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Dedication
This book is dedicated to my parents.
 



Prologue
My name is Kandi Cain. How did I get stuck with this swell name? My mom, Margaret, is obsessed with Christmas. She even dresses as an elf in July. She had her ears surgically altered to be more elf-like. Ho. Ho. Ho.
I got into more fist fights than I could count in school defending mom’s quirkiness and my name. When I was eight, Dad decided enough was enough and gave me boxing and karate lessons. By the time I reached high school, no one dissed my mother or me anymore.
Our home is a shrine to Santa and his elves. The interior is a museum to rare and unique Christmas ornaments from the 19th century. The yard is decorated year-round with enormous Santas, giant candy canes and nutcracker statues. There’s an awe-inspiring amount of twinkling lights on the roof. They’re so bright, the astronauts complained.
I think my mother’s preoccupation with Christmas started when her father got drafted during the Vietnam war. Before he was sent on his second deployment, he took leave to spend Christmas with his family. He was killed in action six weeks later.
My father, Nick Cain, is a very large Santa look-a-like. He was a mob enforcer for the Gambino family until he met my mother at a Christmas party. It was love at first sight. To keep her safe, my Dad quit his job and they quietly moved from New York to Apache Junction, Arizona. Apache Junction is a small tourist town located at the base of the Superstition Mountains. The town caters to people interested in visiting the numerous ghost towns and hunting for the Lost Dutchman’s gold mine.
When Dad isn’t playing Santa, he’s a member of the Superstition Mountains Search and Rescue squad and a highly sought-after rattlesnake wrangler.
I was two when my parents found me in the backyard surrounded by birds, skunks, coyotes, jackrabbits, dogs, cats and a big ass mountain lion. I was giggling happily and petting them. My Dad said he almost crapped himself.
Mom wasn’t pleased I had inherited her mother’s psychic talents. She wanted me to have a “normal” childhood. As if. My ability to summon and communicate with critters grew until they were forced to ask Grandma Hester for help. They didn’t know how to deal with a miniature Doctor Doolittle.
My mother and Grandma Hester are poles apart. My grandmother always reminded me of the Queen of England with her crazy hats, brightly colored polyester suits, pearl necklaces and pristine white gloves. C’mon who still wears gloves? In the summer? In Phoenix?
My grandma lived her entire life in a dazzling pink gingerbread house located in the historic district of Phoenix. Her two acres of orange trees kept the neighbors supplied with fruit.
Overwhelmed by requests to find lost pets, and unable to live on the military’s survivor’s benefits, Grandma Hester started a pet detective agency called Finders. I was seven when I started helping her locate missing pets. I discovered I had a knack for it and once I started my hunt, I never failed to track down the lost dog, cat, horse, parakeet or pot-bellied pig. When I graduated from high school, I became a full-time pet detective. Since the pay wasn’t the greatest, I moved in with Grandma Hester and didn’t miss the Christmas music at all.
News of Grandma Hester’s ability to find missing pets spread and a movie star flew her to Hawaii to find his missing tiger. Her helicopter went down in a storm and the wreckage was never found. It felt like a piece of my heart had died with her.
She left me her house, the business and a bank account with the grand total of three thousand dollars in it. The bad news was, the house needed a new roof. The price tag was ten thousand dollars and our rainy season was rapidly approaching.
Two months after my grandmother died, the neighbor from hell moved in. One look at his muddy red aura and I knew he would be a problem. The asshole’s name is Dutch Callaghan. He reminds of that guy who plays Thor in the movies. How can someone so gorgeous be such a prick?
I could chalk some of it up to his job. Dutch is a Phoenix PD homicide detective. I know the long hours and the blood and gore would make me cranky. I even baked the ass some “welcome to the neighborhood” cookies. He took one bite and dumped them in the trash. I’ll admit I’m not the best cook in the world, but that was downright rude.
Then the bastard said, “I don’t do pity fucks.”
I was so stunned, I just stood there gaping at him. With a nasty smile Dutch stomped off.
Me a pity fuck? Did I look that desperate? My temper flared to life and I yelled, “I’m not a pity fuck.”
“And I don’t pay for sex either,” the asshole yelled back.
He thought I was a prostitute? Oh, hell no. This meant war. The jerk had spent hours washing his big, black, high-rider truck. I summoned a flock of pigeons and had them crap on it. Repeatedly. “Game on asshole.”
 



Chapter One
Finders Pet Detective Agency is in a strip mall surrounded by high-rise office buildings. I share the space with a liquor store, a pizza parlor, a sub shop and Sparky’s Title Loans and Check Cashing.
