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Chapter 1 – Perimeter Breach

	Damn, how had this happened? I could hear squads converging from all sides as I dashed along the side of the building. Most of the occupants of the structure had already been detained inside. The building was on Black Alert lockdown.

	My flashlight weaved across the concrete walk in front of me, other beams converging on my location. I made the hand signal, and the others started to fan out as I skidded around the corner along the chain link fence that circled the perimeter of the small recreation yard.

	I could hear my own pulse thundering in my ears with each footfall. I called out, “Headcount, now!” As I slowed and examined the perimeter fencing carefully, a foot at a time. It didn't help that the lighting was so dim in the compound this late at night, it had never been an issue before.

	A voice came over my earpiece. “Twenty-two. I repeat two two.”

	I growled as I reached the corner to find part of the chain link had been cut and pulled aside as I called out, “Units Alpha and Bravo, this is Mother Wolf, we have two in the wind. I repeat, two escapees in the wind.”

	The immediate responses were “Roger Mother Wolf, Alpha has right flank.” Then another voice, “Roger, Bravo has left.”

	I crouched and pulled a spool of baling wire and a pair of pliers from my go-bag and started on a temporary fix to the fencing as I pulled it tight together, sealing the breach.

	All the time, my eyes were scanning the darkness out there, knowing that we had two fugitives on the... wha? Military? Prisoners? Oh, no no no. Let me introduce myself. The name's Finnegan Temperance May, dog walker extraordinaire, at your service. No really, at your service, if you have a dog in need of walking, you can book me on my website at FinneganWalks.com.

	My mother asked from beside me as she held a flashlight for me, “Fin dear. It's a little chilly out tonight. I'm going to head back up to my apartment and tuck little Killer in with Puddles. Let me know if you find the missing dogs.”

	She kissed my cheek and turned to go back inside and up to her apartment on the second floor, above Central Park Tails, my dog rescue here in New York, just outside of Central Park.

	I nodded, the grim look of determination and worry slipping from my face as I waved, “K. Night mom, love you.”

	She said as she patted the head of the adorable Yorkshire Terrier in her shoulder bag as she went, “Love you too Tempe.”

	My mom loves me, so there. I smiled then my smile turned into a scowl of worry again. Someone went through a lot of trouble to break into the rescue so the night staff wouldn't see them. But they left the dog door open when they left, and it was chaos in the play yard until it was noticed by the night staff.

	I was called in as they wrangled the dogs back inside. I left a message for my wife, Detective Jane McLeary about the break-in, but she was on stakeout halfway across town to catch an armed robbery suspect. She messaged back to make sure I... and everyone else was ok, and that she would send a car.

	My pet Border Collie took advantage of me being down at his level and gave me a big ol' wet slurp upside my cheek. I smiled at him. “Opportunistic boy.” He was such a cutie with his thief of hearts style black mask of fur over the white fur of his face.

	I told him, “I know, I'm worried about them too, but we have our best out tracking them now.”

	I had rushed out of our place, barely taking the time to get into a nice solid black sundress with its broad white, lapel-like collar and sash and some black cross-trainers in case I had to run. My oversize leather jacket, which I had stolen from my personal Detective, fought off the midnight chill in the autumn air.

	I was a little surprised to find that when I had arrived here ten minutes ago to organize the perimeter search with the rest of the staff and volunteers whom I had called in on the walk over, that I had beat the patrol car. But I'm not one to let moss grow under me.

	I'm glad of one thing tonight, that Jess and Kerry were still off on their honeymoon, or their overprotective amazon butts would have been fretting over this like I had somehow attracted it to me. But contrary to popular belief; and when I say popular, I mean thousands of people; I am not a magnet for trouble. I'm not. What's with that look on your face? I'm not! Shut up.

	I absently wondered what thrill-seeking activities they had done down in the Caribbean today. Probably something completely tame and laid back like bungee jumping from a moving helicopter through flaming hoops into a raging stampede. What? Don't look at me like that, them girls be crazy. They had sent me selfies of them hang gliding from the peak of a volcanic caldera yesterday, what sane person does that? A piece of fabric between you and a plummeting fall that would end in a violent stop? Seriously, who does that?

	Actually. Technically, it was supposed to be me doing those monumentally dangerous things with Jane, or more realistically she'd be trying to coax me into them. But she hadn't known my paralyzing fear of planes. Sure she'd heard me tease the girls about it whenever they tried to get me to go on a helicopter ride with Kerry piloting. But she hadn't yet learned that it is the most terrifying thing on this planet that I can imagine. And this is from a girl who has been kidnapped, beat, stabbed, and chased by bad guys more times than any dog walker ever ought.

	So Jane got the tickets transferred to our best friends, and we re-booked to a more Finnegan approved location. Read, car or train distance from home.

	I stood and inspected my handiwork, smiled at it, then took off the latex gloves and placed them in a baggie I had labeled 'miscellaneous waste' for later disposal. I tucked it away into my go bag and said to my handsome boy, “Shall we go sound the all clear and see who's missing, boy?”

	His swishing tail and big goofy doggie grin indicated he agreed as his tongue lolled to one side. I stooped to absently pick up the leash he dragged behind him as he trotted beside me in his working dog bib.

	I called over the shelter's walkie talkies as I unplugged the earpiece and wrapped it around the unit. “Perimeter secure, cancel Black Alert.”

	“Roger, Black Alert canceled.”

	I hesitated at the front doors that were set up like a vestibule, or airlock, where only one set of the doors could be open at once to prevent escaped dogs. A police unit running on silent pulled up and parked half on the road and half on the wide sidewalk and turned their strobing blue and white lights on.

	I had to grin at the uniformed men getting out of the car, yawning and stretching. Of course it would be them. I heard rumors at the station that Jane makes sure they are on night duty any time she has to be out on a case overnight. She trusts them to watch out for me. As much as I love them, I doubt they appreciate midnight babysitting duty.

	I called to them as I waited at the door while I let go of the leash so Calvin could run up to them excitedly to greet them, “Jorge, Kennedy.”

	Jorge winked my way as he crouched to give Calvin some good side thumps. “Fin, Cal. What mischief are we arrest... I mean seeing you about tonight?”

	Kennedy snorted. I pointed at the silver-haired cop. “Hey now, behave or you won't get any of the emergency cookies I packed for the... well, for the emergency.”

	The old beat cop's eyes twinkled in mirth as he tipped his hat to me. “Miss May. Perish the thought.” Then his eyes widened as he asked with hope in his tone, “Snickerdoodles?”

	I smiled coyly as I waved my card at the security plate and the door buzzed open while I corrected, “That's McLeary-May now.” I held the door for the men as they hustled to join me inside, Calvin showing them the way. Officer Jorge Garcia stood right next to me, the handsome Latino still looked like a fresh-faced boy to me. But we had to be about the same age. I rolled my eyes as he tried to look into my go bag from his vantage point with just his eyes as he feigned looking forward.

	We stepped into the chaos of barking and whining dogs in various states, from confused whining to excited barking, to stressed whimpering, as the staff tried to settle them all down from the excitement of the break-in.

	I sighed, smoothed out my skirt, then reached into my bag and pulled out the Tupperware labeled 'Emergency Snickerdoodles' and handed them to Jorge. Then I brought two fingers gingerly to my lips and let out a high pitched screeching whistle that had both humans and canines alike silencing as they turned to look at me. Ooo I had them all trained well.

	Now, why can't I train my jerk cop to sort her clothes into the proper piles before I wash them?

	I looked around and said to the newcomers, “It seems we had a break in tonight.”

	The officers exchanged odd looks, confused as I was as to why someone would break into a dog shelter in the middle of the night. Their thoughts went where mine had so I stopped that concern. “All the drugs in the veterinarian's office are locked up and accounted for. We don't have any adoption fee cash or donations we collect during the day on the premises. I found where they cut through the back fences to get to the dog doors, where they forced one open.”

	Jorge stopped writing on his pad as Kennedy looked up. I knew that he was actually using an electronic tablet under the leather cover of his. The old cop asked, “Nothing was missing?”

	I shook my head. “The dogs got out in the yards, and two are missing. Hang on...”

	I picked up the walkie talkie. “Units Alpha and Bravo, this is Mother Wolf, status?”

	“This is Alpha, we have acquired primary target.”

	“Mother Wolf, Bravo has eyes on secondary, acquisition eminent.”

	I nodded in pride and said, “Well done teams. We'll see you back at point Delta... we have cookies. Mother Wolf out.”

	I looked at the smug looking uniformed officers and warned them, “You say one word, and it's no cookies for you.” They were smart enough not to say a word. Good to know it is still easiest to bribe a man through his stomach. I shared as I indicated the walkie talkie as I slipped it next to the others on a row of battery chargers by the main desk at the entrance. “Not even a stolen dog.” Then before they accused, I grumbled, “No, that wasn't a Broken Leash. Just employees and volunteers of the shelter.”

	They didn't need to know that the next step in the Code Black procedure if we couldn't locate the dogs was to send out a Broken Leash on the dog walker's network. Something the police have mixed feelings about. Mostly negative feelings.

	I shrugged at them and asked, “Maybe Ralph scared them off when doing his rounds?”

	Ralph, who was covering Kayleigh's shift tonight, offered as he looked sheepish while he held a finger up to offer, “And by making my rounds, she means diligently checking the inside of my eyelids as I snored and drooled at the work table there while doing paperwork.”

	Doh! I cringed. Couldn't blame the man, he had already worked a full day before taking the shift for Kayleigh, who had a date I had lined up for her with a doorman friend of mine, Jamal. I had hopes, since they would make a gorgeous couple.

	The funny man offered in recompense, “But the good news here is that everything is in order inside my lids.” He pointed out, “The doors are all locked at night, and... who would rob a pet shelter?” Point and point.

	But it did scare me a little. The hard truth was that there really were people out there who would rob us for the drugs in the veterinary cabinet. They could sell some of that stuff for a mint on the streets. Maybe we needed to beef up the security, at least on the dog doors to the play yards at night. Like a simple padlock would have stopped the one from being forced open.

	I thought back to the bad luck on our honeymoon, with the door to our room being forced while we were out, then our SUV window being broken the next day.

	I asked the officers as they wrote the incident report, “By the lolling tongue and wagging tail boys, why does this keep happening to me?”

	They gave me understanding looks as Ralph raised his hand. I didn't even look his way, I knew the Jokey McJoke-butt, and I pointed his direction, snapping, “Shut up.” He kept his mouth shut and I beamed in victory.

	That's when the other volunteers showed up and buzzed through first one set of doors, then the next. They unclipped their escaped convicts and released them back into general population. All eyes were on the Tupperware next to Jorge as he wrote. I cleared my throat, and he looked at me, the others, then the container. He grinned and made a show of taking not one, but two snickerdoodles, Kennedy taking one, before he offered the rest around. He was such a bad boy.

	Kennedy offered as he removed his cap to rub the top of his silvered head, “You seem well organized for the situation.”

	I nodded and shared, “Of course. We have emergency contingency plans for just about everything. This one was a Black Alert, meaning possible missing dog from the premises. I've each printed on its own card for all workers and volunteers.”

	Someone fake coughed, trying to camouflage their, “And laminated.” Someone else fake coughed an addendum to smartass number one, “And labeled.”

	I pouted, and they assured me, “We love you, boss.” Poutus-interruptus. I grinned.

	I glanced around the place in pride. Calvin and my rescue was like no other kennel. When we designed it, I insisted there be no cages in it. If a dog is homeless, it is just bigger stress to throw it in what amounts to a doggie jail with concrete floors and chainlink cages. CPT was different, the entire place was made up to resemble a big home. The main room had a half dozen couches, various dog beds and throw rugs in open spaces, and dog doors out to the small yards. There were a couple of isolation rooms in case we got temperamental dogs in who needed to be socialized, and even those rooms were set up like small bedrooms.

	The only room that didn't look like it belonged in a house in the suburbs was the exam room which looked like any other veterinary clinic. That was out of both practicality and necessity, as well as letting the dogs get used to how things would be at the veterinary visits they would be subjected to their whole lives.

	We had two full-time employees, and the rest, including our vet and groomer, were volunteers. For the most part, each dog got at least one walk a day, sometimes two, and they were walked by the professional dog walkers of New York City. Over the course of any given day, ten or twenty of the thousands of dog walkers in the city would show up to walk the dogs.

	We... are legion.

	The workers all relaxed as they ate their cinnamon-y bribes then after giving their names to the officers, yawned and made their ways out. Their destinations? Their beds at their homes of course. What kind of person calls her employees in the middle of the night to come in for an emergency? I'd strike a guilty pose if I weren't about to fall over asleep myself.

	I duckwalked to a couch and flopped into it. Calvin then a couple other dogs who weren't wandering off to find their own spots joined me. The men got the rest of the information from me as I answered robotically, pausing for a moment to ask, “Jane did tell you I'm not under arrest, right?”

	Don't laugh. I have to clarify sometimes because, with my girl, it could easily go either way, and she shows no remorse over it, the jerk cop.

	The men chuckled at me and said, “Come on Fin, we'll give you and Cal a ride home.”

	I felt my cheeks heat and smiled my thanks, tucking an errant strand of loose curling hair behind my ear. By the sacred chew toy, I had not been looking forward to trudging back home. And I knew they asked half because we were friends now, and half because they feared the specter of my detective, who the department has dubbed the Ice Queen.

	I asked Ralph, “Call the insurance company about the fence in the morning before you head home? My fence patch should hold just fine until then.”

	He nodded, yawned, and waved me off.

	Then after a try or two, I rocked to my feet, Calvin at my side and we joined the men as we headed out. I called out to the furry babies. “Good night little ones. The excitement is over.” I waved at them and knowing how awkward it looked, I pivoted to include Ralph.

	What? So I have a thing about doggies, they're cute.

	I spent the short ride home in the back seat of the cruiser with Calvin's head on my legs, wondering when this recent string of questionable events was going to end. I didn't want to start getting a complex over the thought that my marriage was cursed.

	Oh, did I show you the ring yet? Isn't it amazing? I'm a married woman now. Take that universe, I know you doubted it could ever happen.

	I thought back to the day we arrived for our three-day honeymoon. What? I have clients who need to be walked, I can't just disappear for weeks on end. And Jane has some open case files.

	



	


Chapter 2 – Hudson Valley

	It had been an excruciating two-hour drive upstate to Hudson Valley after our wedding reception. More than once I saw Jane tempted by the switches for the lights and siren on the dashboard, making me smile inwardly knowing that despite her calm, collected, and practiced cop face, she couldn't wait to get to the bed and breakfast to consummate our marriage either.

	Calvin? He just thought it was some great new game as Jane and I said virtually nothing the whole trip. A couple times we had awkwardly tried filling the anticipatory silence with our observations of the double wedding and the reception. But my attention wasn't on the conversation, it was on the almost impossible fact that we were now tied together in the bonds of holy matrimony. I was married. And I wanted my brash, aggravating, headstrong, loving, beautiful, sexy girl more than ever.

	I do admit that the ceremony was simply perfect. I don't think in the history of Central Park, that so many dogs and dog walkers had attended a wedding like that. There were hundreds of them ringing the outdoor venue, and it had made my eyes water when they all just started arriving in an almost endless stream. And they had all cheered so loud, exciting the dogs who barked and jumped around in celebration when we were told we could kiss the brides.

	I found out from my favorite cousin, Polly, during the reception, that it had been my ex... her current beau's idea. Rafiel was sometimes full of surprises. Whenever you have him pegged as a self-serving egomaniacal poopy head, he goes and does something sweet like that. I have a grudging respect for the man since he lost most of my respect when I caught him cheating on me. Pollyanna though, may look like a pushover, but she is tough as nails and puts up with less crap than an Army Drill Sergeant, so if he values his man bits, he'll keep them in his pants.

	On paper, I'm now Finnegan Temperance McLeary-May, yes we hyphenated, but for business purposes, I'm still just Finnegan May since my name is my reputation. I'm sort of giddy adding Jane's name to mine though. It tells the world we are together, forever. Or until I kill the aggravating, smirky woman.

	When we left the reception, the only thing that kept mom's happy blubbering in check was my sneaky sis-in-law, Becky, dropping my baby niece, Alyx, in her arms for her to coo over. It was an inspired maneuver, executed with military precision.

	With the accuracy of a metronome, both Jane and my eyes flicked to each mile marker as we passed them, counting down our arrival at the Inn at Hudson. I don't think she knew she was doing it, but as we passed each, she gave my hand a little squeeze and rubbed her thumb over the back of my hand from where we had our fingers laced on the seat between us.

	When a car rocketed past us like we were sitting still, even though to my chagrin she was going five miles an hour over the limit, she tensed. I had to squeeze her hand and say, “No cop-ing. This is our honeymoon.”

	Her eyes lingered on the police band radio under the dash, which for the first time since we met was off, before nodding and relaxing with a smile. A moment later a police car, with lights flashing and siren wailing, screamed past us. She smiled and rolled her eyes at me when I said, “See? There. All good. They didn't need big bad Detective McLeary after all.”

	She growled out with a little smirk, “Fine.”

	I arched my brows in challenge. “Fine.”

	Then she did the thing that endeared her to me so much, as she let down her defenses and showed her vulnerability when she blushed and almost whispered, “And it's big bad Detective McLeary-May now, thank you very much.”

	We both had smiles on our faces as we passed the speeder, pulled over by two police vehicles under the decorative and historical 'Welcome to Hudson Valley' sign. My heart started beating faster, as I listened to the turn signal click until we exited into a nice community that felt like it had come out of colonial times. I really loved it when such an effort was made in these tourist destinations by the entire community like this. It makes your visit just that much more special in my opinion.

	I smiled and sighed as we descended into the town, the leaves turning vibrant shades of yellows, oranges, and reds just punctuated the beauty of the area. I love fall! I always look forward to the Central Park trees brightening up like this. And we only had a couple more weeks before they lost these leaves. Which is why October first was the perfect date for our wedding.

	Before I knew it, we were pulling up to the gorgeous mansion that was now one of the most sought after bed and breakfasts in upstate New York. I smiled at the young man in a vintage uniform when he opened the door for me. He rushed around to hold the door for Jane who was already getting out. Then he handed her a claim ticket as I got Calvin out of the back seat of the SUV while the valet pulled our bags out of the trunk.

	I reached for mine, but Jane just slapped my hand, making Calvin huff at the new game. She smiled in victory at me as the boy closed the trunk then hopped into the driver's seat and drove away.

	I smiled at the obstinate cop and lifted my chin to look down my nose. “Fine.” I spun on a heel, making the white sundress, which I had changed into at the reception, flair. I started to march up the walkway to the doors, only to trip on all the nothing in front of me, or perhaps a stray air molecule, landing on my giggling butt as Calvin took the opportunity to give me a wet, slurping kiss.

	As my detective walked past without offering a hand as the luggage rolled behind her, she said through a crooked smirk as she moved past, “Smooth.”

	Hey! I popped up onto my feet and smothered a smile as I rushed to catch up with her. The tips of my ears and my cheeks warmed as I reached her side, and she had her free hand already waiting for me to take. “Gleep!” She dragged us faster to our destination.

	I may or may not have been giggling as she towed us along. An older gentleman opened the doors when we arrived and took the bags from Jane as we introduced ourselves. The man was welcoming and didn't even blink when my girl told him that this was our honeymoon.

	I always look for the narrowing of eyes or tightening of the lips that indicates someone is just being polite even if they don't approve of our pairing. Especially in the older generations, but this man, who introduced himself as the innkeeper, Terrance, seemed genuinely happy for us.

	I hadn't realized how some people look at same-sex couples differently until I found I was in love with the most frustrating woman in the world. Then a very small percentage of people I had known for years, started looking at me differently and became a little standoffish. They were few and far between, but it told me a lot about the people I kept around my orbit, most of them genuinely didn't care, and I loved them all.

	He gave us a quick basic tour and offered up some literature on the historic mansion as well as maps of the grounds and the town, and some handbills on local events. Jane smirked as he offered the informational welcome packet and nudged her chin toward me, and I accepted them with barely restrained excitement. My girl probably wouldn't even read one of them.

	Then he showed us to the room, and pointed out the amenities and the phone, telling us not to hesitate to call if we needed anything. I thanked him profusely, slipping him a twenty as I clasped his hand between both of mine. “Thank you, Terrance.”

	He inclined his head, a kind smile on his face as he backed out of the double doors and closed them behind him.

	I took just a moment to take in the splendor of the space as I absently straightened the other informational pamphlets on the entry table with my free hand while I dropped Calvin's leash so he could go explore.

	I mouthed 'wow' as I looked around at the high ceilinged room. The colonial craftsmanship was evident everywhere. From the wainscoting to the tiered ceiling with the decorative hand-carved trim, to the hand-leaded glass insets above the larger eight-foot windows of the turret style room. All of the furniture would have any antiquer drooling, with so much of the polished dark woods, accenting cushions with subdued paisleys and muted colors.

	But what dominated the space was the huge four post bed done up with gossamer lace and fluted, dark hardwood posts and a hand carved headboard that looked to be made for royalty. I barely had a moment to notice the antique area rug over the rustic oak floors, before I was squealing and giggling as I was swept up into my wife's arms. Not for the first time, her raw strength got my motor purring as she walked me to the bed like I weighed nothing to her.

	All the papers fell from my fingers to the floor, and she smiled and heaved, tossing me onto my back onto the sinfully plush bedspread before she started crawling up onto the mattress like a jungle cat on the hunt. By all that was good and fluffy in the world, if the look in her eyes hadn't ignited me, then seeing her in her dress uniform would have.

	Neither of us had let the other know what we'd be wearing to the ceremony, and I had been endlessly curious as to what kind of dress she would wear. Neither of my evil besties would give me a hint, but they didn't snitch on me either, so they were equal opportunity buttheads.

	I've never seen my girl in a dress, so I had been anticipating it with a carnal hunger, but when the day came, and I saw her waiting at the altar as my twin brother, Garrett, walked me down the aisle. I had to catch my breath as my heart pounded faster in my chest while I stared at her in want and desire, standing there looking like a goddess in her NYPD dress uniform.

	I hear that Kerry was in her Air Force dress uniform too, but I wouldn't know, I only saw Jane. Well fine, whatever, Kerry was hot as hell in her uniform too, and Jess? She looked like some redheaded pinup model from the fifties wrapped in a form-hugging red dress with a short train.

	Me? A simple white sleeveless satin wedding dress with a wide white sash that trailed behind me like a train, and matching satin gloves and veil.

	But enough about me, Calvin was quite dashing with his black silk bowtie carrying our rings. Oh, come on, like you're surprised we had a ring bearer dog. I'd strike a pose if the sexiest woman in the world wasn't crawling up the bed to devour me.

	As she pulled herself up over me, she hovered there, propped on her arms as she took me in, her face inches from mine. I held my hand up, pointed to the ring, and whispered with wide eyes, “I'm married.”

	Her hungry smile turned into her signature smirk as she whispered back, “Me too, now shush, there's ravaging to be had.”

	And there was.

	I thought I knew what it was to give yourself over completely to the person you trusted most in this world to hold your heart and treat it like the most important thing in this world. I was so very wrong until just then. I don't know why, but as she showed me that and more, a tear rolled down my cheek.

	You don't need the details, but it was both carnal, and sensual, and she proved she is the one who could make me feel complete... a woman.

	A couple hours later I was grinning like a loon as I shimmied my way on wobbly legs to the restroom, her badge clipped to the hip of my panties. I giggled at it, knowing I had given up my right to remain silent, and I hoped the occupants of the other rooms hadn't complained about us.

	I glanced back over my shoulder, pushing some hair over it to see Jane laying on the bed, propping her head up with one elbow on the pillow with a satisfied, smug look on her cop face. I gave her a little shimmy and turned back just to run into the doorjamb. “Ow.” By the seven canine lords of Nebula B, I'm not clumsy!

	Blushing profusely, I ignored the restrained snort from behind me and just held up my middle finger as I padded into the restroom. This got another snort that made me grin to have elicited, then my eyes snapped wide in delight when I saw there was a huge, clawfoot, slipper soaking tub in the bathroom.

	I cooed out, “Ooooo.” I rushed over and started drawing a hot bath then went and, well, did my thing. Oh, poor Calvin, he was probably crossing his legs about now.

	Jane wandered in while I, well you know... and asked, “Ooo what?” Then her eyes widened as she smiled when she saw it. “Ooooo.”

	I nodded with a grin. “I know, right? But I better bring Calvin out before I...”

	She kissed the top of my head and shook hers. “No, you soak, I'll take our boy out. But I will be wanting one of those later tonight.”

	I nodded emphatically and then pinched my nose at her. We both stank of sex.

	She rolled her eyes as I moved to sink. Then I turned back to ask her the time just to, “Gleep,” when I found myself face to chest with her. “Stop sneaking up on me!” Not that I minded just then as I ran my hands up her sides in a proprietary way. She was my wife, and I found that endlessly amazing and fascinating.

	She sighed and said in a patient tone, “I didn't sneak, runt, it's called walking. You're just not very cognoscente of your own surroundings. I swear, I don't know how someone as OCD as you, who can notice the smallest detail about things they see, isn't aware of the people moving around her.”

	I started to warm as her hand slid down my side, then... boo, she was only going for her badge. “I'll just take this, I don't want to think about the trouble you'd get into with it, love.”

	I pouted. “Fine.”

	She mimicked me. “Fine.” Then she smirked. “Don't try to rile me up, I know how much you like makeup sex, but Calvin is about to burst. God, you're insatiable.”

	I shrugged as I shot her smirk back at her as I pointed out, “You made the monster, now live with it.”

	She didn't seem to mind. I got a quick peck on the lips, then she simply tussled her dark locks in the mirror, and headed back out to get dressed and save Calvin. How unfair was it that that was all she had to do to look fabulous? I looked in the mirror at my sex tangled mass of hair. Somewhere in that nest were loose light brown curls.

	From the doorway, I watched the show as she quickly donned a tight black tee and some torn jeans. Then as an afterthought, she unzipped the side pocket on one of her bags and pulled out her service weapon; why did she even have that thing on our honeymoon? And she placed it in the room safe, pocketing the key. Then she leashed up Cal, and they slipped out the door.

	I loved how she treated our border collie like our kid. Surprisingly, the Ice Queen of the 19th Precinct was so very good with Calvin from the first day she arrested me... I mean the first day we met. As strange as this may sound, if she hadn't been a dog lover, things never would have worked out for us.

	I felt a blush on my cheeks just thinking of her then shook it out of my mind and turned. Just then, I had important things to do. I smiled at the tub, which was a work of art, seeing it already over halfway filled, and dipped a toe in and sighed. Stripping down I moaned in pleasure as I slipped into the lavishly warm water. It was almost as sinfully delicious as sex.

	This was going to be a perfect honeymoon.

	



	


Chapter 3 – Activities

	The next morning, Saturday, we woke to Calvin standing on us, making excited sounds over at the big windows. I could hear a couple dogs out there barking somewhere. I turned my head back from my little spoon position to see Jane already awake, head propped up on a hand as she watched me.

	At one point in my life I would have thought someone watching me sleep was a little creepy, but since it was her, I found myself feeling ten kinds of bashful as my cheeks heated. I whispered, “Hey wifey.”

	She responded in kind, “Wifey.” Then she started poking me, causing me to screech and giggle as I tried to frantically get away from her, she knew I was almost terminally ticklish. “Time to get up sleepy head. The day awaits. I was watching you make that list of things to do with all those fliers last night.”

	I shot her the stink eye, wondering if it were another crack at my fastidious organization skills. I'm not OCD... ish. An organized mind is a... shut up.

	Calvin was there to greet me as I slid off the bed, his tail swishing in excitement over the, 'let's poke Finnegan' game Jane was playing. I looked over to the list and itinerary I had made. After solidifying my choices, I rewrote it neatly, twice so that Jane could have a copy. I just wish I had thought to ask if they had a laminator in the public business office that Terrance said was available for use on the main floor.

	Today was my day to pick our activities, Sunday was Jane's. I feared some sort of extreme survival camp or a firing range. Those were the sorts of things she used to do with Jess when they had been dating. I was always afraid I was putting a kink in her style, but she's never complained even once. And when she needed to get her adventure on, she'd just tag along with Kerry and Jessie to their latest adrenaline rush activity.

