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      I paused as I pulled my seatbelt across my lap to watch Rex fold his six-foot-three body into the passenger side of his silver Ferrari.

      I swiped my thumb across my lower lip to make sure I wasn’t drooling as he powered back the seat to make room for his long legs. His muscular thighs were wrapped in jeans that had been run through the washer enough times that they were faded and buttery soft, begging to be stroked.

      He pulled the safety belt into place, letting it rest low on his hips.

      Whew! Just sayin’.

      “There’s a reason you do this.” I tried to cover over the wanton imagery as he turned to catch me grinning down at his, uhm, lap. “I’m trying to figure it out.”

      “What’s that?” he asked, his warm Texas draw hid the makings of a chuckle.

      “Every time we drive through a small town, city, or get into traffic, I’m the driver.”

      “Mhmm. Can’t blame a man.” He reached out a finger and drew it from where my hand wrapped around the stick shift up my arm, leaving goosebumps in its wake. “I like the way you work that shift.”

      “This one here?” I petted my hand down the shaft, back up again, and spun my fingers around the knob as I slicked my tongue over my lips.

      Woosh. His blood visibly left his brain on a zip line south of the border. It took him a moment to shake his head and get his thoughts circulating again.

      I put the car into gear, starting us back down the side of the highway, gathering speed to cut into traffic. “I think at lunch we need to order room service,” I said as I checked my mirrors.

      “That’s a plan I can get behind.”

      And that’s exactly where I imagined him, which made me do my own kind of shifting around as I tried to neutralize the tingle enough that I didn’t plow Rex’s car into the guy in front of me going like twenty miles an hour under the speed limit.

      Rex was an oilman. Exiting oilman. He was converting to all renewable energies and something about decomposing hemp plastics. Rex and I met a couple of months ago on a plane ride when we were both headed to the same emergency wedding for one of my besties, Melanie, who also happened to be Rex’s (almost the same age) niece. On that trip, I had the good fortune of being bumped into the first-class seat next to him.

      We hit it off with a bang.

      And now we’d just had a fabulous two days of bigger bangs. The fun kind.

      Yes, oh yes, Rex Parker was some kind of yummy. And a genuinely good soul.

      Rex had a penthouse in Atlanta as well as a ranch in Texas. In Atlanta, he was working to make sure he was doing his thing to save the planet with an oil to renewables transition team.  And lucky me, he happened to be East Coast just in time for my days off, and Kay’s close call.

      Last Thursday, my best friend, Kay Fitzgerald, was hit by a driver who was distracted by sending a text message. Kay’s car was crushed like an aluminum can. But she, thank God, only got a few bruises from her safety belt and some rather aggressive dermabrasion from her airbag.

      Rex to the rescue!

      Rex had called while I was at the hospital to check on Kay, saying I was on his mind. And he generously offered his help. Kay could have his car until the insurance got everything straightened out. Or longer, he didn’t care.

      “Thank you again for being so nice to Kay,” I said, reaching up to adjust the rearview mirror.

      “It’s the least I can do.” Rex took a sip of his coffee. “Besides, I rarely drive this car. I prefer a truck, but sometimes I’m with people who can’t climb up into the cab.”

      “Women in pencil skirts?”

      “Granny usually wears muumuus.” He sent me a smug look, telling me he liked that I might have sounded a tad jealous.

      I didn’t think I was jealous.

      Was I jealous?

      Huh. I’d have to meditate about that one. “You’re telling me you bought a rare four-door Ferrari to shuttle Granny around?”

      “I like rare toys,” Rex said with a grin. “I bought it because I like the looks. I like the power. And Granny thinks it’s a hoot to ride in. But for anything more than say ten miles, I prefer my trucks. For me, it’s an out to dinner  kind of vehicle.”

      “Okay, but that doesn’t explain why you have me drive when there’s shifting to be done.”

      “I can’t lie.” He offered up a lopsided grin. “I like the way you manhandle that stick.”

      I shifted from second, to third, to fourth, enjoying the power.

      Kate’s needing a car was just another of the near misses that had been going on in my little world in these last few months. Rex had his own near-miss at Melanie’s wedding. Someone wanted him dead and came darn close to seeing that through.

      Too darned close.

      It still made my heart race.

      Kay and I showed up in the nick of time to get him the help he needed. Rex didn’t owe Kay or me anything. As a friend, though, Kay was willing to take Rex up on his car offer. He hadn’t specified Ferrari when he’d said car. Neither Kay nor I had speculated what kind of vehicle it would be.

      Boy was Kay going to be in for a surprise.

      In the wee hours of Sunday morning, after my bar, Hooch’s, had closed, I hitched a ride with a friend of mine to Richmond to catch a red-eye down to Georgia. Exhaustion had helped me through my normal claustrophobia induced airplane panic. In Atlanta, I not only picked up Rex’s loaner car but spent a very nice time learning what it meant to “Cowboy Up.” (In my own definition of the term, woohoo!)

      On the surface, my having some adult fun with Rex Parker was not my usual go-to. I’m a badge bunny through and through. I liked my men to wear dark blue uniforms with shiny gold badges over their hearts, symbols of their promises to protect and serve. I liked even more that they wore their tool belts loaded, riding low on their hips, and ready for action.

      At a glance, Tycoon Rex didn’t make a lot of sense. Except that, in his spare time, Rex volunteered for the police SWAT team in Texas, putting his combat military skills to good use. Yup, right behind a man with a gold badge, I liked a man in his military uniform. There weren’t that many military men wandering around where I lived in Jamesburg, Virginia, though.

      I peeked over Rex’s way.  I’ve never actually seen Rex in his SWAT uniform, but I was there once when he was racing into the fray to save a child who was endangered. My imagination painted the uniform part into place just fine.

      And I did mean fine.

      “You keep licking your lips when you look at me, BJ, and we’re going to pull off at the next flea-bag flop house along this highway so I can satisfy that appetite of yours.”

      I sent him a pout then flicked on my blinker to move around the slowpoke in front of me.

      “What’s this important meeting you’ve got planned for this afternoon?” he asked. “Any way you can call in, and we can get back to your bar later? Spend a little more time on our room service lunch break?”

      “This one’s been on the books for a while. There’s an event planner chick in town. She’s running a ShifterCon in Jamesburg this week and wants to stage some kind of marketing thing at the bar, leading up to the bigger event. I’m not sure yet what that looks like. She’ll tell me at today’s meeting. Something about speed dating for scientists. I don’t know. She’s rented out the bar for the night, drinks and everything. This is going to make my bottom line very happy, well the bottom line with the accountant anyway. My other bottom line will have to be satisfied with a quickie.”

      “ShifterCon.” He pronounced it slowly, letting it roll around his tongue like he was tasting the flavor for the first time. “That’s a new one on me.”

      “People who are into shape-shifting—werewolves, bears, squirrels…”

      “You’re kidding with that last one. Squirrel shifters? That’s not a thing.”

      “I’ll bet you a thousand bucks.”

      “That means it’s a thing. It’s a thing?”

      “Yeah, one of my servers, Justice, was looking up stuff for us about the ShifterCon, and there’s a big following for squirrel shifters.”

      “That’s nuts.”

      I snorted. “You know, to each their own. Who am I to judge?” I asked as we sped down the road.

      It was hard to hold this car back; its engine growled under the hood. Rex said it was like a bull in a chute, antsy to be let free to show its power. If I let the car go the speed it wanted to, I’d get pulled over by a cop.

      True, I didn’t mind at all when a cop pulled me over, but that was when I was in the car alone and could spend time doing some quality flirting. It just wouldn’t be the same with Rex sitting beside me.

      As I thought that, my foot went down on the gas pedal.

      “Woah there, Slick. They’ll lock you up for sucking the paint right off the cars we’re rocketing by.”

      I looked down at the speedometer to see that I was inching toward a hundred. “I couldn’t even feel it in this car.”

      “She does purr. I guess it’s a might late to ask, but does Kay know how to drive a manual?”

      I lifted my foot and watched the gauge slide down to seventy before I touched my foot back into place on the gas pedal.  “I don’t actually know. If she doesn’t, I’ll teach her.” I sent him a smile. “Thank you for lending the car to Kay. And thank you for these last couple of days. I’ve had a great time.”

      “I have too, BJ.” He reached over and rested his hand on top of mine.  “And miraculously, we’re almost through our time together safe and sound.”

      “Safe and sound?” I glanced his way.

      “Well, you know, you kind of have this thing for finding dead bodies.” He twisted in his seat to face me. “I’m not disappointed that you didn’t stumble over anyone’s remains while we were together. Just surprised is all.”

      I wrinkled my nose at him. “Don’t jinx this. We still have almost a whole day, and then we’ll have spent almost four whole days together dead body free.”

      “A record.”

      “Stop.” I gave him the side-eye.

      It was true. Sigh.

      “From the stories I’ve heard about your crime-solving skills, I’m surprised you aren’t on the police force yourself. Or, you know, that you don’t drive around in a van with ‘Scooby-Doo’ painted on the side.”

      “I do cops, I don’t want to be a cop.”

      “Yeah, I get that’s your kink.”

      “Kink?” I gave him a full head swivel for that.

      “Turn-on?”

      “Better.”

      “I don’t understand why you didn’t become a cop yourself. You’d be excellent at it—smart, brave, intuitive, compassionate. And you seem to find all your own murder cases to work through, stumbling over bodies as you make your way through life.”

      “Stop! I’m done finding dead bodies. After I found you in your truck this side of the Pearly Gates, that was that. I swore that was that.”

      “Then you found my brother face down in the pond.”

      “Technically, that was my Rottweiler, Twinkles.”

      “Technically correct. Are you going to answer my question? Why not become a cop?”

      “I had a bad experience, once.”

      “With a cop?”

      “With a ride-along. It’s a long story.”

      “Just so happens I’ve got some time on my hands. How about you tell me about this bad experience ride along. Were you in cuffs at the time?”

      “Psh. I’ve never been cuffed in the back of a police car in my life.”

      Rex sent me a “now we both know that’s not true” look.

      “For possible criminal activity, that is,” I refined. We were to the small town now, and the speed limit signs dropped from seventy to thirty-five in less than a heartbeat. I stomped on the brake to comply with the law. “Sorry about that. Speed trap. Okay, so I was in this program that’s called Citizens’ Police Academy. I thought it might be a great way to meet some new friends.”

      “Friends.” He made air quotes.

      “Stop or I’m not sharing my story.”

      He laughed. “Let me guess, you got caught shining some guy’s badge behind the bushes. When was this?”

      “I was twenty, still in college. Okay, so I get in the car, and my ride-along cop is this long skinny fellow. Wiry, I guess people would say if they were being kind.”

      “Not your type.”

      “Yeah, and also not the occasion for shining badges. I shine badges when cops are off the clock. Mostly. Sometimes. Anyway, off I go. Immediately, I’m thinking, yeah, this might be the right job for me because he’s driving twice the speed limit as he’s going to all the normal places he checks for nefarious activity. He’s pulling people for traffic violations and stuff, and it’s fine. Then we get a call over the radio. The guy, Officer Sprat—”

      “There’s a children’s rhyme about Sprat.”

      “He could eat no fat. Which seemed to be the case with him. And he wore a wedding ring. I didn’t ask to see a picture of his wife to see if she could eat no lean. Seemed the wrong way to go asking a personal question like that.”

      “Probably.”

      “So, Officer Sprat gets this weird little giggle then he flips on lights and sirens, and boom, off we shoot down the road.”

      “High-speed chase?”

      “For three seconds.”

      Rex chuckled, low and sexy. “You make it sound like coitus interruptus.”

      “It kind of was, to be truthful.” I wrinkled my nose. “Anyway, it was only three seconds long because the guy they were chasing turned into a parking lot. We’re the backup unit. The first guy is already hauling the man out of his car. They do the field sobriety test, and I’m thinking, he’s doing great, let him go. I mean, I was standing there trying to do what they were asking that guy to do, and I was kinda failing at the whole stand on one-foot thing. The other cop was watching me sway and stagger, he talked to Sprat while looking my way, and I thought they were going to arrest me.”

      “For what?”

      “I don’t know, going on a police ride-along while intoxicated?”

      “Is that against the law in Virginia?” Rex asked.

      “Could be.” I shrugged. “It’s illegal to hunt raccoons on a Sunday after three a.m. Surely, there are laws on the books about riding in cop cars and sobriety. But they didn’t even ask me if I was drinking, so that was all cool.”

      “Good to know. Did they end up arresting the guy?”

      “Yeah. They told him if he took the breathalyzer, and it was under one, he could call a friend to drive him home. If it was over one, he’d be arrested. He blew a one point eight.”

      Rex whistled. “And still the man was more balanced than you, BJ?”

      I swatted at him. “Then the cops put him in cuffs and were putting him in the back of the first car. I wanted him to go in our car, so I could see what happens next. I wanted to know what the cop does to book someone in. But no, so pooh. The cops were tricky. They said, ‘should we get your stuff for you out of your car?’ And the guy’s like, ‘yeah, thanks’. Which let the cops go in and get all his stuff and find his drugs. Then they asked him, ‘Can we call someone to come pick up your car?’ And that’s when we find out it was from a local car dealer. This guy was test driving it.”

      “What?” Rex chuckled. “He went to a dealership, got a test drive, got high on alcohol and drugs, went on a high-speed chase and was arrested?”

      “Three seconds, I’m not sure that actually counts for an entire chase.”

      “Still, doesn’t seem like something that would stop you from joining the force, BJ.”

      “Then we went looking for the high school kids. He turned off the lights and cut the engine, and we rolled to the end of the road. He told me I had to get out silently, and I did my best. When I shut the door, it barely made a click. But as we were sneaking over to where the teens hung out, my shoe was squeaking.”

      “Squeaking? I’ve seen this in a movie. The Aristocats. The butler did it, and they knew by the squeaking shoe. I always liked that character Thomas O’Malley, O’Malley the alley cat.”

      “I can see that. He was a do-gooder like you.”

      “Do-gooder, is that even a word?”

      “It’s the perfect word to describe you. Look, you’re lending your car to Kay, and you’re helping me drive it all the way home.”

      “I have four vehicles in Atlanta, I don’t need this one. And as for driving with you, well, that’s kind of selfish on my part. I like being with you, BJ.”

      I smiled his way. “But yes, the Aristocats. That’s exactly what I thought at the time. Sprat kept shooting me the evil eye, like I was squeaking on purpose. When a jackrabbit hopped out of the field across our path because I scared it with the squeaking, I said, ‘Look, if there were a bunch of teens down here, the rabbits would already be gone. No one’s out here.’ He was kinda ticked.”

      He sent one eyebrow up quizzically. “You didn’t trip over a dead body?”

      “Not that time.” I glanced down at the clock readout. “It’s getting on to lunchtime, did you want to do room service, or should we just pull through a fast food?”

      “Room service. Definitely room service.” He pointed. “There are some hotels just up the street on the left.”

      I clicked on the turn signal and downshifted as I slid into the turn lane.

      “Later, I want to hear more about the ride-along. I have a feeling that you're holding back the best part of this story.”
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      When I arrived at Hooch’s there were two women outside in yoga pants chatting under the awning by my front door, hips resting against the wall.

      “They beat us here, but we’re not late,” Rex said, flicking a finger to the clock readout.

      I pulled into the spot in front and raised my hand their way then turned my focus to Rex. “Are you coming in or are you heading to my place to rest?” I released my seat belt. “Whatever you want to do is cool by me.”

      He sent me a slow smile with a touch of wicked. “Do I get free choice what happens next?”

      Zoop! That sent a rush of happy right to my doo-dah. “Work,” I said, with a pouty face.

      Rex pointed at Kay who was hop-skipping up the sidewalk with a grin on her face, clapping her hands with a high pitched squee that I could hear through the closed car doors.

      It was a pretty ride.

      I was a little jealous that I’d be back driving my Mini Cooper, though my Mini Cooper would probably save me from losing my license to a reckless speeding ticket.

      “Let me stay and give Kay a hug,” he said. “Then I’ll pick us up some grub and bring it back.” He cracked the door and put his boot onto the sidewalk. “I’m bettin’ you’re hungry since we ended up skipping the lunch part of our lunch date.”

      “Weeee!” Kate rushed up on tiptoes and stuck her head in the car. “Pooh!” she said as she pulled her head back out. “I didn’t realize it would be a shift.”

      “Shift?” One of the women by the door became instantly focused on Rex, taking a step forward, eyes wide, lashes fluttering. “Do you shift?”

      Rex paused with his hand on the door. “Me? When necessary, but I prefer to watch B.J. do it.” He turned to me when he said it and sent me one of those winks of his.

      Double zoop to the doodah.

      Man, I was going to have a hard time getting through work knowing what was waiting for me at the end of the night.

      The woman’s eyes flicked to me, she put out a momentary vibe of disappointment and sank back into the shadows.

      Weird. Just sayin’.

      “Why did you say pooh when you saw it’s manual, Kay?” Rex asked. “I didn’t even think to ask if you could drive one.”

      “I’ll teach her,” I said. “No problem.”

      Kay stopped blinking. She hard focused on me. “Yeah, no problem.”

      Okay, there was a problem. I was the one who tried to teach Kay to drive in the first place. We were about ten, and it seemed like a good idea… It was in a field and that scarecrow was fixable. And the picnic table, and the gazebo, and, okay, the dock, and the truck.

      All fixable.

      “It’ll be fine.” And then to distract, I turned to the women. “Hey there! I’m BJ, my friend Kay, and this is Rex Parker.” Rex didn’t get a descriptor because Rex’s and my relationship didn’t have a generic box to check.

      “I’m Farrah, and this is Luna.”

      “Barker, did you say?” Luna asked with more eyelash batting.

      “With a P. Parker.” I moved toward the bar door, key in hand.

      “Oh.” Her face drooped with disappointment.

      Double weird.

      When I turned, I found Rex squinting at me, like there was something just a bit off going on, and he was dancing on the wrong downbeat.

      “No clue,” I said using an eye roll and telepathy instead of actual words. If Luna was part of Farrah’s Hooch event, I wanted things to go smoothly.

      Rex walked in with us, then said, “I don’t want to interrupt your meeting. I think I’ll just mosey up the road and find something to eat and bring it back. Maybe to that place with the cardiac attack burgers you’ve been bragging about, BJ. What can I bring y’all?”

      My stomach growled. “Their cheeseburger meal, please.” I pulled out my phone and texted the name of the restaurant and address to him.

      “Me, too,” Kay added.

      “Good?” Luna asked.

      I heard a ding and Rex looked down at my message, giving me a nod.

      “The best.” I flipped chairs down from the table. Joe must have mopped the floor. I needed to put a bonus in his check. I hired Joe as my dishwasher, but he kept the whole place pristine.

      “I’m vegan,” Farrah said. “You know, nothing from an animal, not even a byproduct, no honey or soy sauce or cheese… Do you think they have something like that?”

      “I’ll find you something,” Rex told her. “Three cheeseburger meals and a vegan special. I’ll be back.”

      On the way out, he grabbed Kay into a bear hug. “I’m so glad you’re safe,” he said, dropping a brotherly kiss onto her head. “You gave me a scare.”

      She smiled up at him with a little bit of a wince. She was still sore.

      “Sorry. Are you okay?” he asked, looking contrite.

      “Yeah. I’m fine. Thanks for asking. My mother, on the other hand…”

      “I get that. Since my own little mishap, Granny’s been hypervigilant, too. It’s been a couple of months, and it still hasn’t worn off. Might as well hunker down for the long haul.” He raised his hand. “I’ll be back.” And out the door he went.

      I heard Joe come in the back. “Kay, can you get Luna and Farrah some drinks? I just need to go check in with Joe.”

      “Ladies?” Kay asked as I made my way to the kitchen in the back.

      Joe stood there next to my Rottweiler, Twinkles. Twinkles looked very Zen for Twinkles. Joe had that effect on dogs. Joe was for dogs what cat nip was for felines. Joe had kept Twinkles for me while I was down in Atlanta getting the car for Kay. I looked down at Twinkles then caught Joe’s eye. “Good?” I raised a questioning brow, lifting my thumbs to mime the conversation.

      Joe spoke Hungarian and little else. But we got by with miming and exaggerated facial expressions.

      Joe sent a smile to Twinkles then turned a sad eye toward the empty sink. Joe was happiest elbow-deep in suds. “I’ll have something for you to do soon.” I patted him on the arm. “Come on, Twinkles, let’s get you settled in my office.”

      As Twinkles jumped onto the couch and curled into a ball, I grabbed up my laptop and a pad and pen. I headed back to the meeting, leaving the door ajar so Twinkles could come and go as he pleased.

      Dragging a chair back from the table where Farrah was opening her laptop, I sat down. Luna was perched at the bar with a glass of white wine in front of her, talking to Kay.

      “Here’s my deal,” Farrah said. “I’m in the match-making business. I find the best way to make my business lucrative is through the power of lust.”

      “Oh,” I said, not quite sure how my little cop bar would play into her lust-scenario and hoped that whatever she was cooking up was within the boundaries of our decency laws.

      “While the evening is meant to profit me, this is the first speed dating event I’m trying out. As such, I’m paying you instead of charging you.”

      I smiled and picked up my pen, still not knowing what was going on.

      “You’re a beta experience. And if things go well, I’d appreciate a referral.”

      “And if things go badly?” I asked.

      “Then I’d appreciate it if you forgot that we had any contact at all.” Her laughter was girly and light. She was wearing a pink sundress, her black hair spilled down her back in loose ringlets. She made me think of picnics in a meadow surrounded by daisies, not a hard-driving businesswoman. Maybe this was some kind of disarming tactic.

      “Can you spell out what you’re thinking?” I asked.

      “Sure, my goal is to collect personal information about people who attend a social evening here at the bar. It’s five-minute rounds of speed dating. Individuals were sent invitations to come for the event.”

      “Which individuals?” Hooch’s didn’t seem the right kind of venue for speed dating.

      “Cops.” She smiled. “You run a cop bar. You’re perfectly located right up from the police station. I’ve invited police officers who could stop by right before their duty schedule starts and another batch of invitations went out for right after on-duty cops clocked out. We’ll have two waves back to back. I expect the house to be full to overflowing the entire evening. As we’ve contracted, I’ll be picking up the bar tab for the entire event. Though, I’m assuming it will be sodas for the officers who are in our first set.”

      “How did you identify the single officers?” I asked, thinking that getting my hands on that particular guest list might be a gold mine.

      “I didn’t,” she said. “I was looking for age ranges. I’m not interested in their relationship statuses.”

      Ruh-roh. Maybe Farrah should be a little more careful about those invites. Police wives and girlfriends (husbands and boyfriends) could be a might possessive. And as a certified badge bunny, I had gone out of my way to keep my reputation spotless. I simply won’t poach. If an officer even looks another woman in the eye, I move on. I’m not interested in playing with any of my sisters’ toys.

      Was this going to cause long term problems?

      “I, uhm, hmmm…” I stammered. “My reputation for being cop friendly and safe from conflict—"

      “Is there a problem there? The invitations went out from my business. Your business name and address are listed as the location.”

      Still…

      I had already signed the contract to rent my bar for an outside event. I guessed if need be, I could post a statement on Hooch’s website.

      Maybe it wouldn’t have any blowback.

      “So speed dating… to gather information. What kind of information?”

      “About peoples’ preferences and tastes.”

      “Why cops?”

      She leaned in conspiratorially. “There’s a certain segment of the dating public who has a thing for a man in a uniform. There is even a term for women who like to sleep with cops. They’re called ‘badge bunnies’.”

      “Really?” I asked, eyes wide.

      “Honest.” She raised her hand like she was taking an oath. “My job is to find the men who want to meet the women who will drool over them.”

      “You invited women who drool?”

      “Exactly. I’m a matchmaker.”

      “Do you have a good marriage rate?” I asked, wondering how that would be possible if she didn’t focus on singles.

      “Marriage? Oh no.” She laughed. “That’s not what my aim is. Continued sexual satisfaction is the aim of my company. If they get married, I might lose a client.”

      “Why did I think this was a gathering for chemists?” I asked myself under my breath.

      “That’s the name of my company. Chemistry.” She took a card from her wallet and passed it to me.

      I read: Chemistry: We have the formula for fantastic biology.

      Okay, that’s where I got confused. I had somehow walked away with biochemical engineering on the brain and had made sure Justice would be working that night so she could speak geek with them. Yup, I had totally envisioned a night of geekdom, not freakdom.

      I glanced down at her name and title. Farrah Mone. “I thought your last name was Monet,” I said, tucking the card into my legal pad.

      “That’s how I pronounce it. It’s a pain to put an accent on the e when typing, so I just take it off and roll with it.”

      “Ah.” I wasn’t quite following, but I wasn’t that worried about it. When I’d accepted the contract, it was to be an event venue. Next time, I’d know to ask more questions and not just assume it was another stag party.

      Justice would be working tonight, and I’d ask her to do a deep dive into Farrah’s company. Justice could find out just about anything on the computer. It was like having my very own intelligence service. Not that I used her skillset for anything nefarious, just generalized snooping.