The interior of my office is a diverse mixture of hand-me-downs, Goodwill and vintage furniture. I love Grandma Hester’s antique oak desk and her old Remington Standard typewriter. She refused to use my laptop and banged out all her reports on it. Two brown leather chairs are positioned in front of the desk. Pictures of found pets decorate the walls. In the backroom there is a tiny kitchen with a microwave and a small refrigerator. Crammed against the other wall is a variety of dog and cat crates.
To make our office more festive, Mom hung Christmas garlands from the ceiling. The stupid stuff almost strangled two of our taller clients.
The front door opened and in walked a three hundred-pound hoochie mamma in a glow-in-the-dark lime green mini skirt and thigh-high, fuck-me boots. Her enormous breasts threatened to pop out of her low-cut flowered top. “You are Senorita Cain?”
“I am, and you must be Maria Torrez.”
“Si.” Her heavily mascaraed eyes suddenly brimmed with tears. “You must help me.”
I gestured to the chairs. “Please have a seat.” I waited until she had plunked her ample bulk onto a chair before asking, “Who’s missing?”
Maria bursts into tears. “Tinkerbell. Tomas took my Tinkerbell.”
“Is Tomas your boyfriend or husband?” Pushing the box of tissues to her, I noticed her sparkly neon green nail polish.
“That pendejo was my boyfriend until - until I caught him sleeping with my puta sister.” Maria let loose with a string of creative Spanish curses.
I think she called her sister a whore and said something nasty about the size of Tomas’s dick. Sometimes my client’s lives resembled one of those telenovela soap operas. “Do you have a picture of the pendejo and Tinkerbell?”
“Si.” Maria blew her nose loudly, then reached into her purse and pulled out two pictures. “They were taken a month ago.” She placed them on the desk.
The pendejo’s head and face were covered in tattoos. I think he was Hispanic, but it was kind of hard to tell. He was giving the camera the one-finger salute and I noticed the prison markings on his knuckles. “What is Tomas’s last name?”
“Lopez,” Maria supplied.
“How long was Tomas in the big house?”
At Maria’s confused look, I said, “Jail? How long was he in jail?”
“Two years for fighting of the dogs.”
Yeow, and that didn’t send her running for her life? Tinkerbell was a Yorkshire terrier and she wouldn’t last long in a bout. “Do you know if he’s still holding dog fights?”
“Tomas promised me he no do it anymore.” Maria’s mouth quivered. “The pendejo took my puta of a sister to a fight. He is Ringmaster. After the dog and chicken fights, men beat each other in a cage. The puta said the hombres give Tomas mucho dinero to watch. Mucho, mucho blood.”
Sounded like Tomas was running illegal, mixed martial arts fights too.
“Tomas say he will put my Tinkerbell in cage with Brutus, his muy bad pit bull.” She broke down and sobbed like her heart was breaking.
Not on my watch, he wasn’t. “Did you bring something of Tinkerbell’s?”
She placed a bright pink bow on my desk. “There is big fight tonight. Please find her. Por favor. Por favor. Tinkerbell will be so scared.”
“Do you know where the fight is being held?”
“At old warehouse. I think in south Phoenix.” Maria’s mascara ran down her cheeks, giving her a demented clown look.
“I’ll start my hunt now. Do you have somewhere safe to stay?”
Maria nodded. “With my abuela.”
Hopefully, her grandmother’s house would be safe. “Good. Once I’ve located Tinkerbell, I’ll call you, but you need to stay away from Tomas. Okay?”
“If he comes near me, I shoot.” She pulled a .380 Ruger from her purse and waved it around.
Holy crap! “Do you know how to use that?”
She shrugged. “You pull trigger.”
“Right, but have you actually ever fired it?”
“No.”
“My advice is call 9-1-1 first and shoot later.”
“Bueno.” Maria shoved the pistol in her purse. Bang! A hole appeared in the floor an inch from my left boot.
I shot to my feet. “Oh my God!”
“Dios mio! The hombre at the pawn shop said it has a hairy trigger.”
No kidding. “And you bought it anyway?”
“It only twenty-five dineros,” Maria said, sticking her finger through the big hole in her purse.
Maybe it was time for me to invest in a bulletproof vest. “My fee for retrieving Tinkerbell from an underground dog fighting ring is five hundred dollars.”
Without blinking, Maria pulled out a stack of twenties and laid them on the desk. “Please find her. Por favor.”
“I’ll do my best.” I quickly wrote her a receipt. “Remember. Stay away from Tomas.”