	Though I do admit, the one time I went with them, when Becky invited them to the indoor rock climbing gym she worked at, that I had fun. Even though I spent more time swinging on the rope after falling off the wall than climbing.

	And I did surprise my Detective by beating her in the little indoor obstacle course there. Running down escaped dogs, and keeping up with my fuzzy clients has me in top physical shape. I may not be as strong as my three amazons, but I'm quick.

	She asked, “So what sort of maple syrup tasting or napkin folding are we in for first?”

	I shot her the finger that I may as well just label as hers as she chuckled at my bristling over the tease. “I'm not that bad, woman. And I think you'll like the first one.” I handed her a flier.

	She looked at it and cocked an eyebrow in interest. “Walkway Over the Hudson. Looks interesting.”

	It was almost a four and a half mile long walkway that went through the historic areas of town, and over an old train trestle across the river, and through some scenic areas before looping back over another bridge to where it started. There were a lot of points of interest labeled on the little map on the back of the flier. Not only would it be a scenic walk, but would familiarize us with the area in case we find something of better interest than the activities I had lined up for us.

	She nodded in appreciation sussing out some of my reasoning. “Reconnoiter and assess.” Then she chuckled. “You'd think you'd be a little tired of walking, given your profession, Finny.”

	I gave her my best Marilyn Monroe pose and fluttered my lashes at her. “Me? I love walking. I'm just blessed to do it for a living.” She nodded, knowing I spoke the truth. I really did love what I did and was always shocked that I actually got paid to walk through the most amazing park in the world, and with dogs.

	Then after bringing Calvin out to do his thing, we got ready for a day of fun in this historic village.

	I really love how my hardass officer can be so loving when she is with me, holding my hand and showing her humor and emotions as we walked. When she was in cop mode at the precinct, she got embarrassed just kissing me goodbye whenever I dropped by to drop off lunch if she hadn't had time for me to prepare something for her.

	I guess I understood. Besides getting a ration of teasing and crap from the other detectives, she had to work twice as hard and be twice as cold as the men, being one of the few female detectives at the 19th. But if they wanted the baked goods I sent her to work with all the time, they'd keep their teasing to a minimum. I held their stomach's happiness in my hands, bwahahaha.

	The walk was amazing, and I was glad we had worn our jackets because the exposed path over the Hudson was punctuated by frigid fall winds on each crossing. And by the sacred tug rope, the custom, long leather jacket my girl wore looked amazing on her as I huddled into her, wearing her old short one which I had commandeered. Though it barely hit her waist, it hung halfway to my knees and did a great job foiling the wind's plan of making a Fin-cicle of me.

	We had taken note of quite a few events and locations as we made our way through the historic districts, shops and activities which I modified my list with. I bemoaned the fact that we would not have time to do all the things we saw with just two full days. And no, I didn't have a maple syrup tasting planned, wiseass. Umm... it's a honey tasting. Shut up.

	Once we returned to the inn, we took a moment to regroup before heading back out to the next item on my list. I said as we went back downstairs, moving toward the doors, “We can hit the candlemaker demonstration before lunch, and...”

	I stopped when I saw Terrance hanging a flyer on the bulletin board beside the door. “Ooo a Harvest Festival!”

	The man beamed a smile at the two of us and offered as we stopped to look at the notice, “It is a great gathering of artisans and re-creationists in town square just down the next block. There will be live music and dancing, oh... and the pie contest. We have some of the most amazing home-baked desserts in the Colonies, my own Hannah's peach cobbler has been written up in the Culinary Times.”

	I gave him a huge smile, but my brow furrowed as my mind went into motion, then had to look up at my girl as she chuckled, and prompted her, “What?”

	She shook her head. “That look says it all. You're rethinking our schedule for tonight, and you'll have to re-write both copies, or you'll get all itchy. Goods thing you didn't laminate them now isn't it, love?”

	Grr... oh, speaking of, “Do you have a laminator in the business office, Terrance?”

	He nodded, and I took the news graciously. Ok, so maybe I beamed my shit eating grin at my wife as I smugged at her. I told him, even though I was busy locking eyes with my now smirking girl, “I think we'll attend. It sounds like fun!”

	He nodded and offered, “Great, I'll save some of Hannah's pie for you newlyweds. How has your stay been so far?”

	Jane said without hesitation, “It has been heavenly. Thank you so much for your hospitality. And the town is amazing. We did the Walk Over the Hudson this morning.”

	He smiled at that. “That was the biggest pain in the ass when they made it, had the whole town in a shambles during construction. I have to admit now that it is done, that it is a wonder and the town council knew what they were doing. But don't let them know I said that... arrogant asses to a one, that bunch.” He winked and laid a finger aside his nose, eliciting a giggle from me.

	We waved as we headed out the door and I said when we got our bearings and headed for the Colonial Candleworks shop. “I really like him.”

	She nodded. “Me too. He strikes me as genuine.”

	Yes, that was the word that came to mind, there are so many who almost act a part when they deal with clientele, but Terrance seemed to genuinely like what he did with the inn.

	We had a great time just being with each other that day, I think I was still in shock over the fact that I was married. It had never been in my five-year plan, which has been blown out of the water at least a half dozen times since I met Jane. I don't know how many times I have rewritten it. It is now my seven-year plan that needs to be adjusted again.

	The good news is that I will own my... our apartment by the end of the year, the upper floor where our master suite is is another story. That was a necessary expansion as my family unit has grown from just me to Calvin and me and Jane... then Jessie taking the spare bedroom in the main apartment, and now her wife, Kerry. If I used the stipend deposited from the trust account Calvin's deceased mother had set up for me as his caretaker, I would own it already. As it was, I saved half of it, and the other half was used to maintain Central Park Tails, Calvin and my dog rescue.

	My beautiful boy is worth millions.

	By the time we arrived back at the inn, we had just enough time to get cleaned up and ready for the Harvest Festival which started at four. Ok, we were a little late, as my wifey had to make sure to reinforce her claim on me. I'm not complaining. Le sigh.

	I wore a longer skirt this time, as it was already getting nippy out. Jane... just wore some black jeans and a tight black tee under her jacket. And she made it look good.

	It was then that I found out something I had never known about my jerk cop. When we arrived in the square, the festivities had already begun. There was a fiddle player in the gazebo of the park, backed by a brass band and a steel drum and the beat was infectious. Then my girl grabbed me and dragged me onto the makeshift wooden dance floor laid out over a section of grass. I caught my breath when I found out that... well, my girl could dance.

	She spun me and swung me around effortlessly as I laughed and swished my skirt and had a great time as Cal wove his way through everyone's legs, thinking this was the best game ever. I had to catch my breath after the second number, and I dragged her off to a picnic table to sit for a moment as I beamed at her. I realized that she used to troll the lesbian bars before meeting me, so of course, she could dance. It was a nice surprise though, and I just love seeing her smile in a carefree way.

	As the sun set, the square lit up with thousands of fairy light strings that were hanging on all of the trees and buildings all around, casting a magical glow on the celebration. Terrance walked past a couple rows of tables down, and we waved. He made his way over to us, letting us know that, “I'm heading over to the judging, Hannah's banana crème pie has made it to the final round.”

	I moaned. I loved banana crème pie. He winked at me and said, “I'll be sure she saves a slice for you, Mrs. May.” Then he pointed at a vendor booth on the lawn. “You really should try Victor's Apple Cinnamon Decadence while you're here. It is a sinful as it sounds.”

	“Ooo,” I said, and he leaned in closer to us and said like he was afraid someone would hear, “It is apple crisp floating on a bed of french vanilla pudding. He only makes it at the Harvest festival, and people come from three counties over just to get a taste.”

	I was tugging on my girl's arm, and she chuckled first at me then him as she squinted one eye as she cocked her head slightly, “Does Victor give you a kickback for the hard sell routine?”

	The man chuckled at us and winked again, saying, “I best get a move on if I want to sleep in bed tonight instead of on the sofa. You ladies have a wonderful rest of your evening.”

	I waved from the hip, never quite sure what people normally did with their hands. I mean, just how awkward were they, just flopping around at the ends of our arms and such. Then I looked up at Jane with wide eyes. “Can we? Pudding! It sounds amazing.”

	She chuckled and shook her head at me as she smiled, moving us toward the booth. “I really don't know how you can eat like a quarterback but still be about the smallest woman I've ever known.”

	I swung side to side, causing my skirt to swish for her as I took her arm. “Walking twenty to twenty-five miles a day might have something to do with it.”

	She pointed off into space with her finger and thumb making a little gun as she said, “Fair point.” Then she detached from me and ordered a large slice for the two of us to share.

	As she handled the monetary end of things, I was distracted by Calvin loping off to a bush, his tail wagging at almost supersonic speed. By the holy squeaky toy, don't pee in the middle of a celebration boy! I hustled over to him and froze. He was nose to nose with, umm, well, a nose. A tiny little nose was sniffing him from the cover of the bush.

	I crouched to see a super cute fuzzy face connected to the nose, and the most adorable blue ribbon tied in the little guy's topknot. I put a hand out, and he made his way to me and sniffed. I picked him up and looked around, asking, “Hello little man, did you get lost in the big scary crowd? Aren't you the most adorable little Yorkie?”

	I cuddled him to me as Calvin whined, wanting a better sniff at him as I looked around for the little one's owner. Jane joined us with a plate of the devilish creation, and it smelled divine. She asked, “Making friends?”

	I rolled my eyes at her. “No this little guy was cowering under the bush, I think he got lost in the crowd.” I shrugged as I kept looking around. “He doesn't have a collar. He probably slipped it, these little dogs are notorious for it, that's why you can't discount the value of a good harness.”

	She chuckled. “Yeah, yeah, walker girl.” Then she pointed. “There.”

	I followed her finger to see a man and a woman, who looked so familiar to me for some reason, glancing around the crowd, looking worried as they looked under tables and behind trash cans. I nodded and said, “Good eye, lady.” We started that way, and when we were only about fifteen yards from them, they saw us and the woman's eyes locked onto the dog.

	I was relieved, his mom and dad would take care of the poor little guy. But the man grabbed the woman's arm, stopping her from approaching us. He nudged his chin at my girl then they turned and walked quickly away into the crowd. I called after them, “Ma'am? Sir? Wait, is this your dog?”

	I glanced at my girl to see if she was all intimidate-y or something, but she was just her. I glanced at the gold badge clipped to her waistband, which was half exposed by her open jacket. Then I spun back in the direction the couple had left. I nudged my chin to her waist, and she looked down, pulling her long lapels of the leather coat back to expose the badge as I said, “Something spooked them.” Then I gleeped. “Do you think they dog-napped this fuzzy boy?” Then I added, “Why are you even wearing that thing?”

	She said absently as she looked the direction the couple went, “Force of habit.” Then she muttered as she looked up to the sky, “Oh Finny, what have you gotten yourself into now?”

	“Hey! I didn't do anything. Calvin found him.”

	She just chuckled at me and sighed patiently then said, “Well it's too late to call animal control tonight. I guess we're stuck with him until the morn...”

	I growled and snapped, “No doggy jail. I'll just scan his chip in the room, and we can call his owners.”

	She smirked. Oooo the the the jerk cop had just been baiting me.

	I pointed an accusing finger at her and warned. “Watch it copper, or you only get angry sex tonight.”

	She cocked an eyebrow and prompted, “You say that like it is a bad thing.” Then her face transformed as she shot death glare 2000 over my shoulder. I looked back to see a couple behind me who looked appalled at what we had said. Get with it people, some girls like girls, it isn't a news flash or anything. I curtsied like a smart ass and smiled at them, this got a harrumph, and the woman dragged her man away from us.

	I turned to Jane, and we shared a snorty laugh. The little bark from our new charge reminded me to get back on task. She sighed and said, “Well, he is a cute little shit.”

	We sat back down at a table to enjoy the rest of our evening, and Victor's Apple Cinnamon Decadence? Sinful doesn't begin to describe it. It melted in my mouth with the perfect balance of tart, cinnamon, and creamy perfection. Like an apple pie a la mode, but the pudding didn't melt like ice cream would.

	I caught Jane glancing back longingly at the booth when she didn't think I was looking. It would be an easy enough recipe to reproduce, as its simplicity was part of its genius. I smiled with my spoon in my mouth, thinking about surprising her with it at home some day.

	I looked around and sighed, then took her hand. This was shaping up to be the perfect honeymoon. We stood to head back to the inn. But first, the Yorkie yipped once, and I sighed as I dug a little harness and leash out of my shoulder bag. We needed to walk the fuzzy ones.

	



	


Chapter 4 – Check Mate

	Jane joined me in the morning on the sitting couch by the window as I furrowed my brow while examining the little pup who wanted nothing but to be let back down to play with Calvin. She asked, “What is it?” as she rubbed my shoulders, causing me to close my eyes and moan as I basked in the intimate attention for a moment.

	I opened my eyes and shrugged and went about moving the wand all around the pup. I checked the settings again then looked down at Cal and waved it over the back of his neck, and it beeped, and his chip ID was displayed on the little LCD screen of the device.

	I sighed in frustration, “The little guy doesn't appear to be chipped. And he isn't fixed.” Then I put the wand back in my bag and then stroked his silky fur. “He appears show quality, but he isn't trained and...” I stood him on the couch and tried to get him to stack. I motioned a hand to him shimmying as he hopped off the couch and started chasing Calvin who thought it great fun to run from the tiny dog.

	She squinted and shrugged. I sighed and rolled my eyes. “He won't stack. I'd think a dog this quality would be both trained and prepped for dog shows, but he won't even stack.”

	I wiggled my fingers to get Calvin's attention and both made the hand signal to sit and said, “Sit.” He did so instantly, his tail swishing across the wood floor behind him. The other dog just dove on him, making cute little growling sounds as he tried to crawl up my boy to chew on his ears. I offered a palm out toward the scene, and she inclined her head, conceding my point.

	So I explained my worry, “Dogs like this are expensive, twelve to fifteen hundred. Show quality ones can go for two thousand or more depending on lineage. But the majority of them are bought to be pets, and the owners don't care about the AKC registrations. Almost every pet is spayed or neutered, it is rare when one isn't. I can only think of two reasons not to have a dog fixed, one is if you plan on it being a show dog, the other...” I made a bitter face.

	She nodded and said the vile words for me, “Puppy mills.”

	I sighed and said, “I'd prefer to think the former rather than the later. When we get home, I can send in his DNA to the AKC registry, they have DNA for almost every AKC registered dog now, and if he isn't in the registry, at least we can find his sire. From there we can find the little guy's owners and get him back home to them.”

	She stopped me right there. “Hold on. You don't think he's coming home with...” She hesitated at the squinty-eyed look I was giving her. “I'm not going to win here, am I?”

	I reached up and scritched her behind the ear and kissed her nose, “Good girl.”

	She growled, her eyes twinkling in mirth as she swept me up in her arms. “You're going to pay for that one, Finny.”

	Then I half giggled half screamed as she tossed me on the bed and then proceeded to teach me a lesson. Yes, please.

	After getting ready for the day... for the second time. I asked, “So, your turn, what testosterone laden plan do you have for us today.”

	She looked suspiciously mischievous when she said, “I only have one thing this afternoon, so why don't you choose our morning activities, love?”

	I blinked at that. I was already feeling guilty that I was having her do things she probably felt were mind-numbing, even if we made our own cute candles yesterday. I thought for a moment then said, “Give me a minute down in the business center, I have an idea. Take the kids out?”

	She looked to the harnesses then the dogs and winked at me. I blushed and scurried out the door with my cell trying to recall something I had read about Hudson Valley when we booked our room. I reached the room downstairs by the entry that was marked with a sign and stepped into what had likely been an old den at one point in its life. I was happy to see how well organized it was, and I saw by the printer, a laminator as promised. Oh, what fun I could have in a place like this, too bad we were going back home in the morning.

	I was about to look some stuff up on my cell, but glanced at the two computers with large LCD screens that were set up for guests, and sat there instead. It was much easier to find what I was looking for that way.

	I jotted down the phone numbers, then two calls later, I was grinning like an imp. This was the perfect activity for my amazonian gal.

	I headed back up to the room and changed into my only pair of jeans, then waited until she came back up with the boys. She did a double take at me as she unclipped the leashes but left the harnesses on. “What's with the cat who swallowed the canary grin? Oh lord, we're going to an exhibit about how the first sundress was made by a colonial cobbler or something, aren't we?”

	I stuck my tongue out at her and said, “Cobblers make shoes, not dresses.”

	She chuckled. “I know that, pipsqueak. So, what's the plan?”

	I shook my head and held up the black sash of one of my dresses and said, “Dunno, you'll be blindfolded after we drop the two boys off at a pet spa for pampering and spoiling while we are out.”

	She smirked, and I sighed in exasperation. “You are as bad as Jess and Ker, get your mind out of the gutter.” Then I blushed profusely, my cheeks and neck burning as I squeaked out, “There'll be time for that later.”

	She chuckled at me as she reached me and hugged me to her as she teased, “Why Finnegan Temperance McLeary-May, you naughty girl.”

	I grinned into her chest as she rocked us side to side.

	Then we were off.

	After dropping the boys off at a day spa for pooches, “Canine Dreams,” I pulled her to a stop before she could get in the driver's side of her... our SUV. I said as I snatched the keys from her hand and thrust the improvised blindfold at her, “I'll take those. I'm driving.”

	She cocked an eyebrow at me. I ignored her as I got into the driver's seat and pressed the button to start moving the seat forward. She slipped into the passenger seat and cocked that eyebrow again as she asked, “Do you even know...”

	I snapped out in a whine, “Yes I know how to drive. I just choose not to. I have a driver's license don't I?”

	She chuckled and inclined her head then made a show of putting on her seatbelt as my seat kept moving on its seemingly endless journey forward. She grinned and asked, “Just how small are you?”

	My feet finally touched the pedals, and I released the button and grumped at her, “Shut up and put your blindfold on.”

	She said flatly, “Fine.”

	I shot back, trying not to smile. “Fine.”

	I put on my seatbelt and watched as she tied the sash over her eyes, a smirky grin on her face the whole time. Then I started the SUV and swallowed. It was like three times the size of the car I learned to drive in. I put it in gear and gave it some gas, the tires squealed a bit, and I hit the brakes, causing the tires to screech as we stopped. This thing had three times the power of the car I learned in too.

	I said preemptively, “Shut up!”

	I inhaled and gave the car some gas a lot more timidly than the first time, and we smoothly accelerated down the road as she said, “Oh god, we're all going to die.”

	An hour later I was running past a plywood tank, screaming at the top of my lungs, “Oh god, we're all going to die!” As projectiles burst all around me. The men of my squad were yelling, “Fin, get behind us!” One of them dove in front of me as he took a projectile meant for me, the ultimate sacrifice.

	Then I started squealing and giggling as I ran with my squad to cover, behind a plywood Humvee, paintballs splattering on the wood and ground around us. I heard Jane's voice above the din of battle, “You little sneak! I'll get you, run Finny, run!”

	Interestingly enough, I found out that Hudson Valley has one of the largest outdoor paintball arenas in the United States. I felt so guilty doing activities that I know my girl was just tolerating, but this was her day, so I thought I'd pick something she'd enjoy. And... it was so much fun!

	I ran with the squad to a pit with a little sandbag wall around the perimeter. I closed my eyes and squealed as I went, pulling the trigger over and over, shooting behind me. I heard a teenaged boy call out, “Aw man.” I opened my eyes to see one of Jane's squad with the bright orange paint from my gun on him, turn to walk toward the “dead pool” where all the people who were killed had to wait for the next round. It wasn't too bad from what I hear, as they had snacks and drinks there while they waited.

	I grinned then squeaked as a paintball hit the sandbag next to where I was. Then I jumped into the pit, two of my squad members catching me. They had foiled Jane's kill shots on me a couple times already as they all protected me like a bunch of big brothers, even the couple teenagers on our team. It was like having eleven Garretts running interference for me.

	My girl kept growling and grinning whenever they formed up around me as we moved through the huge obstacle course. There were five other courses out there too, this place was huge. Both teams were now down to six, and every single one of our men was taken out by my girl, who led her team. They were calling her Maddog.

	I grinned at my remaining squad and told them, “You are all so brave.” I tucked a loose curl behind my ear, by the strap of my goggles which were huge on my face.

	Kenny, the youngest of our team asked, “Are you really a lesbian?” He said it with wide eyes like he was looking at a unicorn or something. I had to chuckle at the poor boy.

	I nodded and corrected, “Technically, I'm bi, but my wife... the woman out there trying to kill us all, is a lesbian.”

	He nodded with a grin, I didn't want to know what his overactive teen mind and libido was imagining. It was Rick, a retired, silver-haired army sergeant who said, “Don't worry Finnegan, we won't let her get you.”

	Rick was the counterpoint to Jane and the only reason she hadn't mowed us all down already. He had a fully automatic paintball gun with an enlarged hopper and even carried the two paint grenades that each team was allocated. My girl had chosen twin paintball pistols with ten quick load magazines, and she was proving to be a deadly shot with them.

	It was a war of attrition as both teams were whittled down a man at a time. He looked at me and let me know with a little respect in his tone, “She's good. Military?”

	I shook my head and said with pride, “NYPD detective.”

	He nodded in appreciation and said as his eyes darted around, “She's sending in two in flanking positions. We have to move before they get into position or we'll be fish in a barrel.”

	We all got ready, and on his order, we dove out the back of the pit and rolled or crawled... or in someone's case, ran screaming as a barrage of paintballs whizzed past. We got to our objective, a fort. Rick said it was defensible as there was only one entrance cut into the plywood of the two-story hollow structure.

	Rick cleared his throat, and we all followed his gaze. Kenny looked at all of us in confusion, then looked to his back where we were all looking. The plastic armor he was wearing had a big splotch of lime green paint on it. My girl's color.

	He looked at all of us pleadingly, and I shrugged my shoulder. He grinned and said in a gasping voice, “I don't want... to die. I've only just... begun to... live.”

	I called out to him in an overly dramatic voice as he raised his rifle above his head and started for the door, “Farewell brave Kenny, we shall miss you.”

	He was all grins as he called out the door, “Dead man walking!” Then he went out like that, his gun still above his head to make his way to the dead pool.

	Rick was in motion, pulling out some fishing line from a pocket and unclipping one of his two grenades. He rigged a trip-line across the lower portion of the doorway that was tied to the pin on the grenade. Then he motioned up, and the last of us went up the little stairs to the plywood ramparts of the fort.

	We took turns peeking down to see the whole course, then ducking down as paintballs struck all around the upper level. Rick growled out, “They're massing for a full-scale assault, they'll send a scout first if she plays by the book.”

	I peeked to see Jane making some hand signals and one teen detached from their group and ran to the door, with our guys taking shots at him, but the cover fire was intense, so they missed. Then a second later, we heard a click, a plink and a kid saying in disappointment, “Dude.” Then after a wet thud I peeked down the stairs to see the teen covered head to toe in fluorescent pink paint.

	He looked up at us then grinned and shrugged and laid down in the doorway, his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth, eliciting a giggle from me that had him grinning. At that, we heard Jane issue an order, and the rest of her team ran with her toward the fort.

	Rick growled out, “Ok, men, this is the endgame. Protect Fin!” He motioned for me to stay down as they all stood up and started roaring out their battle cries as they fired at the approaching squad. One by one I saw my men fall. But the return fire went from steady to sporadic, until I could only hear one paintball gun firing below and only my brave army sergeant was returning fire at the lone enemy below.

	Then lime green suddenly covered Rick's goggles as he muttered, “Oh for fuck's sake.” He looked at me apologetically and laid down in front of me. “Sorry Finnegan, she's good. Real good.”

	“Eeep!”

	I looked around and swallowed and looked at my gun then Rick laying in front of me as I heard footsteps rapidly approach, then the thud of someone flattening themselves against the hollow structure.

	My lips quirked into a smile as I looked down at Rick, then set my gun down as I crouched beside him. I stood a moment later with my hands behind my head. Down the stairs, I saw Jane peek in the door quickly then pull back. Then she was inside, one weapon pointed at me, the other swinging around taking in the lower level, then she holstered one weapon and grinned at me like a Cheshire cat.

	“Well well well, if it isn't Finnegan. I admit you gave me a real run for the money. Slippery target. Your men must really love you.”

	I shrugged and asked with my lips squished to the side, “I surrender?”

	She came up the rest of the stairs, swinging her gun around to take in the scene and was satisfied with the paint-y death and carnage of my squad before she looked at me as she stepped into my personal space. Jane asked, her breath hot on my face, causing gooseflesh to rush down my skin in anticipation of a kiss, “What do I get if I accept?”

	I whispered to her in want as I shrugged, “Nothing.”

	The plinking sound made her blink then she looked around in a panic as I dropped the grenade from the hands I had clasped behind me. I stepped back, and the grenade went off between us, coating us in pink paint.

	She blinked for a moment in shock. Then that look bled away into an overly amused smile as she tilted her head back to laugh. I joined her, and the corpses around us started sitting up, laughing too. I gave her my best smug look and said, “Mutually assured destruction. Checkmate, love.”

	She snagged me and hugged me to her, then gave me a heated kiss. “God do I love you, you little sneak.”

	I made the introductions. And when I introduced Rick, they did that sizing up testosterone thing that warriors did. He finally nodded in approval, and they chuckled and released each other. Then we went to go register the draw with the front desk. Jane said to me as we peeled off the paint-stained coveralls they provided to everyone, “Fin, this is the most fun I have had in years. Thank you.”

	I shrugged and said, “When I learned of this place, all I could think about is you. And I had a great time too. The boys were all so sweet.”

	She rolled her eyes and said, “There is no sweet in paintball. It's because you had them all tied around your little finger. They kept sacrificing themselves for you. It's the Finnegan Effect.”

	I shrugged and leaned into her begging for a kiss with fish lips as I said, “That's not a thing, or it would work on you.”

	She caved and gave me a kiss and pointed out, “It's a daily struggle to not succumb, brat.”

	



	


Chapter 5 – Break In

	We had time for one more game before we had to pick up the fuzzy boys. She picked a capture the flag course. I was on her team this time, and she treated me just like the boys had, having me stay behind her most of the time.

	We stormed the enemy base and got the flag, and when our man carrying the flag got gunned down near a plywood tank outside our base, we had our last two living teammates lay down cover fire while Jane and I ran to get the fallen flag.

	Again I found myself squealing and screaming as I ran with the neon orange flag. The, “Ah fuck,” from my girl telling me I was on my own. If I hadn't tripped on the rogue air molecule and fell flat on my face as I reached our base, I would have been painted in technicolor, paintballs whizzing over my head.

	I popped up almost as fast as I had fallen, and my screaming recommenced. I could hear laughing as I made it inside our base and started waving the flag from the ramparts. My dead wife was clapping with the rest of our undead team as the opposing team just kept laughing. What?

	I beamed my best Marilyn smile at them all and blushed, not knowing what I should do with my hands, I went to smooth down my skirt then remembered I had worn jeans. Jane joined me and took the flag and placed it in the holder and escorted me to the front desk as she asked, “So how many kills you have for the day? I'm at an even twenty.”

	I shrugged and asked, “Including you and me?”

	“No, smart ass.”

	“Umm... one? It was an accident. My eyes were closed while I was firing.”

	She blinked at me, then she started chuckling with a smirk on her face.

	What was so amusing? It was a fun time.

	She grinned like a predator as we reached the little building that served as the front desk and said, “We should do one on one someday.”

	I nodded and raised my pistol and fired at her plastic chest plate, leaving a bright orange splat. She looked down with an incredulous look on her face as I said, “Ok, I win.”

	I placed my weapon on the counter of the flip up window as she gave me the stink eye and handed in hers too as we stripped out of the coveralls and plastic front and back plates. “You do realize I'm going to get you for that?”

	I nodded and gave her my best smile as I assured her, “I'm counting on it.” I gave my hips a bit more swivel as I led her to the little locker that had our stuff in it. I love her chuckle, it does... naughty things to me.

	I handed her the keys, and we were off to retrieve our fuzzy charges. I was smiling the whole way because she held my hand on the console between us as we went along, a finger playing with my wedding band.

	When we reached the inn, Jane stiffened. I followed her gaze as we parked next to two police cars with their lights strobing at the entrance. Two officers were speaking with Terrance.

	We got out with the dogs on leashes, and the valet took our keys and drove off as we hustled to see if the sweet man was alright. He saw us coming and told the officers, “Oh good, here they are. They look to be ok.”