      I looked up when the bell chimed. Tadger and his uncle pushed their way through the door. They stopped, looked around, then Tadger checked his watch. “You’re not open yet are you?”

      “Another forty minutes, but that’s no problem,” I said. “Come on in and make yourselves comfortable. Farrah,” I held my hand open toward her then gestured toward the men. “Here are two officers that might just like to play your game.”

      “What game is that?” Tadger asked, taking a stool next to Luna.

      I still wasn’t clear about why Luna was here. She might be part of the business. She could just be tagging along. I made my way to the other side of the bar to pour drinks.

      “I’m Tadger Merrymaker.” He sent Luna a wolfish grin, his amber eyes glowing predatorily. I knew that look. Tadger was on the prowl. And Tadger was good at the hunt. I’ve never seen a woman not fall under his spell when he got that look in his eye. He stuck out his hand for a shake.

      Luna focused down on Tadger’s big old paw and visibly swallowed. She placed her hand delicately in his as if she expected him to kiss the back princess-style instead of shaking like a normal person would.

      And then he did. Which…wasn’t very Tadger-like.

      “You know,” Tadger’s uncle Remus said, “Tadger is what my pa called his winker.”

      Luna shook her head like she was coming out of a trance and focused around Tadger onto the older man.

      Tadger and his uncle had the same massive build and strong jawline. Anyone who saw them would know they were family. But unlike Tadger, his uncle Remus’s mane of black hair was streaked with gray and combed straight back. Remus’s T-shirt was tight around a chest that showed, despite his age, Remus still hit the gym hard. On the bulge of his bicep, Remus had a tattooed scene of a wolf howling at a full moon. That’s where Luna’s focus rested.

      “His what?” Luna asked.

      “His winker,” Remus said. “His one-eyed pants’ snake.”

      “One-eyed...”

      “You know his joystick, his pecker.”

      “I...”

      “His penis, lass. Tadger is another name for dick.”

      “I expect Dick to come soon,” I said, setting out a bowl of bar snacks and peeking at the clock.  “He’s getting off now.”

      “I give up,” Remus said and raised his chin my way. “A beer with a whiskey chaser, please.”

      “Sorry about that,” Tadger said quietly. “It’s my Uncle Remus’s day off. He started drinking earlier, and he’s had a little too much for a lady’s company.”

      Luna dropped her chin and batted demure eyelashes his way.

      I shot Kay a look so she’d be paying attention, and we could dissect this scene later. Tadger said “lady”. Tadger Merrymaker was wild. Like raised in the woods wild. It got him into trouble on the police force from time to time when he was in pursuit, and he let his hot bloodedness get the better of him. Tadger had been on my badge bunny hop list for a short time. He was a little more into the dominance thing than set right with me. To each his own. Personally, I didn’t “yes, sir” many people other than say my father…or judges.

      I set a shot of Badge Bunny Booze in front of Remus next to a stein of beer.

      “I’m sorry, did you say Remus?” Luna asked. “As in wolf?”

      Remus threw his head back and play howled.

      Yeah, I was cutting him off with this round. I had no idea how much he’d had to drink before he came into my bar. And I wasn’t going to be responsible.

      “Are you a Merrymaker, too?” Kay asked.

      “I do my best, lass,” Remus said.

      Out back the roar of motorcycle engines echoed up the alleyway.

      “There’s The Pack.” Remus downed the last of the beer, slung back the shot, and slapped a twenty onto the bar. With a parting pat on Tadger’s shoulder, he headed toward my kitchen and the alley door.

      Luna turned flirtatious eyes on Tadger. “You’re a police officer, is that right?”

      “K-9 unit.”

      Luna tipped her head back with a little slick of tongue to wet her lips. “That’s a wonderful job for you to have. What do you do when you’re not at work?”

      “Oh, I have a ritual for long runs out in the country where I can be alone. I have some property outside of town, it gives me a lot of privacy.”

      “It’s amazing you can have country property on an officer’s salary.” She slapped a hand over her mouth. “Wow, that was rude. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s fine. That piece of property has been in my mother’s family for centuries. I live there, but it’s family land.”

      “Where is this?”

      “Do you know where Hunter’s Moon Hollow is?”

      “Near the blue barn?”

      “You know it? I’m just past that barn.”

      Luna flicked a finger toward Farrah. “Farrah runs her company, Chemistry, out of the old farmhouse on that property.”

      “Small world. I hope I run in to you again soon, Luna.” Tadger threw his backpack strap over his shoulder and focused on me. “It’s time for my shift. I’m going to change in your office if that’s okay?”

      “You always do,” I said and waved him toward the back.

      Tadger stopped to fix his gaze on Luna. “Are you going to be here for a while?”

      “Mmhmm.”

      “Good.”

      She offered up a secret smiled as he walked away.

      I pulled out my phone and did a quick search for “tadger, definition.” Oh look, tadger was Scottish for penis. Huh. I’ve known him all my life, and I didn’t have a clue about his name.

      Tadger’s paternal grandparents had immigrated from Scotland when Remus and Seamus were teens. But Tadger’s mom was from here in Virginia. I wondered if Tadger’s mom knew what the word meant when she was signing the birth certificate or if Tadger’s dad thought he’d pulled off the best dad joke ever.

      Just then Rex walked back in, holding white paper bags aloft. The sides were becoming translucent with grease. The whole bar filled with salty meat smells. Yum!

      “Luna.” Rex read the name off of the bag then set it in front of her. “Farrah. Kay. And BJ.” He put the last bag in front of a chair at the table with Farrah and sat down.

      I rounded the bar to sit with them. “You just missed seeing Tadger,” I told Rex. “He’s in my office getting ready for his shift,” I said. “Though, he might come out once he’s changed.”

      Luna sucked in a breath and got all round-eyed as she looked from one to the other of us. “You all talk about that freely? He doesn’t, you know, want to keep it secret?”

      “Uhm, yeah.” Kay slid off her stool and came over to join us at the table. “We’ve been friends with Tadger since kindergarten. He doesn’t keep many secrets from us.”

      I shot a look at Kay. From the tone of her voice, I knew she was up to something. I just wasn’t sure what. I’d ask when we were alone. Sticking my nose into my bag, I inhaled the aroma of french fries. Heaven. I ripped open the bag to use as a placemat and unwrapped my cardiac arrest burger. “You got three for yourself? Big appetite,” I said as Rex ripped open his bag the same way as I had.

      “Two for me. One for my buddy Twinkles. Least I could do.  He helped save my life.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Luna straining to listen to our conversation from her perch on the stool at the bar.

      Farrah was leaned over in her chair, doing a deep dive into something on her phone.

      The door to my office squeaked, and I bent backward over my chair to see down the hall. “Twinkles,” I shouted. “Rex is back. He brought you a burger.” Twinkles was supposed to be on a diet, but I decided he could take a break and enjoy the burger since Rex was leaving in the morning.

      Twinkles didn’t need to be called twice. Out he trotted, straight over to Rex, then he sat like a good boy and gave Rex a high five.

      “You call him Twinkles when he’s in this form? He’s a Rottweiler?” She slid down from her chair and crouched on the floor. “Twinkles,” she called in a seductive voice. She held out her hands visibly wet with hamburger juices.

      Twinkles went over and licked her clean.

      “You’re beautiful, aren’t you? Glorious!”

      I mean, Twinkles was cute and everything. Glorious… I wasn’t so sure about that.

      “You look so big and brave. I bet you’re a real hero.” She peeked up at Rex. “He saved your life?”

      Before Rex answered, Kay shot me a mischievous glance. “All of us. We have each been in dire straits, and Twinkles always comes to the rescue. BJ more than anyone, of course, but you know. He’s like Jamesburg’s Batman.”

      Luna frowned a little and looked at Twinkles.

      “More like Jamesburg’s version of Jacob from Twilight,” she amended. “Only he’s Twinkles, because he’s a star.” She did jazz hands for emphasis.

      “Twinkles.” Luna sighed. “That’s magical.”
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      “Alcohol!” Delight ran through the door. “High test. The highest test! I need alcohol!”

      For a Tuesday night, the bar was still filled with a good number of after-work drinkers. They all spun in their seats to behold Delight in full drag. I hadn’t expected to see her tonight since she was performing at someone’s retirement party.

      She held her long Rue Paul styled hair away from her face protectively as she staggered forward on purple sequined platform shoes.

      “Get the first aid kit. Call the ambulance,” Delight shrieked. “I’ve been licked.”

      “Licked?” My friend Dick, a fixture here at Hooch’s, jumped from his stool and was over to the front door in two steps. He yanked on the knob and shot his gaze up and down the sidewalk out front.

      Dick was a detective and probably had some clue what was going on here.

      I, on the other hand, had no idea. “Licked, like you were in a fight? Here? Near the bar?” I rounded to the hallway to grab the industrial first aid kit that was attached to the wall.

      Dick shut the door and headed our way.

      “No, not in a fight. With these here claws,” she held up her hands with their inch-long nails painted blue with purple sparkles, “do you think I would be in here yelling about being licked? No! I mean, I was lick-licked. Some chick just walked right up and swiped her tongue up my cheek.” She turned wide, frightened eyes toward Dick. “You think I got me a case of the cooties, now?” She pulled her hair away from her face. “Feels like I got the cooties.” She turned back to me. “I want to take a bath in some alcohol.”

      I had the first aid kit resting on the bar and had popped the top open. “She licked—stuck-her-tongue-out-dragged-it-up-your-cheek—licked you?” I still couldn’t imagine.

      Delight plunged her hand in the kit and came out with a dozen alcohol swabs. “That’s how it went.”

      “What did you do?” Dick asked. He’d obviously shifted from guy at the bar to full detective mode.

      “Well, I was a little stunned. I had to get some distance to see the face. I wasn’t for sure I didn’t know her and hadn’t been licked before. But nah. I’d never seen her before. At least not dressed the way she was with the makeup and all. I said, ‘Hey now!’ then she took off running, and I’m in these platform shoes with this here pencil skirt. I couldn’t go after her and ask for an explanation.”

      I noticed that Luna had ducked her head and was listening intently as if she were gathering details from our conversation.

      Justice walked in from the back, Nicodemus—her service rat—riding on her shoulder. They both looked from Delight to the first aid kit, to Dick, then to me.

      “Delight was licked,” Kay said, “and it’s still light outside.”

      “Cause people usually wait until the sun goes down to pull weird shit like that,” Delight said, clutching the alcohol. “In the summertime, there’s less time for this kind of thing to go down, if you see what I’m sayin’.”

      “Licked?” Justice asked. “With a tongue. Without an invitation?”

      “We’ve been getting reports,” Dick said, his tone serious and concerned. “What did the licker look like?”

      “Well, it was a she. I think. Could have been a she. That’s what I’m going to call her. She had big hair that was dyed with chunky highlights, kind of a brown, and gold, and then some orangey auburn. She was wearing something that was about the same colors. I’m not sure what she was wearing. She was licking and then she was running. And I was screaming. And I was startled, see? My brain kind of stuttered, because, when I rounded into the alley, where I thought she went…she wasn’t in there.”

      “Could she have gone in one of the doors?” Dick asked. “Could you tell?”

      “I didn’t see any doors. I just saw me a cat sitting on top of the boxes from the Chinese take-out place. A ginormous cat. Could have been a leopard. Gold and spotted. Never seen a cat like that outside of a nature show before.”

      Luna looked up, her face frozen in concentration then a slow smile slid into place. She practically glistened with excitement over Delight’s story.

      I felt Kay’s eyes on me and turned to her.

      “Holy cow!” she mouthed. I’d ask her what that was about later. Delight getting licked didn’t warrant a holy cow, maybe just an ew.

      “Where was this?” Justice asked.

      “Up on Main,” Delight said then turned back to Dick. “She was about my height. And she had on some fabulous makeup. Yes, I remember that part. Lots of eyeliner with a perfect cat-eye. Maybe she was a drag queen like me. Doing up a cat eye takes special practice, not everyone can do a good cat-eye.”

      Dick pulled out his phone and was texting someone.

      “Is it against the law to lick people without their consent?” one of my regulars asked. “Seems like that should be a law. But why would someone think to write a law like that?”

      “It’s battery,” Dick said, his focus on his screen, “just like an unwanted kiss is. There’ve been reports all over Jamesburg for the last week of licking incidences. We’re not sure what’s going on. No one in our dept has ever heard of something like this before.”

      I checked out Luna and her secret smile. She looked like that cat who had just swallowed a canary. I might even have thought she had somehow been involved as the assault licker. But no, she’s been here with Farrah the whole time, and she has brown hair, so…

      “We need an app for that,” Kay said. “Maybe you could do that, Justice.”

      Nicodemus planted his paw on Justice’s head that she kept shaved to show off the multiple piercings that ran along the edge of her ear. The other side of her hair was long and black with purple streaks. Tonight, she wore a simple pair of jeans and a plain black T-shirt. But Nicodemus, using his long pink tail for ballast as he looked around at Kay, gave Justice the cyberpunk edge that she liked to project.

      “What kind of app would that be?” Justice asked, tying a “Hooch’s” apron around her waist.

      “I have that warning app for when there are nefarious clown sightings,” Kay said.

      “ClownsBNoJoke?” Delight asked. “I got me that one. I like it just fine. It kept me up to date this last year when we were having all them clown attacks.”

      “Clown attacks and now a predatory licker? Sounds like you have something wrong with your water supply here.” Farrah tilted her head. “Are pet rats allowed out in public?” She turned and focused on me. “You have a very interesting town.”

      “That’s not a rat,” Kay said.

      “No.” Delight ripped into the alcohol packet. “That there’s Nicodemus. He’s a service animal, protected by federal law and the ADA. Nicodemus can go anywhere the public can go. That way, he can do his work warning Justice and keeping her safe if Justice were going to have a seizure. And he’s got him a wicked sense of humor.” Delight held out a fist toward Nicodemus, and Nicodemus gave her a fist bump.

      “Delight, I have an officer coming over to take your statement,” Dick said, sliding his phone back in his pocket.

      “Oh, are you on the police force?” Farrah leaned in, placing her hands on her knees and straightening her elbows, making her boobs pop out of the top of her sundress.

      I saw the muscles under Dick’s eyes tense, straining to hold his eyeballs up on Farrah’s batting eyelashes and not down on her heaving bosoms.

      I held out my hand to make the introduction. “Dick meet Farrah.”

      “Feral?” bar stool guy asked, in full ogle. “I bet you’re wild.”

      She looked at the bar guy. “I’m not feral, Farrah.” She tucked her chin and sent Dick a coquettish eye. “With an ahhhh,” she sighed out.

      Dick was a deer in the headlights under her gaze. Frozen in place.

      Kay reached over and snapped her fingers in front of his nose.

      That fixed things.

      “Glad to know there are such dedicated officers on the force.” Farrah’s voice dropped to an intimate tone. “You’re not even on duty now, are you?”

      Dick picked up his beer, looked down at it, then set it unsipped back on the bar.

      “I was asking BJ in the car why she never joined the police force,” Rex said to Kay. “Seems like the right fit, chasing down public lickers and what all.”

      “She went on a ride-along,” Kay said with a shrug.

      Rex nodded. “That’s what she said.”

      “Oh?” Kay sent me a look of glee. “She told you about it?”

      I noticed the bar had gone quiet as everyone turned their attention to the unfolding story between Kay and Rex.

      “Officer Sprat,” Rex said, “squeaking shoes, a three-second high-speed chase. Being off balance.”

      Kay caught my eye as she said, “Did she tell you how she puked all over the good officer’s car as she went into a seizure?”

      “Uhm, no.” Rex turned to grin my way. “That part of the story didn’t come up.”

      “But her dinner did,” Kay said.

      “You can stop.” I sent her a raised eyebrow, “you know?”

      “No, I don’t think I can. I have that Blarney Stone kissing problem, remember?” Kay said. “A story pops into my head, and I have to share. Besides, I think folks will be glad to learn that I’m not the only one with disaster stories in my back pocket.”

      Dick stalled, standing beside Farrah, his hand resting on the back of the bar stool.  “Wait. BJ vomited in a cop’s car? Why haven’t I heard about this?”

      “It didn’t happen here in Jamesburg.” I sent Kay a look that told her unequivocally that she’d better zip it, because I had my own vomit stories about her I could tell.

      Kay ignored my warning. “There was Bobbi Jax, sitting beside her ride along officer, a little disappointed that she wouldn’t be doing any riding along on their breaks.”

      Dick tipped his head with a dash of disbelief.

      “He was married,” I said. “I don’t poach. You know that.”

      “He was also wiry,” Rex added.

      Dick nodded. “Not her type.”

      I rolled my eyes and turned my back on them, busying myself with an order.

      Delight had spread the alcohol wipe and was patting it delicately on her cheek, presumably enough to disinfect the licker cooties, but not with enough vigor that would muss her makeup.

      “Why did BJ get sick?” Rex focused on Kay. “She said the high-speed chase was only three seconds long.”

      “Well, there was a problem,” Kay told him. “A real problem.”

      “A woman was suicidal,” I called over my shoulder. “Yeah, it was a problem.”

      “Another dead body?” Dick asked.

      “Not this time,” Kay said. “The way I heard the story was that a man was out of town and getting strange texts from his wife. The wife was at home with their two little kids. The wife had been experiencing depression, and the texts between the couple and between the woman and her brother sounded like she might be suicidal.”

      “Texts like what?” Justice asked.

      “She texted her brother to please come to the house at six-thirty the next morning, so he’d be there when the kids woke up.” I slipped a lime wedge over the rim of the glass walked the drink to the four top that had signaled for another.

      “How old were the kids?” Delight asked.

      Kay turned toward me. “Bobbi Jax?”

      “Two and four.” I pulled my pad and pen from my apron pocket. “Anything else for you folks? Snacks?”

      “No thanks, we want to hear why you puked in the cop’s car before we order anything to eat.” The guy spun toward Kay. “Could you talk a little louder?”

      “Sure.” She raised her voice for the entire bar to hear clearly. “Yeah, so there were these two little kids and a suicidal mom,” Kay continued. “The husband is heading back into town, but he’s hours away. He called the cops. Sprat got the radio call and put his foot down.”

      She was miming the events like A.) she was there and knew what had happened, which was not the truth, and B.) like she was telling one of her prize-winning stories on stage for an audience.

      She was full of Blarney.

      She didn’t just kiss the rock on her family’s trip to Ireland, she bit off a chunk and swallowed it whole.

      “It was three in the morning, so there was no other traffic on the road.” Kay lowered her voice to sound spooky. “Sprat went in silent, no lights or sirens to tip anyone off. He parked in the only place he could, which meant he had to get his car off the road. One tire clung to the asphalt, the other rested at the bottom of the ditch.” She used the flat of her hand as if driving the car up the road then tipped it sideways to show how it had been parked. “Bobbi Jax lay there, her shoulder pressed to the car door, her head against the cold glass window.”

      “That’s uncomfortable.” Rex sent me a look that was hard to interpret. It wasn’t exactly full-on alpha-hero, but it certainly said that he would have liked to have pulled me from the predicament. “I can see how that would make you claustrophobic. You wouldn’t be able to open the passenger side doors, and you probably couldn’t open the driver’s side either, angled up that way. Is that when you developed your claustrophobia?”

      “No,” Dick said, “she became claustrophobic when she was in the casket with the body of an old woman.”

      Rex froze for a minute then shook his head. “What?”

      “Different story,” I said. “And probably one I don’t want to relive. Actually, can we change the subject? Rex, how’s renewable energy grid thingy coming?”

      “In a minute.” His brows had pulled in tight like he was doing an internal review of all my life events he’d been privy to.

      I thought he might just rename me Calamity Jane, and here I had kinda liked that he called me Slick.

      “I still want to know what happened in that car.”

      “So Bobbi Jax is belted in the car,” Kay picked up her story. “Sprat had gone off to check on the situation at the house. Inside the car, a computer dinged every time someone posted a message from the control center. Ding, ding, ding, ding.”

      “That there would be like Chinese water torture,” Delight said.

      “Exactly.” I slapped a couple of napkins on the bar in front of my newly arrived patrons. “What can I get you, folks?”

      “Beers,” the guy said.

      I started reciting our offerings as Kay continued.

      “Up at the house, the woman wasn’t opening her doors. The husband gave the first responders permission to break in over the phone. Sprat called in the ambulance and fire trucks that were staged just down the road. They came blazing up the road, lights flashing as they parked along the road. The police car was surrounded by flashing lights from the front and back on both sides of the road.

      “Lots of lights flashing,” Delight said, turning the alcohol wipe over and using the other side to pat, pat, pat her cheek.

      Kay was whirring her hands around to mimic the idea of the lights. “In the windows. In the mirrors.”

      “Unsynchronized lights flashing, the computer pinging while sitting at an odd angle and unable to get out?” Rex asked real concern in his voice. “How long were you like that, Slick?”

      “Three hours,” I said.

      “Slick?” Dick asked.

      Rex opened his mouth, and Dick held up a hand, he didn’t need to hear the backstory on that one.

      “What?” Delight asked. “He left you there like that for three hours? I’d be surprised if you didn’t have a seizure.”

      “I’m not saying I didn’t.” The two bar guys had finally made up their minds, and I was filling steins at the tap.

      “When Officer Sprat got back to the car, Bobbi Jax was squatting on the floor of the car under the console.” Kay curved her shoulders over and wrapped her hands around her head. “Her jacket pulled over her eyes, and he realized he had a problem.”

      “Huh,” Rex said.

      “Exactly,” Kay said.

      “He left you there for three hours?” Dick asked. I noticed Farrah moved her hand to his thigh, a calming gesture. Dick wrapped his hand around hers.

      Interesting.

      “That was not the problem.” I tried to retrieve some sense of decorum. “I was not a problem. The problem that needed attention was a woman in the house that wasn’t just putting herself but her kids in mortal danger. Sprat and the firefighters found her getting drunk in her car, engine on while parked in the garage, listening to music turned up loud while she tried to asphyxiate on carbon monoxide from the tailpipe. What she didn’t realize was the gas was rising, and it was going into the kids’ rooms that were above the garage on the second story of the house. The fire dept got the kids out and moved them, still sleeping, to the parents’ room where there was safe air quality. Then we had to wait for the ambulance to take the woman to the hospital. Then we had to wait for the brother and his wife to come watch the babies. It was understandable. The problem I experienced was the disorientation over that long a period, and as you were saying,” I raised an open palm to Rex, “no way to get out.”

      I put the beers in front of my patrons.

      “And I didn’t puke in his car,” I added.

      “You puked,” Kay insisted.

      “Not in the car.” I glowered at her so she’d be quiet. Puking stories had a way of seeding potential outcomes into my client’s psyches, and I really didn’t want to be cleaning it up in the bathrooms later.

      It didn’t work. Kay wrinkled her nose. “Where did you puke then?”

      “Sprat pulled the car up on the flat of the road. My stomach was obviously not okay. He ran around to my side of the car, popped the door open, and…”

      “And?” everyone chorused together.

      I threw my hands up in the air. “And I splat Sprat.”

      “No!” They all moaned followed by an elongated ewww.

      Bar guy shoved the snack basket down the counter away from him. He had the look of a man who had a squeamish stomach.

      “Sorry,” I said as I reached under the shelf for the bucket of last resorts.
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      “I’m serious Kay,” Rex said. “It’s the perfect time to learn how to shift after BJ closes the bar. It’ll be two in the morning, and no one will be on the road. There will never be a better time.”

      “Maybe I could wait a couple more days. My brother can teach me when he gets back.”

      “Connor’s gone for two weeks of training,” I said. “He just left Saturday.”

      Kay glared at me.

      “Come on, at least let’s get you started.” Rex stood up and spun his chair around.

      Kay’s eyes grew wide.

      “Baby steps. We can start here in the bar.” Rex turned my way. “Do you have three oranges?”

      “Coming right up.” I bent to grab the fruit from the mini-fridge where I kept the garnishes and other perishables. When I stood with the fruit cradled in my arm, I caught sight of Dick outside, walking up the sidewalk, hand in hand with Farrah. He tucked her into his car, then bent to give her a prolonged kiss before he came up with a grin, and shut the door for her.

      My, my, my, wasn’t that interesting? It had been a while since a woman had caught Dick’s eye. This was a good thing, I thought half-heartedly. I turned to Kay.

      I wasn’t sure it was a good thing with Farrah, though.

      “It’s a good thing,” Kay said, turning from the window to me. But she had about as much conviction in her tone as I heard in my own head.

      “It’s not a good thing?” Rex asked, turning to the window then shooting a glance from me to Kay.

      “Well, Farrah runs a dating business that doesn’t put fidelity high on its list,” Kay explained. “Actually, fidelity is nowhere on her list.”

      Rex swiveled toward the window as Dick drove down the street. “It’s like one of those sites that helps unsatisfied husbands hook up with lonely wives?”

      “It seems that way from what she was telling us when you were off getting us the cardiac burgers. I have to get Justice to do a deep dive into it on the Internet. I would have asked her to do it tonight, but she has a hacking project due for one of her classes, and I let her go home early.” I wrinkled my brow. “Dick is such a loyal person. And if Farrah’s the kind that thinks it’s cool to run around, well that’s none of my business, to each their own, just not at Dick’s expense.”