“Si.” Maria took the receipt and left.
I watched her get into a cherry red Chevy Impala lowrider. Bet it belonged to the pendejo. My vehicle was a beat up, gray Ford van filled with food, crates, leashes, and a doggie first aid kit.
Spreading a map of Phoenix across my desk, I picked up Tinkerbell’s pink bow, and concentrated. A flurry of images flashed across my mind. Ancient metal warehouses. A tavern covered in graffiti. Crowing roosters. I let the bow fall and opened my eyes. Hmmm. Polk and 7th street. Smart people avoided the area, but if a critter was in danger, smart wasn’t always possible. My risk-taking drove my grandmother nuts.
 



Chapter Two
A row of ancient metal warehouses lined the street. Squashed between two warehouses was a tavern. Every surface of the bar had been marred by red and black spray-painted gang signs. The thumping, rap-crap music blaring from the interior, rattled my van so badly the assortment of leashes fell off their hooks.
Tattooed bikers, hollow-eyed winos and strung-out junkies loitered around the entrance. They all seemed to enjoy the poor excuse for a song. A few transients did a bad hip-hop dance on the garbage strewn sidewalks.
I parked, rolled the window down and listened. The pounding music couldn’t drown out the raucous cock-a-doodle-dos that vied with the frenzied barking of frightened dogs. Bingo. The racket was coming from the last warehouse.
I flipped the visor down and checked myself in the mirror. An elderly nun looked back at me. My friend Sally worked at a mystery dinner theater and taught me the art of applying stage makeup. The black habit I borrowed barely hid my steel-toed boots. My special hitman latex gloves insured I didn’t leave any prints behind. I put a taser in my right pocket, picked up the box of hamburgers and climbed out of the van.
The street people eyed me hopefully. I gave them a big smile. “I’m Sister Mary and I’m here to feed the lost.”
A wino put a hand to his ear. “What?”
“Food,” I yelled.
Everyone crowded around me eagerly. Lordy, did they stink and where the hell did all the flies come from? I handed out the burgers. “Bless you my child,” I shouted repeatedly as I made my way down the sidewalk.
A big, muscle-bound biker stepped in front of me, blocking my path. He had menacing down to an art form.
I eyed him warily. Why did he look so familiar? Had I met him somewhere? Kind of hard to tell. His bushy brown beard hid his features, the mirrored sunglasses concealed his eyes and a black pirate skull cap covered his hair. I slid my hand in the pocket with the taser and raised an inquiring eyebrow.
The biker hollered, “Stay away from the last warehouse, Sister. Bad shit goes down in there.”
“Thank you, my son.” I handed him another burger and gave out the rest of the food.
Glancing over my shoulder, I watched the bad-ass biker walk back to the bar and start talking to another equally scary biker.
I took a cautious look around. No one was paying any attention to me. I sprinted down the side of the warehouse to a weed-filled alley.
My gaze froze on a cherry red Chevy Impala lowrider parked at an odd angle. “Oh crap.” Had Tomas taken his car back or had he grabbed Maria, or had she come on her own? Either way, not good.
According to several dogs inside, the mean ones were gone. I mentally linked with a hawk perched on the roof. “Watch. Warn,” I commanded.
The hawk screeched.
Dropping the box, I pulled out a lock pick and quickly unlocked the door. One of the advantages of being the daughter of a former mob enforcer was learning all the tricks of the trade. Not the killing part, but how to disable alarms, pick locks, steal a car and my favorite, evade the police. Dad had even taught me how to shoot a variety of weapons and I wasn’t too bad with a knife either. Since Mom was into peace on Earth and goodwill to all, it was our little secret.
I stepped inside and groaned. Crammed into cages were battered pit bulls, smaller dogs and roosters. There was no sign of Maria or Tinkerbell, but I knew the Yorkie was here. I spotted an office door and hurried over to it. Whimpering came from inside. I picked the lock and eased the door open. Tinkerbell was in a small crate. She yapped and did a little wee-wee dance.
“Hold on sweetie.” I released Tinkerbell and grinned as she shot from the crate, squatted on the cement floor and did her business.
An image of her owner formed in Tinkerbell’s mind.
“I’ll take you to her, but first we have to rescue all these animals.”
Tinkerbell looked up at me like I was nuts and barked.
“No. The dogs won’t bite me or you.”
She barked again.