	Jane inclined her head to him and turned to the officer that looked to be in charge since he had his pad out and had been jotting down some notes. “What's going on here?” She looked at Terrance. “Are you and Hannah alright?”

	He nodded and took her hand between both of his and said, “We're fine. I just left to meet Hannah for lunch at her bakery, and when I came back, I found someone had kicked in the back door and the door to your rooms.”

	Jane looked up toward the second floor then to the officers as she said, “NYPD, my service weapon is in the room safe.”

	The older man with the red hair and mustache looked to the younger man and nodded. We watched the officer jog into the building.

	Terrance said to me, “We were worried about you, I didn't know if you had come back from your activities for lunch.”

	I shook my head and said, “No we were going to eat when we got back.”

	The younger officer came back out and said, “The safe is still locked.”

	His superior sighed in relief and asked us, “Care to come up to tell us what is missing? And we can check on that weapon.”

	Jane looked a little apprehensive, and her eyes were nudging toward me as she did some sort of Vulcan mind meld with the man, doing that shared communication that cops can do with just a look. The man smiled and assured her, “We've cleared the building, it's safe.”

	By the seven canine lords of Nebula B. “I'm not made of porcelain.” Then I added with a smirk, “I killed you twice today.”

	The officers looked confused as she chuckled and clarified, “Paintball.” They nodded like the universe all made sense, then the older officer made an ushering motion, and we all headed up to our rooms.

	When we got to the room, I winced at the door, the jamb was cracked and torn, and the door itself had half the panel kicked in with a big shoe print on it. Jane made her way quickly to the safe and unlocked it, then sighed in relief as she stepped aside so the officers could see it in there. She locked it back up.

	We were asked, “Can you tell us if anything is missing?”

	We took some time to go through all of our things, and they took down our names and contact information as we searched. Then I shrugged at everyone and said, “Everything is still here, including my emergency cash.”

	Jane concurred, “Everything is just how we left it, nothing has been disturbed.”

	The older officer furrowed his brow and scratched behind his ear with the back of his pen. “This doesn't make sense, Mr. LaComb here says nothing of value is missing in any of the common rooms either.” He pointed at the big screen television in the room as an example.

	Jane offered as I saw a million scenarios flash through her eyes, “Maybe Terrance interrupted them when he got back and scared them off?”

	The men shrugged and then the elder one said, “Suppose so. We'll write this up as trespass and vandalism unless you find something missing you haven't noticed yet, Ter, then we can add burglary.”

	Terrance nodded and shook his hand. “Thanks, Jerry.”

	Then Jerry handed him a copy of the report, tapping his pen on the top of the paper. “That's the case number if you need to call in, and your insurance company will need it.”

	Then Jerry tipped his hat to us. “Ladies.” He made a motion, and the younger officer followed him out.

	Then Terrance was blurting out, “I'm so sorry about this ladies, nothing like this has ever happened at the inn before. I can have the door fixed in a jiffy. Or I can prepare another room if you wish, the Andersons checked out this morning, and the Princess Suite is free. Your stay here will be comped of course.”

	I stopped him there. “No, it's ok. You don't need to take a financial hit because some... some, jerk-face went on a rampage. That isn't your fault.”

	He hesitated then deflated and smiled at us as Jane nodded. Then he pointed to the little two-seat breakfast table beside the big window and said, “Hannah sent some of her pie home with me for you.”

	Mmmm pie.

	Jane said to him, “Let me help you with the door. I'm pretty handy.”

	He insisted, “No need for that, you enjoy your honeymoon, I can get the valet, Homer to help.”

	She insisted right back, “It’s no trouble. I can see a reorganizing frenzy in my girl's eye now that everything has been pulled out to see if anything was missing. It's what she does when she stresses.”

	She knew me too well. I was tapping a toe and drumming my fingers on my side as I stared at all of our stuff laid out on the bed. She added, “And trust me, you don't want to get in her way when she does, or you might find yourself labeled or worse yet, laminated.”

	“Hey!” Well fine, it is possible that she might have a point. She... what's with the look? Shut up.

	I watched them go and then turned to the mess, cracked my knuckles, and looped the leashes around a bedpost and went to work organizing. I pulled out my labeler and grinned. Best honeymoon, ever!

	By the time I had our things back in efficient order, Terrance, true to his word, had the door jamb repaired and a piece of plywood secured over the damaged panel. I overheard him telling Jane, “Monday, I can get the woodsmith in to repair it properly, but this is just as secure.”

	Woodsmith? Is that a thing? Or is it a colonial way of saying, carpenter or woodworker? Something for me to look up later, yay.

	When she bid him goodbye, and she closed the door behind her, I grinned at her as I unclipped the dogs to roam free, then I swished side to side, forgetting again that I didn't have a skirt on as I said, “There's pie.”

	She just chuckled at me as she pulled me into a hug and kissed the top of my head. “Yes, there's pie. Anyone ever tell you that your priorities are bonkers?”

	I shrugged, and sidestepped to the table, offering her a fork. “My wife does quite frequently.” What? I'm not about to pass up an award-winning pie.

	



	


Chapter 6 – Go Inside, Now!

	After we called down to have lunch sent up, I set out bowls of kibble for the fuzzy ones. Then we gorged ourselves on the most amazing peach cobbler. Jane was a little apprehensive as she asked me like I was a skittish bunny, “So, are you up to more adventures after all this excitement?”

	I cocked an eyebrow at her. “By the sacred chew toy, woman, I'm not that fragile. A failed break-in doesn't hit the flippin' top ten of the things I've gone through since I met you.”

	She smirked, and I thought I saw a bit of pride in her expression, then she had to tease, “Ooo you almost cussed.”

	I grinned, knowing she liked it when I proved I knew how. “Fuck you.”

	She purred out, instantly heating all my most interesting places, “Is that an offer?”

	“Eeep!” I was tempted, I was sooo tempted. But I sighed and asked, “Raincheck? I'm too interested in seeing what adrenaline-fueled activities you have planned for us.”

	She chuckled and shrugged. “Your loss.” Then she smirked and held out a pamphlet as she pointed out, “I'm not as one dimensional as you seem to think pipsqueak. Believe it or not, I like to stimulate my mind as much as my body. And I'll have you know that I enjoyed most of the places you dragged us to yesterday.”

	I looked at the pamphlet, and my smile bloomed. It was a guided tour of the two historical museums in town and the historic sites between the two. First I blushed at her chastising, then I beamed in excitement as I called Calvin over to leash him up, the little guy followed him, trying to jump up to chew on his ear.

	I said as I captured him and leashed him up, “You know, we can't just go around calling you 'boy.' We'll need a name until we find your real name and parents.”

	I looked up at Jane. She blinked then shrugged like it were a tedious task and asked, “Killer?”

	“Killer?”

	“Hey, you asked.”

	I shrugged. “Ok, Killer it is, you like that boy?” He yipped at me, seeing my attention on him, and I rolled my eyes at my wife and gave her a vicious nose crinkle as I handed her Killer's leash. “Fine.”

	She looked almost appalled, and I had to grin. A big badass like her with a tiny little floof was priceless. She gruffed out, “Fine. I'm not taking the bait, shrimp.” Then she raised her nose regally and marched out the door with the little one pulling at the leash in excitement. I chuckled and hustled after them, letting Calvin's leash go so he could catch up with the amazing new toy he thought was his.

	I had to giggle. “Hey, wait for me,” as I hustled to the stairs in hot pursuit.

	We had an amazing time, and people in the museums looked at Killer in suspicion. I understood, he didn't have a working dog bib like Calvin did, but I really didn't want to leave the little one alone in our rooms. Especially since it had been broken into already. So I did the only logical thing and stuffed him into my shoulder bag. He cutely popped his head up to see where we were going, silly boy.

	I could see in Jane's eyes that she really was enjoying the guided tour... and here I was worrying she wouldn't like this stuff. Layers upon layers was my woman. She gave me the coy, vulnerable look that I adored. I had only seen it once before, at the altar as I walked down the aisle.

	Her eyes had only flicked from me once, to a tall middle aged man standing in the back of the gathering, before her dark eyes, which had just hints of Asian heritage in them, locked back on me. I learned later that that man... was her father. He had not responded to the invitation I insisted she send, and we argued for almost an hour about it.

	He had basically disowned her when she came out. She shared that this was the first time she had seen him since she walked out and never looked back almost ten years ago. Once we were married and everyone was cheering, they shared a look and inclined their heads to each other and then he was gone. I think he wants to reconnect with her, she disagrees. But for that one moment, he had indicated some sort of approval.

	We walked back to the inn as I enjoyed the look again as she asked, “I was hoping we could have dinner in our room tonight. This is the last night I'll have you all to myself.” By the holy tug rope, when she bit her lower lip, I all but swooned.

	I just nodded like a loon before cuddling into her in the late afternoon chill.

	We settled in for the night and ordered up food. The rest is not for your ears. What? No. Go away. Just suffice it to say, I was her squeaky toy for most of the night. Not much sleep was to be had.

	In the morning I was feeling sort of melancholy. I had really enjoyed having Jane all to myself the past couple days and was sad that we couldn't stay longer. But I also missed my furry clients back in the city. They were all family to me. And as odd as it sounds, I missed the organized structure of my job. Not that I'd say no if my bride wanted to stay another day or two, but I also knew she had part of her mind on her ongoing cases that she had handed off to Detective Flannery, her sometimes partner.

	Just how pathetic are we? Hey, stop flapping your gums, it was a rhetorical question. Do you want to hear the rest of this story or not?

	We went about loading the car when it was pulled up front, the suitcases were put in the trunk for us... I really love the staff here at the inn. Then I went back up to grab the gifts we had purchased for our family back home.

	Then just as we were about to get into our car, Terrance popped out the main doors and waved us in. I chuckled, stuffed Killer into my bag since I had already unleashed him, then we went back inside, Calvin following freely between us.

	When we got in, the kindly man looked at us almost sheepishly as he handed us an envelope. “You've been so gracious with the trouble in your room, and you've been a delight to have stay at the Hudson Valley Inn.” Then he chuckled as he looked at me. “And I think you're the first person to ever use our business center, Mrs. McLeary.”

	I cocked an eyebrow at him, and he inclined his head with a smile.

	“Sorry... Finnegan. And you really didn't need to alphabetize the supplies and label the shelves for us.”

	A certain amused detective looked down at me with a smirk when she heard this. I pouted to her, “I'm not OCD.”

	She patted my head like she would Calvin as she nodded in mock understanding.

	Grr. I blushed.

	He smiled at our interaction as he said, “You two sound like you've been married as long as Hannah and me.” Then he waved that away as he nudged his chin to the envelope in Jane's hand. “A token of our appreciation, a half off voucher for a weekend stay here at the inn.”

	Ooo. That was pleasantly unexpected.

	Then his smile turned wry as he handed a second envelope to me. “For your mother as requested, Finnegan. Hannah doesn't normally give out her recipes, but though she only met you briefly at the Harvest Festival, she thought you were... what were her words? Delightfully quirky.”

	Quirky? Ok, I can see that. And she was a super nice lady.

	I hugged the envelope to me and said as I swished side to side, causing my pastel blue summer dress to flare. “Thank you so much. My mother loves spoiling our tastebuds, and this will do the trick. Please thank Hannah for me, this is wonderful.”

	He nodded then stiffened, surprised by my hug, but his smile was twice as wide when I released him. I waved as Jane looped an arm in mine, causing Killer to cock his head in curiosity as he poked it out of my bag. “Goodby Terrance, thanks for everything.”

	He crouched to pat Calvin's side as he waved with his free hand, then Cal started trotting after us, tail swishing.

	We stepped outside, and I froze when Jane stiffened, and her hand went halfway to where her shoulder holster would have been. I followed her gaze to see the passenger window of the SUV had been smashed in.

	She snapped out in cop mode, “Go inside, now!” As she cautiously approached the vehicle, her eyes sweeping the area, taking in everything. Calvin went with her, and I called him back, and we backed into the Inn.

	Terrance saw us from the end of the hall, and I must have had a strained look on my face, because his smile faltered and he came over quickly, asking, “Is everything ok, Finnegan?”

	I shrugged and said while my eyes were trained on my cop as she reached the SUV, “Someone broke into our car.”

	Jane glanced inside then seemed to relax a little as she rushed to the trunk and pulled out one of her bags and quickly unzipped it. She seemed to sigh in relief then pulled her service weapon out and stuffed it in a small holster and clipped it on her belt.

	Then she placed the bag back in the trunk and went to the passenger side again with her car keys and unlocked it then unlocked the glovebox. I had to blink two or three times when she pulled a tiny little snub-nosed revolver out of it and tucked it into her waistband at the small of her back.

	She keeps a gun in the car? Who keeps a gun in their car?

	Then she pulled out a wicked looking tactical knife and stuffed it into her jacket pocket. With that she relaxed the rest of the way, I could see it with the slump of her shoulder, and how she seemed to take a deeper breath before turning to us and waving me out.

	Terrance came out with me, on his cellphone with 911. He hung up as we reached Jane. Before my girl could speak, he supplied, “The police are on the way.”

	She nodded thanks then said, “Everything is untouched. Nothing is out of place, and our luggage is still there. It looks like just some random vandalism.”

	She looked at me and cocked her head with an almost amused smirk. What? I do not attract trouble... ish. I slugged her arm, knowing what she was thinking, and after a delay, she pretended to just notice and asked, “Ow?”

	I muttered, “I'll ow you, you jerk cop.”

	Terrance was three shades lighter, looking appalled as he said, “I'm so sorry. I can't believe this is happening. Believe me, this sort of thing never happens around here. The inn is safe...”

	Jane, held up a halting hand to stop him. “Mr. LaComb, none of this is your fault. And rest assured, we will be recommending the inn to our friends and family regardless.”

	He nodded, not looking appeased as he said, “At least let us reimburse you for the damage.”

	I shook my head and said, “No, like she said, this isn't your fault, and this is what insurance is for.”

	He exhaled in exasperation then nodded once and countered, “At least let me call the mobile auto glass company. Jeremiah owes me a favor. They can have the window replaced in no time.”

	Jane placed a hand on his arm and inclined her head. “Thanks, that would be greatly appreciated. I have to get my blushing bride home before she turns into a pumpkin.”

	And that was pretty much our honeymoon in a nutshell. And now, here we are, two days later with CPT getting broken into. I really don't believe I'm a magnet for trouble, no matter what the empirical evidence shows. And if I didn't know better, with nothing missing here, I'd almost believe it was related to the other two break-ins if we weren't in a different city over a hundred miles away.

	



	


Chapter 7 – Favorite Aunt

	The next morning, I was getting ready to work and making a quick scrambled egg and ham bagel for Jane. Otherwise she wouldn't eat breakfast. I shared, “I should be getting the DNA results back from the AKC today, and we can find Killer's home.”

	She looked up from her iPad where she sat on the couch, no doubt going over a case file like she isn't supposed to do at home. It is one of our rules that she didn't let me write down. What good were rules if you didn't write them down? Sure it may have been excessive when I had previously had a multi-page list numbered, labeled and laminated, which I shared with my prior roommates, but it was just good sense... right? Hey, stop giving me the, “Oh, Fin,” face!

	Her brow was furrowed in confusion. “You just sent that sample in on Tuesday.”

	I nodded, and she added like I wasn't aware of it, “This is Thursday.”

	“Very good, and tomorrow is Friday.”

	She smirked and retorted, “Smartass. No I mean... you can get DNA processed and matched in forty-eight hours?”

	It was my turn to furrow my brow as I nodded. Then she chuckled and rolled her eyes. “It generally takes weeks to get DNA processed in the crime lab unless lives are at stake, then they can put a rush on it. But forty-eight hours? We could use your guys in our lab.”

	It was my turn to chuckle as I said, “It's the AKC guys, not my guys. And it's pretty standard. I'd imagine their database is a fraction of the size of law enforcement's.”

	She smirked as I moved over to give her her portable breakfast along with a thermal mug of coffee. “It's dogs, so it IS your guys, Finny.”

	She stood, gathered her things, then smiled as she leaned down to plant a knee-buckling kiss on me, leaving my lips parted in want and desire with my eyes closed as she walked off. “I should be home around five or six, love.”

	I nodded and caught up with her as Calvin flowed around her legs while she got her weapon from the upper cabinet above the refrigerator then headed to the door where she donned that sexy as hell, long leather coat.

	I put a hand up, and she clasped my fingers, our wedding bands touching as I looked at them with awe and amazement. I was married. She gave me the warmest of smiles then released me to crouch to give Calvin some good lovin'. “I know, I love you too boy, see you tonight.”

	She stood and gave me a wink, a quick peck on the lips, then slipped out the door. I laid against it with a dreamy expression on my face, then placed my ear to the door. I didn't hear any footsteps. I shared a secret smile with Calvin, then I locked the door, a few times, and tugged on the knob just to make sure, my ear still to the door and I finally heard her footsteps receding down the stairs. I don't know why it always made me smile that she didn't leave until she knew I locked the door.

	Well, ok, maybe I did. I crouched to scritch Calvin's cheeks as I told him, “She loves us, boy.” He slurped my cheek in affirmation, and I giggled as I stood and looked at the door, tucking a loose lock behind my ear, then smoothing my skirt. I almost skipped off to the spiral staircase that led to the master bedroom upstairs. Cal flowed up with me like a liquid canine.

	Ten minutes later, we were heading out with leashes and harnesses in my bag to walk our clients. We walked the boys in the morning, then after lunch, the girls. You could see the change in Calvin as soon as we stepped out the door. He was all business, a consummate professional when we exited the building to do the job that we both so loved. It was hard to believe I actually got paid to be with super cute doggies. I love my life.

	When we finished for the day, we stopped at the dog rescue to check on the fence repair and new locks that were installed yesterday before heading home. That was just an excuse for me to head upstairs to visit with mom, Puddles and Killer for a bit. I was curious how mom's latest assignment for her 'over fifty' column and blog went. She went urban ziplining, where a traveling group set up zip lines in various big cities across the country so that adventuresome thrill seekers could ride one at terrifying speeds between buildings in the urban jungles.

	I guess it took them over a year to get the proper permits for Manhattan. We have more safety regulations and restrictions here than most cities. And a compromise was made to limit the exposure of the general public below from accidents. The New York zipline went through three blocks of the city over alleyways, where the general populace wouldn't be exposed to danger.

	I had to chuckle, knowing mom was just as much a thrill seeker as Jess and Kerry. She was the Liberty ladies amateur arm wrestling champion for six years running back home. And she did everything from chainsaw carving to inflatable sumo suit wrestling, to the roller derby. She and Garrett were the athletic ones in the family, I got the good fashion sense and impeccable organizational skills gene. What? It's a thing.

	I hesitated when I saw a familiar car parked in front of the rescue. I started to get excited as we veered off our course to the front doors, and to the little side door that went up to the residences on the two floors above CPT. Those floors held low rent residences for dog walkers and my mother's flat. The rent paid the mortgage on the building so that we didn't have to dip into Calvin's trust fund to lease the Central Park Tails area. It made more fiscal sense to buy the building instead.

	I had to sigh and shake my head at myself. When had I become a real estate maven? I seemed to be collecting properties. My five-year plan had originally only included my apartment. Now, there I was, owning my apartment, and the addition of the third-floor studio above to make the master suite. Then there was the underground parking spot a block from home that one of my client's owner's sold to me as a thank you for taking care of her fuzzy baby before she moved upstate.

	What? I know I don't own a car, but I'm not stupid. Parking spots in Manhattan are worth more than their weight in gold.

	Next was Calvin's old apartment that was given to him and his caretaker, me, when his mother died. I rent that to my twin brother Gar and his wife, Becky.

	Then I made the decision to buy the CPT building and renovate and rent the apartments on the second floor and studios on the third floor. It was an initial capital investment, but as I said, the rent we got from the units paid the mortgage and utilities. This way, Calvin's inheritance was put to work in a constructive manner instead of wasting it on a lease.

	The last purchase before I got married, is probably going to upset Jane when she learns of it when we sit down to combine our finances tonight. When mom put the family home in Liberty up for sale last year, I tried to accept it, but I wasn't ready to say goodbye to the memories of dad yet. I had my cousin, Polly, set up a Limited Liability Company for me and purchase the house. I use the rent to pay the mortgage, and the LLC pays a property management service to maintain it.

	I'm first to admit that I have problems letting go.

	I sighed and unclipped Calvin as I unlocked the entry door to the residences. His tail swished as he dashed into the short little hall and up the stairs. I had to chuckle at his enthusiasm, he loved visiting mom and Puddles as much as I did.

	The thought of our old cocker spaniel weighed heavy on my heart. Mom had to take the elevator down to walk her now as the old pup couldn't navigate the stairs anymore. I dreaded the day she would no longer be with us.

	I don't think my heart could take it.

	She's been with us since just after dad died, and she was a fighter. She survived a tunnel cave-in at a huge sand mound at a construction site that killed her mom and litter mates, and sort of woke me up from my heartache at missing my father, letting me know it was still ok to love.

	Calvin and the dogs mom routinely steals for the night from the shelter to keep her company, keeps the old girl's tail wagging. I think Puddles thinks she's the mom of all the rescue dogs at CPT, and it makes her feel younger.

	I passed the mailboxes inset in the wall and bounded up the steps two at a time, I had to smirk when I saw the door to the apartment on the left was open and not a Calvin to be seen. My mother had the only decent sized apartment in the building. The only other door on the second floor belonged to a smaller studio that was identical to the three studios on the third floor.

	I slipped into the open door and called out, “Knock knock.” I saw mom look up from where she was crouched giving Calvin a good scratch, while her free hand absently stroked Puddles' silvering hair. Killer was there, yipping and bouncing, trying to nip at Calvin's ears while Gar and Bec's Oscar ran around all of them with the boundless energy of a longhaired dachshund. I had to smile at the sight.

	I shut the door and hung my jacket on one of the pegs by the door labeled Finnegan. We had taken the board with the pegs from the old house. I rested my hand on the old familiar thing that dad had built, my old faded labels curling at the edges.

	Then when I turned, I squeed when I saw the owner of the car up front as she came out of the kitchen with a bundle of joy.

	I rushed up to a super smiley Becky, in all her toned and athletic glory and promptly stole one of the biggest sources of joy in my life from her. I smiled hugely at my niece as I absently said, “Hi mom, hi Becky.”

	Then as I was making baby talk to the most amazing baby girl in the world, Alyxandra Oleander May, the wise-asses started talking amongst themselves, “Glad too see we rate a greeting at least.” “Right?”

	I stopped making silly faces at the little girl, who had the May eyes, and was wearing one of the tiny pink sundresses I had bought for her and looked up at the women. I smushed my smirky lips to one side and asked, “What? Can't Alyx's favorite aunt dote on her favorite niece?”

	Mom was just grinning, and Rebecca stepped to my side and leaned in to give me a kiss on the cheek. “She's your only niece, short stuff. And what makes you think you're her favorite aunt? What about Connie and Delilah?”

	She invoked the names of her sisters. I've only met them once, at her and Gar's wedding, and they looked a lot like Becky, just older and without the chiseled physique of a rock climbing instructor. Bec was the baby of her family.

	Connie was a securities manager down in Florida. She did well for herself, married, and three children, with what she says is her dream job. She has a thing for numbers.

	Delilah? Well, she was the black sheep of their family and worked as a bartender in a casino in... New Jersey. Shudder. But she was delightfully sarcastic and kept us all laughing after the newlyweds ran off to their honeymoon. And she had a tough look about her and was what Jess and Kerry called a butch lesbian. Which explained Rebecca's nonreaction when she found out I was bi when I started dating Jane. My sis-in-law was super awesome.

	I countered as I turned my body to prevent her from stealing her daughter back, “Then who's dress is she wearing?” Then I googly eyed my niece and said in baby-talk, “Don't listen to them. Who looks so pretty in her dress? Who's a little heartbreaker?”

	By all that was fluffy and good in this world, looking at her made my heart ache in need, wanting one of my own. That was going to be a huge conversation with my copper wife one day. Gah, I'm such a girl sometimes.

	I leaned in when mom stepped up, and I kissed her cheek. Then looked at Killer with a smirk, as the three dogs played. “Seems you have a favorite.” She lightly slapped my shoulder with a smirk of her own on her face. I studied it a moment. More than once Jane and the girls said I got my smirk from my mom. I don't see it, her's is much more smug than mine.

	I smirked. Ok, fine.

	Then I turned to Becky and asked, “What brings you here today? Don't you have to be at the gym?”

	My opportunistic mother, took my moment of distraction to steal the adorable one from me. By the swishing tail and lolling tongue, she was pure evil I say!

	As my sis-in-law chuckled at my consternation, she said, “Not today. They're removing the main tower to replace it with a bigger one with more routes to accommodate a wider variety of climbing skill levels.”

	Then she bit the inside of her cheek and tried to hide a smile. “You should come in once it is installed, there's a beginner's wall for children.”

	I slugged her shoulder, impressed how it felt like coiled steel like Jane's arm. Garrett was a lucky boy. But then again, he's always been popular, so it's not much of a surprise he could land this fitness queen. She just had a baby a few months ago, and she looked amazing. All tight muscle and feminine grace.

	“I think just the one time was enough, thank you very much.” It had taken Jane, Jessie, and Kerry all begging me to get me in there the first time. How can anyone resist three amazons begging, especially with Jess throwing around sexual innuendo all the time to keep you off balance? I spent more time screaming and giggling as I fell off the wall to swing in the air on the safety ropes than actually climbing.

	She exhaled and gave me a hug, “Oh, Fin.”

	Then we sat, and they again had me go over the honeymoon... as much as I cared to share. I swear they were living vicariously through me. I had to chuckle, Bec was like an old married woman. For some reason, the paintball match was the most intriguing thing to them as they only had me gloss over the break-ins.

	I got to change Alyx's diaper and hog her as much as I could. I was so proud of Calvin, who was so gentle with her whenever we lowered her for him to see. It's like he got instinctively calmer and almost protective. Dogs are smarter and more empathetic than people like to give them credit for.

	I asked about the zip line. And Rebecca perked up at my mom's description of the adrenaline rush and how “You should try it, girls, you're only young once.” No thank you, you couldn't get me to ride a string of death.

	By the time we were winding down with sharing each other's current events, mom stood and said, “As much as I'd like to stay home and commune with my granddaughter... oh, and my children.” She grinned at the implied afterthought which just got both of us younger Mays smirking at her. “I have a column to write, then I have to get ready for tonight.”

	I started to stand and asked as Calvin made a whining sound as he cocked his head at me, tongue lolling out as he wondered if we were going, “What activity do you have planned tonight?”

	Bec grabbed her diaper bag and pried her daughter from mom's talons as we were lead to the door. I clipped up Oscar for the mother of my super-niece. Mom kissed each of our cheeks then raspberried Alyx's and said as she almost pushed us out the door, “I have a dinner date.”

	We both spun back to have the door closed in our faces. In unison, we both blurted, “What?”

	I called through the door, “A date? With who?”

	Bec was wide-eyed as she chimed in, “Come on Winnie... mom, you can't just drop a bomb like that then shut us out.”

	All we got in return was muffled laughter which I equated to evil cackling.

	We stared at the door then each other as we smiled widely. I muttered, “The brat.”

	She nodded agreement. “Isn't she just?”

	A date.

	Mom had a date. My smile doubled. For years Gar and I have been trying to get her to get back in the dating world. Dad would have wanted it. And once she moved to the big city, she had started taking that to heart. She's always flirting with someone, but we can never catch the target of her interest. Now she pulls this offhanded, “Oh, I've got a date,” stuff?

	I whispered to Bec, “She's got a date.”

	She grinned like a loon.

	Then I asked, “You know who with?”

	She shrugged and said, “I was hoping you'd know.”

	Grr. I shook my head, and we chuckled and started down the stairs. I crouched to clip Calvin up as we reached the door and I held it open then walked her to her car. I stole my niece from her with an evil giggle and went about securing her in the baby seat in the back seat. The two dogs jumped in, tails swishing and I had to say, “Sorry Cal, not our ride.” He cocked his head, and I winked at him and made the hand signal for heel. He dutifully hopped back out of the vehicle and sat to my left, looking up at me.

	I kissed the cute little bundle of cooing joy and then shut the door. I paid the toll, kissing Becky's cheek and said, “Tell Gar hi for me.”