      “Does Dick know what she does for a living?” Rex asked.

      “I didn’t tell him.” I looked over to Kay.

      She shook her head.

      “But he’s a detective,” Rex said reasonably.

      Dick also had the look of a man who was seeing life through hormone-colored glasses rather than being his normal clear-thinking self. I’d keep an eye out for him.

      Maybe he’d get it out of his system tonight.

      I came around the bar, my eye still on the back of Dick’s car. When they left together, it was so he could give Farrah a ride home. Luna had left in her own car, and Farrah said she’d catch a Lyft. Dick was being a good guy. But then there was that kiss. And what had they been doing for the last hour? I’d said good-bye to them at least that long ago, and nothing else was open around here in the wee hours of the morning.

      A mystery. Maybe a walk to the cemetery.

      I handed the oranges to Rex.

      “Okay, Kay, come sit in this chair,” Rex instructed.

      As Kay climbed slowly from the barstool, Rex arranged the oranges at her feet. “Gas on the right. Brake in the center. Clutch on the left. Yes?”

      “Yes.” Kay sat down, frowning at the fruit.

      “Your right foot works the gas and the brake like always.”

      She nodded.

      “But now we use your left foot, too. Your left foot works the clutch. Let’s start. Put your left foot on the clutch and the right foot on the brake. This is your starting position.”

      Kay was wearing stiletto heels, and the angle of foot placement was awkward at best.

      “I usually don’t have to think about things like this,” Rex said. “You’re going to want to have a pair of tennis shoes or flats with you in the car.”

      “Hey.” Kay leaned down. “Why did the blonde stare at the can of orange juice for an hour?” She slipped her feet from her shoes and set them under her chair. “Because the packaging said concentrate.”

      “Okay, more comfortable now?” Rex asked. “Left foot on the clutch—"

      “What do you call an orange who tells lies?” Kay asked, putting her left foot in place, her right foot hovering over the center orange.

      “That’s correct, put your right foot on the brake in the center,” Rex said.

      “An orange who tells a lie is pulp fiction.” Kay laughed nervously.

      “You’re going to be fine.” Rex used the soothing voice I’d heard him use when he was trying to get a cow to ease into a chute. “These are just oranges. Now turn on the engine holding both pedals down.”

      Kay reached out her hand. “Do you know how to tell if an orange is a male or a female?”

      “If it squirts you in the face it’s a male,” I said. “Why are you wigging out? We’re not in the car. You can’t wreck it.”

      Kay sent me a glower. “If it’s bitter for absolutely no reason it’s female.”

      “Kay,” Rex persisted. “I want you to take your right foot and move it to the gas pedal. Good. Now, as you push down on the gas, at the same time, lift your foot from the clutch.”

      The clutch went rolling across the floor.

      I went to retrieve it.

      “Kay, we’re going to do this. It’s just driving with an added couple of steps. Give me your hands.” He waited for her to lay her hands in his. “Tell me one more orange joke.”

      “One?” she asked. “Okay, I, uhm, what do you call teaching me to shift in Bobbi Jax’s bar?”

      “What?” he asked.

      “A fruitless endeavor.”

      “Got that out of your system now?” Rex raised a single brow.

      Kay pushed her strawberry blonde hair out of her face, dragging an elastic from her wrist and making a sloppy bun. “I’m a little better. Thank you.”

      While Rex worked with Kay pushing on his hands to give her the feel for releasing the clutch, I was getting things cleared up for the night. I took the last of the glass racks back to Joe.

      “Hey, Joe? Can you take Twinkles back to my apartment for me? The car is too small for him.” I pantomimed.

      Joe stopped to watch me.

      I pointed at Joe, to Twinkles, to the back door. I did the fake getting into a car, starting an engine, and turning the steering wheel. I ran up some imaginary steps, unlocked the door, waved good-bye, and turned to pretend a descent, which was a pretty good thigh work out. It was the complete story. Who would have guessed when I took theater class in high school, and we had done a month studying Marcel Marceau, that it would have a real-world application?

      Joe nodded. And motioned for my key. Normally, a key isn’t necessary.There’s a number pad on my door lock. But I kept those numbers to myself. I’d had just enough weirdness in my life to make me overly cautious. I pulled the key from my pocket, then Joe mimed he’d leave it on the counter when he let Twinkles in.

      After a thumbs-up, I watched them leave.

      I headed back into the bar area just in time to take an orange to the solar plexus.

      “Agh! I pressed the gas too hard. Sorry!” Kay called.

      I rolled the orange back as I crumpled onto the floor to catch my breath. At least we weren’t in the car yet.

      As soon as I thought that, Rex said, “Two o’clock. Is Joe taking care of Twinkles?” He reached a hand down to help me back up. “You okay?”

      “Fine. And yes. And how about I wait here while Kay gets a handle on the whole shifting thing?”

      Rex folded his hands under his arms and started flapping his wings and making chicken noises.

      “Fine,” I said, reaching for the light switch. With a click we were in the dark.

      Rex handed Kay the keys. “You’re in charge. This is your car. You’re the master.” He said it with conviction.

      I crawled into the back seat, wondering about the airbag situation.

      Kay took her position in the driver’s seat. Rex sat beside her. Because he had to power the seat back so far, I had my legs draped across the backseat to the other side of the car.

      "You know," Kay said. "I didn't even know four-door Ferraris existed."

      “Bobbi Jax,” Kay said as I pulled my seatbelt on and cinched it down tight. “You drive stick. Why don’t I just use your Mini Cooper, and you drive the Ferrari?”

      “With the console in the middle here, there’s no room for Twinkles.”

      “Twinkles can come live with me,” she offered.

      “Kay, since when are you such a scaredy-cat?” Rex asked. “Just put your feet on the clutch and brake the way we did with the oranges. We’ll take it smooth and slow.”

      Kay followed his instructions and the clutch made a terrible grating noise. She was finally able to get it into first. We took off, then the car just quit. Right there in the middle of the road.

      Three more tries and we were out on Main Street.

      Two more tries and we were pulled over by the cops.

      “Kay!” Officer Johnson said. “This isn’t your normal car. And you don’t normally drive under the influence.”

      Kay explained what was happening, and Johnson bent low to look in the back. I gave him a little finger wave. “She had soda at Hooch’s. She’s not drinking. She’s just being Kay.”

      He swung his gaze toward Rex. “This is your car?”

      “Yes, sir,” Rex said. “Kay’s actually. Kay’s going to be driving it.”

      “Wait. You’re letting these two get hold of it?” He positioned his hands on the rolled down window and leaned his hips back so he could see into the interior with ease. “Last time I pulled these two over, they had a mannequin tied to the roof of their car, spread eagle, mooning folks as they drove down the road.” He looked up and down the street. “I wish you had waited twenty more minutes,” he said.

      “So the bar crowd would be home?” I asked.

      “So I’d be clocked out and wouldn’t have to worry about you two posing a threat to Jamesburg at large.”

      “Funny,” Kay said.

      He patted the window. “I’m just going to pretend I didn’t see you.” And he walked away.

      “Mannequin?” Rex asked.

      “Another story for another day. Kay, remember what you said about the can of juice?” I asked. “Concentrate.”

      And Kay dragged the shift from neutral to first with a raking sound that told me we’d be lucky if the transmission survived the night.
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      By four a.m. Kay was able to pull smoothly into the gas station, where she turned off the engine with a heavy exhale.

      I was collapsed in the back seat, exhausted from my day and the last two hours of teeth clenching and muscle tightening. I figured I’d done enough isometrics to check at least two days of workouts off my to-do list.

      “Gas tank is on the other side of the car,” Rex said quietly. He pointed at the dash. “See there where the icon for gas is? There’s usually a little arrow that points toward the side where the tank is.”

      “Huh, you learn something new every day,” I mumbled from the back.

      “At this rate, I don’t think sleep is going to be part of the agenda.” I popped the back lock up. “We won’t have much time for sleep before I need to drive you to Richmond to catch your plane.” I crawled out of the car, wriggling my body to get the circulation going. I jumped up and down a couple of times. “I’m catching a second wind. I’m going to go in and get a coffee. Who else wants one?”

      Both Rex and Kay raised their hands.

      I took two steps, then my eyes pulled wide. I stuck my head in Rex’s open window and whispered, “Could that be the licker?”

      Rex and Kay turned their heads. There was a woman with chin-length sable brown hair with chunky highlights of gold and red. Her cheetah-spotted leggings and gold blouse were in similar hues.

      Kay’s mouth dropped open.

      Rex chuckled under his breath. “It’s never a dull moment around you two. Slick, how about you go inside and get your coffee, nonchalantly. Kay, you pull on around so we can get some gas, we’re on empty. I’ll keep an eye on her, and we’ll just see what she does next.”

      “Why would she be out here all alone? There’s no one out here. Who’s she going to lick?”

      “Maybe she’s on her way home from a busy night of licking. There’s a bus stop just up the street.”

      “Buses don’t run this late in Jamesburg. I guess I should say, buses don’t run this early. They’ll start up again in about an hour.”

      “Maybe she’s turning tricks and is looking for a john. Or it could be some completely benign reason like her shift is over, and she’s waiting for a ride. Maybe she’s hanging out in front of the gas station because it’s lit, and there are people inside. She’s safer.”

      Kay and I nodded. I backed away from the car and made my way in to get the coffee. And chocolate. This night deserved chocolate.

      When I headed back out with the tray, the cat woman was still there on the corner.

      Rex was pulling the hose out of the tank, tapping it on the edge to get the last drop. I got a kind of dopey look on my face.

      “Really?” he asked.

      “You make a most excellent visual,” I said as he opened the door for me and reached for the drink carrier.

      “I promise to take care of that later.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled, snagging one of the coffees and coiling back into the car.

      “What do we do now?” Kay asked as Rex climbed into the passenger seat.

      He pointed toward the corner of the lot where the high rise cast a shadow. “How about we park over there and drink our coffees. If nothing comes of this, you can drop us off at BJs apartment.”

      Kay followed his instructions.

      We sat.

      And sat.

      And sat some more.

      My coffee was gone. Now, I needed to pee.

      “There was an old guy who went to a gas station,” Kay said. “He saw a man sitting there with his dog. The dog was licking his balls. ‘I sure wish I could do that,’ the man said. ‘You could try,’ the dog owner replied. ‘But I’d make friends with him first, so he doesn’t bite you.’”

      “That was awful,” I said, unbuckling my belt. “And I have to pee,” I announced.

      “How about this one—a woman with huge boobs goes to a bar.”

      I moaned and reached for the door handle.

      “The bartender sloshes wine on her boobs, leans over and licks it off. She says, ‘Thanks!’ and continues talking to her friend. He does it again, and again, and again. This fourth time, the guy sitting next to her says to the bartender, ‘I got it this time,’ leans over and licks the cocktail from between her breasts. She screams and smacks the guy. Guy sits back on his stool, rubbing his cheek. ‘What was that for? You didn’t complain when the other guy did it.’ ‘Of course I didn’t you idiot, the bartender has a licker license.”

      “Boo, and I really have to pee.” I cracked the door and put one foot out.

      “One more?”

      “Fine one.” The light had popped on, and I closed the door again, so we’d stay in the dark.

      “A girl went on a first date. The two were getting along really well. Her guy reaches for her keys to open her door for her. She says, ‘You can tell a lot about the way a man makes love by how he opens a door.’” Kay was using her best May West imitation.

      “Oh, yeah?” Rex said. “How is that?”

      “Well, if a guy has trouble getting the key in and fumbles around with the knob, he might not have enough practice to have his bedroom skillset down. If he grabs the key, shoves it in the lock, pushes the door open and yells ‘ta-da!’ it could be that he doesn’t have the patience he needs to do a decent job.”

      “So how should he do it?” Rex asked a big old grin on his face.

      I popped open the door. I’d heard this one before. “If he gets down on his knees and licks the lock first, then he’s good to go.” I was halfway out the door, my face turned toward the convenience store. I was steps away from relief.

      “The licker’s on the move!” Kay revved the engine and slid the gear shift into first.

      I pulled my foot back in and shut the door as Kay stuttered forward. The full pressure of the extra-large coffee filling in the space under my seat belt was miserable. If Kay slammed on the brakes, things could go badly.

      “This isn’t really a stealth car,” I pointed out.

      Rex put his hand up. “She’s turning right. Hold back.”

      The licker looked over her shoulder, saw the car, and started off at a jog.

      “She spotted us.” Rex signaled Kay that she should go straight. “Go to the next block. We’ll pace parallel to her. Take a right, and let’s see if we can’t stay out of view.”

      Kay did her best. We only stalled out twice.

      It was an improvement.

      Man, I have to pee. I couldn’t care less about the potential licker. I mean, we were stalking some poor woman in leopard pants. Probably frightening her.

      “Kay, stop chasing that poor woman. Let’s go home.”

      “There she is, she has some stamina, running up that hill that way,” Kay said. “Graceful, even.”

      “She’s heading toward the cemetery,” I pointed out.

      Kay stayed in first gear. As we inched up to the crossroads, we could see her jog by. “Too bad it’s not a full moon. Then we’d have a real show for Rex,” I said under my breath.

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “Unicorns,” I said, wondering just how rude it would be if I found a tree I could squat behind in the cemetery. Last time I’d hung out amongst the tombstones in the middle of the night, I’d managed to go home poltergeist free. I imagined, though, that desecrating holy ground with a golden shower might tick some spirit off.

      I’d hold it.

      “Unicorns?” Rex asked.

      I pulled the safety belt higher, so it wasn’t crushing my bladder. “It’s a group of hobbyists that meet every full moon.”

      “Unicorn hobbyists?” Rex twisted around in his seat so he could see my face. “Is that something like ShifterCon?”

      “Similar, I guess without the full DNA mutation.”

      “Look, the licker’s turning right, do you see that, Kay?” Rex asked.

      Kay backed up. Stalled the car. Started the car and turned right. “Where’d she go? Is she in the alley?” Kay had the car lights beaming into the dark.

      Haunting amber eyes hovered in front of us. Kay stomped the gas without using the clutch and we jerked forward then stalled as an inhuman scream filled the night.

      Rex leaped from the car.

      “Oh, god. Oh, god. Did I hit her?” Kay asked.

      There was more screaming. And Rex called out, “You’re on the lead. Don’t do anything, Kay. Let BJ drive. BJ, I need you to inch up.”

      Kay scrambled from the driver’s seat thoroughly relieved to abdicate the spot. I slid and hefted myself out of the driver’s side, not quite able to stand all the way up. Man, I needed to pee. I climbed behind the wheel. “Inch up or inch back?”

      “Either. No. Up. Inch up,” Rex called.

      “Turn the wheel?”

      “No! No, just inch up,” Rex called.

      Kay was doing a little hurry-up! dance, wringing her hands.

      I inched.

      Kay ran around to Rex’s side. “Oh!”

      I saw Rex pulling off his shirt, which was both glorious and upsetting—was he staunching a wound?

      Was it the licker?

      Kay opened the front door, and Rex climbed in. In his shirt, he’d wrapped what looked like a leopard.

      I searched around left, then right, then into the mirrors. “Where did the licker go?”
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      “There’s blood on your shirt.” I gripped the wheel. I’d had enough of Kay’s driving lesson for today. “Did you get bitten or scratched?” I asked as I pulled smoothly to the side of the road. “Cat scratch fever is no joke.”

      Kay started humming that tune from the late seventies with a nervous wobble, as she climbed into the back seat.

      “No,” Rex said, adjusting the leopard in his arms. “The blood’s not mine.”

      I flipped on the lights, and the cat screamed. “Sorry about that, kitty, but we need to look and see how badly you’re hurt.”

      “Not badly, please,” Kay said. “My checking account is very, very, very empty.”

      “I’ve got this, Kay,” Rex said as he wrapped a finger around the cat’s front legs to hold them still.

      The cat was huge. It certainly wasn’t like a house cat. Not full-on leopard escaped from the circus sized. It was more like dog-sized. It barely fit on Rex’s lap.

      “Okay, I see it’s a wound on her leg. It looks like it’s been there for a while,” I said.

      “Her?”

      I pulled the shirt away. “Yep. It’s a her. Look, the lead is attached to a tag collar. I’ve never seen a lead on a cat before. Kay, look up the closest emergency vet on your phone, would you?” I asked, looking over the seat, then I turned my attention back to the cat. I held out my hand for her to sniff. Carefully, slowly, crooning about how beautiful she was, I reached for the golden tag to check for her name. “Bella,” I cooed. “You certainly are, sweetheart. We’re going to go get you some help from the doctor.”

      “I have it,” Kay called. “You need to go up Main toward the St. Esmerelda’s Hospital.”

      “Is there a phone number on the tag, BJ?” Rex petted a hand down Bella, trapping her paws back in the cloth I had moved out of the way. “We should call her owner.”

      I flipped off the light and pulled the safety belt across my lap. “It only has the one word, Bella.”  If I didn’t get to a potty soon things weren’t going to go well. We headed down the road. “I’ll bet she has a chip, and the veterinarian can scan her for the contact information. First, though, I’m going back to the gas station to pee.” I made a U-turn in the middle of the road.

      There was no one out here this late.

      This early.

      Heck, people would be getting up now to get ready for work.

      I left the car idling.

      Rex had Bella snuggled into his arms like a baby in bunting.

      Kay was looking anxious.

      I ran in, and I ran out again.

      “You look more comfortable,” Kay said. “I saw your eyes before, and I thought, urine danger.”

      “Boo.”

      “So I rerouted us,” she said, “since we had a new IP address.”

      “Kay, honestly it’s too late for these.”

      “You’ll like this one.”

      “No, I won’t.”

      “Why did the cop sit on the potty?”

      I headed the car down Main and ignored her.

      “To do his doodie.” She snorted, and that made Rex laugh and that startled Bella.

      Bella looked like she might like to get out of Dodge. But there wasn’t a whole lot of Dodge to get out of in these confines of the car’s interior. “Calm.” I reached out and turned the radio to NPR. “Listen, Bella, it’s Clair de Lune.”

      We rode in silence, listening to Debussy the rest of the way, with Kay calling out directions softly as we made our way to the vet.

      After pulling into a parking space, Rex whispered, “Kay come open the door for me.”

      Rex clambered out, and we made our way to the door with its “Open twenty-four hours a day three hundred and sixty-five days a year” sign.

      Walking through the front door of the vet hospital, we didn’t find anyone at the desk. There was something bad going on in the back, though. People were calling out to each other, and something was howling.

      We sat down.

      Bella put her head under Rex’s arm then squirmed out of his shirt and around behind him where she hid between Rex and the chair back. “She’s trembling, poor thing,” Rex said, handing me her lead then pulling his shirt back on despite the bloodstain.

      A woman stuck her head out from behind the door. “Life or death emergency?” she asked.

      “A wounded cat,” Rex said.

      She nodded and went back to the howling, shrieking, calling, banging of whatever was happening behind the door.

      I looked over to Kay. “Go ahead.”

      “Go ahead and what?”

      “I bet you had another bathroom joke ready. What was it?”

      Kay smiled. “What do you find in Superman’s bathroom?”

      We heard an engine gunning into the parking lot and screaming tires as they came to a stop.

      “A super bowl,” Kay whispered.

      I got a better hold of Bella’s lead.

      “You’re all right, Bella,” Rex crooned.

      The front door banged open, and a woman rushed in looking like she was possessed by the devil himself. She looked over at the empty desk. “Help!” She pitched her head back and yelled, “Help! He’s going to die!”

      I looked from her to Rex, to Kay, back to the woman. Her fear was palpable. But I had no idea what she was talking about. She stood there alone.

      “Who?” Rex was on his feet.

      The woman turned crazy, too wide eyes on Rex. “Who?” She stood wide-legged with her knees bent and her hands out like she was ready for a tackle. Her hair was wildly sticking out. A twig caught in a snarl and dangled on the side. Mud streaked down the side of her face, to her neck, down her pink blouse.

      She looked like she’d just run out of the wilds, but there weren’t a lot of wilds around here. We were at the Jamesburg city limits. Farther up the road was farmland. Okay, there was also the state forest.

      Yeah, she looked like she’d just been chased through the state forest.

      “Where?” Rex tried as he eased toward her the same way he had eased toward Bella, like she was a wounded animal.

      I scanned over her body. She didn’t look wounded. No obvious blood pooling, anyway. I knew that didn’t mean much. She could have something internal going on like a loose screw.

      “Where?” The woman wasn’t blinking. Shock or drugs would be my guess. She spun to stare at the door and whispered under her breath, “The wolf.”

      I quietly dragged my phone from my pocket and dialed 911. “We need an ambulance.”

      The wild woman turned her gaze from Rex’s and pointed her chin to the ceiling. “Help me!” she howled. “Don’t let him die!”

      Did she say wolf?

      The door to the lobby swung open, and the vet tech emerged. She was wet and disheveled and looked like she was about to quit. “What?” Her gaze scanned the room and rested on Bella, who was now hiding behind my back. “Where?”

      The wild woman reached into her jacket, and for a split second, I thought she was pulling out a gun.

      Instead, she pulled out a dead squirrel.

      I’d swear he was dead.

      He sure looked dead.

      Bella, who had taken the hysterics and screaming in stride, suddenly became very interested. She hunkered down and stilled.

      “Did you run him over?” The vet tech sidled closer. “We can call wildlife rehabilitators. We don’t work on wildlife here.”

      The woman started shaking like she was sopping wet in a too air-conditioned room. “The wolf. There was a wolf in the road. It was chasing my car.” She turned and looked out the glass door. I suppose to make sure that it hadn’t chased her in here. “It was right behind me for mile after mile, and then it zipped around me. It was the fastest wolf I’ve ever seen in my life. I must have been going almost eighty miles an hour. Fast. I mean fast. And then when it got in front of me—its long tail floating in the wind—I was so scared that its pack was surrounding me. I’ve never been so scared. Until the banging.”

      The woman stood there with the dead squirrel in her hand. The shaking had turned into a vibration like she had a wet finger in an electrical socket.

      Teeth chattering.

      Face splotchy from crying.

      The tech looked down at the squirrel that lay belly up on the woman’s hand with no obvious sign of trauma or life for that matter. It could have been a toy. Or a taxidermy project.

      “The screeching, banging horror of it. I thought, my god! I hit something. So I got out of my car, and when I rounded to the front, I found this squirrel. I don’t know how he could have done so much damage to my car. He can’t be dead. I can’t have killed it. I’m a vegetarian. I don’t kill animals.”

      Over the phone, the forgotten 911 operator was asking, “Ma’am, can you hear me? Are you there? What is the nature of your emergency?”

      I whispered, “I’m not sure what’s going on. This might be a woman in shock. She might be on drugs. She may have mental health issues. She needs medical attention, though.”

      The woman thrust the squirrel toward the tech and screeched, “Help him!”

      The vet tech wasn’t ready for that to happen. It was pure reflex when she batted the distraught woman’s hand away.

      Who wouldn’t?

      When she did, the squirrel launched into the air and came down on top of the vet techs head, where it scrambled around looking for an escape path.

      Very much not dead.

      The vet tech screeched and ducked, swatting at her hair like it was on fire.

      The squirrel launched right toward my face. I spread my knees and ducked my head down low, still clinging to the phone, still trying to get help to come.

      What I didn’t do was keep a good grasp on Bella.

      Bella sprang after the squirrel who was up on the shelves with the colorful display of pet foods.

      As Bella tried to get a paw hold, she was scratching at the bags. The bags were bursting at the seams. Kibble was flying.

      Rex dove for Bella’s lead. The lead didn’t hold. He picked up the end and examined it. The clasp had been damaged, I guessed when Kay had run over it earlier.

      The squirrel was making a circuit of the waiting room, Bella’s jaws chomping right behind the broad brush of the squirrel’s tail.

      I had never seen squirrel terror before.

      A head stuck around the swinging door. “What the—?” As the squirrel made his way toward the opening, they let the door swing back shut before he got there.

      I could hear an approaching siren.

      The 911 operator was still on the line. “Is that the woman screaming like that? Can you describe the situation?”

      Describe? “Uhm, a circus? Bedlam?”

      I was already crouching on the ground. I was worried about the flying furballs, so I just lowered to all fours and scrambled toward the front door. If I could crack the door open, the squirrel would run out. The kibble was hard under my knees and palms. The squirrel got the idea. It ran underneath me, between my knees, panting.

      Bella leaped on my back. I hunkered over to protect the squirrel.

      “Don’t let him bite you!” Kay screamed. “Stay still. I’m pushing your butt toward the door.”

      And sure enough, Kay’s hands landed on each of my jean’s back pockets.

      She pushed.

      I slid.

      Bella rode with her claws kneading into my shirt.

      “Almost there,” Kay said.

      The squirrel was thoroughly confused. He had a tiny paw on each of my thighs and was kind of dancing forward on his back legs as if it was both relieved and terrified about what was happening.

      “At least it’s not a skunk this time,” Kay encouraged as I chanted, “Don’t bite. Don’t bite. Don’t bite,” sliding across the floor.

