stretched. Joints popped loudly.
 
   “Here’s a menu,” she said, taking a laminated sheet from under her arm and handing it to me. “I’ll be back in a minute to take your order.”
 
   “Thanks.” I took the menu and perused it. I hadn’t eaten much since lunch yesterday, so I decided on the Rancher’s Plate: eggs, steak, hash browns, toast and fruit.
 
   “Tough night?”
 
   I looked up. Two men in jeans, plaid shirts and baseball caps were gazing curiously at me.
 
   “Yeah,” I said. I sipped my coffee.
 
   “What’s the other guy look like?” said the one closest to me as he scratched his blond beard.
 
   I sighed. “It’s a long story.”
 
   “What’s the short version?” the other one asked. He was a hefty guy with a huge nose and dark eyes, and he wasn’t what I wanted to look at this early in the morning.
 
   “I ran out of gas,” I said.
 
   They both nodded slowly, as if sympathizing with me.
 
   “How far?” This from the one with the big nose.
 
   “A few miles west of town,” I said.
 
   He rubbed his nose. “What kind of car is it?”
 
   “A 4-Runner.”
 
   “Ah,” the bearded guy nodded. “I passed it on the way here.”
 
   “I’m glad it’s still there,” I managed a rueful smile.
 
   “No one’s going to do anything to it,” the other one chuckled. “Not out here.”
 
   “Tell you what,” the bearded guy said. “Eat your breakfast and when you’re done, I’ll run you to get some gas and take you back to your car.”
 
   I smiled and said, “That’d be great. I’m not sure my ankle would get me there otherwise.”
 
   The waitress came and took my order. The service was fast and I was soon wolfing down what seemed like the best meal I’d had in days. When I finished, the bearded guy stood up and extended his hand.
 
   “I’m Alan.”
 
   I reached out and shook his hand. “Thanks for your help.”
 
   “See you, Fred,” Alan said to his friend.
 
   I followed Alan out to his truck.
 
   “I’ve got a gas can in back,” he said as he got in the cab. “We’ll get it filled and get you on your way.”
 
   And that’s exactly what we did. I wondered if I might see Jack or Marv around town, but I didn’t. Alan drove to the Phillips 66, the only place in town to get gas. We filled up the gas can, I paid, and we headed west on I-70.
 
   “You know someone out here?” Alan asked after a bit of silence.
 
   “I was going to look at some property in Limon,” I lied, referring to a town farther east on I-70.
 
   “Shoot, there’s not much out here, other than farms.” He let out a short laugh. “And maybe the occasional meth lab.”
 
   ‘You know where meth labs are?” I asked, a tinge of surprise in my voice.
 
   “Naw,” Alan shook his head. “Those boys into that stuff camouflage what they do. Looking for meth labs out here is like trying to find a mouse in a barn. There’s way too many places for them to hide.”
 
   I yawned and Alan stopped talking. He turned on the radio and hummed along with The Rolling Stones. Ten minutes later we had reached the 4-Runner. I sighed with relief that it was still where I’d left it. We were traveling on the opposite side of the divided highway, heading west, so Alan had to go to the next exit, miles down the road. He looped around and onto east I-70. A few minutes later, he stopped in front of the 4-Runner. I retrieved the gas can and dumped gas into the 4-Runner tank, thanked Alan and waved as he drove off. I got inside and checked to make sure everything was still there, most importantly my camera. It was on the floor of the back seat where I’d hidden it. I started the car and drove myself back into Deer Trail, filled up, bought a soda and started back to Denver.
 
   I made a mental list of things to do as I drove. Get a new cell phone. Contact Gail and let her know what was going on. Find out where Jack and Marv took the dog. Once I got home, I could call Cal. Since I’d take pictures of Jack’s truck, I had the license plate number. Cal could then look up the plate number and I would have Jack’s address. I was desperate for some quality sleep, although I wasn’t sure when I could fit that in. After I found Aesop, I told myself.
 
   ****
 
   I arrived in Denver just before eleven. The growling in my stomach let me know it was almost lunchtime. I parked the 4-Runner in the garage, grabbed my camera bag, and wearily trudged around the side of the building. I gingerly climbed the porch steps and halted. The front door to the Goofball Brothers apartment was cracked open and I noticed Deuce sitting on the edge of his couch. Willie was hovering over him, holding a rag up to his face.
 
   I pushed open the door. “What’s going on?”
 
   Willie turned around. “Good Lord! What happened to you?”
 
   “It’s a long story,” I said for the second time that morning. “Will someone tell me what happened?”
 
   I glanced around the living room. A recliner lay overturned and the coffee table was pushed aside. Mocha-colored liquid pooled on the hardwood floor near the door. An overturned Starbucks glass lay nearby.
 
   “What’s going on?” I asked again. “Deuce, are you okay?”
 
   “Where were you?” Willie asked, her voice tight.
 
   “I’ll tell you later,” I murmured to her.
 
   “I went to get coffee,” Deuce said, oblivious to our exchange. “When I came home, a man had broken in. He wanted to know where you were. I told him I didn’t know. He didn’t believe me. He knocked my coffee out of my hand and it spilled.”
 
   Willie lowered her hand and I saw Deuce’s face. He had a reddish welt on his jaw. He twisted up his face as he eyed the mess around him.
 
   “He thought you lived here,” Deuce continued. “When I told him you lived upstairs, he said ‘Give him a message for me’, and then he slugged me. Hard.”
 
   Deuce’s lip trembled and Willie patted his shoulder.
 
   I sighed. “Then what happened?”
 
   “He said you were putting your nose where it doesn’t belong and if you didn’t stop, you’d be sorry. Then he hit me again.”
 
   Deuce lightly ran a hand over his jaw.
 
   I gritted my teeth and clenched my hands. I stared into Deuce’s fearful, innocent eyes. It was one thing for them to come after me; after all, I was the one messing with Jack and Marv. But to hurt my friends, especially the Goofball Brothers, who were naïve and tenderhearted, that I couldn’t stand.
 
   “It’s going to be okay,” I said. I stepped past the spilt coffee and came into the room. I righted the recliner and sat down.
 
   “I’ll take care of this, but first, tell me what this guy looked like,” I said.
 
   “I don’t know Reed,” Deuce cleared his throat. “He was just a guy.”
 
   “Think like a detective, Deuce,” I said. “Was the man tall?”
 
   Deuce sat up straighter. “No,” he said.
 
   “Was he shorter, and kind of stocky?”
 
   Deuce nodded, gazing back at me seriously. He closed his eyes and thought for second. “His voice was kind of low,” he said, opening his eyes. “Like Johnny Cash. And he kind of sneered at me.”
 
   Marv, I thought.
 
   “That’s good, Deuce,” I said. “That will help me find him.”
 
   “We should call the police,” Willie said.
 
   I shook my head. “I know who did this and they don’t live in Denver. It’ll be a waste of time to report this.”
 
   “I want to help, Reed,” Deuce said. “We can get this guy, right?”
 
   “I’ll take care of it,” I said. “You take care of that jaw.”
 
   Willie sat on the couch next to Deuce. She crossed her arms and glared at me angrily, but I detected worry as well. Before I could deal with her ire, older brother Bob burst through the front door.
 
   “What’s going on?” he said, his eyes darting frantically between us all. He rushed over to Deuce and bent down. “You okay, buddy?”
 
   “Yeah,” Deuce said. “After I called you, I called Willie,” Deuce explained to me. “She came over and helped me.”
 
   “His jaw is going to be a little sore,” Willie said. “But nothing’s broken.”
 
   “That’s good.” Bob breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   “Now we have to get the bad guys, right Reed?” Deuce said. “And since I got hurt, maybe now I should get to carry a gun.”
 
   I rolled me eyes. The morning was going from bad to worse. “Uh, we’ll have to discuss it.”
 
   Bob’s jaw dropped. He cocked an eyebrow at me and then jerked his head. “Can I speak to you in the kitchen?”
 
   “Sure.” I limped after him.
 
   Bob leaned against the counter and crossed his arms. “You’re getting him a gun?”
 
   I held up a hand. “Of course not.”
 
   “Thank goodness for that.” He noticed my ripped pants and bruised face. “You look like hell.”
 
   “I fell out of a truck.” I sat down at the small kitchen table to take the weight off my ankle.
 
   “Tough case?”
 
   “You could say that,” I said.
 
   Bob paused for a moment. “Listen, I understand wanting a job that gives you an adrenaline rush.” That was true. Bob was an EMT…talk about a job with a rush. He gestured at my appearance. “And you obviously get yourself into some danger. But this is hitting a little too close to home.”
 
   Deuce and Willie came into the kitchen.
 
   “It’s okay,” Deuce said, overhearing Bob. “It wasn’t Reed’s fault that guy got the wrong place. And Reed is a great detective. He’ll get this guy.”
 
   I appreciated his faith in me, however ill-conceived it might have been right at that moment.
 
   “You know who did this?” Bob asked.
 
   I nodded. “He lives somewhere east of Deer Trail. I’m going to find him and then I can turn him in.” 
 
   “That’s good,” Bob said. “I just don’t like the idea of my brothers being in danger.”
 
   “We’re fine,” Deuce said. “You worry about us too much. Besides, Ace and I like helping Reed and you can’t tell us what to do.”
 
   Bob opened his mouth to protest but no words came out. “I have to answer to Mom and Dad,” he finally said. “They won’t like hearing that you got hurt.”
 
   “Then don’t tell them,” Deuce said. “And Reed should be more concerned about his mom finding out he got hurt.” He grinned. “It’ll just make her madder that he’s a detective.”
 
   Now that was a low blow. True, but low.
 
   Bob chuckled, then winked at Deuce.
 
   I heaved myself out of the chair.
 
   “You want me to look at your ankle?” Bob asked.
 
   “I’ll take care of him,” Willie said.
 
   All the better, I thought.
 
   We left Bob and Deuce in the kitchen. Willie followed me upstairs to my condo. I sat down on the couch and she checked my ankle.
 
   “Does this hurt?” she asked, pressing just above my heel.
 
   I winced. “Not really.”
 
   She cocked her head. “That was convincing.” She sat down next to me. “You need to take it easy. You should ice your foot and keep it elevated.”
 
   “I’ll do that while I call Cal.”
 
   “Reed, you look horrible,” Willie said. “Get some rest.”
 
   I got up and gazed at her. “I feel horrible. But someone’s serious enough about stopping me that he came after my friend. I’ve got to find him before he comes back.”
 
   Willie stood up. She chewed at her lip and then surprised me with a hug. “I hate what you do, you know that?”
 
   I put my chin on top of her head and enjoyed this new closeness. “Yeah, at times like this, I hate it, too.”
 
   “So get another job.”
 
   I pushed her back and stared at her. “Can you help me with something?”
 
   “Don’t think I didn’t notice you changing the subject.” She paused. I waited. “Fine,” she said. “What do you need?”
 
   “Can you get me a new cell phone? I need to work on some stuff here and it would really help me out.”
 
   Willie held out her hand. “Give me your credit card. And what kind of phone do you want?”
 
   She may have hated what I did, but she still liked me. How else could I explain her willingness to help me?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
   After Willie left, I rummaged in the refrigerator. While I prepared a couple of sandwiches, I mulled over how Marv had found where I lived. Maybe I was too tired, but I couldn’t come up with an answer. I fixed a bag of ice, and carried the sandwiches, and a Coke, into my office. I rested my foot on a spare chair, and carefully placed the ice bag over my ankle. I logged onto my computer and quickly ate the sandwiches. Then I dialed my cell phone number, entered a password, and retrieved the stored messages.
 
   Gail had called three times last night. In the first message, her voice held mild concern, asking why I hadn’t phoned her. She also said that the Johnsons were frantic and that they hadn’t heard from the dognappers about a ransom. Her tone in the next message was more frantic, again wondering why I hadn’t contacted her and questioning if I was okay. If she only knew. In the third, left at midnight, worry laced her voice. She pleaded with me to call her and let her know what was going on. She had called again this morning, again asking for me to get in touch with her as soon as possible.
 
   I opened the Coke and drank half of it as I dialed her number.
 
   “Reed! I’ve been trying to reach you,” Gail blurted into the phone before I had a chance to say anything.
 
   “I got your messages,” I said. “It’s been a long night.”
 
   “Where is the Johnsons’ dog? What happened?” She fired off the questions. “The Johnsons having been calling me non-stop. They’re just sick over all this.”
 
   I briefly explained what had happened since I’d last talked to her.
 
   “That’s horrible,” she blurted out as I finished.
 
   I decided not to tell her about Deuce getting beat up. No need to worry her more.
 
   “Have the Johnsons received a ransom note?” I asked.
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   Marv must’ve decided to threaten me first, then drop off a ransom note.
 
   “I’ll bet the Johnsons hear from them soon,” I said. “I’ve got the license plate of their truck. I should be able to figure out where the dognappers live.”
 
   “Can you look up that kind of information?” Gail asked. “Is it public record?”
 
   “If I can’t, Cal can,” I thought. “I’ll figure it out,” I said. “Call the Johnsons and tell them what’s going on.”
 
   “Should they call the police?”
 
   “They can,” I said. “But I don’t know what good it will do. Just like the other times, the police will file a report and that’ll be it.”
 
   “But you witnessed the dognapping!”
 
   “I’ll find the dog, and then I’ll call the police.” I paused. “Let me know when the Johnsons get a ransom note.”
 
   “Fine,” Gail said, her tone indicating she didn’t think it was fine. “You keep me posted, too, okay?”
 
   I gulped some more Coke. “I’m getting a new cell phone as we speak. I’ll call you later on tonight when I find the dog.”
 
   I hung up and opened my camera bag. I took the camera out and plugged it into the USB port. In moments, I had the pictures I’d taken last night at the Johnsons’ house downloaded onto my computer.
 