	She nodded and said as she walked around to slip into the driver's seat, Oscar getting in her lap, “Will do. In the meantime, we need to do some sleuthing to find out who she's dating.” She nudged her eyes to the second floor.

	I grinned and nodded in agreement. Yes. Yes, we did. “Bye Bec. You coming over for movie night?”

	She nodded. “See you Saturday, sis.”

	“Love you.”

	“Love you too.”

	Then she shut her door, and a few moments later she was driving off as I was waving through the back window at Alyx.

	I looked toward home, then CPT and asked my stalwart companion, “Shall we inspect the compound then get home? We have to start the meatloaf for our cop if it's going to be ready when she gets home. He wagged his agreement to our course of action.

	



	


Chapter 8 – DNA

	Just after Jane arrived home and stowed her weapon in its cupboard above the fridge, there was a knock at the door. I glanced over at it and started for it, but my wife, being the overprotective pain in my butt, reached the door first.

	It was a young boy. Well a teenager, in a messenger uniform. “Hi, umm... I have a delivery for a Mrs. Finnegan McLeary-May.” He held up a cardboard envelope and held out an electronic tablet.

	I hip bumped my overbearing matrimonial partner over a bit as I squeezed in front of her. I handed the delivery back to her as I smiled and said, “I'm Finnegan.” I signed his tablet and then said, “Just a second.” I dug in my bag hanging on the hooks next to the door and pulled out a five for him. “Thank you.”

	He smiled, probably not used to being tipped, but I knew how little people in the service industry made. He repeated my words, “Thank you, ma'am.” Then he was off, with a big smile on his face.

	Jane shut and locked the door and moved past me as she asked, “What is it,” as she examined the package. I looked between her and the door, feeling off. Then I reached out and unlocked and locked the door a couple times more, just to make sure, before sighing and turning to her.

	I froze. She had that look on her face. The one where she looked almost sad as she studied me intently. I looked down and tucked some hair behind my ear, and smoothed my skirt down as I scurried past her, snagging the document envelope from her hands.

	I said as I moved into the little office nook at the base of the circular staircase, pointing at the logo on the package, “It's from the AKC. The DNA results.”

	She moved behind me as I sat at the desk and opened the package. I could feel the heat of her body pressed against my back as her hands absently found my shoulders and she started massaging them. I moaned in pleasure and closed my eyes for a moment to savor it. I felt so... loved. I shot a coy look over my shoulder, then pulled out the paperwork inside the envelope.

	I smiled. “Oh. We have a positive match instead of a familial one.” I read the papers over, then looked at the back of them as I furrowed my brow and read them again. “Huh.”

	She exhaled in frustration and asked, “Care to share with the class?”

	I looked back at her and smiled sheepishly. “Well, the results are wrong.”

	“Wrong how?” She cocked one of her sculpted brows.

	I tapped on the impossible name as I explained, “This says the DNA is from Darius Larkin. Grand champion of the AKC dog show the year after Tinkerbell won it.”

	She nodded and shrugged, a slight smile on her face at the name of the big goofy Great Dane that Calvin had frequent play dates with. “So?”

	I turned in my chair and offered her the papers as I explained while she read, “Killer can't be Darius.”

	She nodded at what she was reading, then cocked the papers off to the side in one hand as she looked at me in curiosity, “How so. It looks like the results are pretty conclusive. You couldn't ask for a better match than a positive match with one hundred percent certainty. We'd kill for results like that in a case.”

	I gave her a sardonic look, and she said, “Well I guess there isn't such thing as a true one hundred percent.” I nodded, knowing the chances of someone having the same DNA sequence as you is one in a billion. But there are over seven billion people in the world, which means by the laws of probability, there are six people out there with the same DNA sequence as you. And identical twins also have the same DNA.

	The same would hold true for other animals. I said, “Unless we just won the lottery at one in a billion odds, or they made a mistake in the lab, because I know for a fact that Killer is not Darius.”

	She smirked, looking amused as she prompted, “Then tell me, canine DNA whisperer, how do you know this?”

	I sighed and said plainly, “Darius is eight. He won Grand Champion at four.”

	She looked like she was waiting for more when I didn't say anything else she prompted again with an expectant look. I rolled my eyes as I thumped Calvin's sides as he slid between us. I sighed yet again and asked, “In what world, is that pup eight years old? He's twelve months at the most.”

	Jane just cocked an eyebrow, entreating me to explain.

	“Didn't you look at Killer's teeth and eyes? And he still has his downy undercoat. He can't be more than eleven or twelve months at the most.”

	She took in a deep breath as she furrowed her brows and looked at the papers in her fist then me. “Are you... of course you're sure. I forgot who I'm talking to. Ok, so the lab made a mistake. Maybe he's one of this Darius' offspring, and their tests aren't as accurate as the crime lab?”

	Again I shook my head. “He hasn't been put to stud yet. His owners said he was retiring and they weren't sure if they were going to. Unless they decided it was time and I haven't heard. But that would be huge news. Pups from a grand champion demand a premium.”

	She shrugged, and I said, “Well I guess it wouldn't hurt to check with them. The Larkin's live just north of the city.”

	I exhaled and slumped, and she seemed to deflate too at the look on my face. “I know, Finny, you've gotten yourself attached... again. But he needs to go back with his family.”

	I nodded and said, “I'll contact them and drop by tomorrow after I'm done walking my clients. And really, it's mom who is getting attached. I'm going to hate taking him away from her.”

	She smiled softly then her eyes widened as I suddenly sat up, my own eyes wide in excitement as I blurted, “Mom has a date tonight!”

	Her surprise turned to amused shock. “Well, it's about damn time.”

	I nodded agreement, and she asked, “Do we know who with?”

	I narrowed my eyes and growled out, “No, the evil wench just tossed Becky and me out on the sidewalk without sharing.”

	She chuckled, and my frown turned upside down as I chuckled with her. Shrugging I said in dejection, “I guess she'll tell us all when the time is right.”

	She nodded and deadpanned, “Unless you can snoop and find out before then.”

	I love her. My wife knows me so well. I echoed with an emphatic nod, “Unless I can snoop and find out before then.”

	She hugged me to her and kissed the top of my head. I smiled into her chest. Not the worst predicament I could find myself in if I do say so myself.

	She released me, and I said, “Dinner will be ready in a couple minutes.”

	She nodded, handed me the papers back, and headed out to watch the news with Calvin as I looked over the paperwork once again to see if I could spot their error. There was none, but that still didn't change the fact that the results were impossible.

	Well unless someone somehow changed the entry in the database somehow. But to what end? Anyone would know Killer wasn't Darius if they took the time to examine him. I shrugged, knowing our best bet of finding his parents was to talk with the Larkins.

	I put the papers on the desk, and arranged them neatly so that the bottom edge was parallel with the edge of the desk, then headed into the kitchen to take out the meatloaf. Jane loves my meatloaf, so I like to spoil her like this every once in a while.

	She kept looking at the time as we ate. I had to chuckle, she was such a good friend. She volunteered to pick up Jess and Ker from the airport tonight. I was looking forward to trading honeymoon stories with them... just maybe from Ker now that I think of it, because Mable Jessie Freeman... well Freeman-Stevens now, would share all of their intimate times in great salacious detail if we let her tell the story.

	Kerry? Well, I guess she's just as bad, but she grew a Finnegan Filter back when we were kids so she'd only do it to tease me.

	Just as I finished with the dishes after we ate, Jane stood and said, “Well time to get the girls.”

	I couldn't believe how excited I was to see them again, so I asked, “Mind if I come?”

	She smiled and nudged her chin toward the door. I said to Calvin as I wiped my hands on the dish towel, “Come on boy, your second favorite bedmates are coming home.” He cocked his head when I spoke to him, then darted to the door when I started that way. I asked, “We have time to walk him before we go?”

	She nodded and told him, “Yes, but make it quick fuzzy man.”

	I loved how she loved him. It was so odd to hear the rough and tough woman treating him like our child. Hmm... our child.

	As we donned our coats and leashed up Cal, I said absently, “I want children.” Then I slipped out the door with Cal, leaving a speechless cop behind. I smirked. Not the way I had planned on broaching the topic, but the results were fun.

	A few seconds later she must have pulled her wits about her as she finally followed us, one eye on me as she locked the door. She was silent until after Cal did his thing in the park and we made our way down into the parking garage to get into the SUV.

	She simply said, a thoughtful look on her face as she slipped into the car, “Ok.”

	It was my turn to study her as I slipped in with Calvin. She wasn't looking at me or adding anything else about such a heavy topic, then she smirked over my scrutiny as she started the car.

	I muttered, “What?”

	She chuckled and said as we went up the ramp and onto the street, “You're baby drunk. Alyx has everyone wrapped around her little finger.”

	I blew her a raspberry then grinned. Even though Jane held our niece away from her like she was a wet sack, not knowing how to hold her properly, she always got a goofy grin on her face.

	A little over a half hour later we were at LaGuardia Airport, circling like we were in a holding pattern as we drove past the terminals I sent a text to the girls to let them know we were here. After our fourth trip around the airport loop, I got a text from Jessie, 'Wheels down, see you in a few short stuff.'

	I rolled my eyes at her teasing and shot back, 'Whatever, Mable.' Which got me an emoji I didn't even know existed. I showed the middle finger emoji to Jane when we had to stop for a moment to let a bus into traffic. She snorted. I grinned.

	I had to smirk when on our seventh trip around we saw what anyone would think were two models from Bad Girl's Monthly standing at the curb. One in a leather Air Force Jacket, the other in a long leather duster. They looked gooood, and they knew it as Jess cocked her hip and tugged up a leg of her jeans to show off her shapely calf as she stuck a thumb out to hitch a ride.

	Jane slowed and operated my window from the controls on her door and called out, “Sorry, we're not looking to hire any girls for tonight.”

	Kerry snorted at Jessie's indignant expression as I hopped out and ran around to open the tailgate for them. I sighed, wondering if I was the only one without muscles as each girl hoisted two large suitcases each, like they weighed next to nothing and placed them in the back as Calvin whined from the back seat, his whole body shaking in excitement at seeing the ladies again.

	I swallowed, their new tans made their skin virtually glow. Jess smirked down at me and kissed the top of my head, “Fin.”

	Ker did the same, “Hey, Tempe. We missed you.”

	I was blushing as I squeaked out, “We missed you too.” Then I was blushing even more as I stood on my tiptoes to grab the tailgate but couldn't quite reach as Jess chuckled and closed it for me. I scurried back to the passenger side and slipped in as the ladies hopped into the back seat and Calvin proceeded to give them sloppy wet tongued greetings.

	They giggled as we pulled out into traffic. Jess fought the excited border collie off and made baby talk with him. “We missed you too boy. Who's a pretty boy?”

	Ker rolled her eyes and said, “Calvin is, Red. Duh.”

	With a wink to her girl, Jess turned to look up into the rearview mirror. “Hey Five-O, how's married life treating ya?”

	Jane's smirk was all Jess needed, and the redhead just nodded in appreciation. “Nice.”

	Ker shoved her shoulder and said, “Behave, woman, you're going to break our dog walker.” Then to my cop, she said, “Hi Jane, thanks for picking us up. We could have taken a cab, really.”

	My traitorous woman just snickered. “Are you kidding? Finny would have my hide if I let you do that.” They all chuckled at my expense.

	I grumped, arms across my chest, “What? Is it a crime that I love my girls?”

	They all chimed out, “Love you too, Fin.”

	Ha! Take that, they love me too.

	We spent enough time on the road for them to hit the major highlights of their honeymoon. Half the time I spent with my hands over my ears as they described some of the places they found to do it, “La la la, I can't hear you.” They were insatiable and lascivious gals, those two.

	I caught the tail end of the last description, “...and screaming my name. They kicked us out of the aquarium.”

	Jane was smirking at me and said, “They're just trying to get a rise out of you, love.” I knew that. They made a game out of who could get me to blush the most all the time.

	I pointed a finger at Jess when she started to open her mouth, and I complained, “I'm not a puritan, woman. I just feel that some things shouldn't be... shared.”

	This got the two evil back seaters oooing and prompting Jane things like, “Does she like the cuffs?” And, “I bet she's a firecracker in...” By the seven canine lords of Nebula B, I was going to die of embarrassment.

	Jane stopped them, even though she looked almost smug. “Stop right there, ladies.”

	I looked back and said, “Calvin, attack.” Calvin... didn't attack. Instead he snuggled his head down onto Jessie's lap to get some good lovin'.

	The girls then started telling us of the activities they participated in that didn't involve panting and moaning. And I was right, them girls be crazy. They did almost every thrill seeking, adrenaline pumping thing they could find there.

	Then as we walked from our underground parking to the apartment, Jess asked, “And what did you two do on your honeymoon?” She crinkled her nose at me as she teased, “Attend seminars on how to make proper hospital corners on your sheets?” Ooo was that a thing?

	Jane's smirk looked half smug half prideful as she shrugged and said like it wasn't anything, “We battled it out at the most epic paintball arena I've ever been to.”

	After a moment of shock, they exploded into excited questions. Culminating in, “Who won?”

	Jane looked down at me expectantly as she pulled me into a side hug as we reached the door to the entry hall at our building. I grinned as I unlocked the door and released Calvin to lead the way in. “It was a tie. Unless you count the time I killed Jane in one on one.”

	They looked completely stunned as my girl complained, “Hey. We hadn't agreed to play when you...”

	I nodded and tried not to grin as I said, “And yet, you died.”

	Ker was insistent as we headed up the stairs, the girls carrying their suitcases like they were light as pizza boxes, “We need to know everything!”

	Then my jerk cop, to get the attention off the fact she hadn't been able to kill me, pointed out, “Our room and car got broken into while we were there, and Fin found a dog with a little mystery attached.”

	Traitor.

	The women looked at me as Jane unlocked the door, and Mable said with humor coloring her tone, “Of course she did.” Then to the world, she quipped, “That one is a magnet for trouble.”

	They dropped their luggage just inside the door as I went to slug the redhead in the gut. Instead, she captured me into a hug, pulling me into her and I was trying not to be smothered by her prodigious chest as she said, “Missed you, shrimp.”

	I sighed and hugged her back as I tried to nod. Then Ker snagged me when I gained my freedom to do the same. “It's good to be home Tempe.” Only Ker and Mom could call me that.

	Then they looked at us as they gave Jane fist bumps. Ker yawned out, “We're exhausted. And I have to report for duty in the morning. Catch up tomorrow?”

	I nodded as I hung up my coat and Calvin's leash and harness. They gave me and Jane cheek kisses and then started trudging toward their room, stripping off their boots and coats as they went. Calvin flowed into their room with them, missing his pack mates.

	I squeaked to myself as I looked at the suitcases just dumped there, then the trail of discarded clothing. I was about to start cleaning it up when Jane looped an arm in mine, “It can wait until morning, love.”

	Easy for her to say. I nervously tucked some hair behind my ear and started wringing my hands as we went upstairs. She got me to settle by asking. “Didn't you say there was some stuff we had to take care of?”

	Oh yeah. I smiled and started pulling stuff up on my iPad at the little sitting area by the french doors out to the tiny patio while I organized some papers in front of me. She pulled the other chair around to my side of the little round table.

	I said, “Just a few things that need to be taken care of now that we are married.”

	She nodded. She had left it all to me because she knew just how much I loved organization and paperwork.

	We went through some papers for Social Security with our name changes, as well as the Department of Motor Vehicles for our driver’s license updates, and the US State Department for our passports.

	I still don't know why I have a passport, it isn't like I'm ever getting on a plane. Maybe it is just in case I ever take a drive up to Canada. It always pays to be prepared for any contingency.

	Then we went through additional papers, adding her to the titles of all my property holdings. She looked down at the one I was cringing about and hoped she wouldn't notice. The one with the property owned by Calvin and Hobbes, LLC. She cocked an eyebrow at me as she read the address to that property. Then instead of saying anything, she just gave me an almost sad look, cupped my cheek, and I leaned into the warmth, closing my eyes. She signed the papers for the family home without a word.

	Then she gave an almost sheepish look, saying, “I knew all of this except the house, intellectually, but actually seeing everything you've accumulated in...” She stopped mid-sentence and blinked at the iPad I slid in front of her. “Holy shit!”

	The pad had my bank accounts open for her to add her name and social security number. I nudged her, and she started moving again, her eyes wide and scanning the balances.

	My unflappable detective, who was currently flapped, asked as she typed in her information while I stuffed the paper forms we had finished filling out into envelopes to mail. “I think they missed a decimal somewhere.”

	Now I was truly embarrassed as I looked down, and tugged on my skirt to straighten it over my legs. I said, “It isn't that much. I just don't have many expenses beyond real estate, and those are taken care of by the rent I... umm... we collect. So I save.”

	She chuckled, her eyes still on the numbers. “A lot it seems.” Then she looked unsure of herself. “Are you sure you want me on these accounts?”

	I leaned over to rest my head on her arm and said in a small voice, “You're my wife.” Like that explained everything.

	She sighed and didn't say anything for a few heartbeats, then submitted her information.

	I sighed back at her and hugged her arm, then a put on a mischievous smile as I said, “If that shocked you, just wait until the lawyers for Miss McKnight's estate have the paperwork ready to add you to Calvin's account and my caretaker trust fund.” I added with a silly grin, “Calvin is loaded.” As odd as it sounds, I doubt he was the only dog who was technically a millionaire in the city.

	She looked at the floor like she could see Calvin with the girls, and shook her head. Then she started smirking and pulled up another window on the iPad's browser and said primly, “And here is my tremendous contribution to our family's wealth.”

	I grinned as I looked at her bank info as she added in a regal tone, “All two thousand and three dollars.”

	I tried not to grin as I just nodded and added, “And fifteen cents.”

	She nodded, her chin in the air like an aristocrat as she echoed, “And fifteen cents.”

	Then she exhaled and deflated. “My girlfriend makes more than me... and she's a dog walker.”

	I smirked and said, “That's right, copper. And she's your wife, I have it on good authority.”

	She nodded and exhaled again then dipped her head to give me a whisper of a kiss as she ran her fingers through my hair. “And she's my wife.”

	I didn't like how insecure she looked, and saying it was just money sounded contrite, so instead, I just shut off the iPad and moved onto to her lap to cuddle in. I played with her collarbone as I whispered, “I love you.”

	She hugged me tight and nodded. “Love you too. Why didn't you tell me you had so much money?”

	I corrected. “We have so much money. It isn't anything important. What's important is that there is a bed right over there, and we aren't on it. I'm beat.”

	She smirked and stood and I gleeped as she just swung me up into her arms and carried me the few steps to the bed and laid me gently down on it. “We should rectify that oversight.”

	We kicked off our clothes and didn't bother with our sleepwear, and I cuddled into her with a sigh. She just held me to her until we were both out. And we slept the whole night.

	Well except for the few minutes I woke up in the middle of the night to slip into my sleepwear and sneak downstairs to straighten the girl's suitcases and clean up their trail of shoes and clothes to their bedroom door. Cal joined us when I went back upstairs to slip into the small spoon position in my cop's snoring arms, Calvin draped across our legs on top of the blankets.

	



	


Chapter 9 – Road Trip

	The next day I felt a pressure lifted, knowing my family was all home again. I know I stress over the strangest of things, but I had a bit of anxiety when they were away. We fell right back into our familiar routine as they all gathered around the television for the morning news as I made breakfast for us all after walking Calvin with Ker.

	This was nice. My family.

	Ker stood first in her uniform. Just how heroic she looked should inspire new recruits into the Air Force. Even though she would rather be flying attack choppers on covert missions, she was damn good at recruiting too. She's never missed a quota yet.

	Her girl walked her to the door as she called back to me, “Don't forget, Tempe, movie tonight with Red's parents.”

	I waved her off. “Yeah yeah, Ker-Bear, Heartsong Warriors 9: Monotone at seven.” I don't know why the girls insist on watching that silly cinematic series. Ok fine, movies are funny as hell. Shut up.

	She saluted me, then laid one on Jess that had both Jane and me looking at each other and swallowing as I felt a rush of heat inside. Those two are stuck on ten perpetually. A Jess type unit with a sufficiently dreamy look on her face joined us after making a show of locking the door for me three times. “So what's the plan today ladies?”

	I sobered and smashed my lips to one side before saying, “Well I have to take a train up to Sleepy Hollow after I finish my walks today, to see if I can figure out who Killer belongs to. Darius' parents live there.”

	Seriously, Sleepy Hollow was just an hour by train, north of New York. About a third of the way to Hudson Valley. Washington Irving drew inspiration from Tarrytown there for his book about the Legend of Sleepy Hollow.

	Jane said as she played with my loose curls, “Why don't you take the SUV today?”

	I shook my head. “No, you need it for work. I heard how you complained the last time you had to get a car from the carpool when your's was in the shop.” Then I added before she could retort, “And complained, and...” I squeed as she tickled my ribs before hugging me to her side.

	“Got it, runt.”

	“Fine.”

	“Fine.”

	She gave me a peck on my lips to make me behave. Hey, that was my trick. I beamed at her. Jess rolled her eyes at us as she snorted. “I think I'm going to get cavities just watching you two.” Then she tossed something at me, and I panicked, forgetting how to catch. Jane caught the lobbed projectiles with one hand and opened it to reveal Jessie's car keys. “The train doubles your travel time. Take mine, Fly-Girl and I are riding our bikes till the first frost. It's behind mom and pop's. I won't be responsible for what happens if I don't 'Bring that adorable Finnegan and her girl,' to the movie tonight.”

	I stared at the keys Jane was dangling in front of me expectantly. They wanted me to... drive? My life has centered around walking and riding public transportation since I arrived in Manhattan. It was my comfort zone. As I demonstrated in Hudson Valley, driving... isn't.

	I swallowed and took the keys. “Thanks, Red.”

	“De nada.”

	The girls all kept their bikes in the two storage cages in the basement that we had for the two apartments I had combined. The owner of the rest of the building grumps about it, but we can store anything we want down there. The ladies just use the sidewalk elevator to bring their motorcycles up and down to the street. To them, it is just as awesome as having underground parking like me. Unfortunately, Jess has to leave her car at her parents more often than not since she moved into our spare downstairs bedroom.

	Jane chuckled, “Now it looks like you'll have to drive, pipsqueak.” I stuck out my tongue as I quickly flipped the amused women the bird.

	Jessie was the next to head out to work at the City Kitty alternative attire boutique where she was a manager. She had to bargain with the owners to work six days a week for a month in exchange for getting time off for her honeymoon. I can't believe they had been so stingy with her time off. Well, maybe I could since her sales were three times the next salesperson's at the boutique. It didn't hurt that she had the body to show off the edgy clothing they sold.

	Then I walked Jane to the door when she retrieved her service weapon from its cupboard. She had hesitated and looked at it. “You know, I really should get a proper lockbox for this, after the two scares at the inn.”

	I nodded and told her, “I can research the best ones, and cross-reference with...”

	I stopped to smile at the smile she was beaming my way. “What? I like to research as much as I like to organize.”

	She nodded and slid the weapon into her shoulder holster before heading to the door, Calvin twining around between our legs. She shrugged into her jacket and said with a sigh, “I should be home around five or six, love.”

	I nodded and smirked. “Just in time to go the movie with Jess' parents.”

	She sighed. “Yup, just in time. They don't like me very much. Her mom still calls me 'the one with the gun,' even though we had almost gotten married. And they love you.” She smirked and sighed. “I guess I can't blame them, you are pretty lovable for an annoying twerp.”

	I muttered with a grin, “Jerk cop,” then shared, “She doesn't dislike you, just what you do. She didn't want to see her daughter hurt.”

	She winked at me, gave me a heated kiss, then left me gasping as she crouched to ruffle Cal's ears. “Keep her out of trouble, will ya boy? You're the only one with any sense.”

	I gave her the stink eye as she slipped out. I listened for her footsteps, knowing I wouldn't hear any. Then locked the door a few times before I heard her moving down the hall.

	I looked at the time and said to my fuzzy lieutenant, “We have a few minutes before we have to go walk the boys. Want to help me re-label the mailbox and the storage cages before we leave?” I took his cocked head and inquisitive eyes as an affirmative, then I pulled out my fancy labeler from the well-organized junk drawer. This was going to be fun. Why are you looking at me like that? Go away.

	It was a gusty day out and was a little chillier than the past few days. Soon I'd have to start wearing tights under my dresses. I wore a wide-brimmed hat to keep my unruly hair from being blown around into a rat's nest. And when I caught a glimpse of Cal and my reflection in a window, walking the girls after lunch, I nodded with pride. We looked goooood, and the pups knew it.

	Drat, karma always has a way of waking me up when I get overconfident. I tripped on a crack in the sidewalk and planted myself on my butt. I sprung back up in the sea of people like a jack in the box and just kept walking and whistling innocently like nothing happened. Nobody saw that, right?

	As Cal and I ate lunch in the park between walks, I contacted the Larkins and asked for a meeting this afternoon. They didn't ask any questions when I said it was about Darius. Instead, they were oddly silent for a few seconds before agreeing to meet.

	After walking the girls and leaving our last charge, Princess, who is completely enamored with Cal, at her mom's apartment. I sighed at my fuzzy boy and said, “Well, I guess we should go grab Killer, then get Mable's car.” I shuddered at the thought of driving again, but she was super sweet to offer the car so who was I to decline?

	We had to grab Killer at the CPT since mom was off doing who knows what for her column. Then took the subway to a block from the five and dime Jess' parents owned.

	I took a second to look at the old dilapidated five and dime, Ethyl's, on the corner of the block. The sign was positively antique and had a clock inset in it with a picture of a coffee cup. It was quaint and retro, but completely authentic because it wasn't trying to be retro. It was the real deal. The place had been here for a very long time.

	Calvin simply trotted through the people on the sidewalks and right up to the door. We had been here so often he saw it as one of 'his' places. He waited for me to catch up with a whimpering Killer in my shoulder bag. He didn't think it was fair that Cal just got to wander the streets with me off his leash. I ruffled the little guy's ears. “It's ok boy, I hear your training is coming along, and you're parents will be able to give you a little more freedom when we get you back home.”

	Mom and the employees at CPT have been giving him training in the basic commands like all of our fuzzy guests at the rescue get. It helps to rein in the chaos with so many dogs, usually with no training, running around the kennel, and makes the dogs more desirable to people looking to adopt.

	I reached the door and opened it for Calvin, who flowed in like smoke, and I stepped in to wave at the big burly overweight man with a receding hairline who was behind the register. He smiled hugely back, “Finnegan. What brings you here today?”

	I almost flounced up to the kind man and bounced on my toes in front of him. “Hello, Hiram. I have business upstate, and Jess lent me her car. I thought it only polite to drop in and say hello before I just drove off in your daughter's vehicle.”

	He came around the counter and engulfed me in a bear hug. The term was apropos in this case as the man was big as a bear. “Well, that is much appreciated. You've impeccable manners. Maybe you could teach Mable some.”

	I grinned at him as he released me, knowing he only kidded. As brash, impulsive, and inappropriate as Jessie acted out in the world, when she was around her parents or my mom, she was always respectful and, dare I say it, meek?

	I looked from where we stood, down the length of the narrow, almost tunnel-like shop, which contained just two rows of shelves with an eclectic assortment of canned foods, hardware, and even clothes. In the back half of the five and dime was an old-school soda fountain style counter with aged Formica top and dented and worn metal edging spanning the distance, showed the place's age. There were six, well worn, pedestal pivoting stools secured to the floor in front of it.

	I saw Jess' mom pouring coffee for an elderly black man who was sitting on the far stool, back leaning against the wall, reading the Times. I had to smile. I don't think Otis has moved from that spot in the couple years I've been coming here. He was just as much a fixture here as the mirrors covering the back wall with the specials of the day written on them in colorful script.

	I placed a hand on Hiram's arm and gave it a little squeeze as I beamed him a smile. Then I almost skipped back to the counter and sang out in my best Beatles impression, “Hello Irene.”

	She turned to look my way as one of Otis' hands dropped casually to pet Calvin without looking away from his newspaper.

	The woman lit up and then smirked and said, “That isn't how the song goes, baby girl.” She put the coffee pot back on the hotplate and tucked her dishrag into her apron as she slid to the end of the counter and stepped out of the half height swinging door to first hug me then ruffle Calvin's ears. “To what do we owe the pleasure of your company?”