      “Okay, I’m cracking the door,” Kay said. “I have a hand on Bella’s collar.”

      I lifted the curtain that my hair was making, and the squirrel saw freedom. He wisely took off out the door.

      The door shut.

      I stood up.

      Bella leaped gracefully down from my back.

      Rex struggled not to fall out of his chair, he was laughing so hard. His face red, gasping for air.

      The wild-running squirrel rescuer was sobbing and staring out into the night. “But he’s hurt! He needs help.”

      The vet tech was clutching her head as she surveyed the destruction.

      And that’s what my dad saw when he and his fellow paramedic, Bill Watkins, walked into the lobby. “Bobbi Jax,” Dad said, not at all surprised to find me in the middle of yet another disaster.
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      The wild woman plopped limply to the ground.

      Dad reached down and squeezed her jaw. “We have another licker,” he called over his shoulder to Bill.

      Bill lifted his radio to his mouth.

      I leaned over to see what Dad was seeing.

      Her tongue was black and purple.

      Dad turned to me. “Bobbi Jax, did she have a purse or phone? Some identification?”

      “She came in barehanded. Well, squirrel handed. I can go out and check her car.”

      “Hey,” the vet tech said to Rex from the center of the food pile, “can you take your cat out with you, too, until I can get this cleared up and the paramedics are done?”

      “You too, Kay,” Dad said. “How about you go out and give us some space to work.”

      Outside, Dad’s fire truck that carried the paramedics sat side by side with an ambulance ready to transport the new licker. The EMTs were unloading a stretcher.

      Another licker?

      Certainly, this woman had a very different description from the licker who had licked Delight.

      Rex had Bella tucked into his arms. “I’ll put her in the car,” he said as I pushed through the door.

      “You don’t think she’ll tear it up?” Kay asked.

      “Not unless a squirrel gets in. She’s pretty well behaved.”

      “Did your dad say that woman was another licker?” Kay sidled along beside us.

      “Her tongue was black and purple. I’m guessing Dick didn’t give us the full scoop on what’s going on. I’ll have to ask my—huh, that must be her car down there at the bottom of the hill. She left her door open and the engine running.”

      “It was a squirrel emergency,” Kay said.

      Rex fobbed his car open.

      “You know, last time I flew on a plane, I tried to take four dead squirrels with me,” Kay said.

      “Inappropriate,” I said.

      Rex turned to look at her.

      “Apparently, we were only allowed to travel with one carrion.”

      Rex blinked then crouched to snag the handle and open the door.

      “Why did the squirrel teach at the drag queen school?”

      “Really, really inappropriate,” I said.

      Bella looked relieved when Rex set her on the front seat. She climbed down to the floor and curled up. He shut the door, and we started over toward the car with the running engine.

      “I give up,” Rex said. “Why?”

      I swatted at him for encouraging her.

      “He was an expert at hiding nuts.”

      At the bottom of the hill, I pointed toward the bumper. It was crushed in on the right-hand side. I was surprised she was able to drive it. “A squirrel couldn’t do that. Do you think that’s new? Do you think she hit something tonight?”

      Rex moved toward the damage and squatted to inspect, using the flashlight on his phone.

      I rounded to the driver’s side. Touching as little as possible—in case whatever magic hallucinatory substance was lurking ready to be absorbed into my system—I reached in and turned off the engine, pulling the keys from the ignition. The woman’s phone was there in the console cubby. I flipped open the case and saw her driver’s license was in one of the credit card slots.

      “Good?” Rex asked.

      “I have her I.D.”

      Then came the commotion by the vet’s office. In the light of the door, I watched squirrel woman shoot out into the early dawn.

      Tumbling after her came the first responders. My dad stood there with his hands on his hips, shaking his head.

      The stretcher that the EMT pushed into her path, momentarily disoriented her, giving the first responders two steps to get to her. But before they were successful, she rerouted and pelted toward the woods.

      They stalled, watching her go.

      “What now?” Bill asked, turning toward my dad.

      “Now, it’s a police case.”

      Headlights and the crunch of gravel under tires had me spinning around.

      I recognized the car as soon as it pulled into a parking space. Dick. He must have been sent over by the 911 folks. Why? I wasn’t sure. Probably it had something to do with my dad identifying the woman as another licker.

      Another one?

      How many lickers could there possibly be in Jamesburg?

      Why were they licking?

      It must be some kind of amazing hallucinogenic. Wolves chasing, and squirrels dying, and not even turning off her car…

      Dick strode over to join our klatch.

      “You didn’t tell us that the licker was high as the moon,” I said facing Dick with my hands on my hips. “What if whatever substance was on the licker’s tongue was actually absorbed into Delight’s skin, and she had a reaction?”

      “I watched her, she seemed like her normal self. And she got the alcohol wipe on her pretty fast. We’re trying not to cause a public panic. If I thought Delight was in trouble, BJ, I would have acted immediately.”

      I knew that about Dick. I was appeased.

      “What’s the substance?” Rex asked.

      “That I can’t tell you. It’s nothing we’ve ever seen before. Where did she go?” Dick scanned toward the woods.

      Rex held out his arm, his fingers pointed to the place where we last saw her. “We should go after her. She’s in medical distress.”

      “I’ll call for a K-9 unit,” Dick said. “I’m going to grab a flashlight.”

      Dad had come over for that last bit. “We need to get her to a hospital as soon as possible. My team isn’t authorized to chase her into the woods.”

      Bill shouted from the side of the fire truck. “We have a call. Motorcycle accident three miles up the road.”

      Dad clapped Dick on the shoulder. “We’ll be back if you find her,” and took off at a jog.

      The vet tech stuck her head through the door. “All clear, you can bring the cat in now.”

      

      “I can track,” I said, glad that I had on my tennis shoes and jeans from the bar despite the summer heat.

      “So can I,” Rex said.

      Kay wrung her hands. “There’s a crazed licker in the woods.”

      Rex turned to Kay. “Would you mind staying here and taking care of Bella, please? BJ and I can help Dick for a bit. Sooner we get on her trail the better.”

      Kay heaved out a sigh of relief. “Yeah, yeah. I’ll stay here and take care of Bella.”
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      Rex and I checked our phone batteries. We were good to go. Flicking on our flashlights, we moved in the same direction that the licker had headed.

      Her foot had hit a patch of clay as she entered the woods, leaving a beautiful print behind. Rex stopped to take a picture.

      “Boot with a pronounced heel, chevron treads,” he said. “See it?”

      “Got it.”

      Dick was up to us now. He squatted to look, too, his Mag light shining a bright beam.

      As soon as he crouched, a scream echoed through the woods. The eerie reverberations raised the hairs on the back of my neck.

      “That came from the south,” Rex said, looking down at his compass app. “But she went into the woods running west.” He turned his face in the same direction as the footprint.

      “Let’s split up.” Dick stood. “I’ll take the howl. You take the track.” He looked down at Rex’s phone. “What app do you have open?”

      “Hiking. It’ll track our direction, and we can follow it back to the car.”

      “The last thing we need is three people lost in the woods.”

      “Four,” I said, pointing out he could get lost, too.

      “Yup,” Dick said as another yowl, slightly farther away rode the wind.

      “That sounds like an animal. Actually, it sounds like Bella did when Kay ran over her lead,” I said. “I don’t think it’s the licker.”

      “Still,” Dick took a step toward the south, “you two stay together and stay in touch with me by phone.” He deliberately placed his tread away from the footprint as he wove his way into the woods. “K-9’s on its way,” he called over his shoulder.

      “The sun will be up soon, another hour or so, and we’ll be able to see better,” Rex said as we bent over to pace alongside the scrub of leaves that the licker’s feet had churned as she ran.

      I hoped we weren’t out here long enough to see the sunrise. What were the chances that she just tuckered out and sat down under a tree? Rex could do one of the firefighters’ carry thingies to get her out to an ambulance, and everyone could go home and get some sleep.

      We hit a good pace as we stalked forward, almost a jog, not quite the mad scramble of licker-lady.

      Boy, I hoped she’d run out of steam soon.

      “She wasn’t trying to be sneaky about this, that’ll make things quicker,” Rex said in his alpha-male voice. The kind used by police and operators so that their words wouldn’t carry in the wind. Also, the kind that made me strain to be able to hear.

      “She couldn’t see where she was going. That’ll slow her down,” I added, pointing at the broken branch that shifted her farther right.

      The nerve-jangling scream went up a third time. Still off to the left.

      “You have cougars in this area?” Rex asked.

      “Bobcats, I’m told. I’ve never heard one before. Is that what you think it is?” I broke out in a sweat—part exertion, part freak-out from the thought of a bobcat dropping out of a tree on top of us.

      “I’d say wild cat over human. It sounds like the cougars up in the Texas mountains. But when the mind’s gone,” he painted a hand over his face, glowing in the light of my phone flashlight, “a human can make some unearthly noises.” Rex would know. He’d been in the war. If there were unearthly noises for a human to make, I’d guess that would be the place to hear them.

      I stepped over a log and ducked for a branch. “Could it be Bella?”

      “If she ran fast enough. Call Kay and see if Bella got loose again.”

      I dialed, but it went straight to voice mail. Who would she be talking to at this time of day?

      We jogged on.

      The last time I’d been in the woods on a chase, I’d been looking for Twinkles. It had been freezing cold out, and I was in a pair of yoga pants and bedroom slippers. Now, it was the other range of the thermostat. I was hot, but at least my tennis shoes were better for the job.

      I tried not to let it bubble up, but I couldn’t quash the thought down, the last time I had been in the woods on the chase, Twinkles had found a body.

      Twinkles wasn’t here. That could be a good thing. It could just as well be bad.

      Most of the times I’d found dead bodies, Twinkles was involved.

      Yeah, Twinkles not being here was probably good.

      I’d never found a dead body when Rex was with me.

      Yes, indeed, I encouraged myself. It was probably better that it was Rex running through the creepy dawn woods with me.

      It wasn’t like the brambles were trying to scratch me.

      The tree limbs weren’t really reaching out to grab at my clothes.

      No.

      It was just dark.

      And the vet and the vet’s lights—I swiveled to look behind me—were back there.

      We could leave just as easily as we came in here.

      We had the app.

      And plenty of battery.

      The woods were fine.

      My breath was coming more labored. I’d practically grown up in the woods, I reminded myself. Darkness in the woods had never been a scary thing for me before. After all, Dad and his friends had brought me along for hunting and fishing, tracking and hiking since I was a baby.

      The woods were like being at home.

      Safe and sound.

      This was fine.

      This was all fine.

      When Rex reached out and put his hand on my shoulder, I jumped and screamed at the top of my lungs.

      “Woah there, Slick. It’s me.”

      “Yeah, ha ha ha. Sorry.” I slammed a fist into my chest. “I got myself into a creeped-out loop, and you scared the bejesus out of me.”

      Rex’s phone rang. “Hello?” He had his phone to his ear and a steadying hand on my shoulder. “That was BJ. She’s fine. We haven’t found anything yet.” He paused. “Yeah, I startled her. She’s fine… Will do.” He tapped the phone off. “Dick wanted to know if you tripped over a dead body.”

      I wrinkled my nose.

      “I think he’s expecting it.” Rex chuckled. “I’d even wager that’s why he sent me in this direction with you, and he picked the other one.” Rex’s chuckle turned to a guffaw like it was a great big joke.

      “Glad you’re having fun,” I deadpanned as we took off at a jog.

      Rex didn’t know me as well as Dick did.

      The last time I was in the woods when I was out in my furry rabbit bedroom slippers with the googly eyes, and Twinkles had found a body, Dick was the one that had to find me and handle the mess.

      But this was fine.

      The licker was fine.

      She had elevated vitals, Dad had said.

      That wasn’t life-threatening.

      Well… it could be life-threatening.

      But we were on her trail, and we’d catch up to her soon, before it became life-threatening.

      Rex raised his hand to show me a scuff on the log to the right. “She changed directions. That’s what I wanted to tell you. I was trying to be a little stealthy in case we were getting close.”

      “Sorry,” I whispered. So much for stealth mode.

      Another scream rang through the night.

      I stood frozen in space.

      That one wasn’t a bobcat. That one was definitely human.

      The scream had started, then it immediately cut off. No scream tail. That couldn’t be good.

      We stopped when Rex’s phone rang. “Nope. That one wasn’t BJ… Will do.”

      “Dick,” I said.

      “He wanted to know—”

      “If I found a dead body.”

      “I think he’s just sitting on a log somewhere, waiting for you to call it in.”

      “She’s not dead.”

      “Nope. It’s hard to scream when you’re dead.”

      I nodded and fell in behind him as he made his way in the direction of the last shriek.

      We were silent.

      Our ears straining.

      The first light made the sky glow. Black branches stood silhouetted against a violet sky. The birds were rousing.

      Rex pointed me down the path. “I’m just going to take a peek around the other side of that boulder,” he said. “I’ll catch up with you.”

      With a nod, I kept going in the direction his finger had pointed.

      A few moments later, I heard Rex call, “BJ!”

      I turned around to see him standing on top of the rocks. “Stop!” he called with his hands cupped around his mouth.

      My foot was curved over a root, I stepped back out of the way to stand flat, but I tripped. The log that had been in front of me on the path turned out to be soft and squishy. I reached my fingers down to what was under my knees and found cloth. I shined my flashlight over on the wide-eyed face of the licker—a puddle of blood pooling in her blond hair. A sharp rock stuck out of the ground.

      I opened my mouth with a scream of horror.

      I heard Rex’s phone ring. He was there beside me. His hand was stretched out. He grabbed my arm and hefted me off the body.

      “Hey,” Rex said. “Yeah, that was BJ, again… Yes. BJ found her.” Rex squatted and put his fingers to the licker’s carotid. He knelt and put his cheek to her nose. “Yeah,” he said, scrubbing a hand over his face. “BJ found another dead body. I’ll text you the GPS coordinates.”

      Rex tapped into his phone, shoved it into his pocket, and pulled me into a hug.

      I swatted his back. “This is all your fault,” I yelled into his chest. “You jinxed us in the car when you said that we’d almost been through a whole visit dead body free.”

      “You’re right,” he said as he dropped a kiss into my hair. “I’m sorry.”
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      I hadn’t slept.

      My nerves jangled. My head ached.

      Rex and I had stood by the woman’s body and waited for Dick to arrive, the paramedics, my dad…

      “Bobbi Jax, we need to have a sit down you and I,” Dad said with a very parental look in his eye.

      That’ll be a fun talk.

      I was there to help fill out the police report and to watch as the paramedics packaged the woman up and carried her out of the woods.

      I was there for the vet to finish up the stitches on Bella’s leg and for her to tell us that Bella didn’t have a microchip. Apparently, there were no lost messages out for a cat of her description on the vet boards. So Bella came home with us.

      Besides all that, the caffeine that I had drunk while we were waiting at the gas station—from the largest cup available for purchase—was still dancing through my system. I was pretty sure it would sustain me in the wake position for another three days.

      What had I been thinking?

      I knew what I’d been thinking. I’d been thinking that heading back to my apartment and a last roll and tumble with Rex Parker before I took him to the airport would be a whole lot more fun if I were energetic.

      But after a night like tonight, who was in the mood for a romping stomping good time?

      Dead bodies sucked the sexy out of the atmosphere.

      As well it should.

      I remembered back to Kay’s last birthday party when I’d had a date lined up with a gynecologist as part of an experiment into expanding my dating horizons. I’d been warned off. Rumor had it that gynos were understandably tired of girly parts after a full day of medical interventions for the female nether regions. I got it. Fine. I canceled, so I never put that theory into test mode. But I was suddenly wondering about the long-term impact on people who, like Dick, investigated murders. Like he did this morning. Like he had the time I was in the woods with human remains when I found my neighbor’s body. How were cops able to come home at night and think sexy time?

      Dead Licker absolutely killed my libido. It didn’t even feel revivable.

      That would sure be a shame.

      I liked sexy time.

      When I stuck my bottom lip out in a pout, Twinkles lifted his head to check on me.

      “Pity party,” I told him, and he clunked his head back down.

      Bella was asleep curled up against Twinkles’ tummy, her pain medications seemed to be doing their job. And Twinkles had a comforting effect. Just being near him always helped me.

      If it weren’t for him, I’d be alone to deal with my emotions.

      Kay had gone on to work at the law office; they had a trial coming up, and it was all hands on deck. She’d be here later to watch Farrah’s dating game.

      Rex was asleep at my apartment. He was staying in town for a couple of days at Dick’s request since he was one of the witnesses. This evening, Rex had a videoconference he was taking since he couldn’t show up in person. He needed to be clear thinking for that meeting. I had left the apartment so Twinkles, Bella, and I wouldn’t disturb his rest as we moved about.

      No way in this world did I want to lie down and close my eyes.

      I needed to be here at the bar, anyway, getting ready for tonight’s event and babysitting Bella while Kay went to work.

      Bella, as it turned out, was not a leopard but a Savannah—larger than a domestic cat and more like a dog in personality—walking on a lead, following commands. Maybe that’s why she and Twinkles took to each other instantly. Kay said she’d foster Bella until we could find the owner. Not everyone would have a cat like this, it was a twenty-thousand-dollar cat. Surely someone was looking for her.

      Last night, Bella had appeared at the exact moment the woman we were stalking disappeared. She’d been wearing leopard leggings. From the distance of where our car was parked, with her standing away from a streetlamp, in the night, it was possible that she had Bella with her. But for sure, none of us saw a leopard-like cat with her. Still, if I saw her around, I’d ask. If Bella was hers, why wouldn’t she say something to us? No, that didn’t make any sense at all. These must be two unrelated things: us chasing some poor woman and scaring the bejeezus out of her, and Kay running over Bella’s lead.

      “Sorry, cat lady. I’ll never do that again,” I called toward my ceiling. “Lesson learned."

      Since Bella wasn’t your average stray, Kay put this in the hands of the police department.

      Yeah, this was better left up to the police.

      I was curled up on the sofa with a cup of juice by my side and the local paper opened to read about last night’s incident.

      The licker’s name had been Sarah Elizabeth Gooch. And that had its own set of problems. Journalists from up and down the East Coast had been dialing me up to ask what had happened. They must have gotten my name from the police report because Hooch’s answering machine was full.

      I finally unplugged the phone.

      It was a weird story and should probably make the local paper. I wouldn’t think it would have any kind of reach outside of Jamesburg. But Sarah Elizabeth Gooch, as it turned out, was Shenandoah Valley royalty. Yup, she was the princess of the Gooch family, the heiress who had been in line to the Gooch Mining fortune. And, as it turned out, she was also House Representative Waller Gooch’s only child. “Imagine growing up with that name,” I said out loud, “Waller Gooch.”

      There wasn’t much to the story in the paper. I guessed the police were holding their cards tight to the vest. The article just said that Sarah Elizabeth had died from blunt force trauma when she tripped in the woods and hit her head. It didn’t say anything about the odd circumstances. But surely there was something else behind this story. And I bet the journalists thought so too and that’s why they were calling me.

      I had a list of questions I’d like answered myself.

      Like, why was her tongue black and why was she acting crazy?

      Another article on the front page answered a different question for me. Who was in the accident just up the street from the veterinary hospital?

      It turned out that Remus Merrymaker was the victim of a hit and run. And I knew who had hit him and where she had run.

      And now I understood why someone in Sarah Elizabeth’s state of mind thought she was being chased by a wolf. I knew that Remus, like the rest of his motorcycle riding cop buddies in The Pack, had a set of lights on the front of his motorcycle that looked like glowing green wolf eyes. On the back of his bike, he’d attached a thick fury faux tail. Just part of the club’s fun.

      I guessed when you were high from some lick-able substance that it could be confusing. I’m sure that Dick put two and two together. Obviously, it wasn’t the squirrel that Sarah Elizabeth had hit that made the noise that got her to stop. It was Remus’s motorcycle.

      According to the article, Remus had been checked out at St Esmerelda’s and released. Banged and bruised, but otherwise fine.

      Thank goodness.

      And it said that Remus had been acting in his official capacity at the time.

      I wondered if he was chasing Sarah Elizabeth, trying to get her to stop. That seemed about right to me. His tactic would be to charge up on her, signal her to stop, and then get in front of her as he gradually lowered his speed. I’d ask Tadger when he came in later.

      I was pretty sure Tadger would be in later. I knew for a fact that Luna was planning to be here to help Farrah with the Chemistry event.

      There was a knock on the office door.

      Speak of the devil, here was Luna.

      “Hey there. I was running early,” she said, “and was a little nervous about standing outside with the licker on the loose.”

      “Understandable,” I said, swinging my legs around. “Joe, let you in?”

      “I came in with Justice.”

      “Oh, good. She’s here then.”

      Luna eyed Twinkles with his paws wrapped around Bella. Her brow drew together, and she made a pouty face. I would swear she was putting out a jealous vibe, but that would be…weird. When she looked over to me and found me eyeing her curiously, she said, “I hope you don’t mind my saying, but you looked wiped out.”

      “I haven’t been to sleep in a couple of days. Last night, after the bar closed, I was helping to teach Kay how to shift.” I gestured toward the enormous feline wrapped in Twinkles’s paws. “And voila, now we have Bella.”

      Luna gasped, hands to her cheeks. “Kay shifted last night? Wow! Did she have trouble?”

      “Fits and starts. She was getting the hang of it by the end. I think she’ll do fine from here on. It just takes practice.”

      Luna nodded seriously. Then, she stilled, her focus to Twinkles and Bella. I could see the cogs whirring. “Are Tadger and Kay a couple?” she whispered.

      “Tadger, Kay, and I have run around in the same circles since kindergarten. Kay’s dating a guy who’s in Europe right now.” I quirked my head to the side to watch her reaction as I added, “Tadger seems to be pretty interested in you.”

      “Oh, I’m completely over the moon when it comes to Tadger.” She laced her fingers and brought her hands under her chin. “He’s dreamy.” After a sigh, she looked back down to Bella. “Kay’s just a late bloomer? That’s good to know. It gives me hope.”

      Huh. Weird.
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      There was a knock on the front door. I went to unlock it for Dick and Farrah. They were deep into their kiss when I popped the door open.

      “Hey there,” I said so they’d realize there was an audience.

      “Farrah!” Luna called. “Come look! Kay was learning to shift last night!”

      Farrah got a bemused look on her face and headed toward my office.

      “BJ, while you get set up,” Dick whispered. “I told Farrah I need to take Twinkles for a walk for you.”

      “Okay… Is there a specific reason?”

      “I like Farrah. I really like her. But she’s a vegan and only dates vegans.”

      “Does that have anything to do with her involvement with ShifterCon?” I asked with a grin.

      “What?”

      “Never mind, it made sense in my head, there’s a joke in there somewhere—you don’t want to eat an animal because it could well be one of your friends.”

      He squinted at me.

      “Look, I’m exhausted, ignore anything insane I say. What’s this about you becoming vegan?”

      “All I’ve had to eat since yesterday was rabbit food. I’m going to grab a cardiac arrest burger—two of them. Maybe three before I pass out from lack of protein. I should have got something last night, but…circumstances.”

      “Yeah. I wasn’t much hungry, either. It’s been a rough day.”

      “I know.” He pulled me into a hug, and I got to rest my forehead on his shoulder where I always felt his support. And cared for. He was a good friend.

      I leaned back so we could conspire about him hiding his meat before Farrah came back in the room. “I feel for you Dick I do, but I don’t want Twinkles around the cardiac arrest burgers. He’s on a diet. I let him have a burger from Rex yesterday. I really can’t let him have any more. And you know he’ll give you that pitiful look of his and whine until you give in.”

      Dick exhaled hard.

      “Look, how about you take Twinkles and Bella to Kay’s apartment? I was about to do that anyway. That way you have an excuse to go out and eat. And probably brush your teeth. I hear vegans can smell meat on your breath.”

      “That’s what Farrah said, that’s why I’ve only had alfalfa sprouts to eat since we met.”

      “Poor guy.”

      “Their leads are in the back?”

      “Yup, and Kay’s keys are on my desk with the pink pompom.”

      “I’ll be back.”

      Farrah and Luna wandered back into the main room. “Bella’s a beautiful cat,” Farrah said.

      “She is, isn’t she?” I smiled.

      Dick dropped a kiss on Farrah’s lips. “I’m running an errand. I’ll be back as quick as I can. Good luck tonight!”

      As he stepped away, Farrah blew him a kiss and batted her eyelashes. I thought, as happy as I was that Dick dove into the dating pool, that he wouldn’t be in there long. How long could a man like Dick go without touching his meat?

      “Let’s get ready!” I said, pulling the table placement schematic that Farrah had drawn from under the counter and handing it to her. “Here’s the plan. I’m just going to go check in with Joe and Justice about tonight. I’ll be back in two seconds.”

      As I headed back to the kitchen, I heard male voices.

      The kitchen was full. Justice, Kay, and Joe were watching a video on Justice’s phone, cackling.