   “Here we go,” I muttered as I began scrolling through them. I quickly found one where I could clearly read the license plate. “Bingo.”
 
   I picked up the phone again and dialed Cal. He rarely left his house, so I was pretty sure he’d be available. The phone rang twice.
 
   “What’s up?” he said, right on cue.
 
   “Can you get me an address if I give you a license plate number?” I asked.
 
   “No ‘hello, how are you’,” he laughed.
 
   “Cal, not right now.”
 
   “Okay.” He grew serious. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Maybe I should tape this,” I said, then explained for the third time what had happened in the last sixteen hours.
 
   “Wow,” he said. “All this over a dog?”
 
   “I think there’s more to this,” I said as I downed the last of the Coke. “Maybe it’s like that guy Alan said, and I’m messing with drug dealers.”
 
   “Who also masquerade as dognappers.”
 
   “That’s what I hope to find out,” I said. “Can you help with the address?”
 
   “Sure, fire away.”
 
   I read the plate number from the picture. Clattering of Cal’s fingers hitting the keyboard sang through the phone while I grabbed a pad and pen. “Okay,” he said slowly. “That’s an address in Arvada.”
 
   I tapped my pen on the paper. “That doesn’t make sense. I think they live in Deer Trail.”
 
   “You sure you read the plate correctly?”
 
   I stared at the monitor. “DDD-589.”
 
   “That’s what I typed,” Cal said.
 
   I studied a couple of other pictures and enlarged them on the screen. “Wait,” I said.
 
   I leaned forward, scrutinizing the plate number. It appeared as if the top of the eight had a tiny tail. I enlarged the picture more, but that made it unreadable. “Instead of an eight, try a six,” I said. “I think maybe they used some black tape to alter the six…”
 
   “…making it an eight. Slick.” Cal paused. “Nope, there isn’t an address for that plate number at all.”
 
   I pored over the picture again. “Hmm, the nine seems funny. Try DDD-587.”
 
   “It’s an address in Deer Trail.”
 
   “That’s it!” I shouted. “What is it?”
 
   He rattled off the address and I wrote it down.
 
   “Jack and Connie Porter live there,” Cal said. “You want any other information on them?”
 
   “No. Let’s keep the illegalities to a minimum.”
 
   Cal chuckled. “If you change your mind, I can get whatever you need.”
 
   I stared at the computer. “Jack Porter,” I said in my best Bogie imitation. “I’m coming to get you.”
 
   Mapquest helped me find the address on a map. Jack’s place was farther down Road 34 from where I’d fallen from his truck. “I know roughly where that is.”
 
   “What’s your plan?” Cal asked.
 
   I glanced at the computer clock. It was just after one. If Willie returned soon with the phone, I could drive out to Deer Trail before it got dark. “I’m going back out there,” I finally said. “I’ve got to get the dog back.”
 
   “Why don’t you just wait for the next ransom drop?”
 
   “Because the last two went so well?” I responded to the touch of sarcasm in his voice. “Gail’s supposed to call me and let me know when the Johnsons receive a ransom note. But I don’t want to wait on that.”
 
   “I would’ve thought Marv would be headed there after he left here,” Cal said.
 
   “I know. They don’t seem like they’re in much of a hurry. That’s why I think it’s better if I can stop this now.”
 
   “Maybe Marv got some lunch first,” Cal said, referring to my losing Jack and Marv the previous evening when they’d gone for dinner.
 
   “Not funny,” I said.
 
   “It kind of was,” Cal laughed, but stopped when I didn’t join him. “Maybe it’s time to involve the police,” he suggested.
 
   “Maybe I should,” I said, feeling a little like I was admitting defeat. I got onto the Internet and searched for the sheriff’s office nearest to Deer Trail. “I can go to the sheriff in Strasburg.”
 
   “How far is that from Deer Trail?”
 
   “It’s about twenty miles west.” I thought for a moment. “I’ll show the sheriff the pictures. That ought to convince them to go out to Jack’s place and at least talk to them.”
 
   “And if they don’t do anything?” Cal asked.
 
   “I’ll go get the dog myself.”
 
   “I figured you’d say that. You want help?” Cal offered.
 
   I thought about Deuce. “No,” I said, not wanting anyone else to get hurt because of my profession. “I’ll be fine.”
 
   “Suits me,” Cal said. “You’re the detective, not me.”
 
   “Right,” I said and we hung up.
 
   I spent a few minutes printing the best pictures of the dognapping. I put them in a manila envelope and then printed the directions to the sheriff’s office in Strasburg. I packed up the camera and then dragged myself into the bedroom and changed clothes, fighting exhaustion. Once I’d dressed, I took a small box from a shelf in the closet. In it was my Glock pistol. After my first investigation, when I’d been shot in the ass, I decided it was time to buy a gun. Up to this point, all I’d done was shoot it at the firing range. It wasn’t that I didn’t know how to use it, it was that I preferred TV detective Jim Rockford’s reason for not carrying a gun: “Because I don’t want to shoot anybody.” But right now, I also didn’t relish going up against Jack and Marv without some protection. I got the camera bag and the envelope and headed out to the living room.
 
   Knuckles rapped on the door and Willie let herself in.
 
   “Here’s the phone,” she said, holding up a bag.
 
   I put my hand with the gun behind my back, but it was too late.
 
   “I hope you –” she stopped as she spied the gun. “Reed?”
 
   “It’s no big deal,” I said, setting the gun and camera bag down. “After what’s happened, I want to be careful. Can I see the phone?”
 
   Willie handed me the bag. Her eyes flashed a mix of annoyance and concern.
 
   I sat down on the couch and fiddled with the phone. “This is great, thanks. Looks like it needs to be charged. I can do that in the car.”
 
   “Reed.”
 
   I looked up. “What?”
 
   “Why don’t you let the police handle this?”
 
   “I am. I’m going to visit the sheriff in Strasburg and show them the pictures.”
 
   “Then why the gun?”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   Willie threw up her hands. “If they don’t help, you’re going to go it on your own, aren’t you?”
 
   I stood up, threw on my coat, shoved the gun in a pocket, and snatched up the camera bag.
 
   “It’s my job.”
 
   Willie bit her lip. “Great. I’m falling for a guy who’s going to get himself killed.”
 
   All I heard was that she was falling for me. That made my day. Clint Eastwood couldn’t have said it better. I limped toward the door.
 
   “You need to stay off that ankle,” Willie said.
 
   “I will, soon enough.” I kissed her on the cheek. “Nothing’s going to happen. I’ll go out there, report them, and get the dog back.”
 
   “Just take the pictures to the police,” Willie said. She made a motion like she was wiping her hands. “Leave it at that. Case closed.”
 
   “I’ll consider it.”
 
   I opened the door, waiting for Willie.
 
   “Fine, don’t take my advice.” She stomped out past me. “Don’t call me when you get into trouble again.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” I murmured as I followed her down the stairs.
 
   She stormed across the street to her place and I hurried around back to the garage, wishing she weren’t mad at me. But I didn’t have time to think about that now. If everything went according to plan, I’d be home safe in a few hours, and Willie would realize she’d been anxious for nothing. I hoped the sheriff’s office would let me bring Aesop back to the Johnsons. That would be a nice ending to the case.
 
   Too bad it didn’t turn out like that.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   About forty-five minutes later I exited off I-70 onto Wagner Street in Strasburg. I followed the directions I’d printed out and turned east on Colfax and then north on Monroe Street. From there it didn’t take long before I spotted the Arapahoe County Sheriff’s Office. I parked, grabbed the manila envelope with the dognapping pictures and hurried in the building.
 
   A uniformed officer sat at a desk behind a counter. When I entered, he stared up at me and his eyes narrowed. Not the reception I wanted, but I’m sure the fact that I looked like I’d been in a bar fight didn’t help. I tried not to limp as I strolled up to the counter.
 
   “Can I help you?” he asked in a gruff voice. He was built like a boxer, with a thick chest and large hands. The buttons of his shirt threatened to pop off. His nameplate said, “E. Myers.”
 
   “I’m Reed Ferguson,” I introduced myself. “I’m a private investigator from Denver. I was hired to find stolen show dogs. In the course of my investigation, I followed some dognappers and I’ve got pictures of these men stealing a dog.”
 
   “You…what?” Myers struggled to keep a straight face.
 
   I shook my head wearily. Of course, with that introduction I sounded like a crackpot. “Good move, Reed,” I thought. Where was Bogie when I needed him? No cop would question Bogie.
 
   Myers glanced into the cracked door of an inner office. I wondered if whoever was in that room was laughing at me.
 
   I pulled the pictures from the envelope. “I’ve got pictures of these men stealing a dog. Look.”
 
   I spread the pictures on the counter. Myers picked one up in his beefy hand and gazed at it. “He’s got a dog but who’s to say that isn’t his dog?”
 
   “It’s not,” I said. “You can check with the couple who own the dog. The owner of that truck is named Jack Porter. He lives outside of Deer Trail. That dog belongs to Matt and Leslie Johnson who live in Denver.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” he said. He still wasn’t taking me seriously.
 
   A small radio fastened to his left shoulder clicked, emitting voices covered in static.
 
   “Hold on,” he held up a hand and listened.
 
   I tapped my fingers on the counter, waiting.
 
   Myers pressed a button on the radio and spoke in a low voice.
 
   “I’ve got to handle this,” he said when he’d finished. He set the picture down. “If you want to wait, I’ll fill out a report when I’m through.”
 
   “How long will that be?”
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, brushing me off. “Have a seat.”
 
   “For how long?” I asked again.
 
   His radio squawked again, something about a crash out on I-70.
 
   “I’ll get to you,” he said more forcefully. “If you’ll excuse me.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said, reluctant to leave. He glared at me and I realized I didn’t have a choice. I sat down in a hard plastic chair near the door and waited. And waited.
 
   I finally called Gail.
 
   “Have the Johnsons heard anything?” I asked when she answered.
 
   “No. They’re worried sick.”
 
   “I wonder if the dognappers are purposely waiting a long time so the Johnsons will pay anything to get their dog back.”
 
   “That’s terrible,” Gail said.
 
   “Tell them I’m working on it,” I said. “And make sure you call me when they hear something.”
 
   I hung up and glanced over the counter. Myers was on the phone.
 
   What if I couldn’t get him to take me seriously? What if Marv and Jack sped things up and tried to get the ransom money tonight? If they returned Aesop before the sheriff showed up, it’d be hard to prove Marv and Jack broke the law, especially since Myers didn’t seem to believe me. I decided there was only one thing for me to do.
 
   I left.
 
   I hobbled back to the 4-Runner, ignoring the soreness in my ankle, and drove to Deer Trail. I flew past the Phillips 66 and, in short order, I turned east on 34, my gut tightening at the memory of last night’s debacle.
 
   It wouldn’t be hard to find Jack’s place because he lived right on 34, four miles from Deer Trail. My palms grew sweaty as I thought about confronting Jack. To calm myself down, I hummed along with Echo And The Bunnymen as they sang Lips Like Sugar, a favorite song of mine. A few miles later, I slowed as a small farmhouse on the north side of the road came into view. A locked red iron gate blocked the entrance to the property. An old tan Lincoln Town Car was parked in front of the house. About a hundred feet behind the house sat a weathered old barn. Jack’s blue Ram truck was parked in a covered space next to the house.
 
   I continued down the road until the house disappeared. Then I flipped a U-turn and stopped on the side of the road. What to do?
 
   The sun sat low in the western sky. It would soon be dark. If I was going to be able to see anything, I’d better go now.
 
   I got out, stuffed my camera in my coat pocket, tucked my gun in the small of my back, and locked the 4-Runner. It was chilly, but not nearly as cold as the night before. I trudged along the side of the road, prepared to duck into the ditch if anyone came along. No one did.
 
   A few minutes later I approached Jack’s house. A hundred feet from the house I paused behind a leafless tree and watched the property. I pulled out the camera and zoomed in on the house. Through a side window I spotted the figure of a woman moving around. Then Jack passed by the window.
 
   “Where’s the dog?” I muttered.
 
   I panned around the house but didn’t see any evidence of dogs. I had to know where Aesop was being kept. That meant getting closer to the house.
 
   I shoved the camera back in my coat pocket, crouched down and trekked through a field toward the east side of the house. On the other side of a barb-wire fence a wide lane led to the barn. Beyond that were a large yard and the house. I couldn’t see anyone in the window. I glanced around, then stepped on one wire, pulled up another, and ducked through. Then I dashed across the lane, through the yard, and up to the side of the house.
 
   I pressed myself against the wall and listened. No one ran out of the house with guns trained on me. Conclusion: I hadn’t been spotted. I slid along the wall to the back side of the house. I peered around. A few rickety chairs sat around a picnic table and a huge iron smoke grill stood out in the open between the house and barn. I hoped that Aesop might be tied up outside, but I didn’t see him.
 
   The front door opened and the hum of voices broke the stillness. I hit the ground and crawled around the corner of the house. I pulled myself into a crouch and peeked back toward the front of the house.
 
   “You drive,” Jack was saying.
 
   Marv was walking to the Lincoln, followed by Jack and a tall reed-thin woman with long dark hair.
 
   “I want to go to Longhorn’s,” the woman said as she slid into the passenger side.
 
   “I ain’t driving to Byers, Connie,” Marv said, getting into the driver’s seat. “We’re eating at Brick Oven in town.”
 
   “Whatever,” the woman’s irritated voice drifted out of the car.
 
   “Jack, you gotta get the gate,” Marv said.
 
   That would be good, I thought. Once I found Aesop, I could go back and get the car, and retrieve him. That would save me having to carry the dog back to my car.
 