	I beamed at her. She was like mom unit version 2.0 for me. She was always happy to see me, saying I was a good influence on her Mable. And she treated me like a daughter. “Jess is just lending me her car for the afternoon,” I held the keys up and jingled them. Just wanted to drop in to see how you are doing instead of just sneaking out back and leaving.”

	She nodded and said, “You are such a darling. You need to teach Mable some of that. She's always so brusk. Between you and Kerry, I think some of it is going to have to rub off on her.”

	I almost snickered at that. My big bad childhood friend was nothing but, “Yes sir,” and “Yes, ma'am,” around her new bride's parents. She was a chicken for a badass hero. But Irene gushed about Kerry to anyone who would listen. She was so proud of her new daughter-in-law.

	Killer whimpered, and she looked down at my bag. I grinned and said, “Irene, this is Killer. I'm getting him to his parents this afternoon... I hope.”

	She exploded into unicorns and rainbows on the spot. Making little grabbing motions toward him. I had to smile at how silly she was being. I plucked the little Yorkie from the bag and handed the little man to her, his tail swishing and body wiggling while he tried to lick her face off as she cuddled him.

	I did chuckle a little as I listened to the baby talk all the women I knew used when Killer was there. We're all such... girls.

	She carried him to a little old fashioned glass candy jar at the end of her back counter and pulled out two of the dog treats she kept back there for Calvin when he visited. She gave my impatient boy a treat then offered one to the wiggling Yorkie-butt. Killer gobbled it up and looked at her expectantly.

	I told him, “Just one, you greedy gut. You'll get as big as Porky Pig otherwise.” He cocked his head at me, so I cocked my head at him and smiled, prompting another butt wiggle.

	Mrs. Freeman was smitten. “He's adorable.” She lowered him into my shoulder bag as I nodded and held it open for her.

	“He is. He's lost, and we've been having one heck of a time locating his parents, but I have a solid lead.”

	She sighed and shook her head as she looked at me. “You're the patron saint of canines, baby girl.” I shrugged. What? I like dogs, and someone needs to be their voice.

	“We better be off if we're to get to our meeting in time,” I said.

	She sighed and looked me up and down like a mother would her child then nodded in satisfaction and said as she slipped back behind the counter again. “Let me get you some coffee to go, Fin.”

	I beamed at her as she filled a thermal cup and snapped a sipping lid on it and handed it to me. She said as I saluted her and started toward the front, “Use the back door, sweetie, it's faster. And I'll see you at the movie tonight.”

	I nodded. “Of course, we wouldn't miss it. Love you.”

	She responded in kind, “Love you too. See you soon.”

	I called out to the corner with great humor as I slipped behind the counter to head to the back door in the storage room with Cal and Killer, “Love you too, Otis.” The old man grunted from behind his newspaper and held his coffee cup up in acknowledgment as Irene and I shared a giggle.

	We headed out back, and in the alley was a single marked parking spot between the building and the dumpster shared by a few of the shops on the block. Multiple signs read that unauthorized vehicles would be towed and that this was parking for Ethyl's Five and Dime. In the spot was Jess' little techno violet BMW E36 convertible sports coupe. It was so her.

	I unlocked it and let Calvin in, then hopped into the driver's seat and windmilled my legs like I was riding a bicycle, grinning at the pedals a million miles away from my feet. Mother fluffin, long-legged, tall amazons. I let Killer out of the bag, and he hopped over to the passenger seat with Calvin and stood to look out the window. I grinned. He was no stranger to car rides.

	I fished around looking for the lever for the seat... and after an inordinate amount of fail, I found buttons on the side of the seat, and I felt the burn of a blush in the tips of my ears. I grinned at the fuzzy kids and then held the button forward... for quite some time, as the seat moved on an inexorable path forward. I whistled a tune to myself, just to be a smarty pants, and then sighed in relief when my feet comfortably rested on the pedals.

	Then with a wicked grin, I adjusted all of her mirrors. Of course, I was already planning on leaving everything like this when I returned the car. It would be a good laugh seeing Jess trying to fold herself into the front seat like this, eating her knees. I'd need to film it on my cell to post everywhere.

	Then I started the beast, and it seemed to wind up as I tested the gas pedal instead of thrumming like Jane's SUV. It still had power, just a decidedly different flavor of power. I went to put the vehicle in gear, but my eyes took in all the parking tickets strewn about her dash and the fast food wrappers all over the floor.

	I closed my eyes and tried to put the car in gear, but I couldn't bear it. “Gah!” I cleaned the vehicle up, stuffing all the trash in a plastic bag I took out of my shoulder bag. Then I straightened her tickets and organized them by date and placed them in the glove box. Then wrote on a post-it note from my bag that the tickets were there and stuck it to the front of the glovebox.

	Then I smiled. Now we were ready to... why are you looking at me like that? We all have our quirks, and so do you. Do you want to hear the rest of the story or not? Thought so.

	I put the car in gear and looked back over the seats out the rear window and gave it a little gas, then slammed on the brakes right away when we started going forward. I cringed, hoping the boys hadn't noticed. They were still plastered to the window with their tails wagging. Whew. I put it in reverse and then backed up.

	Ok, that was something I didn't excel in, even when I took driver's ed. I know I got marked down for that, as I had just barely scored high enough to get my license. We wavered back down the alley until I had enough room to go around the dumpster. Then I put it in drive, and we were off on a new adventure. My wingmen approved.

	I called out “Road trip!” And Killer jumped into the back seat and ran back and forth to look out windows on both sides as cars honked at me for going slow on the congested streets. I didn't want to damage Jess' car. She was trusting me, and I wouldn't let her down.

	As I headed upstate, I realized I really had no clue where I was going. North wasn't good enough. So I pulled over into a spot that someone had just conveniently vacated across from the New York Art Academy, in front of a cute little coffee shop that was cleverly named, Campus Grounds.

	I pulled up the address on Google Maps and hit 'navigate.' Then after three attempts I finally got out into traffic and headed north following Siri's directions as she called them out from the app.

	I looked at the boys, wondering just how good a memory they had, and called out again, “Road trip!” They didn't look askance at me so I must have pulled it off.

	



	


Chapter 10 – Suspicious

	In no time we were driving through Tarrytown, to the north end where the community of Sleepy Hollow was. My cell navigated us up to a nice neighborhood and a fairly upscale house but by no means a mansion or anything.

	Killer started whimpering. We must be at someplace familiar for him. That was encouraging, and I smiled and assured him, “We'll have you home in no time boy.”

	I stopped the car, with minimal tire screeching. Then once I turned it off, I turned to the little Yorkie and gave my best evil scientist laugh and opened my bag. To my surprise, he hopped right in and whimpered again. I cocked my head at him. Why did I get the impression it wasn't a happy whimper? My Fin-dar started pinging as I looked around.

	I got out and walked around to let Cal out, I stomped a heel absently, and he sat like a trooper as I clipped his leash onto his harness and straightened his working dog bib as my eyes scanned the house. I was probably getting worked up over nothing.

	We went up the front walk to the nice covered porch. I had always wanted one like this for the family home. Hmm... maybe I'd hire a contractor to do just that.

	We reached the door and Killer was silent, head down. I rang the doorbell and smoothed my skirt and rocked on my heels as I waited at the door. Then I stood up straighter when a woman I recognized opened the door. She looked at me then Calvin and asked, “Miss Finnegan May?”

	I nodded, and said, “Yes Mrs. Larkin. I'm a fan, I remember Darius winning Grand Champion, he's a rock star.” My brow furrowed when I realized Darius wasn't coming to investigate who was at the door as my eyes searched for him with a bit of excitement building. Hmm... that was very un-doglike of him.

	She smiled at me and opened the door further, offering pleasantly, “Please come in.”

	I gave her a grin and introduced my boy as we entered a living room that was relaxingly clean, almost antithetically so. It put my borderline OCD at ease, and my smile grew. I think I liked this woman.

	She made an ushering motion toward a white couch, “Please, have a seat. What is it that you wished to discuss, you were a little vague on the phone, just that it had to do with Darius. Were you needing his stud service?”

	I blinked at that. “Oh, you've decided to offer him out for stud? I thought you had retired him after his big win.”

	She looked a little nervous, the way she crossed her legs at the ankle and placed her hands on her lap tensely. “We changed our minds, it is a recent development, and have just started listing him.”

	I nodded at that. I wasn't a real fan of how some people offered stud service. Believe it or not, it could be physically taxing on the dog if they set an aggressive schedule like every three days or so. Responsible owners would only offer a dog up for stud once or twice a year.

	But dogs like Darius would be in high demand, as everyone wants pups sired by a Grand Champion. It would make the difference between getting around a thousand dollars per session plus pick of the litter, and charging ten thousand and pick of the litter.

	I asked as I looked around, seeing a little dog crate by stairs, in the hall down to what looked like the kitchen, “Is Darius here? Can I meet him?” My eyes were wide in anticipatory excitement. Stop fangirling Fin, you already know a Grand Champion. I almost chuckled at the thought of the sweet but goofy Great Dane.

	She said as she looked nervously out the window, “No. He's with my husband right now, at the vet.” She chuckled and offered her palms. “Making sure he's healthy enough for rigorous activity.” She blushed a little at that, and I crinkled my nose at her.

	I sighed then said, “Well, down to business then. I was hoping you could help me out a bit. I'm trying to locate the owners of a runaway dog that I found...” I hesitated as I saw a flier from the Hudson Valley Harvest Festival stacked neatly on top of the well-organized magazines on her coffee table. I shook myself and finished, “At the Harvest Festival in Hudson Valley last weekend.”

	Wait. Sometimes I'm denser than a cat. This is why the people who we had thought were Killer's parents had looked familiar to me at the festival. I glanced at the pictures framed on the wall, to see Mr. and Mrs. Larkin holding Darius in one. Yes, it was definitely them. I don't know why I hadn't recognized them then. Ok, well maybe having a sexy cop at my side on my honeymoon, driving my libido into overdrive, had me a bit distracted. Oh shush. You've got eyes, you've seen my copper.

	The woman sat up straighter and looked closer at me then outside to the car, and relaxed a little. I continued, “I submitted his DNA to the AKC to see if they could determine his sire so we could track down the owners. But... well there's some sort of error at the lab because they came back with a positive match to Darius.”

	She went pale as a ghost as she asked, “You had his DNA tested?”

	I nodded and shrugged, trying to figure her out. My Fin-dar was pinging double time now. I inhaled then reached into my bag, and pulled out Killer, who whimpered again as I asked, “I was hoping you'd be able to point me to the owners of this little guy.”

	Her eyes bugged out of her head, and she looked excited as she stood and moved toward me. As Killer whimpered, I pulled him protectively to me as she blurted, “You found Darius. Than God for you Miss May. I was going crazy with worry.”

	I held him away from her, my own eyes wide now. She was going to pretend this was Darius? To what end? I accused, one eye squinted as she withdrew her outstretched hands when I didn't hand the shaking Yorkie to her, “I thought you said Darius was out with your husband.”

	She smoothed her skirt. And I cocked an eyebrow at the familiar movement. She was nervous, it was the same tell I had when I was. She shrugged a little and said, “Well, I didn't want it getting out that he was missing. Especially with stud dates looming. We didn't want any cancellations until we were sure we couldn't find him.”

	I'll bet. At ten thousand dollars a pop, and I bet they had collected some of the fees in advance. I stood and said to her, “I don't want to disappoint you, but this little guy isn't Darius. It's impossible.”

	She got a little coy. “But you said you had his DNA tested.”

	I repeated something I had said to Jane, “Darius is eight. In what world is this pup eight? He's a year at most.” I moved him back when she reached for him again, and I placed him in my bag and stood.

	She tried a different tack. “If you don't return my dog, then I'm going to have to...” She trailed off when she saw me dialing my cell. “What are you doing?”

	I looked up at her and said, “I'm calling the authorities, I'm sure they can clear this all up. It...”

	She blurted, “No! Don't.” Then she smoothed her skirt again and regained her composure, giving me a nervous smile. “Can I see that dog again?”

	I looked at her, trying to figure her out, then lifted Killer up and held him out of her reach and she seemed to study him, her brow creasing, then she chuckled and said, “You know, you're right Miss May. That isn't Darius. He just looks so much like my boy had when he was younger, I must have just been confused.”

	I nodded, not believing a word coming out of her mouth as I put Killer back in my bag and picked up Calvin's leash. “I understand. They are our babies, and we always see them that way.” I started moving toward the door and said, “Well, we must be going. I still have to find this little guy's parents.”

	She looked like she wasn't sure what to do and followed me to the door. “Wait. How can I contact you in case my husband knows something when he gets home. Is the number you contacted me with ok?”

	I nodded and dug one of my business cards out of my bag and handed it to her. “Yes, that would be fine. I'm sorry to have wasted your time Mrs. Larkin.”

	She held onto the door after we left and she chuckled nervously as she said, “Not at all. I'm sorry I couldn't be of more help.”

	I nodded again, and we went to the car, and I couldn't get us in and moving fast enough. One of my more tame expletives wouldn't fit here as I watched the house in the rear view mirror, the middle-aged woman still watching from the door until I turned south on the next cross street. I asked the guys, “Just what the hell was that? That was creepy as fuck.”

	Calvin agreed as he cocked his head at me. Killer wasn't whining anymore. Instead he was running the back seat again, tail wagging. “Yeah, me too, boy. Me too.”

	I wanted to get home and hide under a blanket. Why had that woman been lying? And why did my bluff of calling the authorities spook her so much? Maybe I should have. Jane will know what to do when I get home.

	



	


Chapter 11 – Curiouser and Curiouser

	The ladies were all in agreement later that night when we were getting ready for the movie. That it sounded like a surreal meeting with Mrs. Larkin, and that it seemed way too fishy. Jane asked, “Is it something that should be looked into? I can make some calls to the Tarrytown PD.”

	I shook my head. “I don't know. I don't know why they'd pretend Killer is Darius. I did look up their posts on the various boards and stud sites, and they have been booking sessions the past couple weeks. Maybe they were double booking, or something so were using a second dog to fill in and hope nobody was the wiser. But they'd be found out when the pups were added to the DNA registry.”

	Jessie had prompted, “Why would someone do something like that just to breed some dogs? It isn't like they'd strike it rich or something. What can they make, like a couple hundred a litter?”

	I rolled my eyes at my best friend who was woefully ill-educated about all things canine. “Normally, for AKC registered Yorkies, the stud fee is around a thousand dollars, but for a Grand Champion like Darius, they are asking between ten and twelve thousand on the boards.”

	Kerry gasped at that and sputtered out, “That's insane. Can they get that?”

	I nodded and said, “Easily, plus they get pick of the litter on each mating. And some people will work their dogs aggressively to stud. Every three days or so.”

	Jane narrowed her eyes as her swift brain did the math. “That's well over a million dollars in a year.” Then her eyes narrowed more. “Are you sure I shouldn't call this in, that would be fraud.”

	I shook my head again. “Let's not be hasty. They can't pull something like that off like I said, the DNA of the pups would tell the whole story. I sent in Killer's again to have it re-tested. If it is positive, then we'd be sure that something is hinky. If it comes back a positive match again, then we'd be almost one hundred percent positive that some sort of fraud is going on. That would indicate that someone somehow changed the DNA records in the database, which would be futile.”

	Ker chimed in, “Or someone was paid to change the records.”

	I nodded then sighed and started shaking my head as I explained, “But that wouldn't work... they use an independent lab to record the DNA sequences instead of their own lab, that way fraud like this can't happen. They'd have to get the records changed at the independent lab too, or the records wouldn't match.”

	My girl's face was screwed up in a silly way as she observed, “You seem to know an awful lot about how canine DNA is handled for the AKC, lady.”

	I felt the burn of a blush on my cheeks and tucked a long loose curl behind my ear as I admitted, “Well when the erroneous match came back from the AKC, I may have researched the process a bit.”

	In unison, all the traitorous women chimed out, “Of course you did.”

	I couldn't get upset with them, they all had such loving resigned looks on their faces.

	As I fidgeted with my hands, I squeaked before I said, “I just want to find Killer his home, he has to be missing it.”

	Jane hugged me and exhaled. “Ok, but if it comes back a match again, then I'm making some calls. Since a scam like that would be grand larceny and conspiracy at the least.”

	I nodded, I could agree with that. But Killer was the most important thing just then. I had made a discreet inquiry to the Central Park Tails vet to see if they could reach out to the Larkin's vet to inquire about Darius. I'm not sure why, but something just felt off about this whole situation beyond the obvious, and something was nagging in the back of my head telling me I already knew the answer. I just couldn't figure out what it was trying to tell me.

	We headed out together to give the kids their last walk as we brought them to moms so she could watch them while we went to the movie just a couple blocks from CPT. The ladies all looked badass as usual, and I was the counterpoint in a nice black sundress with white trim and a little black and white bonnet. Take that ladies, someone has to hold us to a higher fashion standard. Who am I kidding? They all looked like they walked straight out of the pages of Bikers Weekly.

	I snapped out of my line of thought as Ker called out, “Earth to Tempe. You're lost in your head again. We're here.”

	I looked up, and we had arrived. I assured her, “I knew that...” Not so much.

	I started in, but the girls stayed out on the walk. I stood with the door open and looked at them expectantly. I prompted, “You don't expect me to tell mom you all didn't want to come up do you?”

	Something akin to panic grew in Kerry and Jane's eyes as they started moving, but Jess just smirked and looked up to the lit windows in mom's place and prompted as she walked past. “I got no problem heading up to see Winnie. Your mom is hot, short stuff.”

	“Eww... you are so bad, Little Red Perving Hood.”

	Ker was no help as she smirked back at me. “It's true Tempe, you weren't the only May girl I had a crush on back in school.”

	My cop came to my rescue. “Zip it, ladies.”

	Jess pushed past her on the stairs after snagging the leashes from me to bring the dogs up and teased with a valley girl accent, “What-ever, Five-O.”

	I had to grin, and we went up, and everyone gave mom all the hugs and the dogs. I swear that mom is just as bad as the girls as she wiggled her eyebrows at me as she was getting her Jess and Ker-Bear hugs. But as much as she teases me, she rolled her eyes. I knew she saw Jess and Kerry as her kids too, just like she did Jane.

	I kissed her cheek and shook my head at everyone's antics. “See you in a couple hours mom.”

	She chuckled. “Oh come on, Tempe, we're just playing with you.” Then she looked at Calvin on his back wiggling, letting Puddles shuffle around him, her tail wagging. “You could let him sleep over tonight, Puddles would like it.”

	I started wringing my fingers, and Jane was there, her hand on my shoulder as she said, “Cal has to work tomorrow morning.” Then tongue in cheek she added, “It's a school night.”

	My mom saw my distress and nodded. “Ok, but the offer is always open.”

	I blinked, thinking about it. I don't think Calvin, and I have been apart for more than a few hours since his first mom had been murdered. He's helped me find my confidence. Huh, I guess he really is a working dog, an emotional support dog. Heck, I had even brought him on our honeymoon.

	Maybe I should let him have a sleepover sometime... but not tonight. I swallowed, and mom scooped up Killer to give his soft belly some nose rubs.

	I held the door open, and Cal started for it, and I shook my head, “Stay, boy.” He sat and cocked his head as we all left, the girls calling out, “Bye Winnie,” and Jane saying, “See you in a bit... mom.” Mom beamed at her and winked at me as I closed the door.

	Then we were off to the movies.

	I don't think I had laughed so hard in a long time, the movie was brilliant. Some sequels never live up to the original movie, but each movie in this series keeps getting better and funnier as they progress. There is a lot to be said for the art of sarcasm and tongue in cheek humor. My favorite part was seeing my always composed wife giggling so hard she was crying.

	Jess' parents met us at the movie and were a blast to hang around with, and their wicked senses of humor appreciated the movie as much as we had. They gave us hugs when they caught a cab to go home, opting to shake Jane's hand. I swear, I'm going to get them to look at Jane as more than just 'the one with the gun' one day.

	I missed Cal being with us, but theaters were so loud that it could hurt canine hearing. He was happy to see us when we returned to free him of his playdate with Killer and Puddles. And mom just gave an evil chuckle when I asked if she was going to bring the mystery Yorkie down to CPD or steal him for another night. As humorous as it was, part of me winced inside. She was getting way too attached to the little stinker, and I didn't want to break her heart when we found his parents.

	I started to voice that, but she just shushed me and cocked an eyebrow. “Do you think I don't know, baby girl?” Though I was a bit sad, I smiled at the fact both she and Mrs. Freeman used the same endearment for me.

	Jane looked overly curious as we stood at the door, looking back farther into the apartment. I cocked my head in question at her, and she asked with a smirk on her lips, “So, Winnie... mom, who's in the shower?” That's when I realized that mom had sort of blocked us when we came in and our little group was halfway in, halfway out the door.

	I realized that I could hear the shower, and it really hadn't registered. I opened my mouth, but mom blurted as she held her arms wide, one holding the door edge the other on the door jamb as she started moving us into the hall, “I'm running the water, it takes a while to get warm.”

	Jess and Kerry were grinning like loons as Jess pointed out, “There are two wine glasses on the coffee table.”

	I was blinking, my mouth agape as Kerry bit her tongue in amusement and noted, “I thought Fin had instant tankless water heaters installed in all the apartments here.”

	Mom was blushing profusely as she started closing the door on us. “Your movie got out sooner than we expected. If you must know, that's Sam. Good night girls. Love you.” And the door clicked shut.

	The girls were all grinning like loons at each other as I just stood there stunned. By the swishing tail and lolling tongue, mom had a guy in there... wait, or girl. I heard myself asking, “Is it Sam as in Samuel or Sam as in Samantha?”

	Ker-Bear was quick to chirp out. “Twenty bucks says it's a Samantha. Why else would her blush be so red.”

	Jane had to loop her arm in mine and drag me from the door and down the stairs as she countered, “There was lipstick on only one wineglass.”

	I played everything I saw through my mind, catching the details. She was right, and there was a black jacket hanging on one of the stools at the bar counter in the kitchen.

	Jess countered, “Not all women wear lipstick.” She pointed at her chopper pilot.

	I whispered as my smile started spreading on my face as we reached the bottom of the stairs, “Mom has a date.”

	Ker prompted with a conspiratorial smile, “Soooo, are we waiting outside to see who comes out?”

	I shot Jess a warning waggling finger, before Little Red Perving Hood could chime in. “We most certainly will not.” Then I blushed and tucked some hair behind my ear. “Besides, it might be like umm... you know... a sleepover.”

	Jess nodded and added, “A sexy sleepover.”

	I smushed up my face and slugged her arm.

	She looked down at her arm, then me, then over to Jane and asked, “Ow?”

	My traitorous jerk cop shook her head. “No ow.”

	I gave them 'the look' then skipped away with Calvin trotting beside me, apparently on my side of this situation.

	There was chuckling then they all hustled to catch up, my wife calling, “Wait up, pipsqueak, we're only teasing.”

	I muttered, “Fine.”

	She retorted with a snotty approximation of my voice, “Fine.”

	I growled at her but forgave her after she stole a quick kiss from me before grabbing my hand. I muttered under my breath though I was grinning, “I don't sound like that.”

	Jess stole Cal's leash as Ker-Bear hugged my other arm to her as she countered, “Yes you do, sweetie.”

	By the holy tug rope, it was pick on Finnegan night.

	I pulled out my cell and sent a quick text to Gar and Becky, “Mom has a date in her apartment.” Then added a little grinning devil emoji.

	My cell started ringing mere seconds later, I rolled my eyes and bit my tongue to stop from chuckling as I saw Rebecca's name pop up on the screen. I handed my cell to Jane who answered for me in an innocent voice, “Hello sis-in-law, to what do we owe the call?”

	Jane relayed all the sordid details to the mother of my super niece, with Ker or Jess chiming in to make things sound more salacious. I could hear Garrett chiming in with questions too. When Gar put twenty on Samuel, Bec disagreed and put twenty on Samantha.

	I asked as we reached our apartment building, “Am I the only one not betting on my mother's sex life?” They all chimed in that that pretty much summed it up. So I did the only thing I could and said, “I have twenty that it doesn't matter because I think she is dating one of each. Just call it a hunch.”

	I was going to hell, wasn't I?

	This got some intrigued oohs and thoughtful hmms. I reached over and said, “Ok enough of this. We're hanging up now.” I tapped the disconnect and stole my cell back from my wife. As Jess opened the door and let Calvin run upstairs.

	They were trying to pry the reasoning for my hunch from me when Jane suddenly pulled her gun from her shoulder holster, snapping out to us, “Everyone stay out here, Fin call the precinct for backup.”

	As I blinked at our apartment door that was wide open with a splintered doorjamb and a big waffle footprint beside the doorknob, Jess and Ker moved between me and the door, each with a hand back, corralling me behind their bodies.

	We could hear Jane moving from room to room quickly, then her footsteps on the circular staircase. A minute later she called out as we heard her coming back downstairs, “Clear!”

	The girls let me move in front of them to engulf Calvin in a desperate hug when he came out just ahead of my wife. Her gun was holstered again, and I reached up from where I was crouched with Cal, and she bent down so I could give her a tight hug.

	Then she was standing in a flash, drawing her weapon again as we heard sirens in the distance, the other ladies again moving between Jane and me. A heavyset, middle-aged, balding man with a Brooklyn accent blurted out as he froze on the stairs, “Jesus Christ! It's me, woman, don't shoot!”

	The building owner, Mr. DiAngelo, had his hands up. I winced, his left eye was almost swollen closed. He had been hit, hard, and was going to have a hell of a shiner in the morning. I pushed past everyone as Jane holstered her gun. “Are you alright, Mr. DiAngelo?”

	He held up a hand to stop my hand near his face and said with a growl, “I'm fine, woman, my wife has hit harder when she catches me checking out another skirt. He's just lucky he caught me off guard with a sucker punch, or I woulda given him a good what for.”

	I smiled at the man, knowing his bluster was all bravado. I still worried about him, it looks like it was a hell of a hit. He's a good guy, a little greedy at times, but he still takes care of his tenants when nobody is looking.

	Jane gently grabbed his chin, pushing his hand away he tried to deflect with. She looked at the swollen eye then held up a finger and moved it side to side, he tracked it with his eyes. She released him and said, “Doesn't look like you have a concussion, but you need to be checked out. What happened here?”

	He growled as he looked back down the stairs, “I'll tell you what happened. I was upstairs, unclogging Mrs. Giannopoulos' kitchen sink... again. Potato peels do not go down the drain! I swear that woman can't understand she doesn't have a garbage disposal. It would be worth my sanity to just buy one and install it for her.”

	Jane stopped his tirade. “Mr. DiAngelo, focus.”

	Then Jess pointed at the apartment, and Jane nodded to her as the man went on as he crouched a little to rub Calvin's ears belying his brash front, “Sos I hear a thud and cracking of wood down here. Sos I come down to see what's what, you know? And when I get down here, I see your door all broken in like that.”

	He motioned toward the door as Jess and Kerry moved into the apartment to look around. Then he reached up to delicately touch his cheek and winced, “I walks in and this jag-hole tries to cold cock me. You don't do a DiAngelo like that, let me tell you, we're made of sterner stuff than that. Sos I run after the man. He lost me in the subway station at the corner.”

	Then he said as I heard officers coming up the stairs, radios hissing, “I was callin' 911 when I got back on the street, an' saw you going inta the building.”

	Jane nodded just as two familiar uniformed officers reached the hall. “That explains the quick response time.” She asked him as Garcia and Kennedy started looking at the situation and our door, “Did you get a good look at the guy?”

	He nodded and shrugged. “As much as I could. The spineless thug was wearin' a ski mask.”

	She reached out and gave his arm a squeeze then nodded and said, “Ok, officers Garcia and Kennedy will take your statement.” Then she looked at Jorge. “Get some paramedics here to check out Mr. DiAngelo please?”

	The young Hispanic uniform nodded and turned from us as he murmured into his radio mic on his shoulder. He turned back after a second and said, “On their way, McLeary.”

	She nodded and held a finger up to stall the men from beginning when the girls rejoined us, Jess declaring, “Nothing seems missing, or out of place, you might want to check your rooms to verify.”

	Jane turned to Mr. D. “How long was he in there?”

	The man shrugged and said, “Maybe a minute or four. I had to put my tools in my box first, I didn't know what the sound was at the time.”