      And there stood Tadger, all decked out in his Jamesburg Police Force blues, gold badge over his heart, muscles bulging against his sleeves, with his tool belt heavy on his hips. Yummy, I’ll readily admit. But with Tadger, I wasn’t tempted to act on those thoughts. Been there, tried that, not as much of a Merrymaker as his name would suggest. That wasn’t fair. Just not the kind of merry I liked to make.

      Dick stood by the alley exit, beside Twinkles and Bella, their leads in his hands.

      Tadger went down on a knee to scratch Bella behind the ears. She put her paws up on his shoulder, giving him a hug in return.

      “You’re on duty, Tadger?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I thought I’d check on you as I head into the station.”

      “And I’m heading out,” Dick said, his stomach growling. “Kay, any instructions? I’m taking these two to your apartment.”

      “No, I have everything set up for them. I just need the keys back before too long so I can go practice in the Ferrari. I thought I’d do that while BJs dating game is going on.” He turned his focus to Tadger as Tadger stood to get out of their way. “How’s Remus doing?”

      “Good, thanks for asking.”

      After Dick left, Tadger turned to me. “Uncle Remus is another reason why I stopped by.” He shifted to lean against the closed door, crossing his arms over his chest. “Uncle Remus has some questions about what went down last night. His undercover team—you know them, The Pack.”

      He paused while I nodded.

      “They’ve been trying to discover the source of the hallucinogenic that’s causing the licker problem. The main thing is, we don’t know what the substance is or how it’s made. It’s ingested. We think perhaps as a lozenge. Last night’s death was the first we can associate with the drug. We want it to be the last.”

      “I’m glad to help. Sarah Elizabeth Gooch shouldn’t have been on the road last night.”

      “No, she shouldn’t have been. She clipped my uncle’s motorcycle, but that well could have been a family van filled with kids. We can’t allow that.”

      Kay came to stand next to me. “Is it only happening in Jamesburg?”

      “The problem with lickers? No, there’s about a hundred-mile radius. Charlottesville has been impacted. But it hasn’t reached Richmond, yet.”

      “And you’re sure that she’d taken the same licker drug?” Kay, Tadger, and I had our heads together, speaking in hushed tones. “Exactly,” I said. “I mean, my dad opened her mouth, and her tongue was streaked black and purple with some substance, but she didn’t lick anyone or anything. She was out of her mind, though.”

      Kay nodded. “She kept her tongue to herself at the vet’s.”

      “She had done her licking before Uncle Remus tried to stop her,” Tadger said.

      “You know what would be really shocking?” Kay said loud enough so the whole room could hear. “If she licked an outlet.”

      “Kay…” Tadger said.

      Kay looked over at him innocently. “Speaking of tongues and uncles. Did you know my uncle once took a terrible fall and bit off his tongue?”

      There was a collective sigh.

      “He never talked about it, though.” Kay shrugged.

      “That was tasteless,” Justice said.

      I rolled my eyes. Justice didn’t joke like that when I first hired her. She’d been around Kay way too much. I focused on Tadger. “Tell Remus for me that any time he wants to talk, I’ll be around. I have this event scheduled, and it might get a little busy later. But I’ll do my best to make myself available.”

      “He wanted to speak to Delight, too, if she’d be willing to come in. The undercover part is on the down-low. I’m sure you get that.”

      “My lips are sealed. I can call Delight and ask her to come to Hooch’s if I know what time Remus’s coming.”

      “Okay, thanks.” Tadger reached for the door handle, looking like he was getting ready to go.

      “Luna’s here if you wanted to say hi,” I told him.

      He looked at his watch. “I have a couple of minutes.”

      Kay looked toward my office, looked toward the front, then turned to me. “Luna saw Bella and Twinkles in your office together?”

      “Yes.”

      “I bet she told you you looked awful.”

      I pushed my hair back from my face. I must really look bad. “She did, just not in those words.”

      “What did you tell her?” Kay asked. “Did you tell her about poor Sarah Elizabeth?”

      “No, since I didn’t read any details about her death in the paper’s account, I thought the police might like the specifics kept under wraps.”

      “Thank you for that,” Tadger said. “Good call.”

      “So how did you explain the dark circles?” Kay pressed.

      “I told her that after the bar closed, I was helping you learn how to shift.”

      “Like that? I was teaching Kay how to shift?” Kay asked.

      I tipped my head. “Yeah…”

      Kay jumped up and down, clapping her hands. “This is so perfect.” She kissed me on the cheek then reached out to Tadger, linking their arms. “Let’s go say hi to Luna.” She smiled sweetly at him.

      That was such a ruse. She was so up to something evil.

      I just couldn’t figure out—yet—what it was.

      When we made our way into the bar area together, Farrah and Luna were busy moving tables around.

      Luna looked up. “Kay!” Luna said, shock faced. “Tadger! What are you doing in your uniform? I thought…”

      Luna ran to my office and looked around the empty space, then moved back to the circle.

      Kay was suppressing a grin.

      “You were just…” Luna’s face crinkled with confusion as she looked at Kay. “Now you’re… That was so fast.” Her gaze swept over Tadger. “And just these few stray hairs left from cuddling Bella.” She brushed at the stray Bella hairs that clung to him.

      “I wanted to say hi to you and check-in. I need to get to the station, my shift isn’t over. Will you be around later?” Tadger asked.

      Luna leaned to the right to look behind Tadger. Her eyes swept him from head to foot. The confusion crinkles deepened.

      “Your shift isn’t over,” she whispered to herself. Then louder. “Yes. I’ll be here. Do you need to help Kay?” Luna turned perplexed eyes on Kay. “I heard you were learning to shift for the first time last night.”

      Tadger laughed. “And survived the ordeal.” He held up a hand for Kay to receive a high five. To Luna, he said, “I think she’ll be okay on her own. Sometimes that’s what it takes to get things smoothed out, time to process without the pressure from people watching and commenting.”

      “Oh.” Luna gave a little shake to her head.

      “The first time is always the hardest. Good luck practicing tonight,” he told Kay.

      “Thanks,” she said with an evil grin. “I was pretty nervous. But I think I might be getting the hang of it. Hopefully, when I practice tonight, I’ll get the transition a lot smoother. Soon, I’ll be as good at shifting as you are, Tadger.”

      Tadger said, “You know you’ll never be as good at it as I am. I’ve got years of experience under my belt.”

      I knew Kay was playing with Tadger like a cat plays with a ball of yarn. I wondered how tangled this was going to get.
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      Okay, I was surprised.

      I hadn’t thought the cop/bunny five-minute speed dating event was going to work out the way Farrah thought it would. I thought maybe a handful of folks might show up. Some curious ladies. Some of the policing community that might be on the hunt for a good time…

      I wasn’t expecting every possible seat to be taken.

      I stood on the bar to count heads and make sure I wasn’t exceeding my capacity and getting on the bad side of the fire marshal. Dad had already slated me for a father-daughter talk, and I didn’t need to add anything to what I was sure was an ever-growing list of things he was concerned about.

      From my crouched position on the bar top, I could see out the picture windows. It looked like Farrah was keeping the men and women separated outside. I assumed it was so couples couldn’t naturally form on their own while they waited to get in, because then they’d just leave without paying her cover charge.

      The line for the officers waiting their turn for the speed dating experience rounded out the door to the left and down the sidewalk. The women wound down the block in the other direction.

      “Why?” Kay quipped. “Because the ladies are always right.” Big saucy wink.

      Yeah, Kay needed some sleep, too. She was just shy of obnoxious right now. I needed to make sure Dick didn’t give her her keys back. We needed to walk home tonight. Neither of us would be safer drivers than Sarah Elizabeth had been thanks to our lack of sleep.

      I jumped down and started a tray of drink orders. “Justice, can you take these to the correct people? I have their names on the napkins, but they keep rotating their seats.”

      She came over and reached for the tray.

      “A neuron walks into Hooch’s bar and orders a beer,” Justice said. “BJ puts the glass in front of him, and the neuron asks, ‘How much?’ BJ responds, ‘For you? No charge.’”

      I put a pile of napkins on her tray.

      “How come you can never trust an atom?” Justice asked. “Because they make everything up.”

      Nicodemus snickered into his paw.

      “Serious? No reaction?” Justice asked, picking up the tray.

      “I forgot to tell you these aren’t chemists. Farrah’s company is called Chemistry.”

      “Because?” Justice asked as Farrah sidled past us.

      “Because if you don’t have chemistry, then you’re just friends.”

      Nicodemus rolled his eyes.

      “Agreed,” Justice told him.

      Before she lifted her tray again, I put my hand on her sleeve. “Oh, and then I have a favor, please.” I leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Do you want to go through the line to figure out what Farrah is up to? I’ve been evesdropping on the questions that the participants read to each other off of prompt cards. There must be a reason behind them. They’re very specific, and they change from table to table. I just can’t put it together to make any sense.”

      “You want me to spy?” she asked.

      “Yes, please.”

      Nicodemus gave me a thumbs up, and the two of them went off to deliver the drinks.

      There was more to this than met the eye. And I wanted to know what it was.

      My bar, after all, was involved.

      Out in the lines, Luna was handing out contracts or waivers or something and gathering signatures. It was cool if you didn’t want to sign, but the bar wasn’t open to the public. No contract, no stamp. No stamp, no entry.

      I was glad Justice was willing to go through the process so she could get the full experience and report back.

      Though, I hadn’t thought that through. It had seemed like a good idea as it bubbled out of my mouth. But now, it was just me handling the service all by myself. I shifted into a higher gear.

      I was glad to see that Farrah had let Justice cut the line, and she got in the next round of speed dates.

      As usual, Justice’s cyberpunk badassery was winning her a lot of attention from the officers. I mean, what guy wouldn’t be intrigued by a woman with a service rat and high I.Q?

      Granted, her brilliant mind had a kind of evil genius tilt. Luckily, she’d found a way to use her evil for do-gooding. In her university classes, she was challenged with hacking into computers like the NSA to uncover any holes, so they could be patched over, keeping us safe. She kept the good citizen shine on her little black heart that way. Right now, her hacking earned her honors in the classroom and prize money from competitions that she spent on tuition. After she graduated, she’d get paid the big bucks to hack and expose those weaknesses.

      I caught her eye and read a definite “you owe me one” in her expression.

      She most decidedly didn’t go for police officers.

      Justice harbored no badge bunny fantasies the way the other women here did. So these officers could drool all they wanted. Poor boys.

      I walked by a table where a woman was walking her fingers up my friend Goodman’s arm, saying, “I hear you police officers are always looking for a big bust.”

      He caught me looking at her wide-eyed and sent me a wink. He was having fun.

      Farrah dinged a bell. “That concludes this round of speed dating. Please fill out the last of the questionnaires about this date on your touchpad, leave your device on the table, and we’ll get in touch with a list of your matches! Once you’ve signed out, we’ll get the next group in and seated. Thank you all for coming!”

      “Hey, officer,” the woman in the blue sundress leaned across her table. “If you catch me being a bad girl, are you going to slap on the cuffs and ask me to come quietly?” Her speed date was Seymour Wang. He turned a funny color of pink when he saw me standing there behind her. Seymour was a good time. And he liked a good play on words. But that one was so old, I rolled my eyes.

      Yes, my eye sockets were getting a heavy work out this evening.

      Even so, I bet Seymore would leave some good comments on his survey about his five minutes with this date.

      I moved down the line of tables ready to gather glasses and swab the tops as soon as the occupants cleared.

      There was another badge bunny in the making, batting her lashes and delivering her final line of their flash date, she was surreptitiously passing him her number (which was supposed to be against the rules). “You can come to my place if you want to do some undercover work.”

      He grinned as they walked out together.

      I stopped when I reached Justice. “How’d it go? Meet any fun people?”

      “Is your computer in your office?” Justice asked. “I thought I might take my break now.”

      “Sure.”

      Justice wanting to jet off like that meant she had something she needed to nail down—and I was antsy for her to tell me just what it was.
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      Done. Thank goodness.

      The last of the speed daters were out the door.

      I’d give a whoop if I had the energy.

      Of course, the sound of ka-ching at the register was making me happy.

      I was at the computer tallying the alcohol tab for Farrah. It was steep. It made sense to ply folks with alcohol. Farrah said she used the alcohol to lower the speed-daters inhibitions. There just wasn’t time in their five-minute rounds for nerves if she wanted to get anything accomplished. Lowered inhibitions, she’d explained, allowed for better chemistry. “And better chemistry leads to better biology.”

      This portion of the business was where she took her losses. She’d make up for it when she put the couples together for their special events.

      “Special events,” is that what they called a hook up these days?

      After the event was over, and the bar tabs belonged to the drinker, things cleared out.

      It was a workday.

      I was down to a handful of folks, the way I normally was this time on a Wednesday night.

      Farrah had finished up and said her good-byes. She’d left behind a stack of fliers for tomorrow’s ShifterCon. If you presented the flier not only could you get in for free, but if you stopped by the Chemistry booth, you’d get a complimentary VIP bag of goodies.

      I could only imagine what would be in them.

      “Wanna go?” I waggled the flier toward Kay.

      “As if you could keep me away!” She turned to Luna. “Are you going to be running the booth?”

      “Farrah and me. We’ll take turns.”

      “Another long day. Are you going home to get some sleep?”

      “I will soon. I’m waiting for Tadger.”

      I looked around the almost empty room, realizing that Justice hadn’t reported back yet. As a matter of fact, Justice was still in my office behind the closed door.

      “Hey, Kay, can you hold down the fort for me?’ I asked. “I’m going to check on Justice.”

      Kay sent worried eyes in that direction. “Sure,” she said as I made my way back.

      Justice used Nicodemus as her service rat because he could warn her before she had a seizure. This gave her enough time to find a safe place to lie down and ride it out. Here at the bar, Justice’s safe space was my office, where I had piled up a mountain of squishy pillows to protect her. Normally, if she was having trouble, once she got down on the ground, Nicodemus would run out of the office to come tell me there was a problem. But the door was shut.

      I tapped at the closed door.

      “Who is it?” Justice called back.

      Relief flooded my system. “It’s BJ.”

      “Yup, come in.”

      I squeaked the door open, careful lest Nicodemus was in the way. “Just checking.”

      She waggled her finger toward me, and I went in to sit on the chair beside her and look at my computer screen.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “No one can track what I’m doing back to you.”

      She must have seen my face when I saw all that code. “Huh, okay. Thanks. What are you doing?”

      “I hacked into the Chemistry computer system. It’s quite the data center Farrah has going on here.”

      I slid forward, my focus on the screen, not understanding what I was seeing. “Yeah? Tell me about it.” I turned to face Justice.

      “So, in line to get into the speed dating, Luna was handing out contracts. The contracts had the normal vital stats—name, age, address, phone numbers what have you. Then we had to agree to be audiotaped. And we also had to agree that they could contact us with offers.”

      “Tape you? What kind of offers?”

      “One thing at a time. First, taping. So it turned out that the little handheld computers where we filled out the questionnaires had built-in recording systems and wireless microphones.”

      “That seems illegal.” My brows rose toward my hairline. “No one knew, did they?”

      “Neither Luna nor Farrah announced it. But I knew from the fine print on the contract that they had to have something out.”

      “No one else was looking for microphones.” I would have seen that. And probably acted on it. Announced that they were being taped or some such thing.

      “No one else was reading the contract either.”

      “Huh. Bunch of cops, you’d think…” I let that sentence trail off. “Why were they taping?”

      “Right, that’s the interesting thing. You saw that each table had a stack of cards. We were supposed to read the question on the card and answer it as succinctly as we could.”

      “Right. I overheard them. I thought some were pretty benign and others were very personal and some may be a bit intrusive, sexually speaking. Fantasies and what have you.”

      “Exactly. They were apparently psychologically developed to understand each person’s sexual needs. I answered mine basically as a psycho-perv. I wanted to know if they flagged me as a deviant. The data for this night hasn’t been entered yet. But interestingly, Tadger Merrymaker’s in the system.”

      “Tadger is? How did you find that out?”

      Justice reached out to tap a key.

      I covered my eyes. “Blech! I don’t want to know.”

      “Yeah, you do,” she said with a chuckle. “Because he was paired.”

      “With whom? Let me guess. With Luna?”

      “Bingo. Now, he wasn’t here for the speed dating event, so I don’t know when he went through this process. But he must have because his file is filled out. From what I can figure out from tonight, at each table you announce your name and your number, you answer private preference questionnaires, you answer questions posed by the speed date. They enter all of the data that they compiled. The information is put through a pretty complex algorithm. Then the computer finds matches by kink and geography.”

      “Did you say kink?”

      “Well, you know Farrah’s trying to line up people who have like fantasies.”

      “Right,” I said. “Farrah explained that she was trying to match up cops with badge bunnies.”

      “Ah, but that would be the badge bunnies’ kink.”

      “Not kink. Proclivity,” I said emphatically.

      “Whatever. But what about the cops? They can find badge bunnies. What if they wanted to be a pirate and save a fair maiden? What if they just wanted to touch someone’s feet?”

      I held up both hands. Nah, I didn’t want the details.

      “So guess what Luna wants?”

      I shook my head.

      “She’s listed under Roleplay. Scene. And in the notes, it says she wants to be with a shifter and be marked and/or claimed as his.”

      “Huh.” I couldn’t really imagine Tadger being the kind of guy who would fulfill someone’s fantasy.

      “And guess what Tadger wants?”

      “To mark someone as his?”

      “Close enough. It says Alpha role-non-dom.” She glanced over at me. “Any idea what that means?”

      I shrugged. “I’d be guessing. I don’t know anything about that kind of thing.”

      “Anyway, the algorithm put them together. And in the referral section, Farrah noted that she would approach Tadger about doing a scene.”

      “And so, in conclusion, after your highly dramatic participation, Farrah will be looking for a sex psycho for you to have for your very own.” I stood up. “Good luck with that.”
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          Thursday Morning
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      Delight banged on my door.

      Rex, dressed only in a pair of gym shorts, opened the door wide, his phone pressed to his ear with a business call.

      Delight was dressed in a pink hooded unitard with a pink boa sewn around the face opening. She made clawing, growling motions at Rex.

      A grin as wide as the Texas skyline spread across his face as he turned to go stand in the corner of my living room with his finger stuck into his other ear saying, “Did they read the contract, though? It’s laid out in simple English.”

      Delight swung a black plastic garbage bag in her hand, and I had a bad feeling.

      “Look at here,” she said power walking into my bedroom. “My muse woke me up last night, banging on my head saying, ‘I have some ideas’.”

      “Oh?” I had just stepped out of the shower. I was wrapped in a towel and my hair hung in wet strands down my back.

      “Yes, well. You know when you do a thing. You should really do a thing. Now, I’m not really one to get up in a costume per se. But I know that these folks who go to these cons are pretty creative.”

      There was another knock on my door, and I heard Rex’s heavy footsteps moving over to open it.

      “Hey, Rex.” Kay’s voice floated toward the bedroom. “I brought breakfast sandwiches and coffee. BJ usually runs out of food supplies.”

      He must have given her a thumbs up. Because he answered with, “Listen, I don’t really care whether they want to do it, or they don’t want to do it. They signed the contract and now that point is moot.”

      Kay showed up in my room with a coffee tray in her hands. “I bring salvation!”

      “Amen to that. Yup, that’s just what I need.” I gestured her in. “How’s Twinkles?” I asked. Rex had showed up to escort us home last night and when we got to Kay’s place, Twinkles was curled up on the sofa hugging Bella and didn’t want to leave her. Fine with me that he had a sleep over with his new best friend. Too bad that this would be short lived as the police searched for Bella’s owner.

      “He didn’t want to come home. I fed them both cat food for breakfast, and they’re watching cartoons. My neighbor, Peg, said she’d take Twinkles out for a walk at lunch.”

      “That’s good. Tell Peg to stop by Hooch’s, and I’ll by her a beer by way of thank you. I’d like to catch up with her, anyway,” I said, cocking my head to the side. “What is it you’re wearing?”

      It was very un-Kay-like to go out in anything too form-fitting, but here she was in a black leotard and a pair of cut off shorts she usually wore on cleaning day because they didn’t get in her way when she was scrubbing the bathroom. “Delight told me to wear this.” She laughed. “She said she was going to do my makeup.”

      “She’s a pussy,” Delight said. “Well, she’s gonna be a pussy.” Delight opened a bag and pulled out a set of black fur ears and a belt with an attached tail. “Look at that tail. That’s the kind of tail that will catch attention.”

      “Uh-huh.” I saw the bag was still full. The sense of foreboding that had washed over me when she walked in, now magnified.

      “When my muse was calling me awake, Kay answered her phone. So she got the pussy option. But I couldn’t get ahold of you. Your phone went right to messages.”

      “I turned it off. I was exhausted.”

      She popped a hand onto her hip while she scrutinized me from head to toe. “You look like you’ve been ridden hard and put up wet.”

      “Not last night,” Rex said, standing at my door. “BJ needed to catch up on her sleep. If I had my druthers, I’d keep her in bed all day.”

      Now. that sounded like a good idea. Just the thought of a long day in bed with Rex sent a tingle through my system. But what Rex didn’t add was that he was cooperating with the police by staying in town. He had his own workday to contend with. So, sadly, there would be no romping rodeo in my bedroom today.

      “If you tucked her in bed, Bobbi Jax would miss out on seeing everything,” Kay was saying. “And Luna. Luna is bound to be in her element. I can’t wait to see her there.”

      “Yeah, BJ told me Farrah’s marked Tadger as the dude to fulfill Luna’s fantasy.” Rex grinned. “Having met the guy, I’m thinking he’s not the kind who’s gonna pull on a furry mask to get laid.”

      “Didn’t get that vibe from him, huh?” I asked.

      Rex snorted and lifted his ringing phone to his ear, peeling back around the corner. “Rex Parker speaking.”

      “So,” Delight opened the bag and stuck her head in, “my muse had me pawing around in my closet.” She came back out with her hand on some brown fur. “Now see here, I’m a pink lion, and Kay is going as a pussy. I don’t normally do animal themes, but I remembered I had this for a bachelor party I did this once.” She pulled out a lot of synthetic fur. She snapped it out to show a furry body then she held up a mask. “Look, you can go as a hamster.”

      “No,” I said flatly.

      “Gerbil then. I can’t ever tell them apart, anyway.”

      “No!” I said. Going back to bed the way Rex had advised seemed like the very best recommendation under these circumstances.

      “Bobbi Jax, don’t be a party pooper,” Kay said.

      “I’m not being a party pooper. And Kay before you start with hamsters and butt jokes. Stop. I just can’t. At least not until I’ve had some coffee.” I reached out my hand and made a give-me gesture. “Delight, it’s nice of you to go to the trouble to bring that…costume.”

      She shook the bodysuit at me. “ShifterCon magnificence.”

      “Fine. That you brought the magnificence for me to wear, but the weather says it’s going to be a hundred degrees today. Even if we’re going to be in the air conditioning, I’m not going to walk around with my head shoved into a rodent mask. Not happening. I’m going to finish getting ready in my normal clothes now.” I accepted the cup from Kay’s hand with a thank you and put up a finger. “Uh-uh.”

      “But…”

      I shut the door.
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            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      With our blaze orange Chemistry fliers in hand, we stood in line to get in to ShifterCon.

      Once again, I was surprised.

      I seemed to be the only one who, in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, stood out. Everyone else was in the spirit of things. Though, I would take some credit, the T-shirt I was wearing was a Christmas gift from Kay. It was a picture of Twinkles with cow horns photoshopped in place. And while she was couth enough not to spell it out, most people got that it meant horndog. It was themed. Just not as themed as the fabulous cat eyes that Delight had created for Kay.

      Also, not as hot as the Lycra that Delight had stretched over her.

      “You have VIP tickets.” The girl smiled and nodded at us as if we’d been expected. She pulled up a stamp pad from under the shelf. “You get this one.”

      We each held out our hands to get a wolf stamped on the webbing between our thumbs and forefingers. “See?” the girl said. “When you wiggle your thumb, the wolf runs.”

      “Cool,” Kay said, trying it out.

      “When you get to the Chemistry booth, show them your stamp, and they’ll give you your VIP bags. It’s on aisle A at the end of the row.”

      “Thanks,” Delight said and pushed us through the doors. “Whew! I thought I was going to melt like a pat of butter out there in that sun. Looky here, I think the boa feathers are molting. I can’t be a fierce pink lion when my feathers are molting!” She pushed the hood back from her face and waved her hand to improve the airflow.

      “Mama, mama, that ladies a flamingo!” some kid said, pointing at Delight while he stumbled along with his hand gripped tightly by a woman in a pig costume.

      “Flamingo?” Delight gasped, appalled.

      “Where do you want to go first?” I asked, looking down at the schedule of events.

      “Flamingo?” She grabbed up her long tail and petted it.

      “It’s a child,” I said reasonably. “He hasn’t even been to kindergarten yet. He made a mistake.”

      Kay pointed at the time slot. “We just missed the pony play races.”

      “That there’s a shame,” Delight said. “How about we go here, and see Madame Fortuna, she’s telling people what their spirit animals are. I’d like to know that.”

      “My spirit animal today is the sloth,” I said, following along behind.