   Jack strolled to the red gate, unlocked it and swung it open. Marv drove through and waited for Jack to close and lock the gate. Then Jack hopped into the back, and the car peeled out onto 34. So much for being able to drive through the gate.
 
   But I was still elated. I figured I had at least an hour before they returned from dinner. Three quick steps and I was at the back door. I listened but heard nothing. I tried the handle and it turned. I breathed a sigh of relief and stepped into the kitchen.
 
   A miniscule round table with four chairs sat in one corner. Old metal cupboards dominated part of one wall, a sink, more cupboards and a refrigerator sat against another wall. I didn’t see any dog dishes or other indications that Aesop might be around. I noticed a tall pantry door by the refrigerator. I opened it but saw no dog and no dog food.
 
   I shut the pantry door and hurried through the rest of the house. The living room had a worn white couch and love seat against the walls, a large flat screen TV across from them, and a fake oak coffee table. Down a hallway were two bedrooms and a bathroom. The master bedroom was a mess, with an unmade bed and clothes strewn about. The other room consisted of office furniture and boxes. If they kept Aesop in here, I saw no evidence of it.
 
   Maybe Aesop was in the barn. I hurried back through the kitchen and let myself out. The sound of car tires on the driveway split the air. I froze. Were they back already?
 
   I flattened myself against the side of the house.
 
    A horn beeped, then a car door opened. “Jack? Connie? You there?” a low voice called.
 
   “Leave it on the steps,” another male voice said. “They’ll get it when they come home.”
 
   “Maybe I should take it around back.”
 
   I looked around frantically. Where could I go?
 
   “It’s just the supplies,” the second voice said. “Leave it and let’s go.”
 
   “Okay.” A crinkling of paper drifted through the air, then a car door slammed. A second later, the car drove away.
 
   I hadn’t realized I’d been holding my breath. I let it out slowly. I hurried around to the front and opened the bag that they’d left on the porch. Some dog brushes, unmarked bottles with liquid in them, and some syringes. Whoever that was, they’d left dog supplies. But what were Jack and Marv doing to the dogs they stole? I shrugged. Regardless, I was definitely in the right place. Now if I could just find the damn dog and get out of here.
 
   I ran to the back of the house and through the yard, past the smoke grill and to the barn. As I pushed open the heavy door, it creaked loudly. Inside was a beat-up Chevy truck, a tractor, and other farm equipment thrown in the stalls. I saw no livestock. Then, in one of the stalls I found stacks of cheap dog food. But still no sign of Aesop.
 
   “Where the hell is he?” I asked myself. “Think, Reed. Think!”
 
   I didn’t like the feel of this. Why hide one dog so carefully? There was more to this. But what? And where were they keeping Aesop?
 
   I eased back out of the barn and closed the door. I looked toward the other side of the house, but didn’t see a dog house or any other place where a dog might be, so I walked around behind the barn. A stark field ran as far as I could see. I gazed west and squinted into the setting sun. I had about thirty minutes of light.
 
   Where to look? I chewed my lower lip, thinking. Then Alan’s words came to me, when he’d given me a lift in his truck. “Those old boys know how to camouflage themselves.”
 
   I took out my camera and trained it out into the fields, zooming in. I carefully fanned from left to right. There! I looked over the camera, then back into the lens. Off in the distance was a rise in the ground. Thick undergrowth appeared to be blocking something, but I couldn’t tell what.
 
   I put the camera back and traipsed across the field, stepping carefully so I wouldn’t twist my already injured foot. Fifty yards out I neared the clump of shrubs and now I could see what they were blocking. A long structure on stilts about five feet high and twenty feet long sat tucked into the rise in the hill. Heavy tarps covered the sides and dirt was strewn on top of the structure.
 
   I stepped around the brush and pulled back one of the tarps. My jaw dropped. Dozens of small dogs sat locked in small cages. These looked nothing like the pampered show dogs I’d seen just a day ago. Among the breeds I recognized were Shih Tzu and terriers. A powerful urine smell almost overwhelmed me. I took a couple of hesitant steps, my mind not processing the horror I was seeing. Many of the dogs were filthy, with matted hair and sickly eyes. Most shook with the cold. Some were pregnant. None made any noise.
 
   “Oh my…” I lost my voice. One poor dog gazed at me with the saddest eyes I’d ever seen.
 
   So this is why Jack and Marv were so intent on stopping me. I didn’t know a lot about puppy mills, but I wasn’t immune to the fact that there was huge money to be made breeding and selling puppy-mill dogs to pet stores.
 
   My eyes scanned the cages. I saw a couple of Parson Russell Terriers with unkempt fur, and then I spotted Aesop. He stuck out amongst the others because he was cleaned and well-groomed. “That wouldn’t last long,” I thought.
 
   I strode over to his cage. He cowered in the back corner.
 
   “Hey, boy,” I whispered to him. He hesitated, his little body quaking. Then he took a few uncertain steps to the edge of the cage. I stuck my finger between the cage wires and petted him.
 
   “I’ll get you out,” I said. I glanced at the other dogs. “I’ll get you all out.”
 
   A silver padlock secured the cage door. I’d have to find a key. I searched all around but didn’t see any hanging nearby. They were probably in the house, or maybe the barn.
 
   I reached back in Aesop’s cage and patted him on the head. “I’ll be back.”
 
   I stepped back, took out my camera, and snapped a bunch of shots of the cages. The camera’s flash lit up the enclosed space, capturing the wretched conditions the dogs lived in. I shook my head in disgust as I crept back through the shrubs.
 
   The sun had set, leaving everything in a gray haze. I started across the field, my eyes trying to adjust to the dimness. I fell once, twisting my ankle. “Damn it,” I groaned, clutching my leg. I stood up and hurried on.
 
   I was about twenty feet from the barn when Marv’s car turned onto the property. I ducked down, not sure if they could see me walking in the field. I stayed in a squat and moved to my right, using the barn as a shield. I waited a moment to see if anyone came running. When no one did, I stood up and ran to the barn, gritting my teeth against the pain in my ankle. I reached the barn and paused, then peeked around the side. Lights blinked on in the house but I didn’t see anyone through the back windows. A bluish winking hue told me the television had been turned on.
 
   I ducked down and hurried to the barn door. I winced as the hinges creaked. I slipped inside and slowly pulled the door closed, trying to minimize the noise. I could barely see a thing. How was I going to search for a key? A door slamming stopped me cold. I eased the barn door open a crack, praying it wouldn’t squeak, and looked through. Marv stood near the picnic table, staring out into the field. He held a flashlight, which he flicked on as he started walking out toward the puppy mill. Did they suspect something? Or was he just checking on the dogs? Either way, I needed to make my escape. I wouldn’t be able to rescue Aesop right now, but I could go back to the sheriff’s office and insist they send someone out here. I waited until the sound of Marv’s footsteps faded, and then I slipped out through the door.
 
   Something stirred the air. I half-turned around and saw a chunk of firewood flying at my head. I ducked but not in time. The wood clunked me behind my ear. Stars danced in my vision as I slumped to the ground, dazed.
 
   Footsteps approached.
 
   “Come on, get him in here,” Jack said.
 
   Hands grabbed me roughly and dragged me into the barn. Bright light suddenly blinded me. I moaned and kicked out, but my legs were like rubber. The hands dropped me and my head thumped on the barn floor with a crack. I tried to sit up but a booted foot pressed me back down. A hand pulled my gun from where it was tucked in my jeans.
 
   “You won’t need this,” Marv said.
 
   I reached for it, but he slapped my hand away.
 
   “Tie him up,” Marv said.
 
   I cocked my head and Jack’s face came into my vision. Then he sidled around behind me and yanked my arms up. He taped my hands together with duct tape, then wrapped more tape around my ankles. The pressure on my sprained ankle was excruciating. Once Jack finished, they rolled me over. Marv searched my pockets, taking my keys, camera, cell phone, and wallet.
 
   “Taking pictures.” Jack shook his head.
 
   I glared at him.
 
   Marv turned on the camera and fiddled with it. “You better look at this Jack.” He held the camera out. They both squinted as they perused the shots I’d taken.
 
   “He’s got it all,” Marv said. “There’s me taking that stupid dog last night. And your truck.” He put his face up close to the camera. “I’ll bet those pictures have your license plate number. That’s how he found your place.”
 
   “This is not good,” Jack muttered.
 
   Marv began pacing. “What are we going to do?” He threw up his hands.
 
   Jack stared down at me. “Is Marv right?”
 
   “Wouldn’t you like to know,” I said.
 
   Jack opened my wallet. “Reed Ferguson,” he read from my license. He tapped the card on his hand. “What’s a guy from Denver doing out here?”
 
   I clamped my mouth shut.
 
   Marv kicked me in the side. “Answer him,” he sneered.
 
   I sucked in a breath, trying to ignore the shooting pain in my side.
 
   Marv glowered at me, fire in his eyes. He kicked me again and I grunted.
 
   “Stop it,” Jack ordered.
 
   Marv backed up and paced again.
 
   Jack continued tapping my license on his hand. “What do we do with him?” he finally asked.
 
   Marv shrugged. “Kill him.”
 
   Jack shook his head in disgust. “Be serious.”
 
   “We need to talk to Chuck,” Marv suggested.
 
   “He’s in Denver visiting his girl, remember?” Jack said. “He won’t be back until tomorrow.”
 
   Marv ran a hand over his jaw. “We can’t leave him here.”
 
   “Why not?” Jack waved a hand around. “Who’s going to find him?”
 
   “What if he told someone else where he is?” Marv asked. “And they come looking for him.”
 
   Jack thought about that. So did I. I’d told Cal I was going to visit the sheriff in Strasburg and if that didn’t work, I’d come out here. But Cal wouldn’t be expecting me to call him until tomorrow or maybe the day after. No one else knew where I was. I cursed myself. Why didn’t I tell anyone else I was coming out here? Nooo, Reed, that would’ve made too much sense.
 
   “We’ll drug him,” Jack finally said. “Put him in a stall until morning. When Chuck’s back, we’ll see what he says. The whole puppy mill thing was his idea.”
 
   “That’ll work.” Marv headed for the door. “I’ll get Connie. She’s got something for the dogs that ought to work on him.”
 
   After Marv left, Jack dragged me into a stall.
 
   “You won’t get away with this,” I said.
 
   “We’ve gotten away with this for a while now,” Jack snorted. He leaned me against the back of the stall. “We’ve had trespassers before. We can handle you.”
 
   “Sounds like you’re not too sure,” I said. “Since you have to wait for Chuck to tell you what to do.”
 
   Jack’s eyes narrowed. “Shut up.” Then he kicked my leg.
 
   I tried to get more comfortable as Marv returned with Connie.
 
   “Geez, Jack!” Connie yelled when she saw me. “What the hell are you two doing?”
 
   “Just drug him,” Jack said. “Give him something you give to the dogs. We need him quiet until Chuck comes back tomorrow. He’ll know what to do.”
 
   Connie cursed under her breath and walked away.
 
   “You two are too stupid to handle things on your own,” I said, stalling for time. Although pissing them off might not be the best strategy. I wasn’t thinking too clearly.
 
   Marv made a fist and leaned in close to my face. “He won’t quit talking. But I can take care of that.”
 
   “Don’t,” Jack said. “I’ll shut him up.” He found the duct tape, tore off a piece and slapped it across my mouth.
 
   Jack stepped back and surveyed his work. “That’s an improvement.”
 
   Connie returned, holding one of the bottles I’d seen in the bag and a syringe. She prepped the syringe, and a tiny stream of liquid squirted from the needle.
 
   “Roll him over,” she ordered. I thrashed as they grabbed me, but it was two-against-one. I lost. As Jack and Marv held me still, Connie knelt down next to me. She pulled up my coat sleeve, then my shirtsleeve. I squirmed but it was useless. I felt a pinprick on my arm.
 
   “Okay, let him go,” she said.
 
   They let go of me and jumped away. I swept my legs out, trying to trip them, but they were out of range.
 
   “That’ll keep him quiet until morning,” Connie said. She glared at Jack. “I hope to hell you know what you’re doing.”
 
   “Don’t worry, hon,” Jack said to her. “Go back in the house. We’ll be there in a minute.”
 
   Connie stormed off.
 
   I gazed up at Jack and Marv. They shimmered in and out of focus. Then everything turned black.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   I startled awake. Light streamed through a crack in the wall. Lying on my side, I shivered and coughed, struggling for oxygen. And then I began to panic, which made breathing even harder.
 
   Calm down, I thought. I worked to settle myself. I was finally able to suck enough air through my nose to breathe okay. And then I could think clearly.
 
   What time was it? Morning? Where was I? Memory slowly returned. I was trying to rescue Aesop. Jack and Marv caught me. They mentioned Chuck. It was his operation, so he probably lived around Deer Trail somewhere. Where had I heard that name recently?
 
   The motel clerk! His name was Chuck. If I could’ve snapped my fingers, I would’ve. That’s how Marv knew where I lived. I’d filled out a form at the motel and I’d put my address on it. So Chuck was involved in the puppy mill as well.
 
   I looked around. A couple of thin blankets had been thrown over me. “How nice of them,” I thought sarcastically. Jack and Marv didn’t want me to freeze to death before Chuck arrived and gave them orders to kill me. I pushed myself into a sitting position, silently yelping at the pain and stiffness in my muscles and joints. 
 
   I had to get away, or at least, let someone know I was here. Cal knew where to find me, but it was too early for him to worry. If I could get my cell phone out of my pocket, I could call him…I shouted through tape that covered my mouth. No, wait – they’d taken my phone. Damn! That was a brand new phone, too.
 
   My entire body ached and I was freezing. I moved my lips behind the tape. Maybe if I could get the tape off, I could yell for help. But the barn was solidly built and I was in the middle of nowhere, so who would hear me?
 