“Because I won’t let them.” I surveyed the wire enclosure in the middle of the warehouse and grimaced. The floor was covered in blood-soaked sand and was that a finger? My stomach knotted in horror. Holy shit, it was. Did the broken nail have sparkly polish on it? Kind of looked like it, but if I checked, I could mess up the crime scene. The cops got pissy when you did that. Besides, just the thought of picking it up, gave me the heebie-jeebies. I’d get the dogs and chickens to safety, then call the police.
Tinkerbell woofed urgently.
“You’re right, we need to leave, but all of you won’t fit in my van.” Should I call Tom or Dick or Harry for help? They were all animal rights activists, tough as nails and lethal in a fight. I reached for my cellphone.
The hawk screeched.
I linked with him. The pendejo and two of his buddies had pulled up in a van with Lopez Meats on the side. Crap. Feeding time. I scooped up Tinkerbell and put her in the hidden saddle bag pocket of my habit. “Be very quiet.”
Drawing heavily on my psychic abilities, I took control of every critter in the warehouse and unlocked the cages as fast as I could. “Stay. No barking or crowing.”
Silence reigned. Smiling, I stepped into the shadows and waited. The Ringmaster was about to find out what it felt like to fear for your life.
“Who forgot to lock the damned door,” Tomas yelled as he stepped inside the warehouse.
I blinked at his sparkly gold Ringmaster baseball cap. Someone had an ego.
When no one answered him, Tomas growled, “Who?”
“We no have keys, jefe,” A thug answered, carrying a box of meat towards the dogs.
The other thug peered nervously over the top of his box. “Why they so quiet?”
“Who cares? Just feed them,” Tomas ordered.
“No bueno they so quiet.” The thug approached the penned dogs.
“Sic ‘em.”
As one the growling dogs charged out of their cages.
“Dios mio,” The men cried in unison, dropped the boxes and scattered like frightened rabbits with the snapping, snarling dogs in hot pursuit.
Baakkk!
Baakkk! Baakkk! Baakkk! The roosters burst out of their coops. Their outstretched claws latched on to the freaked-out thugs’ heads.
I winced. That’s gotta hurt.
“Aiieeeee! Aiieeeee! Aiieeeee! Aiieeeee!” Flapping their arms like crazy chickens, the two thugs ran out the door with several of the barking dogs on their heels.
Boom! Boom! Boom! Tomas fired a big ass .50 caliber Desert Eagle pistol at the dogs. “Die hijo de putas.”
Well, hell. “Run!” I yelled mentally.
The rest of the pit bulls and chickens fled. Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Bullet holes peppered the metal walls.
A rooster snagged Tomas’s fancy ball cap and flew off with it.
“That fucking puta is responsible for this.” His face a mask of rage, Tomas fired at the chicken fluttering around the rafters. Boom! Boom! Boom!
Pigeon poop and mummified bird parts rained down.
Thank the Lord, Tomas was a piss-poor shot. I eased towards the door.
The piss-poor shot spun around and leveled the Desert Eagle at my chest. “Move and you die. Who sent you?”
I crossed myself. “The holy Father. This is the work of the devil.” Boom! A bullet whizzed by my ear. “Shit!”
“You’re not Catholic and you’re not even a nun.”
Crap. What had given me away? I bluffed, “I’m from Our Lady of Solitude Monastery.”
“And I’m the Pope,” Tomas said and cocked his pistol. “Who sent you? Was it Maria? Are you an undercover cop?”
I gave Tomas my best clueless look and shook my head. “Take his gun,” I ordered the hawk.
The hawk flew in, snatched the gun out of Tomas’s hand and landed on a rafter.
“Fuck! What are you? A god-damned witch?” The pendejo roared and charged me.
I waited until he got close enough, then I spun and kicked him in the balls with my steel-toed boot.
With a grunt of pain, Tomas crumpled to the floor.
“Never take the Lord’s name in vain, dickwad.”
Way too many sirens sounded in the distance.
Time to leave.
The big, muscle-bound biker stepped out of a dark corner with a .45 caliber Ruger in his right hand. “Nice move, Sister.”
“I am merely the Lord’s warrior.” I said in a whispery voice and summoned a nearby flock of pigeons.
“Put your hands up, Sister.”
I knew that voice! It was Dutch, the asshole. Did he know about the finger? Duh, he was a homicide cop. Would he think I had something to do with a murder? Probably.
Dutch bellowed, “Hands up!”
Damn. Did they teach scary voice in the police academy? Cause it really worked. I raised my hands and twirled a finger.
The pigeons flew through the door and swirled madly around Dutch’s head. He stumbled backwards as the birds hammered him with their wings.
I unleashed a series of snap-kicks into his gut, knocking him back into the cage. I had been wanting to kick Dutch’s ass for some time now and my prayers had finally been answered. The pigeons continued their assault as I locked the door.