      Delight pushed past the striped curtains and squinted into the dark interior of the animal totem tent. A woman encumbered by an enormous turban and a thick wreath of beaded necklaces waved us in.

      “I came to find out about my spirit animal,” Delight said, her voice quivering with excitement.

      “Come. Sit. Give me ten dollars.”

      “Yes, ten? That seems fair.” She patted along the sides of her pink Lycra, then turned to me. “I don’t have any pockets. I didn’t bring any cash,” she said.

      I pulled out a ten-dollar bill from my wallet and handed it to Delight.

      Delight handed it to the satin be-robbed woman.

      The woman shoved it into her cleavage. “Your hands.”

      Delight reached forward.

      “I am an animal guide, and I call to the air, the land, and the sea. Tell me,” she crooned. “Who will guide this woman? This…” She looked Delight over, settling her gaze on Delight’s Adam’s apple and the piece of toilet paper Delight had left stuck to her chin when she shaved this morning. “This woman.” Then she hummed the theme from The Lion King.

      I snorted, and Kay smacked me, shifting around and settling her expression into one of reverence to the process.

      “Come. Speak. Come. Come!” Then the woman pulled a deck of cards from her sleeve, shuffled them, placed them in front of Delight. “Cut the deck and hand the top to me.”

      Delight did as she was told, shooting a look over her shoulder at us, and grinning broadly. “I bet I’m a peacock. You see what I’m saying? All fabulous and colorful.” She handed the top half of the deck to the woman.

      The woman flipped it over. “You are a whale!”

      “What now?” Delight pressed on the table to get up. She looked more like a ram to me. Like she was ready to body slam the woman for insulting her.

      “And what a graceful and amazing animal for you to have as your sister spirit.” The woman continued as if Delight wasn’t ticked off.

      “The whale is a mammal but lives in the ocean. A whale sings its own beautiful songs. From looking at this card, I can tell you that you are easy going and happy.”

      Obviously, the woman hadn’t looked up and seen Delight’s face.

      “You are a social animal. Honest, frank, people find it easy to get along with you.”

      “This is true.” Delight sank slowly back into her seat.

      “You are a wise advisor.”

      Delight turned to us with a nod of her head. “This is true. I do give good advice. You both should listen more when I’m giving you my good advice. It comes from me being a whale spirit.”

      “You enjoy your pod of friends. You enjoy joint endeavors. You have foresight. And you are successful when you try new things.”

      “See there? She’s absolutely right. And that’s what I thought when I entered the Queen Bee of the East Coast contest. And I won. I got me a sash and a crown. And a year’s supply of honey.” She turned back to the woman who was picking up the cards and stashing them back up her sleeve. “A whale. Yes. I can see that now. And I do like to eat fish. And no one else in my family likes that. So that explains it now. A whale.”

      Delight stood up, and we sidled out of the tent.

      “Let’s go get our VIP bags,” Kay said, looking down at her map.

      “How about here, Kay, you can have a python massage.” We stepped over to watch the man in an alligator suit lying face down on a massage table. The man in blue scrubs was draping the pythons down his back.

      “Those are some fat snakes,” Kay said.

      “I feed them a couple of chickens each before they provide massage services,” the snake wrangler said.

      “So they weigh more?” Delight asked.

      “Yeah, I guess that, too,” he said.

      I’d want the pythons to be completely full and satisfied before I let them crawl over my body. That was for sure.

      Next to that, there was a woman in a tank of water. Mermaid. There was a mermaid in the tank of water. She had her elbows resting on a shell-shaped pool float, and she was singing. There was a sign that encouraged people to throw coins in the pool, and she would add her mermaid magic to help their wishes come true.

      “I feel an affinity to mermaids,” Delight said, walking over. “I just found out that my spirit animal is the whale,” she announced.

      The mermaid responded with a slap of her tail that sent a whoosh of water up into the air.

      We ran back out of the way as it rained down on us.

      “That there’s an unfriendly type mermaid.” Delight turned and slung a “Beach, please,” over her shoulder.

      “Delight.” I pointed at the little girl in the cow costume.

      “I said beach.”

      “Fine, look there’s the Chemistry booth, let’s go get our bags, and then we can go do the animal yoga.” I stopped to read down the events page and looked at my watch. “Yoga doesn’t start for another twenty minutes.”

      “Good,” Kay said, “That’ll give us time to get our spots.”

      “Okay,” Delight said. “I’ll do some cobra poses, but when we get done with down dog, I plan to down me some dogs. I say we go to ‘Hot Dogs’ for lunch.”

      Kay pulled the itinerary form my hand. “Uhm, that’s not a food cart. That’s a band. Look, there’s their photo. Fido with a guitar.”

      We set off walking. I could tell Delight was still upset that her whale totem didn’t find symbiosis with the mermaid.

      “Oh, cheer up.” Kay bumped her hip into Delight. “Do you know what the mermaid wore to math class? … Her algae bra.”

      “Oh,” Delight grumped.

      “Do you know why the mermaid ran away with the fisherman?”

      No one asked why. But Kay was undeterred.

      “He had allure.”

      That one made Delight chuckle, and the storm cloud lifted.

      “Hey there,” I said as I spotted Luna. “Have you all been busy today?”

      “Not bad. We’re signing people up for tonight’s after-hours VIP speed dating.”

      “That’s a very long day for you.” I frowned my compassion.

      “No, I’m meeting Tadger at Hooch’s. Farrah has her other employees doing that one. For the—” she cupped her hands around her mouth to keep her words private, “—wanna-be shifter crowd. The ones into cosplay.” She winked like we shared a big secret.

      Kay winked back. “Okay, you guys, no pussyfooting around. Let’s get to that yoga class. I need a good stretch.”

      Kay was definitely up to something.
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      At Hooch’s, I was coming back from checking that the bathrooms were clean and neat when I found Luna looking into my empty office. “Is everything okay?” I asked.

      “Just checking,” she said.

      “Tadger is coming up the sidewalk.” I pointed through the doorway where I could see a slice of picture window.

      “Oh!” She scrambled toward the main area.

      Just then, Kay walked through the kitchen door with Twinkles on his lead. He headed straight for my office and a nap on my couch. I gave him a scratch behind the ears while I unleashed him.

      “You took him for a walk before you got here.”

      “His locator collar’s app pinged your phone?” Kay stood with her shoulder pressed to my door jam.

      “Yeah, you took him off his normal course. It pings when he leaves his area. When I saw he was making left-hand turns, I assumed you were trying to get your steps in for the day. How’s Bella doing?” I shut the office door behind us.

      “She’s sleeping on the top of my bookshelf. She seems to have made herself at home. I think Twinkles helped her acclimate.”

      We made our way into the main room.

      Tadger loped through the front door. We watched Luna dance into his arms for a hug. Then, they took seats at the bar.

      “Mmmm.”” Tadger snuffled her neck. “You smell nice.”

      “Thank you.” She lifted her wrist and sniffed. “I’m wearing FarrahMones. It’s a Chemistry signature product. It’s subtle, though.” She batted her eyelashes. “You must have a keen sense of smell.”

      “That was fun today,” Delight said, as Kay took the stool between Delight and Luna.

      “It was purr-fect,” Kay said with a smile. She shot a glance toward Luna.

      Luna only had eyes for Tadger.

      “It helps me with my policing,” Tadger replied to Luna. “I can smell the drugs on the bad guys if they’ve touched them at all.”

      “I can imagine that could be unpleasant, having such a sensitive nose.”

      “It can be.”

      Luna leaned closer. “Can you smell anything else on me?” A bat of her lashes, her voice sultry like some kind of weird mating ritual.

      “You smell a little bit like a steak.”

      She giggled and pulled a Ziploc baggie from her purse with what looked like barely cooked meat cubes. “I thought Twinkles might like a treat later.”

      “Luna, Twinkles is on a diet,” I said. “He can’t have any of that.”

      She looked between Tadger and me. “Wait. Are you two a couple?”

      “Me and BJ?” Tadger asked. “Nah, she likes to run around. She’s not interested on choosing a mate right now.”

      Luna tipped her head toward me. “You’re not his?” she pressed.

      I remembered what Justice had said about Luna wanting to be claimed as part of her fantasy “Nope.” I spun to grab a stein.

      “And Kay isn’t his?”

      “Nope.” When I turned back, Luna had the funniest look on her face, sitting there gripping her baggie of steak chunks. “We were talking about snacks and Twinkles,” I said. “I have to be very cautious about what he eats to stay healthy.” I sent a friendly smile. “That was nice of you to think of Twinkles. Normally, steak would be fine. But right now, he’s not allowed extra snacks. He’s been gaining so much weight, and I’ve been trying to be careful, but this last week alone, he’s put on an extra pound.”

      “One pound?” Luna’s brow furrowed. “And that matters?”

      “It does on a dog’s body,” I said.

      She nodded. “Interesting that Twinkles is a dog, not a wolf.”

      “Ha! A Wolf would be cool,” Kay said. “But wolves aren’t allowed in the city limits.”

      “Rottweilers can be pretty fierce.” I felt oddly defensive of Twinkles.

      “Oh right!” Luna said. “Of course! I just didn’t realize that decisions could be made. I had always assumed! So much to learn.” She smiled, and I was completely and utterly baffled by this whole conversation.

      Tadger turned away to take a phone call.

      Luna leaned in and spoke under her breath. “But just to be clear. You and Tadger aren’t a thing, right? You seem to be in a relationship.”

      “Well, yeah,” I said, reaching for a bar rag. “We’ve been friends since we were kids.”

      Kay leaned her elbow on the bar. “They tried dating on for size one night back in college, but Tadger tends to be overly protective.”

      “Domineering,” I said.

      “That too,” Kay said.

      Luna got all moony-eyed. “Alpha.”

      “For BJ and me, Tadger’s like family,” Kay said. “Since he lives outside of town, BJ tries to make things easier for him when he’s working.”

      “Like using her office when he’s getting ready for his shift?”

      Kay nodded. “Things like that.”

      “Yeah,” Luna said. “I wondered. I saw on Twinkles’ tags BJ’s listed her address on the license.”

      “If a dog doesn’t have those tags on, he could be picked up by the pound,” Kay said, merriment dancing in her eyes. “Can you imagine what would happen if they kept Twinkles overnight in a cage? Can you imagine what would happen in the morning?”

      Luna’s eyes filled with concern. “Oh, no. That would be terrible.” She swiveled to catch my eye. “Thank you, B.J.”

      “Sure,” I said.

      Luna pulled her purse from where it hung on the back of her stool and put the baggie away. “I don’t know all the ins and outs, yet. I seem to have made a poor choice. I’ll give this to someone else.”

      “I can take it for Bella later.” Kay held out her hand. “I mean, if it’s just in your purse, a human couldn’t very well eat that. Not in this heat. Too much of a paw-sibility of getting sick.”

      “What are you drinking?” I asked Luna as she handed the baggie to Kay.

      “Do you have Blue Moon?”

      “Sorry, I don’t carry that brand.”

      “Oh, okay, do you know how to make a wolf bite?” she asked, shooting a lascivious look toward Tadger.

      “Can you talk me through it?” I asked. “It seems to me that one uses Lucid Absinthe.”

      “That’s right.” She smiled.

      “Okay, I remember now.” This particular shooter was one I’d learned last Halloween. It was a fun, themed drink. It looked sweet and innocent. It had melon and pineapple, the sweet taste of grenadine and a little soda to give it sparkle. But hiding beneath the tropical smells was the absinthe. It took a steady hand to make it look right with the last step of the grenadine drizzle. It slowly sank down to the bottom in a blood-red swirl against the Midori green.

      I set the concoction in front of her.

      Tadger was still on the phone but pointed toward a glass.

      Luna batted her eyes at Tadger and whispered, “Bite me.” Then tilted up her drink.

      I shot a look toward Kay to make sure she was watching this play out.

      Kay was in her element. She was lit up with some inner wicked joy. She caught my eye. “Hey, a shooter sounds like fun.”

      “Do you want a wolf bite, too?” I asked with a roll of my eyes.

      “No, thanks. I don’t do cross-species. I’m a cat person. Do you know what would be purrrfect?”

      I raised a brow. “Bowl of cream?”

      “Hey, while you’re pouring,” Delight said, “I’ll take a shot of Badge Bunny Booze.”

      As BJ pulled out the bottle, Kay turned to Luna. “Is Luna a nickname?”

      “Oh no, my mother gave me that name. She was an—"

      “Let me guess,” Kay said. “Your mom was an animal behaviorist. She studied wolves mating.”

      “Astronomer, actually. She studied moon cycles and their effects on the Earth. Tides and animal behaviors. The moon is very powerful. It was my grandmother who studied wolves. My grandma was the Jane Goodall of the wolf world.” Luna looked pointedly at Tadger. “She lived with a pack for years. She and the alpha male bonded.” She sent a smile to Tadger. “Grandma was accepted into the pack until…” She spun her shot glass in place, looking down. Then said very softly, “One of the females got jealous, I guess. Just after my grandma found out she was pregnant, she was killed by the alpha female and eaten.” She sighed. “During the time my grandmother was alive and working in the field, my mom had lived with my great aunt. Grandma never told anyone who had fathered my mom. I have no idea about my specific genetics. I have hope that I’ll find out soon. I mean, I’ve never shown any signs of changing how I look.” She turned to include Kay in the conversation. “But you were a late bloomer, Kay.”

      “This is true,” Kay said with deep seriousness. “And I’m glad. Had I changed any earlier, I think it would have been a catastrophe.”

      I squinted at Kay.

      Of the two of us, Kay was actually the early bloomer and has worn a bra since fifth grade.

      Luna focused back on Tadger as he hung up and took a sip from the glass of water I handed him.

      “My grandfather’s genes could be recessive. Mom died before my pubescence, so she wasn’t there to tell me about anything. Or show me how things happen. I’ve tried to figure it out on my own, but so far…” She shrugged and sent a sad smile toward the ceiling.

      “Your father raised you up?” Delight asked.

      “No,” Luna said with a shake of her head, turning her attention Delight’s way. “Mom said my dad was just someone she ran around with one night under a full moon. I don’t know anything more about him. She died when I was still pretty young.”

      “Are you from a big family, Tadger?” Delight asked.

      “Fairly large. We seem to be divided up by geography, half the family is here in Virginia, the other half is out west. You might have seen my Uncle Remus’s tattoo. He lived out with that side of the family for a while. He was running a little wild when he was a teen. The clan elders thought it would be better to get him out where he had some space to do that.”

      “Run wild?” Luna asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “You’re close to your Virginia family?” Luna asked.

      “We are. Pack mentality, I guess. Everyone has everyone else’s back. It’s nice. You?”

      “My family?” She tapped her glass for another shot. “No. I keep my distance.”

      “Lone wolf?”

      “I wish. Well, not the lone part. I’m actually tired of the lone part.” She ducked her head as if she was sorry she’d said so much. “Tadger, I think misunderstood you earlier. I see you’re not in uniform. But you have a double shift today. Is that normal?”

      “I’m not in uniform, but I do have two shifts today. Things always get hairy about now. Sometimes, you just have to do what’s needed.”

      Luna’s excitement was almost palpable. “Tomorrow is the full moon.”

      “Yes, I’m aware.”

      Luna pressed her hand onto his thigh and leaned forward, whispering, “I know, and your secret’s safe with me.”

      Tadger stared at her for a long moment then said, “Luckily, I’m not working tomorrow.”

      “Oh? If you’re going to be around, I’d love to see your place. Maybe we could have a midnight picnic under the full moon.” Luna got all dreamy-eyed. “Farrah said there’s a creek that runs between your property and hers. She said that there’s a gazebo just on your side of the creek. We could go there. I can bring blankets and pillows and make it comfy. I can pack a picnic. Steak?”

      “At midnight, I can’t. I promised Uncle Remus I’d hang out with The Pack. A full moon tradition.”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t keep you from your family. Are they meeting on your property?

      “Yeah, and then we’ll head out along the river. I’d invite you, but it’s probably not the best way to introduce you to everyone.”

      I was evesdropping. It was rude.

      I looked over at Kay. She had her phone out and was pretending to scroll through some app. But I knew Kay well enough; she was evesdropping, too.

      “No, of course not.” Luna shook her head. “What about earlier, before the moon comes up? I’d like to see you change if that’s okay with you.”

      “Change into my leathers?”

      “Is that what you call it? Yes, that would be amazing. I’d really enjoy watching. You can trust me to keep all your secrets. And if you wanted to claim me as yours,” she paused, then whispered, “I’m ready for that.”

      Kay gripped the bar with one hand and quickly crossed her legs. She did that when she was trying not to pee herself. Her face turned red from trying not to laugh.

      “Are you sure about that?”  A slow wolfish grin slid across Tadger’s face. “If you’re mine, I’m the master.”

      “Of course, when you claim me under the full moon, I’ll be under your power.”

      He studied her. “Under the full moon, I will make you mine,” he said and rubbed his nose against hers then kissed her.

      I stood there, eyes wide in full surprise. What the heck was that? The only thing I could think was that Tadger had had a talk with Farrah and had decided to go along with the charade of pretending to be a shifter to fulfill Luna’s fantasy, which was very, very un-Tadger like.

      Tadger peeked over my head at the clock. “BJ—”

      “Time for your shift,” I said.

      “Can I—”

      “Yup, go ahead and use my office.”

      Tadger gave Luna another kiss, and she waggled her fingers coquettishly at him.

      I caught Kay’s eye, and she gave me a broad wink. She seemed to have a better idea about what was going on than I did. I’d pick her brain after Luna left. Now that Tadger wasn’t going to be here, I couldn’t imagine her hanging out much longer.

      I put together a bowl of bar snacks and set them in front of Delight.

      Delight was showing Kay a video she’d pulled up about the ShifterCon.

      A few minutes later, Twinkles sent out a woof.

      Kay raised her hand. “I’ll get it. Tadger must have shut the door when he went in. Twinkles doesn’t have opposable thumbs for the handle.” She looked over at Luna with a look of commiseration. “If he were a cat, he’d be able to get out.”

      Luna nodded seriously. “Can I see?” she asked.

      Kay got up and went to let Twinkles out of the office, Luna following behind.

      I watched Luna as she looked at Twinkles, looked in the office, ran back to the kitchen and came back to Kay. “He did it!” she exclaimed.

      “Well, of course, he did.” Kay was matter-of-fact. “He told you today was a double shift.”
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      I looked up when I saw Joe out front with Twinkles. Twinkles lifted his leg and peed on Luna’s car.

      I turned my focus to Luna to apologize. I was ready to offer to pay for her to run it through the carwash up the street. But she was grinning and clapping and bouncing around gleefully.

      “He’s marking his territory!” Kay pulled a lemon wedge from her mouth. “Did you see him marking your car?”

      “Yes,” she said, beaming, then she ran her hands over her hair and dress, preening, striking a heroine’s pose as Joe walked Twinkles back in the front door.

      “Oh, let me!” She reached out to unfasten Twinkles lead then plopped down on the floor.

      Twinkles unabashedly laid down in front of her and rolled onto his back for a belly rub.

      “Thank you, Joe,” I called as he took the lead back to my office where it had a hook for easy access.

      Luna stayed there on the floor petting Twinkles until Twinkles got tired of it.

      He’d had a long day playing with Bella. He only had so much play in his system at this time of day. Twinkles unceremoniously hefted his hundred-and-forty-five-pound butt off the floor, slogged into my office, and kalumped onto the sofa, barely fitting into the dent that was his normal sleeping hollow.

      Yup, after Rex left, I needed to up Twinkles’ aerobics and watch my friends and bar regulars who were trying to sneak him cardiac arrest burgers.

      When I came back to the main room, I found Luna standing by the cash register, pulling her wallet from her purse.

      “Do you have plans for tonight?” Kay asked, wearing a cat with cream smile, a baggie of mostly-raw steak in front of her.

      “I’m going to the grocery to find some good things for Tadger’s and my picnic date tomorrow. I’m thinking pâté.” She paid her bill then pushed through the door with stars in her eyes.

      Maybe I made that wolf bite a mite to…alpha.

      “Can I have a tequila shot, please?” Kay asked.

      “There’s something not right about that there chickee,” Delight said. “I can’t put my finger on it. But her words are all shiny with the crazy dust, if you see what I’m saying.” Delight slammed back her shot. “I mean, there are all kinds. And I get that some folks like the domination scene and all. But what the heck is all that claiming-me-under-the-full-moon crap about?”

      I was about to ask Kay what she thought when the bell sounded. I looked up to see who was coming in. I put a dish of salt in front of her with a shot glass.

      Dick held up his hand.

      Rex swung in behind him. Man, could that cowboy do good things for those jeans. I tilted my head as my imagination took hold.

      In return, I got a big old grin from him and a knowing wink.

      “Where’s Farrah?” I asked as Dick ambled over. I thought they were joined at the hip now.

      “She’s working. I am too. I came to ask you and Kay a few questions about ShifterCon and what you observed there.”

      I poured the tequila into her shot glass. “What can I get you guys?”

      “Wait. How, Mister Detective, did you know we were at ShifterCon today?” Delight tucked a fist onto her hip.

      “Weren’t you?” he asked, eyebrows spiked.

      “Of course, we were.” Her lips pursed with attitude. “ShifterCon was a good time, and we like to have a good time. I’m asking a whole different question. How did you know?”

      He pulled out his phone, swiped his finger, and brought up a photo of the three of us ducking from the mermaid wave posted on their social media site.

      “Ah,” Delight said, turning sheepish.

      It wasn’t our best look, I’d readily admit.

      I appreciated that Rex crossed his arms, leaning his elbows onto the bar and didn’t even try to see. Though, sure, Dick and Rex came in together, so Rex might have already seen it. If he was letting me keep my ego intact, that was nice of him. It might even deserve a reward later.

      Rex turned and caught my eye, giving me a wink that said he’d read my mind, and he’d take me up on that offer.

      That was a double zoop to the doo dah!

      Dick took the stool that Luna had just vacated. “Did you all have fun?”

      Kay licked her hand, sprinkled the salt, grabbed the glass, and a slice of lime, held her breath, licked, and dropped the shot back, coming up with a grin.

      “We stopped by Farrah’s booth. Luna was manning it. She’s an unusual person.” I filled a glass with lemonade for Dick and set it in front of him.

      “Thank you. Unusual how?”

      “Look.” Kay reached down to grab up her purse. “We got treats. Want to see what they were handing out?” Kay pulled out a bottle and put it in front of Dick

      He lifted it and read the label. “FarrahMones. Huh.”

      “I thought Farrah pronounced her last name as Monet,” Kay said.

      Dick lifted the top and took a sniff. “What is that?” He held it out, and Delight took a big sniff.

      “Eau de Coochie is what I’m guessing,” Delight said.

      Dick held it out to me, and I leaned over to give it a sniff. “Ugh,” slipped out as I made a stink face.

      Kay took it back, gave it a sniff, then rubbed some on her pulse points. “It says on the tag that it’s supposed to make you smell irresistible.”

      “I think we’ll all be able to resist,” Delight said. “What else did we get?”

      Kay fished in her bag and pulled out another bottle. “This one is lube. It says it changes magically.” She squirted some on her hand and rubbed it on her inner arm. “Glitter,” she said and looked at me. “There are some doctors who frown on women using glitter on their nether regions.” She stilled. “It’s warm… It’s changing… It’s icy now.”

      She reached in her bag and pulled out what looked like a sucker.

      “Where’d you get that one?” I asked as she pulled off the wrapper and popped it in her mouth.

      “I don’t remember.” She pulled out a bottle. “Tame Your Mane,” she read, squirting a glob onto her hand and rubbed her palms together.

      Delight picked it up. “Oh, this here is good. I hope I got a me a sample of this. This says it’ll keep your hair smooth as silk even on the most humid days.”

      Kay was rubbing it into her hair. “How do I look?”

      “Moist,” I said.

      “It’s hot in here,” Kay said, turning to Dick with her sucker in her mouth she said, “Aren’t you hot?”

      She fanned her face. “So hot!”

      “Is it the magical lube on your arm?” Rex asked.

      Her eyes held with his as she considered, looked at her arm, pulled the sucker from her mouth, and stuck it in her shot glass. She pushed her hair back from her face, panting.

      Dick’s face turned from amused to darned concerned. “Kay?”

      Kay swept her eyes up to meet his then batted her eyelashes at Dick.

      “Is something in your eye?” he asked.

      “You look yummy tonight, Detective Dick.” Kay swept her hands under her breasts and juggled them toward Dick. “Don’t you feel it?” She shook her head, punctuating the move with a come-hither look.

      Dick sat there unblinking, eyes stretched wide, perfectly still, holding his breath.

      “Are you feeling it too?” Kay asked again, her fingers playing with her top button. “Hot?” She undid one button. Two buttons...

      Rex cast a glance at me asking for an explanation, asking if this was normal Kay behavior.

      I flicked my rag at him. No! As a matter of fact, this was very un-Kay-like behavior. Who was this vamp, and what had she done with my best friend?

      Then Kay leaned forward and licked Dick.

      Just stuck out her tongue and ran it up the side of Dick.