   Footsteps approached and the barn door creaked opened. A shaft of light suddenly illuminated the room. A moment later Jack appeared in front of me.
 
   “You’re awake,” he grunted. He bent down, threw off the blankets and jostled me, checking to make sure I was still securely tied. I was.
 
   “Connie and I are going to breakfast,” he said. He patted me on the cheek. “You just stay here. We’ll be back with Chuck. And we’ll deal with you then.” He slapped me hard, once. “I don’t want to drug you again and have you passed out all day, but in case you get any ideas that you’re going to get up and walk out of here, think twice. I’m putting a padlock on the door.” He stood up, chuckled, and left.
 
   As he shut the barn door, darkness enveloped me. I sat for a second, not sure what to do. I heard the rev of the truck’s diesel engine, and then the sound faded away.
 
   I squirmed around, trying to pull my wrists free, but the tape stuck. I tried to separate my arms and stretch the tape but to no avail. It just hurt my arms and shoulders. Even with the cold, sweat rolled down my cheek. I slid my back down the side of the stall until I was lying prone. I felt along the wood with my hands. If I could find the end of a nail, or a jagged edge of wood, maybe I could cut the tape. Then I’d deal with the locked door.
 
   My fingers skimmed as far as I could reach, which wasn’t much. I slithered a little farther and felt again. Still nothing. My shoulders ached.
 
   My frustration grew and I silently cursed. I had to escape. My breathing came in ragged gasps as I struggled.
 
   I was so focused I didn’t hear it at first. But then I heard a rattling at the door, as if someone was fiddling with the padlock. Had Jack come back? A moment later a loud thump echoed in the barn. It sounded like someone was trying to break the door down. Two more thumps resounded through the dark and then the barn door creaked open. I squinted into the shadows.
 
   Quiets steps moved around the barn. I froze. I figured it wasn’t Marv or Jack because they would come right to me. Who? Chuck? I gulped.
 
   Then a face materialized above me.
 
   “Cal!” I shouted. Since my mouth was taped, it came out a muffled mess.
 
   “Reed!” he hissed, dropping to his knees. “Am I glad I found you!”
 
   “Mfft,” I said back.
 
   “What?” He ripped the tape off my face and I yelped at the pain.
 
   “And I’m glad to see you!” I managed to say.
 
   “Come on, we’ve got to get you out of here,” Cal hissed.
 
   “How’d you break the lock on the door?” I croaked. My mouth was dry and I felt like I had swallowed paste.
 
   “It was a cheap lock,” he said. “I used a piece of firewood to loosen the hasp from the wood. A couple of good whacks and the screws pulled out and I yanked the whole thing off.”
 
   “Good thinking,” I said. “Help me get this tape off my arms and legs,”
 
   “I’m trying,” he said. “It’d be better if I had a knife.”
 
   “Why’d you come out here now? I didn’t think you’d –”
 
    “Be worried,” he finished. He huffed as he tried to tear the tape. “I’d like to stay out of your detective work, at least the dangerous stuff, but when I couldn’t get ahold of you last night or this morning, I figured you’d gotten yourself into some kind of trouble again. So I drove out here.” He sat back on his haunches. “This isn’t working. Let me see if I can find a knife or something to cut that tape.”
 
   “Hurry,” I said, my voice hoarse. “Jack and his wife went for breakfast. They’ll be coming back with Marv and Chuck.”
 
   “I know,” Cal’s faraway voice said. “I was watching the house and I saw them leave. Who’s Chuck?”
 
   “He’s the mastermind of their operation,” I muttered. Every square inch of my being ached and I was desperate to be freed.
 
   “What operation?” Cal called from across the barn.
 
   “A puppy mill.”
 
   “A puppy mill? That’s awful.”
 
   “Tell me about it,” I said.
 
   “Here we go.” Cal returned with a hacksaw. “This should work.”
 
   Cal cut through the tape, careful to avoid my wrists. My arms broke free.
 
   “Argh,” I groaned as I flexed my shoulders and arms. They were completely stiff and numb.
 
   Cal hacked through the tape wrapped around my ankles and then he helped me stand up.
 
   “Can you walk?”
 
   I leaned against him as my legs wobbled. “I need your help.”
 
   We staggered to the barn door and Cal cautiously gazed out. “We’re good. Let’s head straight to the fence. My car’s parked down the road.”
 
   “To the west?”
 
   “Yes.” Cal searched my face. “What?”
 
   “They would’ve seen it when they drove into town.”
 
   He shook his head. “I pulled onto a side road so no one can see it from the main road. It’s a bit of a walk, but…”
 
   “My car’s closer,” I said, pointing in the opposite direction. “We can get it and then pick up yours.”
 
   “Good idea.”
 
   We struck off to the north, through the back yard. I scowled in pain but hurried as fast as my sore legs would carry me. With each step my limbs began to stretch out, but our progress was slow. We crossed the lane and reached the fence. Cal made a space in the barbed wire and I ducked through. Then I held the wire for him. He stooped and jumped through the gap, but his coat snagged on a barb.
 
   “Dang it,” he halted. “I love this coat.”
 
   “Hold on.” I plucked at the fabric. My fingers were like jelly and they didn’t want to work.
 
   “Hurry!” he said.
 
   The rumbling of a truck split the air.
 
   “They’re coming back,” Cal whispered.
 
   I nodded. “They must’ve skipped breakfast.”
 
   “Come on!” Cal pushed forward.
 
   “Got it!” I said.
 
   Cal stumbled forward and stood up. I put my arm around his shoulder and we rushed through the field.
 
   “It’ll only take them a second to see that the barn’s been broken into and they’ll know I’m gone,” I wheezed.
 
   “Where’s your car?”
 
   “Not too much farther.”
 
   We turned toward the road and soon arrived at the 4-Runner.
 
   Cal leaned me against the passenger door.  “Where are the keys?”
 
   “They took mine,” I said. “But there’s a spare in the wheel well on the other side. The rear tire.”
 
   “Isn’t that creative?” he said as he ran around the car.
 
   “It might be cliché but it’s saving our asses,” I replied.
 
   “Got it,” he hollered. The car shook as he hopped in and unlocked the doors.
 
   I piled in. “Go!”
 
   “I’m going, I’m going.”
 
   Cal started the car and floored the gas. We shot into the road. A minute later we neared Jack’s house. His blue truck was just turning onto the road.
 
   “What’s he doing?” Cal hollered.
 
   “Going for help, I guess.”
 
   Cal eased off the gas.
 
   “Don’t stop!” I shouted. “Go around him!”
 
   Cal jerked the wheel and the 4-Runner veered to the left. I ducked down, but not soon enough. Jack spotted me anyway. As we zoomed by, Jack’s face was visible through the windshield. He was yelling something at us.
 
   Cal glanced in the rearview mirror. “He’s chasing us,” he said, his voice shaking.
 
   “Floor it,” I said. “We’ve got to get to Strasburg, to the sheriff.”
 
   “Call 911,” Cal said. His white knuckles clutched the steering wheel hard.
 
   “They took my phone.”
 
   “Here’s mine.” Cal let go with one hand and the car careened toward the ditch.
 
   “You’re going to get us killed! Just drive,” I ordered.
 
   We hurtled down the road. I turned around and looked through the rear window. The truck was gaining on us.
 
   “Can’t you go any faster?” I yelled.
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   We drove in silence and I watched the truck edge closer.
 
   “There’s the main road up ahead,” Cal said.
 
   He slowed down for the turn. I glanced ahead, then back again. The truck’s big front end came dangerously close to us.  Cal cranked the wheel and we lurched onto the paved road with a squeal of tires. Up ahead an old red Toyota 4x4 raced straight toward us.
 
   “What the hell!” Cal shouted.
 
   “That’s Chuck,” I said, recognizing the shock of gray hair and baseball cap.
 
   The Toyota swerved into our lane. Cal cranked the wheel and we zipped by the truck, clipping its front end. The 4-Runner slid to the side, jostling us. Cal frantically worked to keep us from spinning out of control. We looped around and Cal hit the brakes. The 4-Runner jerked to a stop, facing the opposite direction. Ahead of us, the Toyota screeched to a halt just before it slammed into Jack’s truck. Jack was waving his hands and yelling as he backed up his truck.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” I said.
 
   Cal backed up and made a U-turn, then slammed on the gas again. We shot around the curve, past the Phillips 66.
 
   I checked behind us. Jack and Chuck were nowhere in sight.
 
   “I don’t think they’re following us,” Cal said.
 
   “Just get us to Strasburg before they decide to catch up to us.”
 
   Cal shook all over. “I’m not a detective, Reed,” he muttered, his knuckles white as he clutched the wheel. “I like my quiet existence in the mountains.”
 
   I glanced over at him. “I owe you, big time.”
 
   Cal remained silent as he turned onto the interstate entrance.
 
   I glanced behind us. “Maybe they’ve given up,” I said. I sat back and let my muscles relax. I longed for a drink of water but didn’t want to stop.
 
   Cal glanced over at me. “Are you going to be okay?”
 
   “Yeah.” But I wasn’t sure.
 
   “You got more than you bargained for.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” I sighed. “But I found the dog.”
 
   “All’s well that ends well,” Cal said.
 
   I wished he would quit saying that because it seemed like that was never true.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   We flew west along I-70, passing cars and semis as we put distance between us and Deer Trail. I chided Cal to go faster and he grumbled that he was. We both looked behind every few seconds to see if Jack and Chuck were following. My breath caught in my throat every time I saw a vehicle that looked remotely like a dark blue truck or a red Toyota. Cal tried to ask me questions about my ordeal but I was so tired and so worried about Jack catching us that I answered only in monosyllables. After what seemed like days, we finally arrived at Strasburg.
 
   “I don’t think they followed us,” I said. “Stop at a gas station so I can get something to drink.”
 
   We stopped briefly at a Texaco on Colfax. Cal hurried inside and I watched for Jack and Chuck.
 
   Cal came back outside, hopped in and said, “This should tide you over for now.” He tossed water and some doughnuts at me. We got back onto Colfax.
 
   “Turn there,” I instructed Cal as I gulped down half the bottle. I ate a donut in three bites.
 
   He hung a left onto Monroe Street and we headed straight to the sheriff’s office. Cal parked the car and heaved a sigh. “I do not want to do something like this again,” he said as he peeled his fingers off the steering wheel.
 
   “Come on,” I said, easing out of the car. My whole body had stiffened up while sitting in the car.
 
   We crossed the empty lot and entered the building. Myers was sitting at his desk, talking on the phone. He glanced up, signaled us to wait, and continued his conversation.
 
   “Well, if it isn’t the pet detective,” he said when he’d wrapped up his call. Then his brow furrowed when he noticed my appearance. “What happened to you?”
 
   “That stolen dog I was telling you about?” I said. “I found it. And a puppy mill. Then the owners of the puppy mill found me. They tied me up and kept me in a barn overnight. If it wasn’t for my friend here, I’d still be there.”
 
   “Don’t forget to tell him they chased us,” Cal murmured to me.
 
   Myers gazed at us, speechless.
 
   I raised an eyebrow at Myers. “And they chased us.” Cal nodded. “We even played chicken on the road with them. My car’s dinged up and the other guy, Chuck, has some damage to his Toyota, too.”
 
   “I was going to take a report,” Myers grumbled. “But you left.”
 
   “I didn’t think you were going to do anything,” I fired back.
 
   “I certainly will now.” Myers heaved his bulk out of his chair. “Where did you say this was?”
 
   “Outside of Deer Trail,” I said. “Jack Porter’s house.”
 
   “Never heard of him,” Myers said. He poked his head into an inner office and spoke to someone for a moment. Then he grabbed his hat off the desk. “Show me.”
 
   We marched out of the building and Myers followed behind us in his service vehicle. Cal kept to the speed limit on the drive back to Deer Trail.
 
   “Can’t you go any faster?” I asked.
 
   “I got a sheriff on my tail,” Cal said, shrugging.
 
   “I’m sure he won’t care,” I said.
 
   “What are you worried about?”
 
   “I don’t want Jack and Chuck to clear out everything before we get there.”
 
   Cal shook his head. “They won’t have time.”
 
   He was right, but I was still antsy to get back. We didn’t see Jack, Chuck, or Marv as we drove through Deer Trail and onto 34. As we neared Jack’s house, I spotted Chuck’s Toyota parked in front.
 
   “They’re probably trying to hide the dogs now,” I said.
 
   “It’ll take them too long,” Cal replied. “It’s going to be okay.”
 
   Cal stopped on the side of the road across from Jack’s property. We got out as Myers pulled up next to us. He rolled down the window.
 
   “That’s the place,” I said. “The dogs are on the other side of the house, to the north. There’s a structure with a whole bunch of cages, and it’s covered with heavy tarps. It’s hidden behind some undergrowth about fifty yards back.”
 
   “Okay, stay here while I go check out things,” Myers said.
 
   “Can I get the stolen dog back?” I asked.
 
   “Sit tight,” Myers said. “If what you say is true, I’m going to have to get a search warrant and get animal control out here.”
 
   We watched him drive onto the property. Before Myers had a chance to get out of his vehicle, Jack burst out of the house. He approached Myers, waving and pointing. Myers held up a hand, as if trying to calm Jack. Connie stood in the doorway, staring out at us. Even from where we were, I could see the hateful gleam in her eyes. After seeing those poor dogs suffering in their cages, I could not have cared less.
 
   ****
 
   Another officer joined Myers a short while later. After taking care of legalities, Myers and the other officer were able to search the property and they found the puppy mill right where I said it would be.
 