	She nodded, her eyes narrowing to slits. “More than enough time to start ransacking or grabbing valuables, but nothing is out of place.” She looked both suspicious and mad, then glanced at me for a moment before telling our police friends, “You two take point on this since it's my place, I shouldn't be involved in the case.”

	I read everything in her eyes and asked her, “Do you think this has anything to do with the break-ins at the bed and breakfast and at Central Park Tails?”

	She shrugged, but I knew her motto. There's no such thing as coincidence.

	Then Jane told the older of the uniformed men, “Ok, Kennedy, call it.”

	The man nodded and then led us all into the apartment where we could sit down, and he started asking each of us questions as he wrote on his electronic pad while Jorge led Cal and me upstairs to see if I saw anything missing or out of place.

	Things were just getting curiouser and curiouser.

	



	


Chapter 12 – Liar Liar Pants On Fire

	Mr. DiAngelo, Jane, and Kerry went about repairing the door with some construction supplies from the basement after the boys left and the paramedics gave the surly man a clean bill of health. The man winked at me and assured my worried self, “Us DiAngelo men... our heads? Like stone. Just ask the missus.”

	I promised Mr. D that I'd call the handyman he used first thing in the morning after he reminded me that repairs to my unit were my own responsibility since I owned it. The silly cheapskate. My insurance would pay for the repair if it was over the deductible.

	By the time everything was settled, it was well past midnight. I wished it was a weekend so we wouldn't be so beat in the morning. The girls all just let me frantically clean the apartment and the construction debris until I calmed.

	None of us could sleep so we sat in the living room, me and Cal sprawled across the girls' laps on the couch. Jane said one word as she ran her fingers through my hair, massaging my scalp and turning me into a puddle of sighs, “Killer.”

	I nodded, coming to the same conclusion as her. She had voiced the same thought that had been rolling around on my head. All of these break-ins had to be related. I know everyone thinks I'm a trouble magnet, but for so many things like this happening in rapid succession? There had to be some commonality.

	The only thing that all the locations had in common besides Jane, Calvin, and me was Killer. All of this had started after we found him. And nothing was ever taken. They were looking for something specific, and it was logical to think he was in the places that have been hit.

	Our room at the inn, the SUV when we were leaving, nobody would have seen Killer with me when we left the car to talk to Terrence, he was stuffed in my shoulder bag.

	It wouldn't be hard to get my name from the register up front and find out who I am and that I have a dog rescue in the city. And now, they had somehow found my home. Whether it was from a public record search and found my property holdings, or some other way. I gave Mrs. Larkin my card...

	I asked, “Do you think the Larkin's have anything to do with this? They were at the Harvest Festival, and Mrs. Larkin seems to know something about Killer.”

	She nodded and then I grinned, hearing a little snore, and I looked over to see Jessie sound asleep on Ker-Bear's shoulder. Jane provided, “I have the same question. I'll get Kennedy the information and have him coordinate with Tarrytown PD.” Then she muttered, “Gah, it's so frustrating not being able to investigate on my own. Stupid conflict of interest rules.”

	I kept my mouth shut, feeling a little guilty I was putting out feelers of my own. Could it get Jane in trouble?

	She shrugged and smiled at me and then went to massaging my scalp again. I must have been more exhausted than I thought. It wasn't until the early morning sun, streaming in through the french doors, hit me that I woke up. I glanced around to see Ker and Jess still sleeping soundly, and Jane watching me. She seemed to always be awake before me. She smiled fondly and whispered, “Hi, sleepyhead.”

	I snuggled into my triple amazon mattress a bit with a silly and content grin on my face. The motion waking our friends. Jess blurting, “I'm up... I'm up!” Just as Ker slurred out, “I'm awake!” They looked around and got their bearings, then the three women proceeded to tickle me almost to death to get me to roll off them onto the floor, where Calvin took the opportunity to give me a wet, sloppy slurp.

	I said into the throw rug with a smile, “I hate you all.”

	Kerry chuckled out, “Ooo the famous 'Tempe Temper.'”

	The others snickered.

	I smiled wider into the rug as I flipped them off and pointed to my finger with my other hand. Then I squeaked when Jane picked me up, flipping me in her arms, causing Calvin to bark once in excitement at the new Toss the Fin game. She carried me toward the stairs. “Come on pipsqueak, let's get ready for the day. I let you sleep in a bit.”

	She set me on my feet and then I looked back and squeaked again. Jess and Ker were trudging toward the downstairs bathroom to get themselves ready peeling out of their clothes as they went. I dashed upstairs looking at anything but them.

	I asked Jane as we got upstairs, “Do those two have no shame?”

	She exhaled patiently and cocked her head at me as she shared, “They do it because they know it shocks you, Finny. They really aren't as bad as they pretend. Well, they are teases, but not that bad.”

	I sighed and nodded. “I know. I love them too.”

	She chuckled and said, “I'll hit the shower first, we're a half hour later than normal. You were too adorable to wake.”

	I sighed and told Cal when she disappeared into the master bath, “Well boy, we'll have to do your morning walk on the way to pick up the boys. I gotta hurry and get the girl's breakfast ready.” I looked at the floor and smirked, I can be funny too. I changed into a pair of sweats that Rebecca had bought for me, which I've never worn, and tied my hair in a knot in a high ponytail, then shuffled back downstairs.

	I sighed then picked up the ladies' clothes and dropped them in their laundry hamper just inside their bedroom door. Then I turned, and feeling silly in the loose clothing, flounced to the kitchen to whip up some egg, ham and cheese bagels for everyone. Portable food is great for the busy amazon on the go.

	Ham tidbits accidentally dropped to the floor to be hoovered up by the ever efficient Sir Calvin Cornelius Fluffytoes. I spoil my fuzzy boy so much. If he didn't get so much exercise every day, I wouldn't be so bad.

	Kerry was first out in her uniform, following her nose to the food and veered off as she made a beeline for the coffee. She almost tripped when she saw me. I scrunched my nose at her as she cocked her head in question, a big smile splitting her face. Then she shrugged and grinned over her coffee cup.

	Jess came out next, pulling her lush red hair behind her head and tying it into a loose ponytail with a rubber band. She slowed when she saw me, then glanced at Ker in question. My childhood friend just shrugged, so Mable didn't ask as she poured some coffee for herself, then zipped up her calf-high leather boots.

	She said to Kerry, “This is new.” She got a nod from her wife in return, and the two just watched me like an exhibit in a museum as I put the last of the cookies in three little ziplock bags. I had to grin over the fact that neither of them wanted to ask. This was so much fun making them wonder what was up.

	They stopped looking at me and looked just over my shoulder, causing me to turn around to find myself face to chest with my detective. I looked up with what I hoped was an impish expression. Jane was squinting an eye down at me, looking a little confused with amusement twinkling in her gorgeous dark eyes.

	She hooked the shoulder of the sweats and tugged playfully as she noted, “This is... relaxed. I don't think I've ever seen you so... comfortable.”

	I gave them all a toothy grin, and Ker snorted, shaking a finger at me in realization as she told them, “She's fucking with us.”

	I giggled then glurked as I was pulled into a hug by my girl, as she said, “Well, I like it, runt.”

	Jess countered as she tossed a dish rag at Jane, “You'd like her in a burlap sack, Five-O.”

	Jane winked and nodded. “Probably.”

	Then I exhaled and said, “I thought it would be funny to see your reactions. It was so worth it.” I gathered handfuls of the sweats in my fists and said, “I feel like I'm wearing a costume. I need a sundress.”

	They all laughed at me then Jane kissed my head, moving me backward with her until my back was pressed against the refrigerator. She reached up to grab her weapon from the upper cabinet then she set me free.

	I sighed and looked at the women then started handing out bagels, thermal coffee mugs, and cookies. They took turns kissing my cheek and thanking me and then went to the door to get their jackets on. Ker told them, “She spoils us.” They nodded in agreement.

	Calvin flowed around their legs in his liquid canine impression, getting goodbyes from his pack. The newly married couple said their goodbyes to me, then Jane pulled me to her, holding me at arm's distance and studying me with a smirk. “I like the new look.”

	I chuckled at that. “Don't get used to it, I only did it to get a rise out of the girls.”

	She winked. “Mission accomplished.” Then she sighed. “If I can wrap up this attempted murder case I've been working on, I'll probably be home early tonight... four-ish? I'll call.”

	I nodded as she opened the door, looking down and saying, “Take care of her boy.”

	I rolled my eyes. “Love you.”

	“Love you too, pipsqueak.”

	I closed the door behind her, then waited almost ten seconds, grinning as I listened to her not leaving. Then locked the door a few times. The deadbolt operating roughly in the temporarily repaired frame. Then we listened to her walking away. I still don't know why I loved it so much that she did that. It made me feel safe.

	Then I looked at Calvin. “Let me get a shower and changed and we can get to work.” He cocked his head, then trotted off to hop up on the couch to wait for me. He was such a professional.

	As I got ready, I got ahold of the handyman. I thought about how easily the door had been kicked in and asked, “How expensive would it be to replace it with a metal door and jamb?”

	I blinked at the price... “How about a solid core hardwood door?” About the same? Ok, you can't tell me that a steel door costs as much as a hardwood door. I think the door industry collaborates to keep pricing of premium doors around the same price regardless of material.

	I sighed. I really was more shaken than I wanted the girls to believe about the break-in. I told the guy in hushed tones, “I'd like to get the upper and lower doors and frames of the apartment both replaced with steel. Can you text an estimate to this number so I can send it to my insurance company? Great, when can the work be done? Next week? Ok, thank you. Have a wonderful day.” What a nice man.

	I paused before calling the insurance company, and then sent a quick text to Mr. D about how replacing the doors to all the other apartments in the building with steel security doors would be a good idea and bring added value to the apartments in general.

	He didn't dismiss it out of hand so I pushed my luck by sending a message about how garbage disposals in the other apartments would be a nice feature too. He smart assed back 'Your $?' Yeah, I knew I was stretching there. But we had one because I paid for it, and it would save the man from coming out on calls about clogged kitchen sinks.

	After I wrapped up my 'must do' list, Calvin and I stepped out to pick up our first batch of clients for the day. I had a little more spring in my step, being in a bright tangerine dress with matching hairband and Sketchers.

	This was what I was born to do.

	When we stopped for lunch in the park, I checked my email as I shared my turkey sandwich with Cal. I hesitated on an email from our vet. They had made the inquiries for me, and what they found made me catch my breath. Darius... was dead?

	I reread the email and looked at the attached documents that technically I wasn't supposed to have. I'm sure it violated some super secret veterinary code or privacy act. But since I was inquiring to find the owner of the dog and the DNA led me there, and I was a licensed dog shelter... I crossed my fingers. Then gulped, realizing Jane would be grinning when she arrested me if it violated some law somewhere. She idolized my mugshot that she framed and kept on the nightstand on her side of the bed.

	Hmm... “Listen to this, boy. It seems the Larkins brought Darius in after his Grand Champion win, saying he wasn't acting right and was lethargic. He was diagnosed with cancer. It had metastasized so the vet could only treat the symptoms. Within eight months he had died.” I felt sad for the little guy.

	I squinted at the handwritten notes in the margins of the scan. My phone screen was so small. I pinched and zoomed as far in as I could and could make out some sloppy cursive writing. Ah, instructions for the veterinary staff not to release the records under any circumstances, because the Larkins said they value their privacy and would sue if it got out.

	I had to smirk at this. I looked at the bottom of the document, this Doctor Susan Chukwuemeka likely resented the threat since she freely shared the information with our vet.

	I read all the other documents on Darius' treatment and demise and realized one form was missing. I pulled up the AKC breeders database online. What? Of course, I'm a registered member, I own a dog rescue, please try to keep up here.

	I looked up Darius Larkin and found his record as active. Pieces were falling into place left and right the further I dug into this. The Larkin's didn't file the paperwork with the AKC signifying the death of a dog in the registry. This wasn't necessary for most of the dogs registered, only the ones of the highest pedigree so they could track bloodlines better, and Darius definitely qualified.

	The Larkins wanted people to think Darius was alive. Liar, liar, pants on fire. I contemplated that. Well, of course, Finnegan, else why would they be posting that he was available for stud. And how had they switched Killer's DNA profile with Darius' at the lab? They had to know they'd get caught once someone checked the independent lab for corroboration.

	At that, I looked at my email again and was pleasantly surprised that I had already received an email from the lab. I blinked at the impossibility of it. A positive match for Darius again. What the ever-loving fuzzy heck was going on? Had they somehow bribed all these people to...

	My thought trailed off. Whatever conspiracy this was, all centered around Killer. And the incident with Mr. D showed that they weren't above violence to get what they wanted. I corrected myself, 'if' it was really the Larkins. I was just making an educated guess here. Jane said she'd contact the Tarrytown and Hudson Valley police to share our suspicions so they could investigate too as Kennedy and Garcia coordinated.

	Something was still nagging at me in the back of my mind, trying to tell me something, but I couldn't grasp the thread to pull it closer. I'd have to contemplate it later. “Come on boy, time to walk the girls.”

	The whole time we were with the fuzzy girls, who looked far too cute chasing the tiny fabric frisbee from my shoulder bag, my instincts kept screaming at me to open my eyes.

	As we dropped off our last client, Princess, I was a nervous wreck, thinking about Mr. DiAngelo getting hurt because we believe someone was looking for Killer. The pup was a loose end, and the man doing the break-ins was violent. Would they... would they kill the poor little terrier if they got their hands on him? Disposing of the evidence as they say?

	My fingers started flying on my cell, texting my suspicions and findings to Jane. Then I thought about what would happen if the man, who I thought was Mr. Larkin, got bold enough to enter Central Park Tails in broad daylight to grab Killer from there. Would he hurt the staff or the dogs?

	Shit.

	I told Cal, “Detour. We're heading to get Killer.” I gave silent thanks to the seven canine lords of Nebula B that mom was out on one of her assignments today. I think it was signing up for ladies roller derby to see if a half centenarian could keep up with the twenty-somethings that commanded the sport. So the silly Yorkie-butt would be at CPT.

	I texted Garrett to ask if the dog could stay with them for a few days until we got all this sorted out. The perpetrators wouldn't look at their place, especially with a doorman, my friend Jamal, and building security at the 855 Building. I wanted to get him someplace safe while keeping my people and my mom safe too.

	He responded with, “Would it do me any good to say no?” with a winking emoji.

	I sent off, “No.”

	His reply was, “And I don't suppose I'll get an explanation?”

	I grinned as I repeated, “No.” And added a super smiley emoji.

	Then he said, “Fine, but you'll owe me, sis. When will you be by? Do I need to sneak out of work? Not all of us have the cushy hours you do.”

	I sent a tongue sticking out emoji and said, “About an hour. And I work my butt off, Gar.”

	He echoed my emoji back to me, and I snorted. I loved my brother. He 'got' me. Always has. It's a twin thing.

	My mind was going down a checklist. I sent Jane and Jess both a text since Jess would get home before me since she only worked until three each day and Jane had said she would try to get off early today. Ker might even beat me.

	As we slid into CPT and I waved at the staff, then I took a little time to greet all the wagging tails with lolling tongues attached as they swarmed Cal and me. I had to smile at the fact that Calvin sort of kept the rambunctious young pups away from Puddles as she wiggled her way slowly to me.

	God, I loved that Cocker Spaniel. She was my first dog, and we had been through a trauma together the day we met, and she showed me that even though I had a hole in my heart where my dad used to be, I could still love. Again my heart ached at how slow she moved now, being so very old for a fuzzy one.

	I gave her lots of lovin', then when she moved off to discipline a particularly rowdy husky mutt pup named Sienna, I gave the silly wigglers some attention. I had to smile. All the dogs looked up to Puddles like the mother of the pack. And while Calvin was here, he was pack Alpha. When Barney was here with old Ruff, the Golden Retriever made a suitable substitute as Alpha for my boy.

	I snagged the little Yorkshire Terrier who looked like he was on springs as he bounced up and down, trying to say hello to me and Calvin's ears that he had some obsession with. I grinned and held my shoulder bag open, and Killer hopped right in, then his head popped up so he could see.

	I was pleased that he was so comfortable with me already and knew the bag meant a new adventure. I stood and moved over to the main desk. “Hey, Ralph.”

	“Hey, boss.”

	“Don't call me boss.”

	“You got it, boss.”

	I pointed at the wet nose sniffing toward him at a mile a minute. “Sign Killer out with me? Not sure when he'll be back.”

	He nodded and asked, “Any luck finding his parents?”

	I sighed and shrugged. “Maybe, but I don't like who it may be. Hopefully, there's someone else out there missing him, and I'm wrong.”

	He tilted his head, his brow furrowing then started shaking his head slowly, “You're many things, boss, but I've never seen your gut be wrong.”

	I sighed heavily and shared, “That's what I'm afraid of.”

	I stepped toward the door and called out, “Ok, see you later Ralph.”

	“Boss.”

	Then I called out, “Cal.” His ears perked up as his head snapped toward me, then he was in motion and slid in on my left. He must have sensed our current mission was important because he had his work face on. A consummate professional. I crouched as I slipped through the first set of doors, and snagged his leash. Then once we battled back the silly pack who decided they wanted to go with us with the help of a chuckling Ralph, we stepped outside.

	The chilly afternoon wind hit us, and I was glad I wore tights under my dress. I turned toward the Park, to take a shortcut to Gar and Becky's, chuckling over the fact that all of my shortcuts were always through Central Park. My entire world orbited around that park, and nobody knew it better than Calvin and me. I hesitated, then squinted down at my bag, which currently had a super cute fuzzy head sticking out of it.

	I fished out my cell and booped a Yorkie nose just because I could, then looked around, knowing Jane would hate what I was about to do. I sent out a Broken Leash on the dog walking network. But instead of asking the dog walkers to help with an escaped dog, I instead asked them to be on the lookout for Mr. Larkin and not approach, just inform me of his whereabouts if they saw him.

	Dog walkers were among the groups of people who were the background noise of the city, so ubiquitous that people didn't even notice them anymore. We were one of the invisible groups of people, like doormen, or maids that people never gave a second glance. We were just part of the city, always there.

	But we all watched and listened, privy to the conversations around us, unnoticed by all.

	There were over ten thousand registered dog walkers in the big city alone, we... are legion. What? I know I've said that before... a lot, it doesn't make it any less true. Now shush, let me tell the tale.

	There was still a chance the man who broke in wasn't Mr. Larkin, but on the greater chance it was him like my gut was telling me... we had eyes everywhere, and any dog walker in our network worth their salt would know who Mr. Larkin was.

	I smiled at the cell and then turned us back toward the park. “Ok, kids let's go see my brother.” Ooo maybe he'd pull Alyx out of daycare on his way home, and I'd get to see my super niece extraordinaire as a bonus.

	Just as we entered the park a block later, a green sedan sped off on the perimeter of the park on Central Park West, toward the 65th Street Transverse. I watched as it slowed in traffic that was getting thick as rush hour approached.

	Why did I get a bad feeling about this?

	



	


Chapter 13 – It All Comes Together

	I smiled as we started navigating the pathways that were like the arterials pumping the lifeblood of the park around, funneling people from one scenic view to another. My cell buzzed and I saw a text from Garrett. Oh come on, my brother told on me? Really? He had messaged mom that I was heading over and being all mysterious. She was done with the first day of her assignment so told him she'd meet us at his place.

	As we approached the tunnel under 65th near the carousel. I noted that green sedan again passing above. Ok, I was being paranoid now. It made me think about how much of a creature of habit I was, I was going to walk us past the Balto statue on the way up to 72nd where we'd exit the park and head to Madison. Paranoid-Fin was wondering how long someone would need to watch me to suss out my patterns.

	Wait. I was not a trouble magnet. Now, everyone, had me thinking like that and causing this unease. Grr. I was nobody's victim. Jane had taught me that. So I just straightened up, and pushed the paranoia away and grinned at the dogs.

	I proceeded to trip on a crack in the asphalt path, I stumbled but regained my footing before anyone noticed my supreme lack of grace. Well, except that man over there... the older couple walking past... the lady and her kids who were smiling at me... dear lord of all that is fluffy and right in the world. I sped up as the burn of a blush heated the tips of my ears. Smooth Finnegan, really smooth. Run Calvin run!

	Ok, I had to grin at myself. One should never take themselves too seriously.

	Just as we were heading out of the park, and crossing 5th, my cell was buzzing. I pulled it out and glanced at it and hesitated. Two dog walkers had spotted Mr. Larkin getting out of a green sedan at the corner of 72nd and Madison and looking toward the park.

	Ok... not paranoid after all. I looked down into my shoulder bag in indecision, having to smile at Killer who was peeking his head out, his tail wagging as so many people walked by as rush hour commenced. I told Calvin. “Change of plans. We go the back way in.” We headed south instead, and to the back alley that would deliver us to the service entrance of the 855 once we crossed Madison.

	I had an inkling earlier, that whoever was breaking in everywhere had used the registry from the bed and breakfast to look me up with a records search. Now I was sure of it. Sure, it wouldn't take more than a simple internet search to find my FinneganWalks.com website, and it highlights Central Park Tails. But they had found my apartment too. And now it seemed they knew where I was heading. So they had to know about all my properties.

	I felt sort of violated, someone using my public records to basically stalk me and break in everywhere. They were desperate. And they were doing all of this for what? Well, a million dollar payday. Twice that if they offered Killer for stud for two years masquerading as Darius. Each successive litter would be less and less valuable as flooding the gene pool with a single sire was frowned upon.

	So had they bribed two separate labs? It wasn't out of the question, but to fake the database timestamp was. I stopped Calvin at the entrance to the alley as everything became crystal clear to me as that nagging in the back of my mind came roaring to the forefront.

	I looked at Calvin. “Of course, boy!” I looked down at poor little Killer and sighed. I picked him up out of the bag to snuzzle his nose on mine. He licked my nose, and I giggled at him as I asked, “You're a clone, aren't you boy?” I patted him and placed him back in my bag.

	What my mind had been trying to tell me was that as we passed through Tarrytown toward Sleepy Hollow, the answer to all of this was right there, at the side of the road in a modern glass and steel structure. Carradine Biotech. They were one of the genetics labs across the country that offered pet cloning for people who couldn't live without their sick and dying dogs.

	It was an expensive process, around fifty thousand dollars. But the Larkins stood to lose a million or two when they found Darius was sick. They must have gone to Carradine to preserve his, well his umm genetic material. And went ahead with their plan last year. Little Killer was the result.

	I understood the one stumbling block. It was that clones are heavily regulated, and in New York, they must be spayed or neutered and are not allowed to breed. Even though they are genetically the same as any other dog, and their DNA would match the donor, each clone needs to be registered, and everyone would know.

	Maybe that's why they waited three years to enact their plan. They needed to get an in at the lab and found the proper person who would take a bribe to not register the cloned pup. It would be easier than trying to change the DNA records at both the independent lab and the AKC. This way, there was only one other person in on the deception.

	The only loose end was their vet, but it seemed they felt their threat of a lawsuit was enough to keep them quiet.

	Damn.

	I pulled up the family group on my cell and sent a quick text. “911, heading to 855 service entrance. Larkin's on 72nd. See you in a couple minutes.”

	We hustled through the alley and when I looked down at the plethora of texts my family was sending, all telling me not to chance it and get into a public place. Jane had sent one expressly forbidding me to go through the alley we were already in. Snort.

	When I saw another two texts from walkers, I froze. Shit. I hadn't given the Larkins enough credit it seems. Their plan was so poorly conceived I figured they'd be easy to deceive. One walker said Larkin was heading toward the alley, and another said they were following Mrs. Larkin as she was heading around the block to the far end where we had entered.

	I said, “Time to move, kids.” Then started running toward the alley mouth and skidded to a halt when Mr. Larkin, looking angry enough to eat nails stepped into the alley, blocking our way. He got a cruel smile on his face, and I turned the other way, “Come on Cal.” We ran the other way, but as we approached the street, Mrs. Larkin stepped in to block our escape. By the holy tug rope, we were boxed in.

	I turned to the more menacing threat as Mr. Larkin almost strolled casually up to us. Mrs. Larkin said from behind me, “Just give us the dog, you stupid bitch, you've already ruined everything.”

	I smirked and pointed out, “I'm a dog walker, bitch isn't the insult you think it is.” Then I pulled my bag to me so she couldn't get at the little pup who was growling menacingly at her. I glared and said through gritted teeth as I kept an eye on her husband, “He's a clone, and he doesn't seem to like you much. Did you abuse him?”

	Mr. Larkin looked shocked that I had pieced it all together, then his eyes narrowed in determination.

	His wife snapped, “It's not a him. It's a thing. It isn't my Darius, it's an aberration, a necessity so we can get our investment back. Darius was supposed to be our retirement insurance. So we had this... thing made.” She had so much disdain for the poor puppy.

	I asked as the two, as they boxed us in even more beside a dumpster, “So now that your little breeding scheme is ruined, you're what? Going to dispose of the evidence?”

	Then the man scrubbed his face and asked his wife, “Now what are we supposed to do about her?” I swallowed, and my panic started rising to a palpable level. Was he indicating they should silence me... permanently? For a failed fraud scheme? Calvin sensed my growing fear and moved in front of me and started to curl his lips back to show his glistening white fangs.

	The woman looked at the man incredulously, “We're not killing anyone, you stupid lout. Once we have that thing, we can dispose of it, and it is her word against ours. It'll all just be hearsay.”

	My mouth forgot to check in with my brain before I was saying, “Until the authorities find the person you paid off at Carradine not to register the cloned puppy. I'm sure they'd be willing to tell everything to avoid conspiracy charges.”

	Both of their eyes widened, the shock was apparent on their faces that I had it all worked out to the last detail. And now I realized how stupid it was to share how much I thought I knew, which had just been verified by their reactions.

	The man reached over Calvin to try to grab my arm, but Cal lunged forward, snapping his teeth at the man as he growled with all the menace of the wolf I'm sure he saw himself as. The man blurted, “Shit!” As he backpedaled, Calvin snapping again at him.

	The man kicked out one of his stout legs with all the force he could muster, I almost yelled out to Cal, that kick could shatter bones, but my Border Collie, my protector, was far too fast for the man. Cal spun away and danced to the side, snapping at the outstretched leg and with a tearing sound, came away with a patch of denim in his teeth.

	The big man backpedaled. “Jesus Christ.” He looked around and picked up a splintered board from a damaged wood pallet, and he held it like a baseball bat, his full attention on my fuzzy avenger.

	I gasped then twirled as I felt a tug on my shoulder bag, seeing Mrs. Larkin had used Calvin's distraction to try to get Killer. My fear was turning to rage. They were perfectly willing to kill a poor defenseless animal to save their own butts. I glared at the woman and took a lunging step toward her and brought my foot down on her's with a vengeance.

	Jane calls me a serial stomper since that is my goto move when defending myself. I may or may not have even been arrested for stomping the toe of a kidnapper once. But it has been expunged from my record now so you can't prove it.

	The woman shrieked like I had just landed a mortal blow and she limped back a couple steps. I hugged the bag and a snarling and yapping Killer to me. “Why are you doing this? It is over, and you know it. My wife is a NYPD Detective, and if I figured this out, then you know she probably had it figured out long before me.”

	This... caused them to hesitate and look at each other. They didn't like the fact that the police were likely already onto them. Their only intelligent options were down to two logical ones, either run or surrender to the authorities.

	They proved to me that they were beyond reason when the man tightened his grip on the board and looked to have made a decision. I swallowed, and then something odd happened. Instead of the rising panic attack and mind-numbing fear that had been building in me... I felt calm. I was doing the right thing protecting a defenseless dog, so I had no regrets. Standing taller, I jutted out my chin in defiance.

	My cell had been buzzing incessantly during all of this. The Broken Leash knew where I was, and I was sure that they were on their way. Like me, most of them felt like they were doing something important when they helped out like this and wouldn't listen to my imperative that they only observe and not get involved. They had come to my rescue on multiple occasions.

	So my best chance was... I moved my eyes from the man who was being held off by Calvin, who was growling menacingly while avoiding the improvised weapon like a champ, and I locked eyes with Mrs. Larkin. All I had to do was get past her.

	The one thing I could do, and do well, was run. I had leg strength and endurance because of my job, and I knew neither of them could keep up with me. And I may have a lack of strength otherwise, but Mrs. Larkin? I'd bet Calvin's favorite squeaky toy I could run her over like a stampede of long-haired Dachshunds. Don't laugh, I've seen a stampede of those little wiener dogs before, and it brought an entire city block to a standstill.