      Dick reflexively turned, and Kay reached out her tongue and starting at the edge of his shirt licked all the way up Dick’s head to the very tip.

      Dick reached up with his hands on either side of Kay’s jaw and squeezed.

      Kay’s tongue was black and purple, just like the licker Sarah Elizabeth’s had been before she ran through the night, fell and hit her head, and died.

      With that thought, I lunged over the bar and grabbed hold of Kay’s wrist. I wasn’t about to let my best friend run off into the night.

      Rex pulled his phone from his pocket. “I’m calling 9-1-1.”
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      The emergency waiting room was a cacophony of sounds and movement. Babies squalled, the outside lights from the ambulance flashed through the floor to ceiling windows, and people paced nervously.

      The air held the scent of disinfectant and angst.

      My dad pushed through the emergency room doors, and I jumped to my feet to rush over to him to find out what was happening to Kay. The image of Sarah Elizabeth lying unmoving under the dawn sky filled me with horror.

      I curled into dad’s hug, and he planted a kiss on my head.

      “I prefer it, BJ,” Dad said, “when you come to visit me at the house. You don’t need to keep getting yourself wrapped up in bizarre circumstances for me to pay attention to you. Did I not shower you with enough love in your youth?”

      I swatted at him. This was an old joke about my finding myself in trouble—attention seeking. I honestly didn’t mind attention, but I didn’t need this kind.

      I tilted my head back to catch his eye. “Is Kay going to be okay?”

      He let go of me and took a step back. “Her vitals were off but not dangerously so. They’ve got her restrained but only because reports say that lickers run off having lost both their inhibitions and their sense of self-preservation. We don’t want to put anyone in harm’s way.”

      “I’m sure that’s okay. Kay doesn’t mind being cuffed,” I said.

      Dad gave me a funny look, and the red rose up from my neck. Yeah, that might have been too personal to reveal to my dad.

      Dad glided over that comment. “Dick is with her. He’ll make sure everything goes the way it should. Are you okay? You didn’t get into the same stuff she did, did you?”

      “I didn’t get any of the substance on me or in me, no. Hey, Dad, I could use a favor if you could.”

      He tipped his head.

      “I shut down the bar and raced off, leaving Twinkles in my office. Could you just take Twinkles back to my apartment? Oh, wait.” I grabbed his arm. “Actually, could you take Twinkles to Kay’s apartment? That way you can check on Bella.”

      “Who’s Bella?”

      “Oh,” Delight said, digging through Kay’s purse. “BJ, Kay, and Rex were chasing the licker and ran over the poor, sad pussy.” She dragged Kay’s key chain out of the bag.

      “I’m not even going to try to figure out what that means.” He reached for the pink pompom Delight was holding up. “Fine, Bobbi Jax, I’ll take Twinkles to Kay’s place, and I’ll figure out while I’m there what a Bella is.” Dad looked down at the keys. “Kay’s driving a Ferrari?” He focused on Rex. “She doesn’t know how to shift.”

      “She’s learning,” Delight said, “and lucky for her, it’s a full moon. That helps.”

      Dad stared at Delight for a long minute. Shook his head and turned back to Rex. “It’s your car, right?”

      “Yes, sir,” Rex answered. “I lent it to Kay for as long as she needs it. We were teaching Kay how to shift when we found a Savannah cat named Bella. Kay’s fostering it while the police find the owner.”

      Dad tossed the keys into the air, caught them, and, without another word, headed out the door.
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      “Sit down,” Delight said, fanning her face. “It’s like you have ants in your pants.”

      “They won’t tell me anything,” I said for the thousandth time. I had tried to call Kay’s brother, Connor, to let him know what was going on. But so far, I’d gone right to voice mail. I was reticent to call their parents until I had some solid information. It might be better coming from Connor, anyway.

      “Dick said he’d come to tell us as soon as they know anything,” Delight said. “Good that he’s staying with her. I don’t think the doctors and nurses would take too kindly to having a tongue bath.”

      Rex reached out a hand. “Hey, Slick, why don’t we go and get something to drink. There’s a vending area one floor up. It might be good to move around a bit. There’s nothing you can do here until word comes.”

      “I should stay here and wait for Dick.”

      “I’ll stay and wait. You two go on.”

      “Delight,” Rex asked, “can I bring something back for you?”

      “I’m fine,” she said, settling into a seat, “but thank you anyway.”

      As I slid my hand into Rex’s, and we turned toward the stairs, Dick sauntered through the swinging door, heading toward us.

      Rex pulled me in front of him and wrapped his arms protectively around me. After our last encounter with the licker, he knew I’d be conjuring worst-case scenarios. And he was right.

      Dick held up his hands as if to pacify my fears. “Kay’s stable.”

      There was an audible rush of air as Delight, Rex, and I all exhaled forcibly.

      “They’re admitting her overnight and running tests. Normally, they’d send her home, based on her health picture. They’re keeping her with her permission, so we can keep a closer eye on her behaviors and try to figure out what the substance is that makes people…lick.”

      I nodded my head vigorously. Yes, that was what needed to be done. They needed to figure this out, and it had to be stopped.

      “But this substance seems to run its course pretty quickly. I’d say that from the point where Kay got the substance in her system to the point where she could modulate her behavior was about a half an hour.”

      “Dad said her vitals were off in transit,” I said, trying to calculate. From the point she was licking until the point that the paramedic was on scene was less than ten minutes. Then there was the trip to St. Esmerelda’s maybe another fifteen minutes. “Did they do anything in the Emergency room to help with that? Pump her stomach? Flush her system?”

      “No,” Dick said. “They were still trying to understand the circumstances of her being here when she started buttoning her shirt back together and looking embarrassed.”

      “Could that have been true of Sarah Elizabeth, too? The thirty-minute time frame?”

      “We don’t know how she got the substance into her. We don’t know when she got the substance into her. But her blood draw looked clean. By the time she died, it had cleared. It has a very short half-life in the system. Potent, then gone, from what we’re seeing with Kay and what we know of Sarah Elizabeth.”

      I stared out the window with a frown. That seemed like an odd kind of drug reaction to want to develop. Usually, people wanted to ride a high for a long time period.

      “Hey, BJ.” Dick interrupted my thoughts. “I see you grabbed Kay’s purse, is her goody bag from ShifterCon in there with the samples she was trying? I’m going to need to take that to toxicology. If we can pinpoint the chemical, we might be able to stop the licker crisis.”

      “Won’t that take a long time?” I asked, turning out of Rex’s arms and reaching for Kay’s bag. I’d read enough police procedurals to know lab stuff could take months.

      “It’s the sucker who licks the sucker that licks folks, is what I’m thinking,” Delight declared.

      I stopped as I ran that through my head…yeah, I guessed that made sense, the sucker.

      Delight’s fists landed on her hips. “You start licking things that you don’t know where they’ve been, and you’re sure to get the cooties. Remember? Kay said right there at the bar she didn’t remember where she got that sucker she was sucking before she started licking other stuff.” Delight gestured toward Dick. “Like the top of your head.”

      “Kay stuck the sucker in her shot glass. I didn’t even think to package it up for testing. I left it there when I kicked everyone out of the bar and locked up behind the EMTs. Joe was still in the kitchen. He would have cleaned it up right away. It might be in the trash, or it might already be out in the garbage bin in the alley.”

      “And you can’t call Joe to ask. He doesn’t speak English,” Rex said.

      “I’ll send a car over.” Dick took a step back, pulling out his phone.

      I looked up at Rex, a frown pulling at the corners of my mouth.

      “They had the same color tongues. When they compare tongue swabs, they may pinpoint something.”

      I nodded.

      “Were you able to contact her family?” Rex placed his hands on my shoulder, which stopped my shivers. “They might want the update.”

      “Her mom and dad are in Alaska in their Winnebago. I’m not even sure that they have cell reception. Let me try Connor again.”
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      Dick led the way as we paraded up the stairs, and found Kay sitting up in bed, shackle and handcuff free.

      I leaned over the bed toward her. “Stick out your tongue.”

      Kay dutifully obeyed.

      “That’s about back to normal.”

      “Pink?” Kay asked.

      “Forked,” I said.

      “Yeah, you got you a big old long tongue,” Delight said.

      Kay grimaced. “I think I can add that to the list of some of the more bizarre experiences of my life.”

      “You were among friends, no need to be embarrassed.” Rex was being gallant.

      Delight, not so much. “Mmm mmm, you had the whole bar there watching you. I’m pretty sure someone got a video posted up on social media. I bet you’re going viral being venereal. You looked like you were diseased.”

      “Rabid,” I added.

      Rex pulled a chair over to her bed. “Your behavior really changed, Kay. It was like watching another person. You weren’t showing a lot of inhibitions.”

      Delight nodded. “Yeah, not to say you normally have a stick up your butt, but you’re normally more lady-like and less lickerish.”

      “How are you feeling now?” Rex asked.

      “I don’t know. Weird.”

      “What did it feel like when the drug got into your body?”

      “Amazing. Freeing. I could do what I wanted. And what I wanted was…animalistic, I guess, is the best way to describe it. Following the call of nature.”

      “When I say nature’s calling it usually means I have to go to the bathroom,” Delight said.

      “No, not the same.” Kay pulled at her sheet and stuck it under her arms.

      I bet she was wishing she had a bra on under that thin hospital gown.

      “And here I thought you were team Terrance,” Delight said. “I know he’s out of town a lot, and Dick is a fine-looking man…but I didn’t think you went for Dick.”

      “Huh,” Kay said. “I think maybe it was an in-the-moment deal. In that moment, my skin needed more air, and Dick looked like something I wanted to put in my mouth. He looked…delicious.”

      “Well, he must have been good,” Delight said. “You licked him a few times.”

      Kay was looking at the wall when she murmured to herself, “I wanted to in the worst kind of way.”

      “Yup,” Delight said. “It was the worst kind of way. That’s for sure.”

      “And I felt like there was nothing holding me back except you.” She turned accusing eyes on me. “You grabbed my hand, and I couldn’t do what I wanted.”

      “You know licking Dick in public is assault or something,” Delight said. “That’s what he told me when I got licked out in the street. It’s illegal.”

      Kay looked over at me, worry painted across her face. “We’re friends. Dick doesn’t mind when friends lick him. Does he BJ?”

      Rex looked over at me.

      “I don’t know. I haven’t licked Dick in well over a year.”

      And Rex’s face turned red as he held back the laughter.

      I held up a finger. “Dick,” I said, “with a capital D.”
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      Tonight would be Rex’s last night with me, and I fully planned to make some lasting memories.

      He’d hired a limo to pick him up in the morning and was heading back to Atlanta. The contract that he thought was in place ended up being problematic and needing his personal attention. But he promised to show me all the personal attention I wanted tonight after I finished up at work. He’d leave for Georgia after I’d fallen asleep.

      I hoped I could close up the bar early tonight. I didn’t often pray for a poor showing, but if I had to have a slow business day, why couldn’t it be tonight?

      Delight was messing around with my sound system putting on some Lady Gaga, as Rex and I pulled the chairs off the tables and arranged them neatly in place.

      By the time I checked the clock and moved to the door to spin the “closed” sign to read “open,” Delight was holding a cocktail umbrella in her fingers, pretending it was a microphone, prancing around, lip-synching the lyrics.

      As soon as I turned the lock, folks started showing up. Many of the faces from last night were here. I guessed they were eager for the next chapter in the licker horror story. Sorry to disappoint, but I was planning on a very dull evening, and everyone could just head on home early. I put out the vibe and hoped people picked up on it.

      Delight wasn’t. She was in full drag queen cutting loose mode, shimmying up to Kay as she came in from the back.

      “Hey, you’re looking better,” I said, pulling my garnish tray from the fridge.

      “I’m feeling more normal.”

      “But not better?” Rex asked.

      “I kind of liked whatever it was in my system last night,” she said.

      “That’s a bad sign.” I pushed the tap, filling a stein for bar guy.

      Kay shrugged. “Hey, I heard back from animal control about Bella.” Kay took a stool next to Rex.

      “Yeah?” He angled to the side so he could see both of us.

      Delight sashayed over to the beat of the music.

      “The family is out of the country in Canne, France.”

      “Ooh lala!” Delight fluffed her bouffant.

      “And they just left Bella here?” I asked, setting out coasters.

      “Bella ran away just before they took off for the summer. They couldn’t find her to do anything with her.”

      “That must have been heart-wrenching for them.” I pressed my fist into my chest, looking back toward my office where I’d left Twinkles snoring in his sofa nest.  “Can you imagine the devastation?”

      “I can, but this family not so much,” Kay said. “Apparently, they said that Bella was too wild for them, and they said that I could have her or I could take her to the pound.”

      “What?” I gasped. “That’s not the Bella I know.”

      “Maybe it was the people that was the problem,” Delight said. “An animal always senses how someone really is.”

      “True story,” a bar guy said as I put his beer in front of him.

      “So what are you thinking?” I poured a shot of Badge Bunny Booze and started on a vodka tonic.

      “Bella’s not very cat-like. She’s more like a dog. I mean, she has about ten commands that I was using on Twinkles, and she followed along. She’s very sweet. She’s good at cuddling. She and Twinkles are fast friends.”

      I put the drinks in front of the right patrons and sidled back to Kay. “Isn’t Terrence allergic to cats?”

      The bell over the bar door jingled.

      A regular, Amy Jambor, came into the bar.

      “Woot, Amy’s here,” another patron called out in greeting, flagging her over to the place next to him.

      Amy plopped down on the barstool then caught my eye. “I brought my buddy Twinkles a cardiac arrest burger.” She held up the bag that smelled like Heaven.

      “I’m sorry, Amy, that was so nice of you, but he can’t eat that now. He’s on a diet,” I said and set a coaster in front of her.

      Kay looked over at her. “I tried a diet once after I’d gone to Italy for a month.”

      “Pasta pounds?” Amy asked.

      “Cheese and gelato, I think.”

      “What kind of diet did you do?” bar guy asked.

      “Banana.”

      “What?” I stopped mid-pour.

      “Banana diet. I could have eight bananas a day and water.”

      “That’s nuts,” bar guy said.

      “No nuts.” Kay shook her head. “That might have helped. Only bananas.”

      “It sounds like some kind of monkey business,” bar guy said.

      “Oh, now right there.” Delight waggled her finger at Kay. “That sounds like a disaster in the making. Bananas? Only bananas? That would make your potassium levels go sky high. I bet you were shaking like a leaf.”

      “Yeah, like a banana leaf,” bar guy tried again. “And that doesn’t sound very appealing.”

      “Boo,” Kay pouted.

      “He beat you to the punch line,” I said, reaching for the bottle of red. “Sorry.”

      She moped as she watched me fill a wine glass for her.

      “Look.” I set the bottle back on the shelf and turned to Amy. “Please don’t give Twinkles snacks while I try to get his weight under control. The only snack he’s allowed to have is green beans.”

      “That’s not funny,” bar guy said.

      “I didn’t mean for it to be.” I moved down the row, checking on folks.

      “All this talk about food is making me hungry.” Amy unwrapped the burger she’d brought for Twinkles and took a bite. She turned to her friend sitting next to her. “Hey, do you know what the cheapest meat is?”

      Her friend lifted his stein. “Deer balls, they’re under a buck.”

      They clanked steins and chuckled.

      And so went the evening.

      After a couple of hours, I asked Kay if she’d hold down the fort. Twinkles usually needed a walk about now.

      “I can take him, BJ,” Rex said, sliding off his stool.

      “Thank you,” I called after him. Man, that man did good things for a T-shirt. I could not wait for closing to get here.

      “Uh, Slick, you want to come here for a second?” Rex called.

      Why yes. Yes, I did. I winked at Kay, and Kay stood up to take my place behind the counter.

      “Take your time,” she called after me.
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      I moved through my office door, and Rex stood there in the middle of the rug. Twinkles was not in his nesting place. I glanced around. “Where’s Twinkles?” I asked.

      “Borrowed,” Rex said and held out the paper to me.

      
        
        Hi BJ,

        When I came in from the alley, I noticed Twinkles was a little lonely. I thought he might enjoy an outing. He’s with me, no need to worry! I’ll have him back to you by closing.

        

      

      
        
        XOXO,

        Farrah

      

      

      “He’s been dognapped.” I gasped, sinking down to the sofa. “Twinkles was dognapped.”

      “Okay, we know who has him. This signature looks just like the signature on her FarrahMones bottle. Dognapping might be a stretch.”

      “Farrah stole my dog.” I pulled out my phone.

      “Are you calling the police?” Rex asked.

      “No, I’m, ah, Twinkles wears a tracker. Usually, it pings me when he moves out of range, but I had my phone on mute. I just want to see… Okay, she didn’t take it off of him. That’s a good thing. He’s heading west.”

      Rex held out his hand, and I gave him the phone.

      “Kay,” I called. Okay, shrieked.

      Kay came running.

      “Farrah stole Twinkles.” I pushed the note toward her. Kay read it with a scowl, then sidled over to Rex. “Are you finding him on the tracker? What in the world is that woman think—” Kay stopped mid-thought. She took my phone from Rex’s hand. She flipped her fingers around looking at the map. Then she doubled over laughing.

      “What?” I asked.

      She laughed harder.

      “What?”

      “Tonight is the full moon,” she gasped out.

      “Yeah…”

      “Luna and Tadger are set up for a picnic date tonight before Tadger does his full moon ride with his Uncle’s Police Pack.”

      “Yeah…”

      “Justice said that in the Chemistry computers she’d read that Luna had a fantasy to be mated with a shifter and that Tadger, who liked an alpha role in a relationship, would be a good match. Farrah matched them.”

      “No she didn’t. I was there when Luna and Tadger made their date.”

      “But didn’t you hear Tadger say weird things to her?” Kay adopted a deep voice, “’Under the full moon, I will make you mine,’ he’d said and then remember? He rubbed his nose against Luna’s then kissed her.”

      “Oh, yeah,” I said then stuck my tongue out. “That was really weird. But what’s that got to do with Twinkles?”

      “Okay, now think about Luna’s behavior. That’s always a bit off. But I think Luna thinks that Tadger is an actual shifter. And when he shifts…” Kay couldn’t speak through her laughter.

      I waited for her to gain some control.

      “When Tadger shifts, he becomes Twinkles. And now…”

      Another wait for her to be able to breathe.

      “She thinks I’m a shifter, too. But I become Bella.”

      I stilled as I thought through all the odd little turns of phrases Luna had used. I thought they had something to do with her connection to her work with ShifterCon. I thought it was perhaps the way someone from that community might talk. But yes, as I thought back on it, Tadger and Twinkles were never in the same room with Luna at the same time. And then she had seen Twinkles and Bella together. They left out the back door with Dick. Kay had wrapped her arm around Tadger’s and had walked proudly into the bar. Luna had raced back to my office. I processed through it all again.

      Nah.

      “You’re insane,” I said.

      “Okay,” she said. “Remember when Tadger said he had the double shift?”

      “Yes.”

      “Remember, you told me you found Luna looking into your empty office? I came in through the kitchen door with Twinkles and put him in your office.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then Tadger went to your office to change his clothes. Later, Twinkles woofed.”

      “Yes, and Twinkles had come in the back and Tadger had left out the back. So if she was completely out of her mind, she might think that Tadger had turned into Twinkles.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And you’re Bella?” I asked.

      “I was a late bloomer. And you were teaching me how to shift.”

      I covered my mouth. “That’s crazy!” Okay this explained all those odd little knowing looks that Kay had been shooting me these last few days.

      “Exactly. But, I bet Farrah is using that crazy to set this thing up.”

      “But why?” I asked. “Luna and Tadger don’t have money for fantasy dating services. Did you see how much Farrah charges?”

      “Maybe Farrah’s doing it as a gift since she and Luna are friends,” Rex suggested.

      “Does that make sense?”

      I glanced down at the app. It looked like they were in Shepherd’s Moon Hollow, which was where Farrah had her office in the farmhouse and was right across the creek from Tadger’s gazebo. “Oh no she didn’t steel Twinkles to be part of some weird shifter fantasy.” I was in full pissed-off mode. How dare she use my dog for some crazy scenario. Ewww. What exactly—nope, I wasn’t even going to try to imagine.

      I shook my head. “Tadger wouldn’t go along with that.” I’d like to think that I knew Tadger pretty well. “He wouldn’t want to bay at the moon to impress a girl.” I turned to Rex. “Would he?”

      “Men can go out of their way for someone they want to impress. But having met Tadger, and knowing you’ve had a life-long friendship, I can’t imagine him going along with taking Twinkles unless he thought Farrah had cleared it with you.”

      That was probably a reasonable assessment of Tadger.

      But I was going after Farrah.
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      “OUT! Everybody needs to slam their drinks and get out!” I peeled around the corner, using my arms to make big shooing motions as if I was herding the bar crowd toward the door.

      “What’s happening?” Delight asked as I pressed the button to stop the background music. The bar fell silent.

      “Farrah Mones stole Twinkles because Luna thinks Tadger is a shifter,” Kay said. “And Luna thinks that when he shifts, Tadger becomes Twinkles. Now Farrah’s helping to keep that delusion going.”

      There was a chorus of “WHAT?!”

      “Well, it’s our working theory.” I stepped in front of her. If she was wrong, I think there was some kind of libel or blasphemy code that might get us in trouble. “Conjecture. But it means that I need to go save my dog. So slam those drinks. Everyone’s tab is on me. Get out.”

      “Holy smokes,” Delight gasped. “Luna’s a nut. She’s a loony tune. She’s Luna-toon.”

      The problem for me wasn’t that Luna believed in the paranormal. The problem was that Twinkles was missing and could very well be in danger.

      “So this chick, Farrah, takes Twinkles and does what with him?” bar guy asked.

      I looked at Kay. Yeah, and does what with him?

      “I’d say she leads Twinkles to where Luna has set up the date picnic she arranged with Tadger,” Kay said. “And Farrah pushes Twinkles in the right direction. It’s food.” She turned toward me. “And you have him on a green bean diet. He’s hungry.”

      “Yeah.” The crowd nodded.

      “If she had a cardiac arrest burger,” Delight said, “like those you forbid, nothing would keep him away.”

      “Okay, then what?” bar guy asked.

      “That I don’t know,” Kay said.

      “That,” Delight said, “I have to see.”

      “We want to see it!” the bar crowd called out.

      “All twenty of us are not going to go, no. But you all have to go. Slam your drinks. Everyone out.”

      “You kicked us out last night when Kay was pulling off her clothes like a stripper.”

      “Right, you got a show last night. Family emergency. Tonight, it’s just free drinks. Down the hatch ladies and gents and get out.”

      “Woot! Kicked out with free drinks twice in a row,” one of the bar regulars said, walking to the door. “I love this place. Free drinks, and I go home early, so I don’t piss off the missus.”

      As the empty glasses hit the table and people started out the door, I jerked my phone from my back pocket, swiped in my passcode and tapped on the app.

      Bingo.

      Sure enough. “He’s in the Hollow.” I turned to Rex. “I’m heading over there now. Do you want to come? Because we’re going to be breaking some trespassing laws and if it comes to it, maybe even a licking assault, but not with my tongue.”

      Rex had a glimmer in his eye. “I missed seeing you give mouth to mouth with the goat. And that’ll be the talk of the Armadillo for the next three generations. I’m not about to miss this one.”

      “Service goat,” I said. “I don’t just blow any old goat.”

      “Noted,” Rex said. “Also noted, you don’t lick just any old Dick. Capital D.”

      “Little d, too.” Untying my apron, I tossed it next to the cash register.

      “I’m going,” Delight said. “What car are we taking?”

      “I don’t have my keys back from your dad,” Kay said. “He said I have to come for dinner Sunday and that ‘we need to talk.’”

      “If you see Kay shift,” I told Delight, “then you’d know how appreciative you are right now.” I looked out the window. “My Mini Cooper is too small for four people and a Twinkles.”

      “I got my dance van,” Delight said as she hustled to the door.

      We fell in behind her. “What’s a dance van?” Kay asked.

      “It’s the one I take to competitions, see? It’s got my makeup and costumes. Everything I might need.”

      I pushed the last of my patrons out the door ahead of me.

      “Good luck with your dog. See tomorrow night.”

      Twinkles wasn’t just a dog, he was family.
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      The van wasn’t one to miss. Neon green with a pink strip of lighting on the side, and a license plate that read: QueenD.

      We piled in. I was in the front with my tracking app open.

      Kay, and then Rex, climbed into the second row of seating.

      I swiveled around to take in the swirls of color and the bright glitter of sequins behind them. The back was a proper dressing room, with a vanity and all. There hung a variety of Las Vegas worthy boas, glitz, and drag queen glamor.

      “Wow.” Was all I could say.

      “I know. I like to feel like a queen all the times.” She turned the key in the ignition. “Normally, I keep this for my competitions. But my car’s in the shop. Seatbelts.” She didn’t wait for the clicks before she peeled out of her spot.

      “Where are they?” Kay asked.

      “It looks like she’s stopping. She looks like she might be on or near Tadger’s property. They set the date for seven. So I’m guessing that Luna is already in place, spreading out her blanket. It’s been a while since I was down in that creek. But I think that Farrah might be waiting for a certain time or something, because they’re not moving.