   The next few hours passed by slowly. Myers later told us that he found Chuck releasing the dogs into the field, but many of the dogs were so scared they were just cowering near their cages. When Myers approached, Chuck tried to run, but gave up when Myers drew his gun. Jack and Connie were handcuffed and driven away. Someone was dispatched to arrest Marv. Animal control showed up and the dogs were rounded up to be taken to an animal shelter in Denver. Some would be rehabilitated and put up for adoption. The ones in poor health or who were deemed unfit for adoption would have to be euthanized. I asked if I could take Aesop with me so I could return him to the Johnsons, but animal control wouldn’t allow it. Aesop was carted away with the rest of the dogs and the Johnsons would have to pick him up at the shelter. I wrote down the shelter’s information and called Gail. She gushed with delight at the news that I’d found Aesop and said she’d make sure the Johnsons were able to get him safely home. I decided not to tell her about the puppy mill at the moment, not wanting to ruin her joy.
 
   There was nothing more for Cal and me to do. Cal drove back to where he’d stashed his car down the road from the Porter house. I had only eaten a doughnut in the last twenty-four hours, so we stopped for a bite to eat in Deer Trail. I ordered lunch and then went into the bathroom, where I was finally able to clean up a bit.
 
   When I looked in the mirror, I was pleased that I didn’t look quite as disheveled as the night I’d fallen from Jack’s truck. I did have a knot on my forehead and a few more scrapes and bruises. But I was alive and free, and that’s what I cared about.
 
   I washed up as much as I could and joined Cal at a booth. He peppered me with questions about my kidnapping experience.
 
   “You are one lucky detective,” he said, shaking his head.
 
   “I’m just glad you showed up,” I said. “I don’t know what might’ve happened otherwise.”
 
   As we finished our lunch I struggled to keep my eyes open.
 
   “Are you going to be okay?” Cal asked as he contemplated me.
 
   “I’m fine,” I said. “The caffeine in the Coke is helping.”
 
   “Just to be safe, I’m following you home,” he said as he left a twenty on the table to cover our bill. “I got you this far, I’m not losing you on the way home.”
 
   I laughed. “I’ll keep the music on loud and that’ll keep me awake.”
 
   And that’s exactly what happened.
 
   ****
 
   “Are you going to be okay?” Cal asked again as I finally eased myself down on the couch in my living room.
 
   A knock on the door precluded me from answering. The door opened and Willie poked her head in. “Hey Cal,” she said. Then she spotted me. “Reed!” She rushed over to me, worry flickering in her green eyes. “What happened?”
 
   “Reed discovered a puppy mill,” Cal said. “The dognappers ambushed him, tied him up and drugged him.”
 
   Willie stared at me in disbelief. “How did you get away?” she finally asked.
 
   “I helped,” Cal beamed, and explained his involvement. He finished with, “That puppy mill is out of business.”
 
   “That’s good. Anybody who does that to poor, defenseless animals…” Willie’s voice trailed off. Then she surveyed me. “You look terrible.” She pushed my hair back, examining the welt on my forehead.
 
   “I’m all right,” I said. “I need a shower and some sleep and I’ll be fine.”
 
   “You better ice that ankle again,” Cal said.
 
   “I’ll help him,” Willie said.
 
   Cal knew about my crush on Willie. He winked at me. “You’re in good hands.”
 
   I waved as he left.
 
   “Come on.” Willie grabbed my hand and pulled me off the couch. “Let’s get you cleaned up and into bed.”
 
   “You wanna join me?” I smiled.
 
   She rolled her eyes. “You wish.”
 
   “Can’t blame a guy for trying.”
 
   I was so tired, my feet wobbled under me. I plodded into the bathroom, peeled off my clothes and stepped into the shower. The hot water pummeled my sore muscles and I almost dozed off.
 
   Willie’s voice startled me. “I’ve put out clean clothes.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said. I finished my shower and toweled off. Willie had placed boxers and a tee shirt on the toilet for me. I put them on and went into the bedroom.
 
   Willie had the sheets turned down. She sat on the edge of the bed, an ice pack in one hand.
 
   “Lie down,” she instructed.
 
   I crawled under the covers.
 
   “You know you like me,” I yawned. I closed my eyes.
 
   “Uh-huh.” Willie began caring for me, putting the ice on my ankle. But I didn’t notice. I’d fallen asleep.
 
   ****
 
   Willie called first thing the next morning.
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   “A little sore,” I said as I stretched and rolled out of bed. “You didn’t want to spend the night?”
 
   “With a zombie? I don’t think so.”
 
   “I would’ve stayed awake,” I laughed.
 
   “It snowed last night,” Willie changed the subject. “Be careful walking around. The last thing you need to do is slip on snow and ice and make your ankle worse.”
 
   “I don’t have anywhere to go today, and I think I deserve a day off,” I said. “How about dinner tonight? We can go somewhere close by.”
 
   “I’d like that.”
 
   “Great,” I said. “Come over after work. Italian sound good?”
 
   “That’s great,” Willie said. “I’ll see you then.”
 
   I hung up. “Yes!” I said. “She still likes me.” Even with all the perilous situations I’d been in the last couple of days, she hadn’t written me off. That was saying something.
 
   I went into the bathroom to brush my teeth and I did a double take at my own appearance. The scrapes looked redder than before and the bruise under my left eye had an ugly yellowish tint around the edges.
 
   “I look like a hardened detective,” I said to myself. “Bogie would be proud.”
 
   I strolled into the kitchen, pleased that my ankle didn’t hurt very much. But my euphoria didn’t last. I had just poured a bowl of cereal when my phone rang again.
 
   “Hi, Gail,” I said, recognizing the number. “Did the Johnsons get Aesop back?”
 
   “Yes, they did, but I have bad news.”
 
   “What?” I said, sinking into a chair.
 
   “Another dog’s been taken.”
 
   “What?” I nearly shouted.
 
   “It’s true,” Gail said. “It’s a retired couple I’ve seen at some of the dog shows, the Kirbys. Their dog was taken from their yard last night. They called the police and reported it.  They didn’t participate in the show over the weekend so I’ve haven’t seen them in a while, and they didn’t know about Fuji or the other dogs being stolen until this morning when they talked to Belinda. The minute Belinda got off the phone with them, she called me.”
 
   “Can you get the Kirbys to my office, say in an hour?”
 
   “We’ll be there.”
 
   I hung up, puzzled and angry. There wasn’t any way that Jack, Marv, and Chuck could have been released from jail already and had gone after another dog. But if not them, then who?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   Gail was as shocked when she saw me as Willie had been.
 
   “Good Lord, what happened to you?” she asked as she flew into my office. She flung off a heavy coat, rearranged hair that was wet with snowflakes, and sat down.
 
   “There’s a bit more to the story,” I said as I got a couple more chairs out and set them in front of my desk. “The people that took Aesop were operating a puppy mill.”
 
   “That’s horrible!” Gail fumed. “It makes me so mad that people would do something like that.”
 
   “Being arrested ought to stop the group I found,” I said. “But there’s so much money to be made, it wouldn’t surprise me if they moved their operation somewhere else and started all over.”
 
   We discussed the atrocities of puppy mills and what I’d been through since I’d seen her last, until a knock on the outer door interrupted us.
 
   “Hello?” a curly-haired man in jeans and ski jacket poked his head into my office. As everyone seemed to be doing lately, he hesitated as he eyed the cuts and bruises on my face.
 
   “Come on in,” I said.
 
   He stepped aside and let his wife enter. She was plump, with gray hair to match his, and sad blue eyes. She was bundled up in a plaid coat with a hood.
 
   “Oh, hi,” she said, noticing Gail sitting across from my desk.
 
   “Reed, this is Louise and Wayne Kirby,” Gail introduced us.
 
   Once everyone had their coats off and were seated, the Kirbys told me what happened. I’d heard the story so many times now, I knew it by heart. The Kirbys had come home from dinner and let their dog Spice outside in the back yard. After a while, they wondered why she didn’t want back in the house. They went looking for her but she was gone.
 
   “There’s no way she could’ve gotten out on her own,” Wayne said. “The yard is fenced and the gate was securely locked.”
 
   “I believe you,” I said. “You haven’t received a ransom note yet?”
 
   Wayne shook his head.
 
   “I’ll bet they get one today,” Gail said.
 
   Just then Belinda came rushing through the door.
 
   “Sorry I’m late,” she said breathlessly. “The snow’s starting to stick on the roads so it took me longer than I thought to get here.”
 
   Gail glanced at me. “She wanted to join us.”
 
   “No problem,” I said.
 
   “I took the day off,” Belinda explained. “I thought maybe I could help in some way.”
 
   “Thank you,” Wayne said gratefully.
 
   “Reed, I thought you’d gotten to the bottom of this,” Belinda said. She scrutinized me but didn’t say anything. I hoped it was because of my bruises and not because it appeared that I hadn’t solved the case.
 
   “I did, too,” I sighed. If she only knew. I got a third chair from the closet and set it up.
 
   “You’ve got to catch whoever’s doing this,” Belinda said as she sat down.
 
   “I don’t have much to go on,” I said. I sat back, thinking. I was back to square one. No clues, and no way of knowing how the dognappers were targeting which dogs to steal.
 
   “So we have Gail, Belinda, and now the Kirbys. If we don’t count the Johnsons’ dog, that’s three dogs stolen in less than a week,” I said. The statement was met with a chorus of nods. “We’re dealing with someone who needs money quickly. But what puzzles me is how the dognappers know what dogs to take. They aren’t stealing just any old dogs. They know the ones they’re taking are show dogs, and that the dogs are valuable enough that the owners will pay big money to get their dogs back.”
 
   “Would they be doing the same things that those men operating the puppy mill did?” Gail asked.
 
   “Another group who watches at the shows like Jack and Marv did? I guess,” I said.
 
   “Who?” Wayne and Louise exchanged confused looks.
 
   “What’s this about a puppy mill?” Belinda asked.
 
   Before I could say a word, Gail jumped in and told the story about my discovering the puppy mill. Listening to her tell the tale, I felt like I’d been put on the same playing field as Bogie. Only he solved all of his cases.
 
   “I thought I had put a stop to this,” I said when Gail finished. Then I pointed at the Kirbys. “Until I heard about your dog.”
 
   “Reed does bring up an interesting point,” Louise said. “How would someone know that our dog is more valuable than the average dog? Other than the usual people like our friends and relatives who know Spice is a show dog. But none of our friends or relatives would do something like this.”
 
   “You’re sure?” I asked.
 
   “Of course,” Louise said. Wayne nodded vigorously.
 
   “Is there a connection between all of you?” I asked. “Other than that you all know each other from the dog shows.”
 
   “We all belong to a puppy play group,” Gail said.
 
   I cocked an eyebrow. “A what?”
 
    “It’s like mothers who have play dates with their little kids, only this is for our dogs,” Gail said. “We’ve got a group who gets together with our dogs. We work with the dogs on training, and we let them play and socialize together.”
 
   I nodded slowly. Maybe someone saw them all together. But how would that person know where all the dog owners lived? Did they follow an owner? But then they’d have to know the times of the play dates. That would mean an inside job. I stared at all of them. Could one of them be stealing the dogs?
 
   “You think puppy play dates are weird, don’t you?” Gail said.
 
   “No,” I said, even though that wasn’t true.
 
   “It sounds funny,” Louise said, her eyes momentarily dancing with humor. “But the dogs love it.”
 
   “They sure do,” Belinda said. “But people who don’t understand dogs and dog behavior tease us about it.”
 
   “That’s true,” Gail smiled. “Belinda, what was it your neighbor Shirley said about us?”
 
   “That we had too much time on our hands,” Belinda said. “And that we should try having play dates with kids instead. I can see her point. She has her hands full with Molly and a new baby. But she was just joking.”
 
   “I should hope so,” Louise said. “After all, she came over when we had some play dates at your house.”
 
   Belinda laughed. “Molly likes to play with the dogs.”
 
   “And your neighbor down the street,” Gail said. “What’s his name?”
 
   “Earl,” Belinda said. “What a grouchy old man.”
 
   “He’s not that old,” Wayne piped up.
 
   “Oh, but he hates it if we have the play dates at Belinda’s house,” Gail said. “He complains even though the dogs are generally quiet.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” Louise said. “That man makes such a fuss over the dogs.”
 
   “He hates dogs,” Belinda said.
 
   “Uh, ladies,” I said, trying to get them to focus. I glanced at Wayne. He rolled his eyes.
 
   “Right,” Gail said, looking back at me. “What were you saying?”
 
   “Do you really think Earl is doing this?” I asked. “Because whoever is doing this has to know where you all live.”
 
   “I hadn’t thought about that,” Gail said.
 
   I turned to Belinda. “Would Earl know where everyone in your group lives?”
 
   “I don’t see how,” Belinda said.
 
   “Didn’t you lose your phone a while back?” Gail asked Belinda.
 
   “Yes.” Belinda threw Gail a questioning look.
 
   “It has all of our phone numbers in it,” Gail continued.
 
   “And our last names.” Belinda frowned. “Maybe Earl stole my phone and that’s how he knows what dogs to take.”
 
   “Wait a minute.” I held up a hand. “No one’s saying Earl’s taken any dogs.”
 
   “Yes, but he’s seen us all together,” Louise said.
 
   “And he hates dogs,” Belinda repeated.
 
   “I understand that, but hating dogs isn’t a crime,” I said.
 
   “Couldn’t you at least talk to him again?” Gail asked.
 
   “I will,” I said. “I’ll go over this afternoon and talk to him, if he’s home. But don’t get your hopes up.”
 
   “Do you want to come by our house and take a look around?” Wayne asked.
 
   I shrugged. “I guess. I don’t think I’ll find anything, especially since the snow is covering everything.”
 
   “Would you like to come for lunch?” Louise offered.
 
   “Sure,” I said. “Let me take care of a few things here and then I’ll head over.”
 
   I got their address and then I saw everyone out.
 