	I watched her confident sneer turn into worry as I slowly smiled at her and prepared to charge. All I had to do was get to the street where hundreds of people were crowding the walks. I had just started to move, as Calvin dodged another swipe of the board, snapping his jaws at the man's fingers to make him back up again, when someone said, “Hey, fuckwaffle, try picking on someone your own size.”

	I spun to see Kerry in her uniform standing behind Mr. Larkin. He swung his improvised weapon at her. She seemed to just stand there until the last moment then did what looked like an effortless sidestep, and her hand barely moved as she slapped the board away, causing the man to overextend.

	Then she shoved him in the direction he was off balance in, he stumbled past her, and she was already done with him as she took a step toward me, her eyes scanning me for injuries. The man made a glurking sound as he ran right into Jessie's outstretched arm as she clotheslined him, and she followed his fall down with her hand, slamming him hard on the asphalt.

	I blinked as another woman kicked the board away and landed on his chest with a knee, her gun right in his face.

	Jane said, “NYPD, I suggest you calm the fuck down right now. Harold Larkin, you're under arrest for, among other things, assault.”

	She stood, holstering her weapon as she grabbed her cuffs and twisted his arm until he turned onto his stomach and she cuffed his hands behind his back.

	I spun toward Mrs. Larkin when she started to run. Then with a loud crack, her head snapped back and hit the brick wall behind her, and she slumped down the wall in a daze as... as... as my mother said while she shook her hand like it hurt, “Nobody messes with my daughter.”

	Then she looked over at Jane and looked at her hand and mouthed, “Ow,” as my girl moved over to Mrs. Larkin to zip tie her hands.

	I was just blinking in shock that the girls were here... and my mom. And I was pulled out of my shock when I heard the screeching of tires. I looked from where my wife was praising Calvin for protecting me to the alley entrances that were now blocked by police cruisers behind lines of dog walkers with dogs. Officers came swarming into the alley, weapons drawn.

	Jane just stood and held her badge high and pointed at the Larkins while she identified herself unnecessarily as I recognized the four uniforms as being from the 19th Precinct. She added, “Read them their rights, would you? I need Kennedy here to take statements, this is his case.”

	One man nodded and spoke into his mic on his shoulder. “He's already en route.”

	Then as Jane just about crushed the wind out of me as she pulled me into a tight, desperate hug, I wheezed out, “What... what are you all doing here?”

	My wife held me at arm's length and cocked an expectant eyebrow as Jessie made a pained face behind her as she held up her cell and mouthed, “Broken Leash.”

	I looked around my girl and squeaked out, “You sold me out, Mable? And... why are you on the walker's network?”

	Mom, Kerry, and Jane all held up their cells, looking at me like I was dense. They were all monitoring the group? Then I pouted. “I am not a trouble magnet,” as the officers brought the Larkins to stand at separate cruisers.

	Then Mom was looking me up and down as Jane asked with a serious tone, “Are you ok, Fin?”

	I nodded and shuddered once, trying to burn off the last of the adrenaline. I said as mom slipped Killer out of my bag to give him puppy kisses, “Killer's a clone of Darius.”

	Jane smirked as the others looked shocked. I slapped her shoulder. “You did not know that.”

	She sighed and said, “I figured it out just before Jess texted about the Broken Leash, right before you sent your 911.”

	Kennedy and Garcia showed up before she explained, and the men were smirking as they took our statements. I growled at the two like Calvin would, and the mother fluffy jerks just chuckled. Hey, I'm menacing. What? Shut up.

	I smoothed down my skirt nervously and looked at my girl. “I was trying to get him someplace safe, but they must have done a public record search on me because they figured out I was heading to Gar's.” My eyes widened. “Garrett and Alyx! He hasn't heard from me since I...” I trailed off as my smirking mother held up her cell with a, “Duh,” look on her face.

	Mom supplied, “Some of us know better than to not let anyone know they are safe after sending a 911.”

	I blushed and tucked some hair behind my ear, feeling sheepish. “I planned on being safe in the 855. Then these... these jerk-faces showed up to try to take Killer.”

	Then I was thankful when Jane stepped past me, said with concern as an ambulance showed up to check out Mrs. Larkin, “Winnie... mom, is your hand ok? That was a hell of a right cross you laid Mrs. Larkin out with.”

	Mom just shook her hand and made a fist. It looked red and a little swollen. “I've hurt it worse when I was the Liberty women's boxing champion eight years back.”

	I sighed, yup, that's my mom. What do you mean what happened to me? Just shush your face and listen.

	Jane wasn't having any of that, and she looped an arm around her waist and dragged her toward the EMTs who were checking out Mrs. Larkin. I smirked at mom. Ha, now she knew what it was like to have someone be overprotective of her. Gleep! Kerry and Jessie looped their arms in mine and lifted me off the ground as they followed the intrepid detective.

	I said sheepishly as Cal trotted beside us, “Thank you for coming to my rescue.”

	Kerry shrugged and said, “Always, Tempe.”

	Then Jess cocked an eyebrow salaciously at my mom's butt! “Damn, did you see the hurt Winnie laid down on that biotch? I think I may have orgasmed a little.”

	I snerked when Kerry sighed and used one of my terms. “Eyes front, Little Red Perving Hood.” But then she smiled crookedly and said, “It was pretty legendary though.”

	Of course. Mom is a grade A badass.

	When we passed by Mrs. Larkin who was being led back to the police cruiser with a bandage at the back of her head, still limping from my foot stomp, Jane snapped out, “Mom!” My mother who had her foot raised to re-stomp the woman's foot stopped what she was about to do.

	I looked back to see the glare the woman had for me as they had her get into the back seat and closed the door. Jane was asking in frustration, “What is it with you May women and stomping people's feet? That's battery.”

	Jess answered as the girls set me down, “They are fierce and mighty. How else could Finnegan catch you?”

	My girl glared at me with humor in her eyes, and I asked in a little voice, “Love you?”

	She sighed heavily and smiled. “Love you too, pipsqueak.”

	I pointed at Calvin. “Hey, why aren't you chastising him too? He was there.”

	She chuckled and said as mom put Killer back in my shoulder bag as Jane indicated my mom's hand to the paramedics, “He was the only one in the alley with any sense. Someone has to be the adult in the room.”

	Oooo she was so getting angry sex tonight for that one.

	“Fine.”

	“Fine!”

	Ker asked Jess, “Are they just going to do it right here in the street?”

	Jane ignored them as I tried to blush myself into another dimension, and my girl said, “Hey Finny, is there something you can do about this?” She indicated the huge crowd, and I realized most of them had dogs.

	Oh! I hadn't canceled the Broken Leash! I pulled my cell out and quickly texted a cancellation and thanks for all the help. Then the crowd on either side of the alley started to disperse.

	Once mom was given a clean bill of health, her hand wrapped, Jane signaled Garcia who ran up to us. “Jorge, I'm bringing everyone to the 855 Building, to Fin's brother's if you need anything.” The young man nodded as he reached out to squeeze my shoulder in support, and my jerk cop added, “And thank Kennedy. Sorry about dropping this shit storm on you two.”

	Jorge chuckled as he head toward his partner assuring us, “Oh, some of Fin's cookies will be thanks enough.”

	I saluted. Roger dodger, time to make a double batch of snickerdoodles.

	Ok, now I tried to make myself as small as possible as the ladies sort of formed a phalanx around me as they led me across the street and to my brother's place. The only bright spot I could see in this whole mess was that I'd get to see Alyx when I was up there getting the third degree.

	



	


Chapter 14 – Explanations

	Rebecca joined us during the long and grueling question and answer session, and I felt as if I were in one of Jane's interrogation rooms with a bright light shining down upon me. The only thing keeping me from breaking was the adorable little girl in a pretty blue sundress I bought her, bouncing on my knee through it all.

	I had tried to take the focus off of me at the beginning with a diversionary tactic, but failed as I blurted, “Mom, Jane and I are going to have a discussion about children.”

	For an instant mom brightened like the sun going supernova, but then she narrowed an eye in suspicion and declared, “Nice try Finnegan Temperance McLeary-May, but no cigar.”

	Oh dear lord of all that is good and fluffy in the world. I wasn't just three named, she had four named me. I smiled inwardly though that she seemed to be just putting a pin on that announcement so we could circle back to it later. Jerk Cop looked awfully smug that my diversion hadn't worked.

	I had a few questions myself for my copper. “How did you figure out Killer was a clone?”

	She studied me intently for a moment and shook her head, curiosity painting her features as she offered, motioning toward me, “You first. I don't know how you always manage to stay a step ahead.”

	Shrugged I said, “Gut feeling. Once we found that Darius had died and his humans threatened the vet not to disclose the fact to anyone, things weren't adding up. The Larkins would have to have somehow gotten two separate labs to conspire to change Darius' DNA profile to match Killer instead, whether through bribery or other methods, but the database timestamps would have been suspect.”

	I started playing with the hem of my skirt with my free hand as I balanced Alyx on my bouncing knee with the other. What did people normally do with their hands when everyone was looking at them? Hands are just so awkward. I kept looking at Alyx's playpen, and the disorganized jumble of toys in it. Maybe I could... my brother stepped one step sideways to block my view of it. Smartass was always too smart for his own good.

	Looking around I added, “There was no way that Killer's DNA could possibly be a match for Darius.” I held a stalling finger up when Jess started to open her mouth. “I would have run around in circles over the incongruity, had it not been for one tiny fact.”

	I let that dangle for a moment as I looked around at all the faces prompting me to continue with my eyes. Everyone was looking at me... that playpen was a mess and was distracting my thoughts. I pulled my niece to me and started to stand, but Jane's hand on my shoulder, gently forcing back to sit, and that evil woman who gave birth to me stealing the gurgling bundle of cuteness from me, left me no choice but to focus.

	Kerry blurted out in frustration, “What fact, runt?”

	Ok, I smiled, feeling all powerful at the moment with everyone looking at me expectantly except my wife whose smirk was growing, telling me she knew, probably with her detective-y investigation. Becky looked like she was going to squish me. I swallowed knowing she could easily do just that, then I smiled sheepishly at them all and shared, “Well, just a mile from Sleepy Hollow in Tarrytown, I passed a certain building, twice, when I had gone to meet with the Larkins to see if they could help me find Killer's parents. A pretty nondescript glass and steel structure that...”

	Jessie's shadow loomed over me in threat. Eeep! I made myself small as I wrung my fingers. “Carradine Biotech.”

	Mom warned me, an expectant look on her face. “Tempe.” What? Didn't they know what Carradine was? Oh yeah, I sometimes forget that some people... fine, most people aren't as versed in the canine world as me.

	Jane provided, showing me her investigation had come up with the same thing, “A bioengineering lab that specializes in pet cloning.”

	I nodded looking at the others to see if it saved me from a good squishing. They were smiling and nodding, and I warmed up a little at the look of appreciation Jane was giving me. Shrugging I supplied, “I figured it would have been much easier to convince someone there to 'accidentally' forget to register Killer as a cloned animal than to get two reputable labs to fake their data.”

	My wife sat beside me and hugged me to her. “We figured it out without the famous Finnegan gut. The Larkins had refinanced their house a little over a year ago and cashed out over a hundred and twenty thousand in equity.”

	She started to rub my shoulders, eliciting a groan of pleasure from me as she continued, “We followed the money. A fifty-three thousand dollar payment was made to Carradine Biotech. On closer inspection, Kennedy found that they were a pet cloning clinic. He got Tarrytown PD involved, and they got some warrants for the fraud case, and found where the other fifty thousand went.”

	It was her turn to pause and watch the frustration of everyone in the room grow. I saw the little tick of amusement at the corner of her mouth that you would have missed if you didn't know her well. I exhaled before the others could threaten her with bodily harm and sighed out my guess, “One of the techs there made a mysterious fifty thousand dollar cash deposit into their personal bank account.”

	She tickled my sides for a moment as punishment for stealing her thunder, causing Calvin, Oscar, and Killer to rush over to see what the new game was. I crinkled my nose at her then kissed the tip of her nose, causing her to smile as she nodded. “As the little pipsqueak said, one tech had made a substantial cash deposit into her account. Tarrytown PD says she sang like a canary when it was brought up how much time she could spend in jail for conspiracy and fraud.”

	She sighed heavily and explained to me, “That's why you leave the investigating to the police, trust that we are good at our jobs, and not place yourself in danger by getting involved.”

	I whined, “I didn't do anything. I was just trying to get Killer to a safe place when I figured it all out... after I... got my vet and... sent a few... emails. Fine! Whatever.”

	She hugged me and said as if it was a chore, “And that's why I love your impulsive, reckless, butt.”

	This got some, “Daww ”s from the peanut gallery. And after a few moments, mom prompted, “Umm, what happens to little Killer now?”

	Jane watched me carefully as she slowly said, “He's sort of evidence in two cases. Tarrytown's fraud and conspiracy case, and now unlawful detainment, assault, breaking and entering, and pissing me the fuck off here.”

	She paled for a second then said, “Sorry Winnie.” She dug a dollar out of her pocket and held it up, and Becky snatched it up and placed it in the swear jar. I really needed one of those at home.

	Mom exhaled as she narrowed her eyes and flicked them down to my niece. “Jane Marie McLeary-May if her first words are cuss words...” She swung her gaze toward Jessie. “Or something that came out of your mouth, sweetie. Then you'll have me to contend with.”

	That... was a pretty good threat. And my wife got her shapely cop ass four named too. I grinned like a loon at the cowed women.

	Jess squeaked out sheepishly, “Yeah Five-O.”

	I reached over to slap her arm.

	My girl went on, trying to give mom a cute look that mom just deflected with her mom chastising ways, “So Killer will have to be remanded into Animal Control...” She placed a finger over my lips as I was about to blurt out my strong dissent to that, and she finished while looking at me expectantly, “...custody. But I'm sure that a licensed and approved shelter or another venue could be utilized.”

	Mom clarified, “Not just that. I mean... when the Larkins go to jail.”

	When not if. Heh. I super heart my mom.

	It was all Jane could do to keep a straight face as she shrugged. “Then I'm sure whatever shelter he's at would have to find him a new forever home to...”

	Mom blurted as she scooped up Killer with her free arm and cuddled him into Alyx, “Mine!”

	Jane continued like she hadn't been interrupted, “...or your place.” Everyone chuckled at the almost manic mom look on my mother's face. I'm sort of thinking she just might be a wee bit attached to the wee tiny dog.

	I pointed at mom silently, mock fear on my face as I looked at Jane. My girl snapped her teeth at my finger, and I giggled. I called out, “Calvin, attack.” Calvin... didn't attack.

	The lobby buzzed up to let us know that the pizza Becky and Garrett ordered for the group had arrived. I squeaked and dashed to the door before my sis-in-law could. I quickly smoothed out my skirt and tucked a loose curl behind my ear, and Calvin sat as I gave Bec a neener neener look.

	When there was a light knock on the door, I swung it open to grin at the tall, gorgeous black doorman with his impeccably groomed goatee. I swished side to side as I beamed at him. “Hi, Jamaaaal.”

	His slight surprise was replaced by his charming smile as he said, “Well hello Miss May... or is it Mrs. McLeary these days?” Then he took in all the others in the room. “Ladies, Mr. May.”

	Even the lesbians in the room looked on the verge of tittering. He was such a pretty man. Can you say that about a man?

	I offered, “McLeary-May now.” Then asked coyly, trying hard not to have my mischievous grin break my face, “So how was your date with Kayleigh, Jamal? I haven't had the time to get all the sordid details from her yet.”

	I swear the man was blushing as he shoved the three pizza boxes toward me with a sly grin.

	“That is one fiery Irishwoman.”

	I cocked an eyebrow, prompting for more.

	“Goodnight, Mrs. McLeary-May. Have a good meal.”

	I put my foot in the door to stop him from shutting it and escaping.

	He just smiled at me and said, “Thanks for her number, Fin.”

	I beamed at him again and said, “Bye Jaaaamal,” as I shut the door. I wanted to turn around hugging everyone, those two make a striking couple, and I'm glad I set them up. Then I looked at the expectant room. Oooo I had the power now! Evil Finnegan v1.0 engage. “Oh my, I seem to have some pizza here, just what should I... eeek!” They descended upon me like ravenous wolves.

	After I survived pizzageddon, I looked at Becky sideways as I sat on Jane's lap, munching on a slice. She looked all Suzy Sweet and Innocent. She grumbles when I cook for everyone in their place, something about being able to cook herself. So she always sabotages my attempts like this by ordering out when we were all gathered here.

	She just smirked into a bite of her pizza, and we all started sharing stories of our week. I sighed and leaned into my wife. This was like our now every other week gatherings at mom's now that she was in the city. I just sat back to listen and marvel at family... at my family, and I sighed.

	I shouldn't have gotten so complacent as the stories were shared, because eventually, it came around to mom turning ever so innocently to Jane and me as I got caught feeding sausage bits to the fuzzy ones. “So, ladies, what's this you were saying about wanting children.”

	Jane and I muttered in unison, “Shit.” Then we produced dollar bills for Rebecca to take from us and put in the swear jar. I had to snort, the jar was always full, especially after a visit from Jess, but now it was my girl and me filling it. At least Alyx's college fund was getting a good head start.

	I looked up to the ceiling like I could see the sky and squinted an eye, waiting for a lightning bolt to hit me. No such luck. I pouted. “I haven't even talked with Jane about it, mom.”

	She cocked an eyebrow at me, then studied my detective, and then smirked and said to me with her eyes still on Jane, “But she isn't averse to it. I take it?”

	Now Jane was looking at the ceiling, rolling her eyes in silent prayer then muttered out in a monotone in the third person, “She's not averse to it.” Then she squinted her eyes as if in pain, and a moment later the squeeing began. We're all such girls. Poor Garrett.

	



	


Chapter 15 – Meeting

	Over the next week, things settled down. There was a little tension in the atmosphere when the Larkins were released on bail pending trial. We talked about it, and I shared my observation when they didn't try to demand their dog back. “Mrs. Larkin hates Killer, thinking he's just a thing instead of a dog.” The fact that animal control or a duly appointed representative, which I am because of my kennel license thank you very much, would retain custody of Killer as he was material evidence in multiple cases, wasn't even a factor. I kept quiet about my suspicions that they had abused Killer.

	I asked mom, who was joining Jane and me at a meeting after I had walked my clients, “Speaking of, how is the material evidence?”

	She checked the shoulder bag she had started carrying and grinned, “Sleeping. Being cute is tiring work.”

	I nodded with a smirk. In her mind, she already has Killer adopted and living with her in his new forever home.

	Then I sighed when she asked Jane instead of me, “Are you sure we don't need to get a restraining order on them to protect Finnegan?”

	I said, “I'm standing right here mom.”

	My wife shared, “They have no reason to come after her. Everything they did was to get Killer back. Now that the proverbial cat is out of the bag, it makes no sense for them, they have more pressing things to worry about now than coming after Fin.”

	I whined, “Hey, still standing right here.”

	“Shush now sweetheart, the adults are speaking.”

	“Grr.” I looked down at Calvin. “I get no respect.” He agreed I can tell because his tail was wagging as he looked up at me.

	Jane had shared how convoluted the case was as it concerned three separate police departments, but they had all agreed to let the NYPD take the lead since the charges of assault and unlawful detainment were more serious than fraud and breaking and entering. But they would each get their chance prosecuting the couple for the various charges in each of their jurisdictions.

	I still remember the incredulous look on Jane's face when she had said, “I'm just relieved that nobody out of state was involved. Otherwise, federal agencies would have to be involved too.” To which I replied, “Does advertising online and accepting fees in advance for stud services in three states count?”

	I still don't know what I did, but it caused her to facepalm then drag her hand down her face. “When were you going to share this piece of information?” Then she stopped me from answering by holding a halting hand up as she shook her head and said, “I guess it would have come up in Tarrytown PD's investigation anyway.” She smirked at me. “You'd make a good investigator yourself if you weren't so trouble prone.”

	Mom laughed as I flipped off my wife. Then I was blushing and wanting to hide as a woman walked up to us in the lobby and cocked an eyebrow at me. I buried my face in Jane's shoulder and the woman in a gorgeous black and white business suit, with a smartly pressed skirt, said with a touch of humor in her tone, “Mrs. McLeary-Mays?”

	Jane nodded and held out a hand, causing me to lose my hiding spot. “Yes. I'm Jane, and this is my wife, Finnegan, and her mother, Winfred.”

	The woman shook Jane's hand then mom's and then mine as I felt the burn of the blush still on my cheeks as I looked down in embarrassment and smoothed down my skirt. “Juanita Smythe, It's a pleasure. Would you come with me please and we can get started? Welcome to Hartfield, Yang, and Smythe.”

	We followed the woman to a stairway that led up to the second floor. I glanced around, and cocked my head at the offices, all fairly average and adorned with pretty mundane desks and furniture. I nodded to myself in appreciation. I spent every waking hour I wasn't working for three days researching Hartfield, Yang, and Smythe and other firms.

	I was impressed with their philosophy that they were not in it for the profit, but to make sure that everyone was happy with their results. They were the most highly recommended firm in New York on the various online forums and government agencies I looked at. I loved my jerk cop all the more when she let me do the research.

	I had organized and collated a presentation of my findings for her, with weighted averages for each firm highlighted in different colors and... I laminated the final report because... well because I have a laminator. Shut up.

	Then the surly wench ignored the entire packet I had prepared for her and just asked as she pointed at Hartfield, Yang, and Smythe on the last page of the summary. “This the best one?” I just nodded, and she tossed the presentation aside. I would have been mortified at her disregard for all the effort put into it if she hadn't picked me up from where I was sitting in our rooms and tossed me on the bed and proceeded to... mmmm.

	Jess and Ker had asked to come for... moral support. But I didn't want them affecting the decision of the firm taking us on as a client. I love them to death, but if you don't know them, they are a bit much to digest. And I know Jess would make a game out of trying to get a rise out of Miss Smythe since she looked so good in her business attire. I didn't want our chances ruined.

	Once we were situated in a pretty nondescript office that was a little bigger than the ones we passed on the first floor, she asked as mom and Jane sat down while I walked to the wall on the right, where there were hundreds of photos adoring it, with so many happy looking families. The smiles on all the faces of people from all walks of life and ethnicities had struck me as quite genuine.

	As Miss Smythe smoothed her skirt along her legs to sit behind the desk in a creaky oak chair, I asked, “Clients?”

	The woman lit up like a Christmas tree as she nodded, “Yes. The pictures remind me of our goal here and keep me on track, so I don't lose sight of why I do this.”

	I smiled as I moved over to join mom and Jane at the chairs in front of the desk. The woman loved what she did. That alone would have convinced me that we made the right decision to go with her firm if they would take us on as clients.

	She opened a folder and smiled then looked up at us, “Newlyweds. Congratulations.”

	I don't know why I always look for the sincerity in people's reactions to us being a same-sex couple. Perhaps it is so I know who is just going through the motions to show that they are 'politically correct' or something, and who genuinely isn't phased by it and accepts it unconditionally. I'm happy to say, she was genuinely happy for us.

	Jane inclined her head with an answering smile as I just grinned... then not being able to help myself, I leaned forward and started organizing and straightening the brochures and informational pamphlets on the low table between the desk and us.

	I hesitated and looked up when I heard my wife saying, “It's alright, she's just a tad OCD.”

	Miss Smythe was looking at me with a slightly furrowed brow.

	I stopped and sat back, crossing my arms over my chest as I growled at my jerk cop, “I'm not OCD.” I added an 'ish' in my head.

	The woman smirked at the patient look both Jane, and my mom were giving me. Just great, another one on the tease the Finnegan bandwagon. Well, at least she didn't seem to think my tidiness was a negative. I personally think my fastidiousness is the sign of good character and keeping things well organized is just good sense.

	The woman glanced at our paperwork again then back to us. “A police detective and...” She looked down then at me, her eyes finally settling on Calvin. “A dog walker.”

	Calvin's tail thumped the floor once from where he lay at my feet.

	She shuffled through the papers and said, “Finances are in good order, and it looks like you have a good support system.” She looked up then smiled at mom who was just sitting there looking all wise and momish.

	The woman was just speaking to the air as she read, which I knew was just a review for herself since any good lawyer would have committed it all to memory on something as important as this, “Brother, sister, and mother all in the same city, close by. Two roommates who are also character witnesses.”

	Then she chuckled and looked up, and her eyes swept to me as she held up a stack of papers that looked like a ream of paper. “Three hundred and fifty-three character references in fact. Ranging from a myriad of dog walkers to clients of your dog walking service, to the doorman's union and the police, to a convicted criminal...” She looked at the paper on top then to me as she asked with pure curiosity as she leaned in a bit, “Do you really know the Broadway Cat? I followed that case and still don't know how he got off with so little time served in a security hospital ward.”

	I nodded and assured her, “He's really a sweet man, and good friend, with an adorable golden retriever. I can't get into the details, but he had really good reasons for what he did.” Not to mention I may or may not have subtly blackmailed a public figure to make sure his sentence was light. Not my proudest moment, but... it was the right thing to do.

	It was her turn to nod, and it looked like she wasn't judging me for including a convicted felon in on the email writing campaign I organized the moment we set up the appointment with Miss Smythe. I figured it would be better to be upfront about it than them finding out when they ran background checks on Jane and me.

	She pulled one of the printed emails from the stack and chuckled, “And Pollyanna Rothenburg? Are you aware she graduated at the top of our class in law school? She just out-edged me for the honor. She made a point of reminding me of that in the letter, she was always a sly one.”

	I nodded and smiled in pride as I said, “Yes, she informed me. She's my cousin.”

	The woman looked at the email again and chuckled.

	She put all the paperwork aside and clasped her hands on her desk. “Ladies, are you aware that this is not a simple process? That if we take you on as clients, it will take a dedicated effort on your part, and the costs associated are not minor.”

	Glancing between us with a serious look on her face, she continued, “We do everything by the book here, and there are no shortcuts. Besides our salary and a small stipend to keep our offices running, all the costs are directly dedicated to the completion of the task. Any remaining funds are donated to local orphanages and the Callahan Foundation.”

	I nodded when Jane and mom did. I don't know why I felt pride in this woman I had just met, but she was living up to the hype so far about her firm. I offered, “I did comparative research on your firm and did a benefit/detriment analysis and...”

	Jane chuckled and said to her, “What she means to say is, yes.”

	I shot her the stink eye. “Jerk Cop.”

	“Guilty.”

	The woman chuckled and offered, “You two play well off each other. I've counseled couples who have been together for years who banter like you.”

	Then she said, “You indicated you have no preference of country of origin or race?”

	I nodded and explained, “We just want to adopt a child who needs parents who will love them.”

	She seemed to recategorize us at that, and her tone got a little warmer as she said, “You didn't put a preference for age. The rest of the form was fastidiously filled in, so it was a surprise you missed something.”

	Jane snorted and said in a humor filled tone, “Fin doesn't miss things. We just discussed it, and it doesn't matter. We'll know when we meet... our child. Whether a baby or an older child. And I know from experience in the police force, that the older a child, the less likely they will be adopted. They usually just drift around in the foster system until they are adults. That fact almost broke Fin, she's a soft touch.”

	I nodded, my heart aching again at the words, and supplied, “Does it make it harder that we didn't select an age group, Miss Smythe?”

	She shook her head. “Juanita, please. And no, it opens a whole world, literally, to you. There are so many children in need of a good loving home out there Mrs. McLeary-May.”

	I nodded and prompted, “Finnegan... and Jane.” I indicated my wife.

	She studied us for a moment and asked what looked like a final question, “Hartfield, Yang, and Smythe prides ourselves on our adoption practices, and specialize in family and adoption laws in thirteen countries. It is a privilege for us to unite so many families with children for them to love. You are aware that this is not a quick process, that even once we find the child that you would like to raise, that it could still take months and sometimes a couple years to finalize the adoption process? And the child, if not a baby, has to choose you too?”

	We nodded, and I relaxed a little realizing I was starting to shake when Jane grasped my hand and laced our fingers. Juanita stepped out from behind her desk and walked over to us and offered her hand again. “Then welcome to Hartfield, Yang, and Smythe. We can get started on Monday if you'd like. And I'd like to take your case on personally. It isn't often someone is open to all possibilities.”