      “Let me see,” Kay said, leaning forward.

      I handed back the phone.

      “That’s across the street in the Mallory’s driveway. They’re using that property for hunting now. Terrance was out there with Jason last fall.”

      “Will we get there in time to catch her?” Delight asked, her foot becoming more leaden as we took the rolling hills like a rollercoaster ride.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Rex pulling his safety belt a little tighter.

      Not a bad idea. I reached for mine to give it a tug.

      “Not the farm where Chemistry is housed then?” he asked.

      “The farm’s not far, I’d say the blue barn is half a football field away, but it’s through the woods. I can’t imagine Farrah stumbling through the woods with a dog on a lead.”

      “Ticks, the blood suckers, will get you,” Delight said.

      We zoomed around the bends, the sharp turns, and down the winding road in the area known as the Hollow.

      “What’s the plan?” Rex asked. “If Kay is right about what’s going on then Tadger is playing sex games with Luna.”

      “I don’t care about that, but I will get Twinkles back.”

      I pointed at the Mallory’s driveway. I had watched the Twinkles tracker icon moving into the woods, and now it was holding in one place. There were no other cars here in the drive. I tapped my phone’s screen to mark where we left the car. I tapped again to mark the next stop where Twinkles seemed to have come to a standstill.

      “Do you think Farrah just brought him here, dropped him, and took off?” Rex asked as we climbed from the car.

      I held out my phone with the map. “That’s what my imagination is saying happened. And if that’s true, we just missed Farrah. She didn’t pass us on the road. No one did. I’m guessing that she went to Chemistry after she dropped Twinkles off. She said that she’d bring Twinkles back to me by the time I closed. So if Kay’s right, I’d think that Tadger would have to get Twinkles to Farrah, and Farrah would make the drive. Now, I wonder why she thinks I’m not going to call the police on her?” I adjusted myself so my arrow lined up with Twinkles’ blue dot and I started forward, the gang following along.

      “Good question,” Delight said. “If she thinks you’re a good sport when it comes to Twinkles, she doesn’t know the relationship you two have. Now, I’m not saying that Twinkles couldn’t be bribed away from you by a fat juicy burger, see. But I’ve seen you in Mama Bear mode. Anyone who knows you would’ve warned her away from this plan.”

      “Tadger,” I said.

      “Yeah, I’m sure she lied to him,” Kay said. “Now the why of it all. That’s what I want to know.”

      We fell silent.

      The closer we got the quieter came our footfalls.

      I wanted Twinkles back. And I also didn’t want to walk into Tadger’s claiming ritual. I held out my hand to stop us.

      “I’m so glad you like it.” That was Luna’s voice.

      “You want more don’t you? You like that?”

      I turned to Kay who was making a stink face.

      I crouched down and made my way around a rhododendron to a rock outcropping, laid on my belly, and budged up so just my eyes cleared the top.

      There, not ten feet from me, was the gazebo. It was painted white and was covered with honeysuckle vines. Romantic as always, nestled into the trees with a babbling creek off to the side. Luna had what looked like an oriental rug draped over what I guessed was a blowup mattress. Bejeweled throw pillows nestled in piles. On the side was an open picnic basket. She was in a white dress, the wide skirt arranged around her like she was the heroine in a fairy tale painting. A red flower tucked behind her ear.

      Luna held something out to Twinkles, and he was scarfing it down.

      Twinkles turned my way.

      Then he turned his head upstream.

      I saw movement and ducked down, feeling like a voyeur.

      After a moment, I pushed back into place. I could swear that I saw two figures slide into a line of bushes. I was waiting for the moment when Tadger came into view then I was going to pounce on him and give him a piece of my mind. But I wanted Tadger to get there. Why would Tadger come here with someone else? This wasn’t making much sense.

      A bell rang and Luna lifted her phone.

      Her voice was filled with excitement. “It’s time!” She reached into her basket and pulled out a white scarf that she tied around her eyes. “I’ll be here and ready after you’ve made your shift. I’m ready to be yours.” She laid back. “Claim me!”

      Her hand stretched out and she tapped her phone. Suddenly the air was filled with loud music, ethereal and swirling.

      Too loud for me to call past.

      I turned a look of horror toward the others who were squatting beside me. Kay had her hand over her mouth and tears in her eyes. Delight looked like she swallowed bad milk. And Rex was grinning my way.

      Yeah, it was ridiculous.

      I turned back just as Tadger stepped out from behind a tree on the opposite side of the creek.

      Hey, wait. If Tadger was downstream, and downwind, who was it that Twinkles smelled up the other way? And why were there two of them?

      What in the heck was going on?

      Now that Tadger was here, I meant to find out.

      I stood up and realized that in front of the rock was a drop-off. Too steep to take. We’d have to find another way to get to Twinkles.

      Tadger held up some bacon.

      Twinkles shot a look my way, then lopped off toward Tadger.

      Of course he did—the glutton.

      I watched as Tadger snapped the lead in place and took off at a jog.

      “Hey!” I called out, knowing no one would hear me.

      I scrambled down and ran around the boulder to see if there was an easy way down.

      None.

      I looked down at the app. Twinkles was moving parallel to the road toward the farm.

      Good! Maybe I’d find Farrah and Tadger at the same time.

      “The lesson here is that you have to let your dog eat,” Kay said. “He is truly chasing meat like Tadger is chasing well, you know.”

      “I’m going to give Tadger a piece of my mind!” I held up my phone and showed them where we could find Twinkles

      “We can’t leave her alone, blindfolded in the woods,” Kay said.

      I was about to say that we were on Tadger’s family property, that she was safe, but then I remembered that I thought I saw two men slide into the shadows of the foliage. I could be mistaken. But was I willing to risk Luna’s safety?

      I cupped my mouth and yelled. “Luna! Hey, Luna!”

      The breeze picked up my voice and carried it up the hillside.

      “I’ll go down and tell her to take the blindfold off,” I said.

      But then Tadger crossed the stream naked.

      And apparently pretty excited by this scenario.

      Huh. Wow.

      I looked down at the app and Twinkles was heading in a straight line toward the farm. Tadger probably handed him off to Farrah.

      All four of us were peeking over the rocks to see what happened next. It was like driving by the scene of an accident: part horror, part curiosity, part ‘there but for the grace of God go I’.

      Tadger turned off the music.

      Rex cleared his throat and turned his back. “Um, ladies, we might want to give them some privacy.” He started walking back toward Delight’s van.

      Delight licked her lips. “Mmm mmm mm.”

      “Shh, before he hears,” Kay said.

      Tadger sat on his knees and licked Luna’s cheek, once then twice, and she stirred.

      On the third lick, she said, “Twinkles? Oh my, I must be moonstruck, I was in a daze. You’re kissing me awake in the woods just like I’m Snow White. “

      “Here I am, my Luna. I’ve come to claim you as my own.” He pulled off her scarf.

      She sucked in a gasp of air. “Tadger. My Tadger. My Alpha. I’m Yours. Do with me what you will.”

      “All right I’m out of here.” I peeled off and started after Rex.

      Delight and Kay came crashing through the woods behind me. Rex was sitting on a rock, waiting for us.

      “What are we doing now?” Delight asked.

      “It’s hot out here, and Twinkles has black fur. I need to make sure he’s okay. Since Tadger showed up without clothes, I think I’ll skip the confrontation for right now.” I looked at my app. “It looks like he’s come to a stop again. He’s just up the road. I think we can cut across this bend, and we should find him. And hopefully, Farrah, too.”
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      “How do they do that in the books?” Delight asked. “I’m thinking doggy style.”

      “No,” Kay said, “usually the Alpha pees on his destiny.”

      “Yeah, no, I can miss that. Golden showers aren’t my thing, if you see what I’m sayin’.” Delight lifted her feet high in her Lucite platform shoes as we wended our way through the woods.

      Up ahead I spotted Tadger’s K-9 unit—the K-9 unit that has the auto air-conditioning to protect the dogs—parked just on the other side of the tree line. Over to the right, I could just make out the blue barn—a landmark in this area.

      Yup, I was going to go give Farrah a piece of my mind. And when Tadger came up for air, I’d give him a piece of my mind, too.

      Across the thin blue line, the police policed themselves. Did Tadger think I wouldn’t tell Dick and Connor, and, say, every other officer who came through the doors of my cop bar that he’d dognapped Twinkles to play shifter? I mean if he thought I’d let him get away with this just because we’ve been friends, he has another thing coming to him.

      I popped the door open and rubbed Twinkles behind the ears.

      He looked perfectly content. And why wouldn’t he? He’d been with people who knew, people who had fed him yummy things.

      But I was ticked!

      I grabbed Tadger’s notebook and wrote a note:

      
        
        Hey Alpha doggy,

        You dognapped my Twinkles. That’s uncool. Seriously. There is hell to pay.

        

      

      “He’s okay?” Rex asked.

      “He’s perfectly fine. I’m the one who’s hurt by this.”

      Rex looked down at the notebook. “Let’s get him home. What does the app say about the van?”

      “It’s a mile and a half up the road. That’s a good thirty-minute walk.”

      Rex and I both looked down at Delight’s Lucite platforms. She’d never complain, but they had to be hurting her.

      “I’d take his car,” I said. “But I’d rather he be the only bad guy in this scenario. And I’d rather not go to jail for stealing a cop car.”

      “How about I jog up and get the car and meet you back here in a little bit?” Rex asked. “The air conditioning’s on, you all can sit in Tadger’s car. I’ll be back soon.”

      “I’m sorry about all this. The dead body, and the shifter in the woods saga…”

      “Are you kidding me? I expected this and worse.” Rex dropped a kiss on my lips. “You have that reputation.”

      “Worse?”

      “You haven’t given mouth to mouth to any farm animals, yet.”

      “Yet?”

      He grinned as he took off at a jog.

      “Mmm mmm mmm,” Delight said. “That is one fine specimen of a man.”

      I couldn’t say that I disagreed.

      Just as Rex rounded out of sight, Twinkles’ nose went up in the air. He was sniffing hard. I wonder if Tadger had left bacon in the car.

      Twinkles hackles raised and a deep growl swelled from his chest.

      My skin prickled over with fear.

      Before I could call Rex back, Twinkles leaped past me out of the car.

      He wasn’t wearing a lead for me to grab. I saw it there on the seat. Snatching it up, I took off running after him. I knew Kay would follow right behind. I hoped Delight had the wherewithal to hang tight at the car and call Rex.

      I swiveled my head. Nope, she didn’t have the wherewithal to hang with the car, but darn, that woman could run in her heels. I mean, she was right there alongside Kay and me. Huh. Maybe I needed to get to the gym more often. Maybe it wasn’t so much that Delight was speedy as it was that Kay and I might be getting slower.

      With that, I pushed my bellybutton, my childhood speed accelerating button, and poured on the power.

      I only slowed when I came across Twinkles sniffing around the back of the blue barn.

      I walked up to him as if nothing were going on, holding the lead down by my side where he wouldn’t see it.

      Normally, Twinkles put up with the lead because he knew it was part of the Jamesburg law. If he didn’t have it on, I could get in trouble, and he could get a ticket to doggy jail.

      His tolerance wasn’t big outside of city limits.

      I was all the way up to him, bending down, when I heard a ding. “That’s the boss. The detective’s here. Dick—perfect name to put on the DVD.  His car just pulled up.”

      “Short sticks stink. Dan and Rob got the better gig filming Luna and Tadger.”

      “Self-preservation, my man. We either stop the investigation, or we go to jail. I’d say cut town, but Farrah just set me up with this wicked little minx.”

      “From ShifterCon?”

      “Different fantasy. I’m not giving you any more information. Personal information can be used in nefarious ways, as we’ve been learning.”

      “You have fun at ShifterCon?”

      “I followed those three around the whole time. They are a walking catastrophe, especially the one done up like a pink lion. The kitty cat was cute. I would have appreciated getting a cat bath from her. But the stamp didn’t work while they were there.”

      Three? Catastrophe? Stamp? I called my home number and held out my phone to put this on my voice mail.

      “Yeah, the film from the bar isn’t going to be helpful. The cat girl just looked like she was on a date with Dick and had one too many. Besides, the one we needed to be affected was the BJ girl.”

      BJ? Girl?

      “It would have been helpful. Do you have that boom ready? Farrah’s in my ear saying she’s getting them settled in. Flip on the still camera.”

      I scowled over at Kay.

      Kay stared wide-eyed back to me.

      Delight lay on her back in the shade, fanning her face.

      “She’s using the stamp pad again. Farrah poured the rest of the bad batch onto it for those girls. Why she thinks that BJ has control over what the police do and do not investigate, I have no idea.”

      “I think it was more an idea of being able to plant false evidence and stay in the loop on the licker investigations. That camera’s not in focus. Hand me the computer.”

      “The stamp didn’t work on the girls, though. Not very well, anyway. How is it going to work now?”

      “Not my department. Ha! Look at this. Dan is sending me over some Tadger and Luna footage. That girl is wacked out of her mind. I almost feel sorry for this guy. He has no idea what’s coming up the pike his way. Farrah’s gonna be a picnic compared to Luna.”

      “Let me see.”

      “Luna’s gonna make that guy’s life miserable. She’s bat shit crazy and really truly believes that Tadger shifts to become Twinkles. Want to hear something even crazier? She thinks that Kay girl—the  one dressed up like the kitten at ShifterCon—actually shifts to become a cat.”
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      My mind whirled at a reckless speed as I processed through the situation.

      The Dick they mentioned must be my friend Dick. There are no other Detectives named Dick on the force and no other Richard’s either. Very few people besides me and Kay called Richard Dick.

      But I introduced Farrah and Dick, so she knew him by that name.

      I introduced them.

      I was responsible for getting him mixed up in this.

      I had to do something to get everyone out of here safely.

      Dick liked Farrah—more than I had seen him like a woman in a very long time. He would trust her.

      Trusting her put him in danger.

      I had heard two male voices. But they’d mentioned two others. And there could be others around here that had nefarious schemes that I didn’t know about yet.

      Good dog, Twinkles. I rubbed his ears.

      I’d get him a reward burger when we got home. And I’d figure out a different way to get the excess weight off him, rather than give him green beans. Green beans obviously put him in danger’s way. Getting dognapped and what have you.

      I’d figure it out later. Once we were all safe and sound.

      But right now, my focus was on getting Dick out of here. Whatever they had planned had something to do with getting him drugged with a hallucinogen.

      I wasn’t going to let that happen.

      Running into the fray wasn’t the way to handle it. I grew up in a world filled with first responders. The mantra is you can’t help the victim if you become a victim, too.

      This might take some time to process through, but obviously there was a scheme afoot, and it included getting some control over Tadger, Dick, and me.

      I was the one who was supposed to be hospitalized not Kay.

      Guilt slid up my spine.

      But wait, they thought that all three of us would have a reaction.

      They said stamp.

      Kay and I were holding eye contact and mind-melding. I knew that we were on the same page when she leaned forward and whispered, “I had a tequila shot and licked where the stamp was when I was getting my dose of salt.”

      I stilled and thought that through.

      When we arrived at the ShifterCon, the ticket taker seemed to recognize us. We had a special pad from under the shelf to get our entry stamp. That seemed to work in my mind. But the formula hadn’t been absorbed the way they anticipated. Kay had ingested it when she licked it off her hand.

      What was it?

      The men had said it was a bad batch.

      I texted Kay so we wouldn’t be overheard: We need help.

      Kay: No kidding. Tadger and Dick, though. Should we call the police? This might affect their job. Poor judgment and all.

      Me: My dad?

      Me: Not my dad. He’d have to file a report and we’re already scheduled for a talking to at Sunday dinner.

      Kay: Tadger isn’t drugged, right?

      Me: You think he’d answer his phone right now? What about his uncle? He and The Pack are supposed to be meeting at Tadger’s house for their ride.

      Of course, there was Rex, but I had no idea if these guys had weapons. We needed cops. Okay, Virginia cops.

      Kay nodded at me.

      I pulled up my contacts, scrolled to Remus and typed: EMERGENCY! Text me immediately.

      Kay smacked me as they started talking again.

      I put my ear to the barn wall.

      “Here they come. Farrah looks nice.”

      “Make sure the camera doesn’t catch her face. Try to get her waist down.”

      “Yup here’s Dick. Good luck, buddy.”

      “How’s the sound?”

      I wrapped my hand on Twinkles’s collar.

      Twinkles looked back at me, and I put my finger to my lips. I dialed my home phone, again, to tape.

      I had missed something while I moved around because the voice was saying, “Hard to tell. Too bad the mining princess lost her mind and hit him with her car. We almost got two birds with one stone.”

      “She can’t rat on us. She’s dead.”

      “You think the cops aren’t following up on that? Think of the pressures from her family.”

      “They won’t find anything. They can’t trace it. Just settle yourself down. We’ll get the tape of this guy, and that’ll give us peace of mind. We’ll have to edit. Farrah just bent into the frame.”

      “I’m not a moron.”

      “She’s feeding him strawberries. How romantic.” He chuckled. “I’m afraid to open my mouth around Farrah. I don’t want to get that into my system and have some crazy video made of me.”

      “They didn’t have to give it to Tadger. He’s just out in the woods howling at the moon of his own volition.”

      Kay and I looked at each other and wrinkled our noses.

      Kay waggled her finger at me, and we crouch walked around the side of the barn.

      Delight was still resting in the shade.

      Twinkles was doing his best GI Doggy impression, low crawling on his belly.

      There was Farrrah, dressed like the farmer’s daughter, sitting on a circle of strewn hay.

      I’d played farmer’s daughter once, and a roll in the hay definitely wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. It was scratchy and itchy in all the wrong places. Just sayin’.

      Dick was dressed in a pair of jeans and a white t-shirt, a straw cowboy hat on his head. He pulled the hat off and fanned his face, then reached for the bottom of his t-shirt and pulled it off.

      “Time to go, girls,” Kay said. “Let’s leave the man to his privacy.”

      I grabbed at her arm. “That’s what you did before you started licking Dick’s head. She got the drug into him already.”

      “I don’t like you,” Dick said, his face turning red.

      “What?” Farrah pushed back a little.

      “You’re up to something.” His nostrils flared.

      “What’s going on Dick?” She looked toward the barn.

      “I think you’re hurting people.” He jumped up.

      Okay, it was just a split second that my eye wandered over his body and took in his tight hips and how nice those jeans fit, and the chiseled abs, then I was lucid again.

      Dick lifted his hands to the sides of his head, sticking out his fingers. His foot pawing at the ground.

      Farrah jumped up. “Oh no!”

      Dick bent in two and started toward Farrah looking like a bull in the ring.

      “Help!” Farrah screamed as she ran to get the bell post between her and the raging Dick.

      “Help me!” Farrah yelled toward the barn. “I’m not acting. I need help!” She picked up her red skirt and shook it at Dick. “Shoo! ¡Olé! Git!”

      Dick was pawing at the ground, kicking up dirt.

      Twinkles was panting with excitement.

      Kay and I stood there, bug-eyed.

      Kay leaned in. “He got half-naked, but he’s not licking her.”

      “He doesn’t seem to be feeling what you did after you were drugged. He looks angry.”

      “You mean hangry. It’s all the alfalfa she’s been feeding him. That’s what happens when you keep a man from touching his meat.”

      Suddenly, Dick dashed forward.

      Farrah took off toward the woods. “Help!” she screamed.

      Three men came sprinting out of the barn chasing Dick.

      Okay, so not two. I wondered how many more men would show up.

      Kay, Twinkles, and I chased behind them. I spotted an ink pad next to a dish of strawberries and slowed long enough to scoop it up and slide it into my back pocket.

      I quick dialed Remus. Gasped out the situation. Remus assured me he was right behind us. He’d be there. I was supposed to try to keep an eye on Dick. We didn’t want another Sarah Elizabeth situation.

      Sarah Elizabeth died.

      Shit.

      Agh! Kay grabbed me as my foot went in a hole.

      I was following the red splash of fabric that made Farrah easy to spot. She was pretty fast, running barefoot through the woods. Dick was slower, running bent over, with his make-believe horns up and what looked like a big nosedive in his normal coordination.

      But he wasn’t letting up.
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      In the distance, a howl went up into the night.

      Twinkles stopped long enough to give a response bark.

      That must have been Tadger. If we could hear him, he could hear us.

      As if choreographed Kay, Twinkles, and I pivoted and ran toward the howl.

      “Tadger, Tadger,” we screamed one after the other, waving our arms in hopes he’d see us from the tree line. “Help!” That came from us.

      But right after, “Help!” that came from Farrah. Dick was almost up to her now.

      Tadger burst into sight, completely naked, and still in a state of happy.

      Wood in the woods seemed a dangerous combination. But he’d know how to sort that.

      Two men with cameras popped out from behind the bush, their heads on a swivel as they tried to understand the situation.

      Behind Tadger, more men rushed forward.

      We were surrounded! Overrun by bad guys! But as this new swarm came closer, in the dim light, I could see it was The Pack with Remus in the lead.

      Errrrch!

      Farrah and her five guys pivoted on the spot and headed back toward the blue barn.

      We gave chase.

      “Stop right there, police!” Remus called out as The Pack circled down to surround them.

      Farrah was hard to conceal even in the waning light with her bright colored skirt. She thought she was being slick climbing up on the tractor, over to the farm equipment, and sliding into the chute.

      Delight must have been hiding behind the side of the barn, because as soon as Farrah slipped out of sight, Delight raced forward and hit a switch.

      Shriek. Buzz. Thump.

      I had no idea what kind of machine that was or what it would do to Farrah.

      What had Delight done?

      Kay and I ran her way only swiveling at the sound of an engine racing. Into the fray came the lime green queen van with the blinking pink lighting.

      “What have you done?” I screamed over the noise to Delight.

      “I’m catching me a bad guy, if you know what I’m sayin’.”

      A scream and a whoomph sounded at the other end, and I sidestepped down to watch Farrah shoot out the end, trapped in the center of a tightly roped hay bale.

      I reached over to high-five Delight.

      “I grew up in Denial, Texas. A girl learns how to make bale.”

      Tadger was walking out of the tree line. He had his jeans on now. He had a hand on Dick’s shoulder as they came forward.

      Dick was walking upright. Mostly coordinated.

      A siren sounded in the distance, telling me someone had called the paramedics in and probably back up.

      The bad guys were on their knees in a ring of five men, their fingers laced and resting on their heads.

      We watched as Luna made a bee-line across the field toward Tadger.

      Remus grabbed her by the wrist.

      “Hey, hey, hey,” Tadger yelled. “Has Luna broken any laws?”

      “She’s mixed up in this somehow. We need to take her to the station while we figure this out.”

      Luna looked up at Tadger with reverence. “Tadger?”

      “Don’t worry,” he growled. “You’re mine.”

      “Who wants to talk?” Remus asked.

      The one who I recognized to have held the boom mic raised his hands. “It was all her fault.” He pointed at Farrah.

      Farrah was still in her bale with Delight sitting on her like she was a bench, fixing her Lucite platform shoe.

      “We were hired to help her produce films. It was supposed to be easy money. I mean, we didn’t know she was doing anything illegal. She showed us that she had contracts.”

      “Go on,” Remus said.

      “She has a drug that removes inhibitions. She puts folks into their fantasies, and they do their thing. Later we discovered that it wasn’t taping them for a special memory but taping them for blackmail—rich folks, prominent folks. By the time we realized, we were pretty involved, and Farrah told us that if she went down, she was taking all of us with her.”

      “The officers aren’t rich or prominent.”

      “Farrah made a bad batch. It made people, who got hold of it, crazy. They were licking strangers and running wild.”

      “Like Sarah Elizabeth did.”Remus squinted at him.

      “Right, we were going to make a tape with Sarah Elizabeth, but after she went nuts, she got away from us. We’d already drawn police attention with the crazy lickers. Then when Sarah Elizabeth saw the wolf motorcycle and took off in her car, she died. Poor thing.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Kay asked aloud. “Farrah was behind the Licker?”

      “You must have been pretty far into the investigation if Remus was that close to Sarah Elizabeth,” I said.

      Remus looked over at me. “A 9-1-1 call that someone had been licked, and I was closest, responding from our investigatory team.”

      At this point, Dad and his team jumped down from the just arrived fire truck. The paramedic was working on Dick. He spun his head to call over to Remus. “His vitals are stable. The drug is leaving his system. We’ll take him in for a thorough check.”

      “How are you feeling, Dick?” Remus called.

      “Bullish. Thanks, BJ. Thanks, Kay.”

      “And what about me? You aren’t gonna thank the Delight? I’m the one who made her bale.”

      “And thanks to you, too, Delight.”

      Rex was standing next to me with his arm circling my waist. “Isn’t this the point where Farrah calls out, ‘and I would have escaped scot-free if it weren’t for Slick and her crew?”

      “Don’t forget Twinkles! Another day, another bad guy.” I reached over to grab his arm and looked at his watch. “Let’s go back to my place. I have some good-byes to tell you. If we start now, I might just finish them by the time your limo arrives in the morning.”
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