   After they left I sat at my desk, mulling over all that had transpired. I couldn’t come up with anything. And I didn’t have a clue, literally, about how to catch the dognappers, with no clues. I thought about the ladies wanting to pin the thefts on Earl. Since he hated dogs, he made a convenient target, but that didn’t make him guilty.
 
   I went over our conversation, wondering if anyone said something that could help me. And then it hit me.
 
   I’d been lied to. And I’d bet money that I’d just figured out who my dognapper was.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   Shirley Baker’s eyes widened when she opened the door and saw me.
 
   “It’s Reed, uh, right?” she hesitated. “Is there something I can help you with?”
 
   Her daughter Molly scampered up. “Hi,” she said with a shy smile.
 
   I forced a smile. If my suspicions were correct, Molly’s mom was going to be in a lot of trouble.
 
   “May I come in?” I asked.
 
   “Um, okay.” Shirley tucked her hair behind her ear. She glanced out past me, then stepped aside. “It’s stopped snowing.”
 
   “For the moment.” I strolled past her into the living room and took a seat on a leather couch. Shirley stood in the entry, leaning against the door jamb. Molly tugged at Shirley’s arm.
 
   “Honey, go play in the other room,” Shirley said.
 
   “Mom,” Molly whined. “I want my lunch.”
 
   “Go!” Shirley said.
 
   Molly sniffled and ran off down the hall.
 
   I glanced around the room. It was comfortable, with walls painted a soft yellow and bookshelves on either side of a brick fireplace. A plush armchair sat in the corner and family pictures hung on the wall across from me. I waited, wanting to keep Shirley puzzled as to why I was here.
 
   “Is there some reason you’re here?” Shirley finally asked.
 
   I stared hard at her. “Did you know another dog was stolen?”
 
   Fear flashed in her eyes and she gulped, but she recovered quickly, making her face a blank slate. “I haven’t talked to Belinda in a few days, so I didn’t know.”
 
   “Really?” I said. “You sure you want to stick with that story?”
 
   “What do you mean?” Shirley kept trying to act cool, but the warble in her voice betrayed her.
 
   “You lied to me,” I said. “When I first met you.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She reached out for the armchair and sank into it.
 
   “Let me refresh your memory.” I leaned forward, trying to meet her gaze, but her eyes roamed around the room. “When I first came to talk to you, you said you knew that Belinda had a show dog, but you didn’t know anything else about her dog or any other dogs.”
 
   Shirley finally met my gaze and the fear was back in her eyes. “So?”
 
   “But,” I said. “I was talking with Belinda this morning. She said that you came at least a couple of times to their doggy play dates.”
 
   Shirley clamped her jaw shut.
 
   I waited a moment and then continued. “Belinda also mentioned that she’d lost her cell phone a while back. I have a funny suspicion that you stole her phone so you could get the addresses of the other dog owners. You knew the dogs were valuable, and if you had the addresses, you could steal the dogs.”
 
   Shirley’s lip began to tremble. Her hands were in her lap and she played with the edges of her blouse. I had her rattled.
 
   “I’m right, aren’t I?” I pushed. “It’s pretty heartless, taking your neighbor’s dog.”
 
   “That wasn’t my idea!” she snapped. Her face turned deep red.
 
   I expelled a breath, waiting. “Want to tell me about it?”
 
   Her whole body began to shake and she broke down. “It wasn’t me. I didn’t steal the dogs.”
 
   “Then who?”
 
   “My cousin Kelli and her husband. They’re the ones stealing the dogs.”
 
   “But you helped,” I said. “Right?”
 
   A tear rolled down her cheek. Then she hung her head and the words tumbled out. “Yes, I helped. But I didn’t want to.”
 
   “Sure you didn’t,” I said.
 
   “It’s true,” she flared up. “But Kelli’s husband Darren threatened me. He’s such a jerk and I was scared of him.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell your husband?”
 
   “I told you, Darren threatened me. He said if I told my husband or anyone else about what we were doing, he’d…” her voice cracked. “He’d tell my husband about an affair I’d had. My husband and I are finally doing better, so I couldn’t let that happen.”
 
   “Why’d you decide to take the dogs in the first place? I asked.
 
   Shirley looked up at me. “I had gone to one of Belinda’s puppy play dates so Molly could play with the dogs. I had no idea those dogs were so valuable until I heard Belinda and the others talking. Later that night Kelli came over and I was telling her about the play date and the dogs. Kelli said she and Darren were having money trouble. She said we should take a dog and ransom it back to the owners. I thought she was joking at first and I laughed it off. But she kept pushing me. Every time we’d get together she’d ask me how we could figure out where the owners lived. Then Darren started in on me. When I said he was crazy, he said if I didn’t help him figure out how to steal the dogs he would tell my husband about my affair. I didn’t even know that Darren knew, but I guess Kelli told him. Darren assured me everything would be all right, that they wouldn’t hurt any of the dogs and he’d make it worth my while.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “He offered me ten percent of whatever ransom money they got.” Shirley’s face twisted up. “I finally figured, what could it hurt? My husband’s worried about losing his job and I thought I could build a little extra, just in case. And it would get Darren off my back.”
 
   “So you caved in.”
 
   Shirley nodded. “Oh, I wish I hadn’t. It was just supposed to be a dog or two, that’s all Kelli said.”
 
   “You made a tidy sum,” I said. “How’d you know where the dog owners lived? Am I right that you took Belinda’s cell phone?”
 
    “Yes. I’d seen Belinda put people’s contact information into her phone so Kelli and I figured we could get the addresses that way. One time when I was over at Belinda’s house, I pocketed the phone. Once I had that, we were able to find an address of one of the owners.”
 
   “Gail Saunders,” I said.
 
   Shirley shook her head. “The first one was a terrier, someone listed in Belinda’s phone as a show dog owner, but that dog didn’t belong to the puppy play group.”
 
   I sat back, astonished. “Gail’s wasn’t the first?”
 
   “No, it was another dog.”
 
   “I didn’t know about that one,” I said.
 
   “It would’ve been better if none of the dogs belonged to the play group, but I couldn’t find any others in her phone,” Shirley said. “Darren was getting impatient so he decided to take Gail’s dog, and I thought that would be it.”
 
   I thought about the first time I’d met Shirley. “You were genuinely surprised when I came over here and told you Belinda’s dog was stolen.”
 
   “I sure as hell was.” Shirley scowled. “I told Kelli and Darren that we couldn’t do anything to Belinda’s dog, that Rosie was off limits. They agreed, so I was shocked when you came to my door and told me Rosie was gone. And I was even more surprised that Gail had hired a private investigator to find the dogs.”
 
   “Yeah, that was too bad,” I deadpanned.
 
   Shirley glared at me. “It was just a dog, and we didn’t hurt any of them.”
 
   “It’s illegal,” I said. “And it was a stupid thing to do.” 
 
   “Yes, it was,” Shirley agreed. “And it was even more stupid for Darren to take Rosie.”
 
   “Why did they take Rosie?”
 
   “Darren was getting desperate. Kelli finally told me they had a lot more debt than they’d originally told me. They’re bankrupt and behind on their mortgage. If they don’t get cash fast, they’re going to lose their house. They were trying for other dogs first, but every time they’d show up at a house, the dog wouldn’t be around. So they finally took Rosie. After that, I told them I was out. I didn’t care about their debt or anything else, I was out.”
 
   “But they took a dog named Spice last night,” I said.
 
   Shirley’s lips drew into a thin, angry line. “So you told me, but I had nothing to do with it. I’m telling you, Darren is desperate. I tried to put a stop to it. You have to believe me.”
 
   “I believe you,” I said as I stood up. “And it’s time to stop this. Where’s Spice now?”
 
   “I guess at Kelli’s house.”
 
   I motioned for her to get up. “Let’s go.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “To Kelli’s. This ends now.”
 
   Shirley stood up. “What about the kids? I can’t leave them here.”
 
   I glanced out the window and across the street. I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket.
 
   “Does Belinda ever babysit for you?” I asked.
 
   “Sure, sometimes,” Shirley said. “But she’s not home now, she’s working.”
 
   “Ah, the detective knows the truth,” I thought. “She took the day off so she could come to my office while I talked with the Kirbys.” I found Belinda’s number and dialed. I asked her to come over the Shirley’s. She seemed perplexed, but she agreed.
 
   “She’s coming over and we’ll ask her to watch the kids,” I said. “I’m sure she’ll be glad to help out. And then you’re going to take us to Kelli and Darren’s house.”
 
   “I can give you directions to Kelli’s house.” Shirley nervously plucked at her shirt. “You can go get the dog.”
 
   And, I thought, let you call Darren and Kelli and warn them I’m coming? No way. I gestured with my hand. “Time to get ready.”
 
   Shirley glared at me, then stomped into the kitchen. I followed her, watching her warily. She had to be thinking about all the trouble she was going to be in and I didn’t trust her.
 
   “I have to run an errand,” Shirley said to Molly. “Miss Belinda’s coming over for a while. She’ll get some lunch for you.”
 
   “Okay, Mommy,” Molly said. She was occupied watching television and didn’t seem to care.
 
   The doorbell rang and I let Belinda in.
 
   “Hi, Reed,” Belinda said when she came into the living room. “What’s going on?”
 
   “I’ll explain later,” I said. “Shirley and I have an errand to run. Can you watch the kids for a while?”
 
   “Oh, okay.” Belinda threw me a puzzled look.
 
   “Yes, uh, the kids should be fine,” Shirley said. “Charles is napping. Molly’s watching TV but she does want lunch. Could you fix her a PB&J?”
 
   “Sure,” Belinda said. She shrugged. “What’s going on?”
 
   “All in good time,” I said. “We have a few things to resolve first.”
 
   Shirley glanced unhappily at Belinda as we traipsed outside to my car. I could see my breath in the frosty air. Shirley shivered, but I’m sure it wasn’t just from the cold.
 
   “Where’s your cell phone?” I asked as we headed down the street.
 
   “In my purse,” Shirley said.
 
   “Keep it there.”
 
   “You don’t trust me?”
 
   I glanced at her, thinking about all the femme fatales in all the film noir movies I loved. I chuckled wryly. “No, I don’t trust you.”
 
   We remained silent for the rest of the drive.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
   Kelli and Darren lived a ten minute drive north of Shirley’s house. It wasn’t snowing but dark clouds hung low in the sky, threatening more moisture. Shirley directed me to turn onto a side street. I half-expected her to leap out of the car, but she stayed put.
 
   “Kelli’s house is down the block,” Shirley pointed with a shaky finger down the block.
 
   “Where?” I asked, slowing down. The 4-Runner skidded a bit, then caught traction again. By rush hour tonight the roads would be a sheet of ice.
 
   “It’s that one,” she said, nodding at a pale green tri-level house with a long wooden front porch.
 
   I looked where she indicated and saw a blue truck parked in the driveway. Snow partially covered it.
 
   “That looks like the truck I saw at the ransom drops,” I said.
 
   “It’s Darren’s truck. He was behind on the payments but…” she didn’t continue.
 
   “The ransom money helped him catch up on it,” I finished.
 
   As we approached the house, the garage door opened. A man in black jeans and a blue flannel shirt came out. He was tall, but thick in the chest. He hollered something over his shoulder as he tramped through the snow to the truck. He unlocked it, took out a brush, and started wiping snow off the windshield.
 
   “That’s Darren,” Shirley said.
 
   A woman in dark slacks and a heavy coat emerged from the garage. The breeze whipped her straight black hair over her face. She clutched a dog carrier as she tiptoed through the snow.
 
   “And that’s Kelli, right?” I asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And they’re leaving with the dog,” I said.
 
   I gunned the engine. The 4-Runner skidded for purchase and then jumped forward and slid to a halt in their driveway just as Darren got into the truck and started it. Kelli pushed her hair out of her eyes and stared at us, recognition dawning on her face. She dropped the carrier and ran into the garage.
 
   “Stay here!” I hissed at Shirley.
 
   I grabbed the car keys, just in case Shirley decided the better choice was to leave me stranded, and jumped out of the car. Darren’s door flew open and he hopped out. He opened his mouth to yell at me, then his eyes widened as he realized who I was. He bolted toward the garage.
 
   “Hey!” I shouted.
 
   Darren sprinted across the garage and disappeared inside the house. I dashed after him, slipping on the snow. I felt fire in my sprained ankle. I stumbled into the garage and toward the kitchen door just as it was closing. I threw myself at the door before Darren could lock it, but apparently that hadn’t been on his mind, because I hit the door and it crashed inward with no resistance. I ended up in a heap on the floor.
 
   I stood up carefully and stopped to listen. In front of me a dark stairwell opened to the basement. To the right was the kitchen. Off to the left was a family room with a sliding glass door that led into the back yard. It was halfway open and the wind whipped the long plastic blinds.
 
   “Great,” I muttered. I hurried over and looked out, but didn’t see anyone. “No fence-hopping today,” I said to myself as I searched for footprints in the snow.
 
   I was about to step outside when I heard a thump coming from somewhere in the house. I spun around. Another doorway led to the front door and a hallway to bedrooms. I crossed the room and tiptoed down the hallway, my ears alert.
 
   I poked my head into the first room, raising an arm to brace myself against a blow to the head. Nothing happened. I strode to the closet and flung the door open, searching inside. It was empty. I heard another muffled sound.
 
   I ran out of the room and down the hall toward the sound. At the end of the hall was a closed door. I twisted the handle and threw the door open but I held back. A lamp whizzed through the air, barely missing my face. I grabbed an arm as the lamp hit the floor. Kelli held the lamp with both hands.
 
   “Let it go,” I said, pushing her arm down.
 
   “No,” Kelli huffed.
 
   We struggled for a moment and then she dropped the lamp. She pummeled me with her fists until I was finally able grab her wrists. She cursed at me as she struggled to free herself.
 