	Somebody was squeeing as they hugged Juanita. Ok, it was me, but in my defense, mom was squeeing too as Jane rolled her eyes and grinned at the surprised looking lawyer who was all smiles as she checked the bun in her persimmon hair when I released her.

	Mom was going on and on about how exciting this was as we walked back to the car after we signed the letters of intent and the contracts to engage the services of Hartfield, Yang, and Smythe for the purpose of adoption.

	When we stepped out of the building, I was just staring ahead, feeling something similar to my mini panic attacks which were so familiar to me I hardly noticed them, but it was a different panic, tinged with an excitement I didn't really understand as I slowed to a stop, looking out across the city I loved, the city I called home. But now this bustling metropolis held something different, like an ominous shadow hanging over it.

	Jane asked in concern when she saw I wasn't getting in the car when Calvin hopped in with mom and a now fully awake and hyper Killer, “What is it, love?”

	I looked up at her, and my panic turned into pleading as I whispered so that the universe couldn’t hear me and expose this as all an elaborate prank, “We're going to be mothers... how can we raise a child in the city? Don't you know how dangerous this city can be?”

	Mom's gentle, knowing chuckle carried a heavy dose of, 'now you know how I feel' in it as my detective moved over to hold me. “Yes, we are. And New York City is nothing to fear, didn't you conquer it on your first day here a few years back? If anything, the big city is afraid of you, Finnegan Temperance McLeary-May.”

	I smiled at the tone in her voice which brokered no arguments, and I asked, “You think?”

	“I think.”

	Mom chimed out the window, “You'll do great girls. If not, you know where a pro lives.”

	I looked up to the love of my life and smirked, nudging my chin toward mom. “And she's modest too.”

	My girl snorted and said, “Winnie is many things, but modest doesn't even hit the top ten list.”

	Then my mom got her snark on and whined out in her best impression of me, “I'm sitting right here, girls.”

	I returned the 'now you know how I feel' look back at her, wondering if it was a patent pending look that was genetically imprinted on us May girls. Probably not, since Rebecca has started using it too. So it must be passed on by proxy to any of the May women. Poor Gar is going to be in trouble once little Alyx started using it.

	It was a long drive home as excitement seemed to be increasing with a harmonic resonance that just kept building upon itself. My mind was everywhere yet nowhere, fractured in branching, nonlinear paths. And I blinked and looked up when I saw mom texting in the back seat, no doubt to the mysterious Sam.

	I turned to Jane. “How long have you and the Bobbsey Twins been following the Broken Leash network?”

	She didn't answer until my eyes boring into her made her crack. “Gah! You're exasperating, pipsqueak.” Then she smirked and refused to look at me, instead of watching the road intently, eyes forward. “Jess and Kerry may have sweet talked one of your new recruits at the rescue to cough up the text group you dog walkers use. The girl seems to have a thing for tall lesbians, so it isn't her fault, those two can charm the panties off of almost anyone, looking like sex on two legs like they do.”

	She smirked at the windshield. “I may or may not have asked them to keep me apprised if anything regarding you ever popped up again.” She stopped any dissension I may have offered up by adding, “In our defense, it was only after you were kidnapped, then chased through the city by another person that we did it.”

	I grumped, “I'm not that bad!”

	She looked back at mom and mom started counting off on her fingers, “Your dog rescue broken into, your apartment door kicked in, you being threatened by two miscreants in an alley...”

	I muttered, “Shut up. Maybe it's a little like that.” Then I screwed my face up to look back at mom, “Miscreants? Who talks like that?”

	“I do.”

	“Fair point.” By the holy tug rope, I wasn't going to win, was I? Rhetorical question, smart ass, I don't need any lip from you too. Just sit back and let me finish, would you?

	I sighed then giggled and told them as I crinkled my nose, “I'm gonna be a mom.”

	Jane said, with an odd touch of wonder in her tone, “Me too.”

	Mom was all smug grins. I sighed heavily and stated the obvious, “And yes, you'll be a grandmother again, smug woman.”

	She broke and leaned forward with a smile. “This is so exciting,” her fingers flying on her cell and a mischievous glint in her eyes.

	I sighed even more heavily being dramatic, then grinned at the response as we headed home. I got all sorts of suspicious when Jane didn't drop mom and Killer off at her place. We parked the SUV then did a quick walk in the park for the pups and headed to our apartment. Once the ground floor door closed, mom set Killer loose to chase Calvin up the stairs. It was fun to watch the little one go almost tipsy with each stair leap as I gathered our mail.

	I prompted mom, “How's his training going? Is he safe to be off leash yet?”

	She shook her head and her face contorted to one of exasperation. “He's still too excitable but is following commands well enough to corral at least, but I wouldn't trust him off leash yet like you do with your clients when you play with them in the park.”

	I nodded as we went upstairs. The door was open, so the girls must be home and let the dogs in when Calvin scratched.

	I may or may not have screamed when we stepped inside, and my roommates and my brother and sister in law yelled out, “Surprise!” And blew little plastic party horns.

	I was panting and trying to get my pulse under control as I read the big banner stretched across the living room which said “Congratulations!” with a cartoon baby carriage on it. I narrowed one eye as I tried to push my heart out of my throat when I noted that Jane's hand never even twitched toward her weapon, telling me she knew this coronary inducing sneak attack was imminent.

	Then I spun on mom and pointed at her shoulder bag. The rat had texted the others to let them know we had secured representation for our future adoption. She chuckled and placed a hand on my arm as she shut the door behind her. “As I said, baby girl, this is exciting news, and your family wants to celebrate it with you.”

	Ok, I may or may not have turned to gushing mush at that, but I refused to accept her unspoken apology until, “Somebody better baby me up here, or I'm going postal and am going to get my labeler out and label you all!”

	Rebecca chuckled and deposited one baby shaped Alyx on my hip. Much better. I smiled at them all and then watched Calvin and Killer as they reintroduced themselves to my brother's silly wiener dog, Oscar.

	Then I whispered to the group, “I'm going to be a mom.” Then I moved to the couch and bounced my super niece on my knee as the cheers erupted in... in our home, again. By the seven canine lords of Nebula B, I love my family.

	



	


Epilogue

	I was running frantically and screaming as projectiles burst all around me. Mom was laughing at me as she pulled me behind a plywood tank, saying with a smirk on her face, “Tempe, there's no screaming in paintball.”

	I corrected her. “Oh yes there is, mom. They're shooting at me.” I pointed across the course and a paintball splatted the plywood near my exposed hand to punctuate my point.

	“They're supposed to. That's sort of the point, sweetie.” She stuck her head out low to scope out the approaching enemy and popped off a couple of shots of her own from one of the two fully automatic guns she carried.

	Rick called out from behind a plywood tent cutout a couple yards away. “I'll lay down cover fire, get to the pit!”

	I nodded at the old sergeant. I was so happy that he had been here when Jane and I invited our family to the final weekend before Hudson Valley Paintball shut down for the winter season. The teams were pretty evenly matched when we started, with some of my prior team on my side with Garrett and mom.

	Our team was named... by Jane, the Original Mays and Company. I retaliated by choosing their name, Jerk Cop's Dirty Dozen. Her team consisted of some of the other regulars here and Jess and Ker-Bear. Rebecca was waiting in one of the observation booths with Alyx. She and Gar were taking turns between rounds.

	We were down to just five people per side. I hear a twap and Kenny squealed out, “Aww maaaan,” from beside Rick. He had fluorescent purple paint on his chest plate right over his heart. Ok so now we had four.

	Rick's weapon was scanning the perimeter. We all knew Kerry was out there somewhere with that paintball sniper rifle, but we've not been able to pin her location down yet. That was her third kill. Kenny trudged off to the "dead pool” with his weapon held above his head, to join the rest of the fallen soldiers from both sides.

	The silver-haired soldier dove into a trench and a paint pellet exploded on the plywood where he had just been. Then he was opening fire at one of the tall poles at the end of the course where there were platforms.

	I just caught a glance at someone almost sliding down the tree trunk sized pole and slipping into the shadows as the paint pellets hit the platform she had probably been laying on this whole match. Kerry was scary good, like Jane.

	Rick held up three fingers and counted down to one before he and Dennis stood and laid down cover fire for mom and me to get to them. I squealed as projectiles exploded on the ground around us before I jumped, being caught by the two men, while mom just sort of cartwheeled in, one hand on the sandbags of the trench.

	I grinned at her. “Show off.”

	She said, “Its ok Tempe. Gar got my aestheticism, you got my...” She paused and then said, “Eyes.”

	I rolled said eyes, and muttered, “Gee thanks mom.” Then I smirked. “And Garrett was the first man in the dead pool, so a fat lot of good it did him.”

	She snickered and said, “I think Kerry was just proving a point, sweetheart. Garrett was talking a lot of smack before the match began.”

	I chuckled then took a second to peek over to the players in the dead pool, drinking sodas and joking as they watched our teams slowly chew away at each other. My bother was smiling and making silly moose ears toward the little observation shed where Becky and Alyx were. He was such a good father. Our dad would have been proud of him, I know mom and I are.

	I ducked down when like a gazillion shots started hitting around the sandbags. I squealed and raised my weapon up and fired off some pellets blindly toward the incoming fire before cowering in a ball in the pit.

	Rick sighed and informed me, “It works better when you aim, Finnegan.”

	I informed him with a scrunched nose, “You shoot your way, I'll shoot mine. I have one kill today.”

	He chuckled at me and pointed out, “By complete accident.” Then he asked mom, “Is she always so obstinate?”

	Mom nodded then looked back at one of the two forts on the field and nudged her chin. It was similar to the one we fought our way to when Jane and I played the first time, this was on the opposite side of the course, and it looked like a two-story castle.

	Rick nodded and said, “Dennis, escort Fin to the castle. Use the moat ditch for cover, the drawbridge is a target in its own right so stay off until you are across the pit. We’ll lay down some cover...”

	Splat!

	Dennis just blinked and looked down at his chest. Lime green. Jane! He looked at mom and me and said, “Farewell fair maidens, parting is such sweet sorrow.” He called out, “Dead man walking!” Then held his weapon over his head and headed toward the dead pool, calling back to me, “Are there more chocolate chip there?”

	I nodded. I decided that since I was baking for the trip and the players, I may as well stock the dead pool with cookies. I think one or more deaths may have been self-inflicted when the dead men were calling out how good the cookies were.

	What? Don't look at me like that, the dead need goodies too.

	Rick looked at me and then prompted, “Finnegan, run!” Then he and mom popped up in the pit, firing as they bellowed out challenges. Mom's dual automatics spewing out twin streams of pellets. I heard footsteps right on my heels as I screamed my way to the moat and jumped in.

	Two thuds followed, and mom and Rick were there, with savage grins on their faces. The old soldier said to mom, “You can fight at my side anytime, Miss May.”

	Mom winked at him, and I blurted, “Eww, eww. Stop flirting you two.” Then I pointed at mom and asked, “What about, Sam?”

	She countered with, “You're spoken for Fin, yet I see you flirting with men and women all the time, so shush.” Grr, why did she always have to use logic on me? But still, eww, don't flirt with my mom... it's just... she's my mom! Whatever.

	The silver-haired retiree just smiled crookedly at me and said, “Your mom, is scary good.” Then he asked her, “You sure you don't have military training?”

	She cocked an eyebrow. “Better, I raised two children... twins.”

	He nodded in appreciation, and I rolled my eyes. Mom was just good because she's a badass, plain and simple.

	He popped his head up for a moment to survey the approaching enemy, and his goggles were instantly covered in purple paint. “Well, son of a bitch.” He held his weapon above his head and said, “Sorry ladies, I got too cocky there. Now it looks like things are going to go FUBAR.”

	He opted to lay down on the rim of the moat instead of heading to the dead pool. He says he likes to observe the end game.

	Mom exhaled loudly and said, “Five vs. two with your childhood friend god knows where picking people off one at a time. Looks like this is it, baby girl.”

	She looked at the drawbridge by where we crouched and said, “Get in the castle. Shoot anyone who steps inside the door.”

	Then my eyes widened, “Mom, no!”

	She yelled out, “Go!” Then stood and started roaring out in defiance as she opened fire with both weapons. I saw the two boys with Jane go down, covered in a half dozen splats of orange each.

	Jess was yelling out, “Jesus!” As she dove to the side.

	Jane wasn't moving as she aimed carefully, the stream of paintballs bursting all around her as she exhaled. Splat. Mom muttered, “Well poo.”

	She held her guns up then laid down in the moat. I moved over to her and crouched. “You didn't need to sacrifice yourself, mom.” Then I stood, and with a plink, armed and threw one of the two paint grenades our team had, over the lip of the moat.

	Jane yelled, “Grenade!”

	I was just able to see them both dive into a trench a moment before the grenade slung paint everywhere, while I scrambled onto the drawbridge and ran into the castle. Well drat, they were too fast.

	I watched through a slit beside the door that would have been for arrows in medieval times but was for paintball gun barrels here. Jane and Jess popped up, ran in a zig-zag pattern to the moat, Jane calling out as they jumped in, “We're coming for you Finny.”

	I gulped and grinned.

	Jane patted Rick's shoulder and gave his corpse a fist bump. I grinned, he was pretty animated for a dead guy. Then Jess walked over to mom who was lying face down. “You ok, Winnie?”

	Jane's eyes flew wide as she yelled, “Jessie, no!” As Jess turned mom over. Then with a plink, the grenade I stuffed under mom armed and... thump! Jess was a mass of yellow paint. Mom was grinning up at her, looking like a yellow slime monster herself. The corpse of Rick was chuckling at the corpse of Jessie as she grudgingly laid down.

	My detective was chuckling too and calling out to the castle. “Good one, love. But I have you now, two to one so your little tricks won't work this time.” She snickered. “And besides, I know you're out of grenades, pipsqueak. Even cops can count to two you know.”

	It was just Jane and me now, with Kerry out there somewhere, just waiting. It was bound to happen, and I suppose I should be happy that I lasted as long as I did. All the guys on my squad again protected me to the end, with mom. It was like having a platoon of Garretts out there being big brothers.

	I watched her carefully back out of the moat to start walking across the drawbridge in a cautious, sideways, foot over foot gait, both weapons drawn. She had one trained at the ramparts above, the other at the door. I slid my barrel out the slit, closed my eyes, and fired off a ball. I heard the splat of the ball impacting wood. Drat, I missed.

	Her footsteps turned from the steady thud thud thud of her ominous approach to a full run, then a thud as she flattened her back against the castle wall outside the door. I grinned as I asked in a tiny voice, with only a thin sheet of plywood separating us, “Truce?”

	There was a definitive smile in her tone as she called out, “Come out unarmed where I can see you, and we'll see, you frustrating dog walker. I swear you have nine lives.”

	I had to grin at that and wondered how Puddles, Calvin, Killer, and Oscar were enjoying being pampered at the doggy spa in town while we went about bombarding each other with paint.

	First I slid my weapon out through the doorway onto the drawbridge, then said, “Ok, I'm coming out.” I placed my hands on top of my head then stepped out, one eye squinted, waiting for my wife to assassinate me with green.

	She was looking at least twenty kinds of smug, with a touch of hunger that had me hoping I'd be her squeaky toy tonight. She holstered one gun, then twirled the barrel of the other around lazily as she said, “If it isn't Mrs. Finnegan Temperance McLeary-May, hard target. Are you offering an unconditional surrender?”

	I cocked my head at her to admire the tall, well-toned amazon, with her black hair tied behind her head in a ponytail, and her well-sculpted face and eyes behind her goggles which held just a hint of Asian heritage. God did I want her.

	I made bunny ears with my hands over my head and said with an evil Finne-grin, “No.” A moment later, with a wet splat on the back of her head, I cackled, “Checkmate.”

	She looked at me incredulously and placed her hand back to touch her head then pulled it forward to see purple paint. She spun around calling out, “What the hell, woman?” To Ker-Bear who was jogging up to us from the perimeter with that wicked looking sniper rifle.

	Ker stopped in front of us and shrugged, “Sorry Jane, but Fin offered to take me to get another batch of that Apple Cinnamon Decadence back in town before we go home.”

	My girl shook her head as she chuckled, asking, “She turned your allegiance with apples on pudding?”

	Ker nodded as she shouldered her weapon and grinned toothily.

	Rick and mom were chuckling as they stood. Jane asked them, “You knew about this?”

	They shook their heads, and mom said, “Of course not, Jane honey. I wanted to splat you myself.”

	My copper said to her with a predatory grin, “You're good, lady. Well maybe before the day is over, we can do a one on one.”

	Mom nodded and raised her weapon and shot Jane's chest-plate, “I win. Where do we log the scores?”

	Jane spluttered out, “What is it with you May girls and your cheating?”

	Mom said almost coyly, “You're one of us May girls now, sweetheart, so put on your big girl panties and let's get back to war. I believe someone said winners choose next course? I hear one is capture the flag.”

	Jane, Kerry, and Rick exchanged the look I see soldiers share all the time, and then my girl kissed me on the tip of my nose and said, “Great, I'm on the team opposing Finnegan. I'm going to get her yet.”

	Kerry and Jess looked at each other nodding and chimed out together, “Us too.”

	Mom smirked and made a show of checking her paint hoppers as she moved beside Jane and said, “Sorry Tempe.”

	I may have squeaked. I was so dead. Damn, how had this happened?

	The End
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Sample chapter of book 1, Case of the Collie Flour in the Unleashed series...

	Chapter 1 – Walk In The Park

	Damn, what a spectacular day! I looked up and closed my eyes to soak in the sun as the breeze gently ruffled my yellow sundress while I walked up Madison Avenue here in Manhattan. I really love this town. The day I set foot in New York City, I knew I had found my new home.

	I took a deep breath to savor the perfume of the city. Steam, exhaust, people, and hotdogs, mixed with the scent of freshly mowed grass, trees, and flowers blowing in from Central Park a block away. I smiled and almost skipped along to my first client of the day as I wove through the mid-morning foot traffic. Exchanging smiles and inclined heads with the few who braved eye contact with the strangers all about them, lost in a sea of anonymity.

	I stepped up to the brand new 855 Building and looked up at the condos, shaking my head in wonder. One day maybe, Fin, but even the one bedroom flats in the glass and steel structure sold for almost two million, and upward of fourteen million for a three bedroom. I didn't even want to think about what the penthouse would set someone back.

	As much as I love this city, it is still crazy stupid just how much it costs to live here. Where square footage is measured in the thousands of dollars as opposed to the under sixty dollars in my hometown of Liberty, New York, just a two-hour drive northwest of the city.

	Imagine my shock when moving from my six hundred and fifty dollar a month two bedroom apartment to find out I couldn't even get within spitting distance of a one bedroom in the Big Apple for under two grand! That first year in the city, three years ago, I wound up with three roommates in a two bedroom second story walk up just to afford to live where I was starting my own business.

	My little quirks and idiosyncrasies chased off my roommates over the years. So what if I label my food cans, and cereal, and umm... my tissue box, my sock drawer, and... ok, I may have an unhealthy relationship with my label maker, but it is the longest relationship I have ever had, so there's that.

	Luckily, my business took off, and I can afford rent on my own now, but that's the key words in that sentence... on my own. I'm a social animal and need to be around people, that's why I moved to the big city. So I've cycled through a couple more roommates since the girls left. The last one toughed it out a whole year before she said that my perky and chipper attitude and my borderline obsessive-compulsive behavior was just too much for her, and she was off.

	I have another listing in the want ads of the Crier and For Let, but so far no real viable candidates, a couple ladies who seemed put off by the place, but were already talking about maybe being late with rent as they pursue modeling or acting careers. Then the prerequisite number of pervs who don't know how to read “only women need apply.”

	If I hear, “I respect women, I have three sisters, and you wouldn't even know I'm there,” again, I'll scream.

	The early thirty-something doorman at the 855, Jamal, in his smart pressed uniform saw me coming, and the cute and always impeccably groomed black man inclined his head with a genuine smile. I've always thought he looked like he belonged in a boardroom or a talk show, but he swears he'd rather do what he does because he meets so many fascinating characters.

	I grinned widely at him and said in a flirty manner, “Hey Jamaaal,” stretching out his name a bit with a little hop in my step.

	His smile grew into a big grin that showed off his stark white teeth. The tall man's goatee was, as always, so neatly trimmed with not a hair out of place as he said in an equally flirty tone, “Hi, Miss May. Looking lovely today as always, Fin.”

	I beamed at his compliment and gave a quick twirl for him, my sundress whirling as the clips on the leather harnesses in my hands clinked. I glanced at my sundress that hit just above the knee, and my matching butter yellow flats. Had to wear flats in my business, never knew when you might have to run.

	He held the door open for me and tipped his cap as I slid in. “Thank you, kind sir.” This was our daily routine. Maybe I can tell mom I'm flirting with him, and that will keep her off my case about my dating life, or lack thereof. I mean I go out on dates. Lots of them. A lot of first dates; I looked at the leather straps in my hands, each one labeled; but for some reason, I chase them all off.

	I looked at the elevator bank then the security desk and waved at Ralph. The laid-back security guard just waved from where he reclined and was watching the monitors, or possibly a sports channel.

	I checked my lipstick in the mirror finish of the doors then pressed the up button as I looked up like I could see my handsome client upstairs waiting for me. I just knew Calvin was already excited, ready, and willing. I swear that big boy could go all day if I let him.

	Oh, what? The leather? Clients... oh, no. No! I'm not a call girl. I guess I should introduce myself since you are patiently listening to me babble on about my story. The name's Finnegan Temperance May, dog walker extraordinaire, at your service. No really, at your service, if you have a dog in need of walking, you can book me on my website at FinneganWalks.com. I'd strike a confident pose for you if the elevator door hadn't just opened and an elderly rich couple wasn't staring at me expectantly.

	I slid to the side with a smile and said to them as they walked out, “Have a spectacular day.” The grinch muffins just gave me a dour look and moved along. Whatever.

	“Gleep!” The elevator doors almost closed without me. I got my arm in just in time to stop the doors, and they reopened. Lightning fast, like a ninja, that's me. You've got your skeptical face on, it's my story, and that's how I remember it. Forget the fact that I almost tripped over an air molecule, or possibly nothing as I stumbled into the elevator when said doors opened. So... not ninja. Shut up.

	I looked around, embarrassed then straightened the hem of my dress and hit the button for the fourteenth floor. I looked up at the camera in the corner and thought of Ralph, I made a silly face with bunny ears to give him a chuckle if he was actually watching the monitors and not the game.

	Then the door slid open to the foyer shared by the two separate residences on this level. It must be nice to have over two thousand square feet all to yourself, with spectacular views of the city.

	I turned to the right and pulled my work keys out of my purse. The huge purple scrunchy ring with a couple dozen keys and key cards. All labeled quite nicely, thank you very much.

	I was so lucky to have Abigail Reeves hire me. Yes, THAT Abigail Reeves. Highly popular Broadway superstar dog owners like her are very picky about who they let walk their babies.

	As silly as it may sound, the dog walking industry is pretty cutthroat, and very volatile as other walkers are always trying to undercut you and scoop high profile clients out from under you. It has taken me these three long years to build my clientele and become one of the most sought-after walkers in the city.

	I tapped on the door. I don't know why since the reason the owners of my clients hire me is that they are out all day. Miss Reeves is the only one of the few dog owners in my stable who needs me twice a day to let my client, her prize purebred Border Collie, Sir Calvin Fluffytoes, out to get some exercise and do his thing.

	I guess I knock because it is the polite thing to do. You never know when someone might spill some grape juice on their white pleated skirt and had to rush home in the ensuing fashion emergency. What? It happens... to some people. Whatever, it happened to me.

	As expected, I got no response so I held my keyring up to the electronic keypad and the little light turned from red to green. I slipped in as quietly as I could and moved past the front entry to catch Calvin on the huge white couch where he knows he's not supposed to sleep and wait for me. To my surprise, he wasn't there.

	I cocked an eyebrow and looked around. My eyes hesitated on the mess in the huge kitchen, which had stainless steel everything and transparent glass cabinet doors. It looked as if a bag of flour had exploded on the floor and nobody bothered to clean it up. There was some raspberry filling or something coloring some of the flour red.

	I moved into the spacious living room, and the normally open floor to ceiling blinds were pulled, blocking out the amazing view down east 72nd where you could see a sliver of Pilgrim Hill in Central Park. The doors to the two bedrooms were closed as always, Miss Reeves didn't like Calvin sleeping on the beds while she was out.

	I called out as I glanced around, “Cal? Where are you boy?”

	I turned back toward the hall when I heard him whimpering. I moved down the hall. “Calvin?” The whimpering was coming from the door shared by the private laundry room and the 'entertaining restroom.'

	I had to grin, had the poor little guy accidentally knocked the door closed when he went in to sample today's vintage in the toilet bowl? Eww... and I let him kiss me all the time. Not today. I opened the door, and the black and white Border Collie just about mauled me in his excitement to get out.

	I giggled. “It's ok boy. I'm here, I've rescued you. We better get a move on if we are going to get the other clients for a nice stroll in the park.”

	I walked all my fuzzy boys at ten and the equally as fuzzy, but much more poised and refined, girls at one. But never ever together. Ever. From what I hear, it is never a good thing when Mrs. Green or Mr. Remington are faced with the oops of their prize poodle carrying bulldog mutts. Surprise!

	I wouldn't know because that was just dog walker 101 and only a fool would mix genders just to book a full gaggle.

	In the early days I had to book groups of ten just to make ends meet, now that I have hit elite status and am in demand, I walk in groups of three, with individual emergency call ins to fill my free time between ferrying the fuzzy ones to vet or grooming appointments.

	I generally work only six to seven-hour days five days a week unless something comes up, and I feel almost bad taking money to hang out with these fuzzy bundles of joy. Almost. A girl needs pretty shoes and dresses after all. My best friend growing up, Kerry, would disagree profusely, but hey I'm a girly girl and won't apologize.

	Cal was almost frantic and paced between me and Miss Reeves' bedroom as he whined. I chuckled. “It's ok buddy. I'm here. Let's get you out of here before you have an accident. I don't want to brave that kitchen for paper towels if you have a little accident on the carpet here.”

	I jangled the leashes and harnesses, and he came scampering over to me and sat like a good boy. I hooked him up in his harness. I will not clip leashes to my client's collars, I don't believe in choking them when they get a little excited out on a walk, and harnesses are much more humane and give me more control.

	He immediately made a beeline for the front door, half dragging me. I giggled. “Ok, ok. Duke and Hercules are waiting, then we can hit the park.”

	I paused a moment to look at the mess in the kitchen. I had to fight the impulse to go clean it up. I reminded myself that I wasn't as OCD as my roommates had insisted. I closed my eyes and turned my head away, peeking back through one squinted eye and said aloud, “This is me, moving along.”

	We reached the front door, and it wasn't until we moved down the hall and entered the elevator that I was able to push the impulse down. See? Not OCD... ish.

	I waved at Ralph where he sat lazily behind the desk with his feet up on the counter, as I headed to the lobby doors. He raised a chin to me with a grin before returning to his monitors... I swear I could hear the cheering of a crowd.

	Then as I approached the doors with Calvin, that prime specimen of man opened the door for us with a little flourish of his hand, I flirted, “Thanks, Jamaaal.” I bit my lower lip, a nervous habit I've had all my dating life.

	He said with confidence that made me blush, “The pleasure was all mine, Miss May.”

	I will not titter, I will not titter. Ha! I didn't titter... power of the mind over body. Though I did put a little extra swivel in my hips to swish my skirt for him as we headed uptown a couple blocks.

	Two stops later, and I had my full posse, Duke, the hyper Jack Russel Terrier, and Hercules, the poofy little Pomeranian with the manic looking wide eyes and super cute curl to his tail. Damn our group looked gooood.

	The guys got so excited the moment our feet hit the grass in Central Park on Pilgrim Hill right off Terrace Drive. “Slow down boys. Let's take some time to enjoy this spectacular day before...” I sighed and dug the roll of plastic bags out of my purse to take care of the present Hercules was leaving on the lawn. “Or not. By all means, do your thing now.”

	After the silly Pom was done and scratched the grass like a macho guy to make sure we knew he was a big boy, we were able to start a nice stroll and take in the sights in the nice lazy pre-lunch loll of foot traffic in the park. I turned us north and asked, “What do you guys think, the Ramble today?” Their excited whines were all the agreement I needed.
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