   “It’s over,” I said. “I know everything.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she huffed.
 
   “Gail told me,” I said firmly.
 
   Kelli shoved at me but then she suddenly stopped. I let go of her wrists and she fell back against the wall. “We needed money,” she whispered as she slumped to the floor. “We were going to lose everything.”
 
   “Where’s Darren?” I asked.
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Were you with Darren at the ransom drops?”
 
   “Yes,” she said. “I drove the truck.”
 
   “You tried to run me over.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “I –”
 
   A car horn blared from the front yard, interrupting her. The horn continued, a monotonous high-pitched wail that reverberated throughout the house.
 
   “Shirley,” I said.
 
   “Darren!” Kelli cried. She launched herself at me, her shoulder hitting me square in the chest. I tumbled back onto the bed and she ran out of the room.
 
   She ran down the hall and I followed, hollering for her to stop. She ignored me as she raced through the kitchen, out the door and into the garage. She stopped in the middle of the garage and I almost ran her over.
 
   Darren was standing near the truck. He held Spice under one arm. In the other he brandished a large kitchen knife. Over the blare of the car horn he was yelling at Shirley.
 
   “I’m not going to jail!” he shouted. “You put that phone down or I’m going to kill this damn dog!”
 
   The horn kept up its racket.
 
   Kelli screamed and Darren whirled around.
 
   “Get back!” he snarled when he saw us.
 
   “Okay.” I held up my hands. “Take it easy.”
 
   “Shut that damn horn off!” Darren waved at Shirley.
 
   I took a couple of steps and Darren put the knife to the dog’s throat. “Don’t take another step.”
 
   “I’m just going to tell Shirley to stop,” I said.
 
   Darren glared at me. “Fine,” he finally said. “Then get her to move the car.”
 
   “I have the keys,” I said.
 
   I moved to the other side of the garage where Shirley could see me and I waved my arms at her. “Stop,” I motioned.
 
   The sound of the horn died. The sudden silence seemed just as menacing.
 
   “Shirley, you open your door,” Darren yelled.
 
   Shirley did as he said and the passenger door of the 4-Runner opened.
 
   Darren turned to me. “Now, throw your keys over here.”
 
   I pulled my keys out of my pocket and threw them at his feet. He kept his eyes on me as he bent down. He felt around in the snow for the keys and picked them up.
 
   “Now, I’m going to give the keys to Shirley and she’s going to back the car out of the driveway. Then I’m getting in my truck and I’m outta here. If anyone tries to follow, I’m throwing the dog out the window. The little mutt won’t survive.”
 
   Spice whimpered. Kelli, who’d been silent up to this point, suddenly burst into tears.
 
   “Enough!” she screamed. “Darren, you bastard, you are not going to hurt that dog.”
 
   “Shut up, Kelli,” Darren swore at her. “You stay out of this.”
 
   “No,” she said, sobbing. “I went along with this, but it’s gone too far. We said all along that nobody was going to get hurt. Well, that includes the dogs. So you put that dog down. You are not going to hurt it.”
 
   Darren’s nostrils flared as he glared at Kelli.
 
   The distant wail of a police siren pierced the stillness, then grew louder as it neared. The police car appeared down the street. It screeched to a halt behind the 4-Runner.
 
   “Someone called 911,” I said.
 
   Two officers got out of the car. They noticed Darren holding the knife and the dog.
 
   “What’s going on here?” one officer said as he took a couple of wary steps forward, his hand on the butt of his gun.
 
   “It’s over,” I said to Darren. “Don’t do anything stupid.”
 
   Darren’s eyes darted from me to the officers and back to me. Then the knife slowly lowered.
 
   “Why don’t you drop that knife and take a couple of steps back,” the officer said.
 
   Darren hesitated, then let go of the knife. It dropped into the snow. Darren stepped back, still clutching Spice. Kelli ran up to him, yelling as she snatched the dog out of his hands. Darren’s shoulders sank as his bravado failed him.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said as the officers rushed over. They handcuffed him and swiftly put him in the backseat of the police car.
 
   Another police car showed up and in seconds, Kelli had been arrested as well. An officer began questioning Shirley while another, Officer Schmidt, cornered me in the garage and I told him what was going on. I was freezing by the time we finished.
 
   “And this is the latest victim,” Officer Schmidt said. He bent down to look into the dog carrier, where the other officers had put Spice after they’d arrested Kelli. Officer Schmidt opened the door and let Spice out.
 
   “Who does the dog belong to?”
 
   “The Kirbys.” I bent down and scooped Spice into my hands. She trembled violently. 
 
   “I’ll need to get a statement from them, and they’ll be able to press charges if they want to,” Officer Schmidt said.
 
   “Can I take Spice with me?”
 
   Officer Schmidt shook his head. “I wish I could let you, but I’ll have to call animal control. The Kirbys can get her from there.”
 
   I waited with Spice until animal control arrived.
 
   “It’s okay, girl,” I said as I turned her over to a burly officer. “You’ll go home soon.”
 
   “You know the owners?” he asked.
 
   “Yes. I’ll let them know they can pick her up at the shelter.”
 
   “Good.” He gave me a card with the shelter address on it.
 
   I grabbed Spice’s dog carrier and walked slowly to my car. The Kirbys would get their dog back. Shirley, Kelli and Darren were in custody. It was finally over.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
   “Isn’t she a beautiful dog? Oh my sweet girl,” Louise cooed at Spice. Spice wagged her rear end excitedly and licked her face. Wayne beamed as he petted Spice’s head.
 
   I was at my office with Gail and the Kirbys. I’d called Gail after I left Darren and Kelli’s house and had her call the Kirbys. The Kirbys picked up Spice from the shelter and then stopped by the office.
 
   Louise continued to fuss over Spice and the dog ate it up. It was hard to tell who was more excited.
 
   “Thank you,” Wayne said, shaking my hand.
 
   I smiled wearily, glad that I’d finally found the dognappers.
 
   “We can’t thank you enough,” Gail said.
 
   It wasn’t quite four o’clock, but it had been a long, difficult day. I was about to sit down when another couple walked through the door. He was so tall his head almost hit the door jamb, and she was barely half his height. I knew them from somewhere. Then it dawned on me. The last time I’d seen them, they were walking into their garage with their dog Aesop.
 
   “Mrs. Johnson,” I said as I introduced myself.
 
   “Please, call me Leslie,” she said. “We are in your debt.”
 
   “We can’t thank you enough,” Matt Johnson said. I had to look up at him as he talked.
 
   “Gail’s told us about everything,” Leslie said. “We were so happy you found Aesop, but then Gail said another dog had gone missing.”
 
   “And we were just devastated,” Matt said. “It’s such a horrible thing.”
 
   “We had so wanted to see you today,” Leslie went on. “But with another dog missing, we thought that wouldn’t work.”
 
   “And then Gail called again and said you’d found the dog,” Matt finished. “Incredible.”
 
   “It was a lucky break,” I said.
 
   “I don’t think so,” Gail piped up. “All the dogs are back, and you caught the dognappers.”
 
   “Here.” Matt handed me something.
 
   It was a check. I took it and stared at the amount. It was enough to keep me in business a lot longer.
 
   “I can’t take this,” I said.
 
   “Nonsense,” Matt smiled. “We would’ve had to pay more to those crooks. Belinda and the Kirbys contributed as well.”
 
   “Please take it,” Wayne and Louise said at the same time.
 
   “Well thank you. Thank you very much,” I said. I sounded like Elvis. I felt my face get hot.
 
   Gail glanced at The Big Sleep poster on the wall. “I think you’re giving Humphrey Bogart a run for his money.”
 
   My face grew hotter. I smiled. The ladies hugged me and the men shook my hand, and they all left.
 
   I sat down at my desk, reveling in the silence. I swiveled my chair around and gazed out the window. It had started snowing again and a soft blanket of winter white covered the street. I saw my reflection grinning in the window glass.
 
   Gail had compared me to Bogie. Not bad. And not Bogie in High Sierra the dog’s a bad omen and Bogie dies at the end. I was Bogie the detective. I’d solved the case.
 
   ****
 
   The streets were slick as I drove home. I showered and changed clothes and soon after I finished, Willie showed up for our date. She looked sexy in black slacks and a low-cut blouse.
 
   “You look fantastic,” I said, admiring her.
 
   She smiled and turned around. “Better than my smocks, right?”
 
   I laughed. “You look great in the smocks, too.”
 
   She laughed. “Where are we going?”
 
   “We said Italian, right? How about DaVinci’s?” I suggested a little place on 18th Street, just up the road from my condo. “That way we don’t have to drive far in the snow.”
 
   “That’ll work.”
 
   My cell phone rang.
 
   “Hold on,” I said. I looked at the number. “It’s my mom. If I don’t take this, she’s liable to bother us all night.”
 
   “Sure thing,” Willie smiled.
 
   I punched a button on the phone. “Hi, Mom,” I said.
 
   “Hello, dear, how are you?”
 
   “Just fine,” I said.
 
   “No, you’re not,” Willie said.
 
   I covered the phone. “Sh!” I didn’t see the need to worry my mother with explanations of my harrowing last couple of days.
 
   “What was that, dear?” my mother said.
 
   “I was talking to someone else,” I said, pretending to glare at Willie.
 
   “Who?”
 
   I should’ve known my mother would want to know.
 
   “It’s my neighbor Willie,” I said. “We were just going to dinner.”
 
   “Willie? Do I know him?”
 
   “Her.”
 
   “Her?” There was a long pause while my mother processed the information. “Am I finally going to get some grandchildren?”
 
   “Let’s slow things down, mother,” I said. “Did you need something?”
 
   “I was going to tell you about Bitsy. She is just adorable.”
 
   “Maybe I could call you tomorrow,” I said. “I’m going to be late for my dinner reservation.”
 
   “Oh, silly me. Of course, you enjoy your date sweetheart,” she said. “I want to hear about it tomorrow, okay?”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   “Reed, don’t be so secretive.”
 
   “Bye, Mom,” I said.
 
   “DaVinci’s doesn’t take reservations,” Willie said when I got off the phone.
 
   “I know, but if I hadn’t said that, I might have been on the phone with her all night.”
 
   Willie shook her head. “You are incorrigible.”
 
   I snatched up my car keys, opened the door, and nearly had a heart attack. Deuce was standing in the doorway, arm raised, about to knock.
 
   “Ugh!” I said, placing a hand over my heart. “You trying to kill me?”
 
   “Huh?” Deuce gazed dully at me. “I’m not trying to kill you. I just wanted to make sure you were doing okay.”
 
   “I’m fine,” I smiled. “Just a little bruised up.”
 
   Deuce leaned closer, squinted his eyes and studied me. “Yeah, I guess you look okay.”
 
   “Hey, Deuce,” Willie poked her head up under my arm. “How are you?”
 
   Deuce threw her a shy smile. “Hi, Willie.” He waved even though she was right in front of him. “I was checking on Reed and then I was going to get some dinner.”
 
   “Oh, we were just going to DaVinci’s now,” Willie said.
 
   “You sure you want to go out in the snow?” Deuce asked. “I was going to go play pool at B 52’s, but it’s too snowy to drive there.”
 
   “The restaurant’s just down the street so we’ll be fine,” I said. I put a hand on Willie’s shoulder, trying to scoot her out the door.
 
   “I love Italian,” Deuce said.
 
   “Order a pizza,” I said.
 
   “I guess I could do that.” Deuce shifted back and forth. “I’m kinda bored. You wanna hang out?”
 
   I leaned in closer to Deuce. “Buddy, we’re on a date,” I whispered.
 
   Deuce stared at me.
 
   “So we want to be alone,” I murmured.
 
   It took a minute, but Deuce finally got it.
 
   “Oooooh.” He winked dramatically. “I understand.”
 
   Willie held a hand up to her mouth, covering a smile.
 
   “Since you can’t go to B 52’s, why don’t you get Ace to bring a movie home?” I said, guiding Willie out the door.
 
   “Okay,” Deuce said.
 
   “Tell him to get High Sierra,” I suggested. “It’s great.”
 
   Deuce’s nose crinkled up. “What? Is that some film now thing?”
 
   “It’s film noir, Deuce. Film noir, remember?” I said, emphasizing the words carefully. “And yes, it’s a great movie. Bogie plays Mad Dog Roy Earle, and he gets involved in a heist that goes wrong.”
 
   Willie linked a hand in mine and we slipped past Deuce. 
 
   “I dunno about film no-ar,” Deuce mimicked me. “How about something with action?”
 
   “High Sierra has action. There’s lots of guns and car chases.”
 
   Willie and I started down the stairs.
 
   “Nah,” Deuce hurried after us. “Action! You know, like Arnold Schwarzenegger.”
 
   “Good,” Willie called over her shoulder. “Get an Arnold movie.”
 
   “Okay,” Deuce said. “You guys can stop by after your dinner, if you want.”
 
   “Thanks,” Willie said.
 
   “I can think of a lot of things I’d rather do after dinner,” I whispered.
 
   Willie raised an eyebrow at me.
 
   Hey, you can’t blame a guy for trying…
 
    
 
   THE END
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FAREWELL, MY DEUCE SAMPLE
 
    
 
   “Deuce, put the gun down!”
 
   “What’s the matter, Reed?” Deuce stared at me over the barrel of the gun, his gray eyes wide. He squinted, gritted his teeth, and said, “I know what you’re thinking. ‘Did he fire six shots or only five?’ Well, to tell you the truth, in all this excitement I kind of lost track myself. But being as this is a .44 Magnum, the most powerful handgun in the world, and would blow your head clean off, you’ve got to ask yourself one question: Do I feel lucky? Well, do ya, punk?”
 
   I stared at Deuce, speechless. Now he thinks he’s Clint Eastwood in Dirty Harry? “Don’t point the gun at me!” I said, holding my hands up as if that could ward off a flying bullet.
 
   “The gun’s not loaded,” Deuce said as he lowered his hand.
 
   I stepped forward and carefully took the gun from him. “It doesn’t matter,” I growled. “It’s not safe. You aim at the target and the target only, not at people.”
 
   “What if I’m a detective, like you, and I have to protect myself?” Deuce asked.
 
   I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Patience, Reed, patience. “Yes, in that situation, you would point at a person. But during target practice, you aim only at the target.”
 
   “Maybe you were the target,” a relaxed, languid voice piped in. This was Ace, Deuce’s big, but not any brighter, brother.
 
   My eyes went from Ace to Deuce, dumbfounded. “You two are unbelievable. You can remember an entire scene from Dirty Harry but you can’t remember the safety rules I just told you?”
 
   “Ah, he was just having fun,” Ace said.
 
   I shook my head. I never thought I’d see the day when Deuce Smith shot a gun. And now I was sure I never wanted to see it again.
 
   “C’mon, Reed, I’ll stop goofing off,” Deuce said. “I need my Magnum.”
 
   “It’s not a Magnum, it’s a Glock,” I said, as I loaded the pistol. “I must’ve been crazy to bring you two here.”
 
   Here was the Silver Bullet Shooting Range. In truth, I’d only been to the range a half dozen times myself, when I needed to practice firing my gun, the Glock. My name is Reed Ferguson and I’m a private investigator. I love old detective novels and old movies, particularly film noir, with dark detectives and femme fatales. And although I hadn’t been at the detecting business for too many years, you’d think I’d be a crack shot with a gun. In truth, I really didn’t want to shoot anyone, so I preferred not to carry a gun in the first place. But as my cases have put me in increasingly dangerous situations, I’ve felt compelled to carry my gun more often. And I figured if I was going to carry a gun, I’d better be able to use it properly. And maybe hit more than the broad side of my office building.
 
   “Hurry up, Reed,” Deuce said, dancing from foot to foot. “I gotta practice. I may need to protect myself.”
 
   I stared at the two guys before me, both tall with dirty blond hair and blank gray eyes. Ace and Deuce Smith are my rather slow, very naïve neighbors, whom I affectionately referred to as The Goofball Brothers. Although neither was anywhere close to what you’d call high IQ, they were my friends. We hung out, played pool and watched movies, and on occasion they’d helped with my investigations. Deuce had even been beaten up by someone trying to intimidate me. His dream has been to use a gun, and I finally let him talk me into bringing him to the shooting range. It was a beautiful fall Friday evening in early October; I should’ve been out enjoying it. As I said before, I must’ve been crazy.
 
   “Okay, here you go.” I carefully handed the Glock to Deuce.
 
   “Yeah,” Deuce said, slowing turning toward the target. “Okay, punk.” He spread his legs, squared his shoulders, and fashioned a snarl on his face. Then he stretched his arms out. He was trying so hard to look tough, but his hands shook.
 
   “Aim and shoot,” Ace said.
 
   “Don’t rush me.” Deuce closed one eye, sighted down the barrel, and gently squeezed the trigger, just like I’d shown him.
 
   Bang!
 
   Deuce whooped in a high-pitched voice and jumped back. I had not shown him that.
 
   “That was so cool!” he shouted.
 
   I glanced around. A burly guy in the next stall over glared at us, then shook his head. I nodded at him. He muttered something that I, fortunately I expect, couldn’t hear through my earplugs.
 
   “Just keep shooting,” I said, nudging Deuce back into place in front of the counter.
 
   Deuce aimed at the target and pulled the trigger again. This time, he managed to keep his excitement under check and he emptied the gun.
 
   “How’d I do?” he asked when he’d finished.
 
   “Let’s see.”
 
   I pushed the button that controlled the target retriever, and the paper target zoomed back on its track to us. As it got closer, I shuddered. The target stopped a few feet from us, swaying slightly.
 
   “Where are the holes?” Deuce asked, dumbfounded. The black paper with a body-shaped outline was in pristine condition.
 
   “I think you missed the target,” Ace snickered.
 
   “I didn’t hit it once?” Deuce asked.
 
   “No, you didn’t,” I said. Ace howled with laughter.
 
   Deuce plopped the gun on the counter and whirled around. “See if you can do better,” he said as he pushed Ace forward.
 
   “No problem.” Ace grabbed the gun and pointed at the target.
 
   “Uh, Ace,” I said.
 
   “Don’t stop me,” Ace said, squinting an eye shut. He sucked in a breath and held it, liked I’d instructed, then pulled the trigger.
 
   Click.
 
   Ace paused, stared at the gun, then at me.
 
   “You need bullets,” I said.
 
   Ace smiled sheepishly. “Yeah, right.”
 
   “And we need to put the target back in place.”
 
   “I could’ve hit it if it was that close,” Deuce said.
 
   Ace punched Deuce. “Put the target back and I’ll hit it.”
 
   I pressed the button and the target chugged back down the track, fifteen yards from us. There wasn’t a need to replace it, since it was unblemished. Then I loaded the Glock and handed it to Ace.
 
   “Try again.”
 
   Ace took the gun, aimed and fired off all fifteen rounds. When he’d finished, Deuce peered over his shoulder.
 
   “How’d he do?” Deuce asked.
 
   I pressed the target retrieval button again and brought the target back. We all stared at it.
 
   “Still no holes in it,” Ace said.
 
   I nodded. “I think you guys need a bit more practice.”
 
   “Let’s see you try it,” Deuce nudged me.
 
   “Okay.” In truth, I hadn’t been practicing much at all, but I figured I could at least hit the target. I loaded the gun again, got into position, sucked in a breath, aimed and fired. I repeated the process until I’d emptied the gun.
 
   “Let’s see the target now,” the Goofball Brothers chimed.
 
   I grinned as the target made its way back toward us. As it drew near, I noticed I hadn’t embarrassed myself too much. I’d actually managed to hit all my shots inside the outline of the body. Good thing, since the Goofball Brothers thought I was an ace private eye.
 
   “Wow, you’re good,” Ace said, with awe in his voice.
 
   I hoped he didn’t see the target of the guy next to us. As his black paper target came back, the holes were all in a tight little circle in the center of the body outline.
 
   “My turn,” Deuce said.
 
   And so went the next hour. The Brothers got a bit better; by the end they’d both managed to actually hit the paper, and I was thoroughly exhausted from trying to manage the two of them.
 
   “How about some pool?” I finally asked. “I told Willie we might go to B 52’s for a while.”
 
   B 52’s is the bar where we liked to hang out and Willie Rhoden is our neighbor. Her real name is Willimena, she’s a nurse, and after many attempts on my part, she’d finally agreed to a date with me. It had gone well enough that she’d agreed to another date. And then another. I was beginning to wonder if I could call her my girlfriend…
 
   “Yeah, let’s go,” Ace said. “This was fun, but I’d rather play pool.”
 
   “This was awesome,” Deuce said as he watched me put the Glock back in its case. “Reed, I think I’ve got the hang of it.” He nodded knowingly. “I can protect myself, and when I help you, I should carry a gun.”
 
   Oh, wouldn’t that be great.
 
   ***
 
   “How did it go?” Willie asked later.
 
   “I wouldn’t want either of them to protect and serve,” I said as I brought a couple of Fat Tires from the bar. “My mother could shoot better than them.”
 
   “Has she ever –” She stopped when she saw me roll my eyes. “No, of course not.”
 
   Willie hadn’t had the fortune of meeting my doting, worrying mother. But she’d heard me talk about my mother…a lot. My mother was sweet and as naïve as the Goofball Brothers. She’d never laid eyes on a gun, and she’d be shocked that I owned one, let alone that I could actually shoot it.
 
   “Hey, Willie, did you hear about how I did?” Ace asked as he leaned over the pool table, preparing for a difficult shot. “I was pretty good.”
 
   “I heard that,” she said, her green eyes twinkling humorously. She definitely had a soft spot for the Goofball Brothers, and they loved her.
 
   “Pretty good…right,” Deuce said from across the table.
 
   “I was.” Ace sunk the five-ball in the corner pocket.
 
   “How did he make that?” I muttered, shaking my head. The Brothers combined could barely add two and two, and they were terrible on the shooting range, but both could play pool like Minnesota Fats. Go figure.
 
   We watched them for a few minutes, enjoying the 80’s music that pumped from hidden speakers in the ceiling. I loved B 52’s. What was once a warehouse was now a pool hall decorated with old plane propellers and advertisements from the 1940s and ’50s. It reminded me of the film noir movies that I was such a fan of, a long-gone era that I loved.
 
   “Your turn.” Deuce came up and handed a pool cue to Willie.
 
   “Deuce, you know I’m not any good,” Willie laughed.
 
   “Come on. I’ll go easy on you,” Deuce said.
 
   They started playing, Ace and Deuce chattering at Willie as they instructed her on the finer points of the game. The game finished, and while Ace showed Willie how to set up a particular shot, Deuce walked over.
 
   “The range was fun,” he said over Depeche Mode singing People Are People.
 
   “Yeah, it was,” I said. My nerves had settled so I could agree.
 
   “Hey, Reed, I was going to ask you about something about rigging.”
 
   “You interested in sailing?”
 
   “Huh?” He looked at me blankly, a typical Goofball Brothers expression.
 
   “Deuce, come on, it’s your turn,” Ace hollered at him.
 
   “Oh right.” He took a quick swig of beer. “Never mind.” He went to the table and started playing again.
 
   What does Deuce want to know about sailing, I thought. I’d talked to them some about my college days at Harvard. I’d been a political science major and intended to study law, but, really, I majored in sailing and was part of the Crimson team. Initially I was the crew, but my senior year I skippered a number of races, even winning the Hood Trophy with my partner and then-girlfriend, Alicia Ferrigam. I hadn’t thought of her in years. She’d tie up her brown hair when she sailed, and she’d smile in a mischievous way. And she was competitive…I tended not to give up on things and that was in part because she drove me to win.
 
   “What’s that look on your face?” Willie asked as she reached for her beer.
 
   I came out of my reverie. “Nothing, just thinking about sailing.”
 
   “Sailing?”
 
   “Yeah, I used to sail some, in college.”
 
   “The things I learn about you,” she said.
 
   “I’m not just a great detective, I’m multilayered,” I smiled.
 
   “Reed,” she murmured into my ear.
 
   “Uh huh,” I said as I watched Ace try a difficult shot.
 
   “Let’s go home so I can peel off some of those layers.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, watching the game.
 
   “Do you have an extra toothbrush?”
 
   “You need a new one? We can stop at the store on the way home.”
 
   “Reed.” Willie snuggled closer to me. “Are the Goofball Brothers wearing off on you?”
 
   “What do you mean? I –” Then it dawned on me what Willie meant. I stared at her, then grinned. “Yeah, I’ve got an extra toothbrush.”
 
   “Hey, guys,” Willie called to Ace and Deuce. “We’re leaving. You two have fun.” Then she took my hand and led me out of the bar.
 
   


 
   
  
 



What Others Are Saying About Nephilim Genesis of Evil by Renée Pawlish
 
   5 Star Review
 
   Stephen King and Dean Koontz have long been known as masters of horror. I believe you can add Renee Pawlish to that list… The plot is entrancing. It grabbed my attention from the beginning and held it to the end.
 
   
Readers’ Favorite
 
    
 
   A Spooky Blend of Biblical Intrigue and Modern Paranormal
 
   This book is clearly written by a pro. The scenes are colored with rich description, depth of character and a cast that is reminiscent of Henry Fonda’s On Golden Pond. However, there is an evil in this story that FINALLY brings the Nephilim to life and uncovers the dark secrets that scripture has keep hidden for millennium. If you enjoy reading supernatural fiction that meshes our distant past and the present, you will enjoy this most excellent book.
 
   
Kindle Book Review
 
    
 
   I Couldn’t Put It Down!
 
   This book grabs you immediately and it doesn’t turn you loose until you’ve read the last word. Carefully plan when you will begin reading it because it’s more than likely you won’t be able to put it down. Renee Pawlish is now on my favorite writer list and it’s not a long one.
 
   
Bert Carson, author of Southern Investigation
 
   www.bertcarson.com
 
   

Buy the eBook version of Nephilim at Amazon - http://amzn.to/stBSss (sample chapters available).
 
   

Nephilim Book Two Available Soon
 
   
The long-awaited second book in the Nephilim Trilogy will be released soon! Visit www.reneepawlish.com for more information.
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   Renée Pawlish is the author of The Reed Ferguson mystery series, Nephilim Genesis of Evil, The Noah Winter adventure series for young adults, Take Five, a short story collection that includes a Reed Ferguson mystery, and The Sallie House: Exposing the Beast Within, about a haunted house investigation in Kansas. 
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   This Doesn’t Happen In The Movies - http://amzn.to/qIvvG9
Reel Estate Rip-off - http://amzn.to/skX6GV
The Maltese Felon - http://amzn.to/J7LYSM
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The Nephilim Trilogy
 
    
 
   Nephilim Genesis of Evil http://amzn.to/stBSss
Books Two and Three soon to be released. 

The Noah Winter Adventure Series
 
    
 
   The Emerald Quest - http://amzn.to/y2q8WU

This War We’re In
 
    
 
   Middle-grade historical fiction - http://amzn.to/19tYyK3

Take Five
 
    
 
   A Short Story Collection - http://amzn.to/14iNQCA
 
    
 
   Codename Richard
 
    
 
   A ghost story – http://amzn.to/1d43Wmr
 
   
The Sallie House: Exposing the Beast Within
 
    
 
   Non-fiction account of a haunted house investigation in Kansas. 
http://amzn.to/AkPNfF
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