The hawk dropped the Desert Eagle.
Thunk! It hit Dutch on the head, dropping him to his knees.
Ouch! That was gonna leave a nasty bruise. If Dutch ever figured out who I was, he would gleefully lock me up for the next hundred years.
A vicious growl that would have done a Mastiff proud erupted from my pocket.
“You are one dead puta and the little dog too,” Tomas threatened as he climbed to his feet.
I looked down. Tinkerbell’s head was poking out of my habit and her teeth were bared in a fierce snarl.
The hawk shrieked a warning. Through our link I could see bikers, winos and junkies running toward the warehouse with weapons in their hands. Yippee, undercover cops. Lucky me. I had just walked into the middle of a sting operation.
“The police are here pendejo, and I’m sure they have a lot to discuss with you.”
“Dead. Do you hear me? Dead and the little dog too.” Tomas ran out a side door.
 



Chapter Three
Yeah. Yeah. I was trembling in my boots. Dutch on the other hand was far scarier than Tomas. I bolted from the warehouse and ran over to the Impala. Hot dang! The keys were in the ignition. Crap. Would I be interfering with a police investigation, if I borrowed it?
“No matter how long it takes, I will find you, Sister,” Dutch roared from inside the warehouse.
Shit! Instead of going after Tomas, he was coming after me. Dutch’s priorities were screwed all to hell.
I jumped in and started the Impala up. The front end hopped up and down. I found a remote control and punched a button. The rear end hopped up and down. I tried the bottom button. The car rocked back and forth.
Oh, dear God, this could only happen to me. I hit another button. The rocking stopped.
Blowing out a breath of relief, I put the Impala in gear and drove off. The front end abruptly bobbed up and down like some demented rabbit. “Fuck!” I pogoed down the alley.
Tinkerbell wiggled out of my pocket and yapped.
“Yes. I know we’re in trouble.”
She barked frantically.
“No, the mean doggies won’t eat us. When she yapped again, I added. “Or the birdies.”
Tinkerbell looked out the window and yipped and yipped.
“You are not seasick.”
She growled.
“No. I’m not calling you a liar, but have you ever been on a boat?”
Arf.
“Lose the attitude. I just risked my life to save you. Show some gratitude.”
Tinkerbell bared her teeth.
I rolled my eyes. “Do you want to end up in doggie jail? Cause, if I get caught, that’s exactly where you’ll go.”
Woof.
“Didn’t think so.”
The sirens got closer and closer. It sounded like every cop in the city was responding. There was no way I could outrun them. I needed to ditch the car and the habit. I pulled into the rear parking lot of a convenience market.
Tinkerbell barked a warning.
“Are you shittin’ me?” I looked down the alley. Sure enough, Dutch was running after us. Persistent bugger.
The little Yorkie let out a series of yaps.
“You’re right, he does look like he wants to kill us.” I shot out of the car and quickly picked the lock on the backdoor of the store. “You coming?”
Tinkerbell jumped down and scampered into the store.
I broke the lockpick off in the keyhole. Dutch wasn’t getting in this way. Flipping the light on in the restroom, I grimaced at the filthy poo-filled toilet. How hard was it to flush?
Tinkerbell wrinkled her muzzle in disgust and yipped.
“Yes, it does smell like something died. You can wait out here.”
Locking the door, I
quickly stripped off the habit and rubbed the makeup off my face. My steel toed combat boots didn’t exactly match my black sports bra and spandex jogging shorts. Hopefully, everyone would just think I was a fitness nut with an interesting choice in running shoes.
The bigger problem would be getting my van back. The phony plates wouldn’t fool the police for long. Sally’s boyfriend was a repo man and since he hated cops, I bet I could talk him into retrieving the van before the police impounded it. Plus, he still owed me for finding his pot belly pig.
Tinkerbell growled.
“He’s here?”
Bam! Bam! Bam! The backdoor shook from the force of the blows. “Open the damn door, Sister,” Dutch yelled. “I know you’re in there.”
What was he, the Flash? Rolling the habit up, I yanked the bathroom door open and speed walked through the store.
The Yorkie trotted at my heels. Arf. Arf. Arf.
“Yes. He is a bad-tempered ass. No, we aren’t going to doggie jail. Not if I can help it.”
I stuffed the habit in a homeless woman’s shopping cart and strolled calmly toward a bus stop.
Think. Think. Think. Once the police set up their perimeter, my goose was cooked.
Four patrol cars screamed down the street. Crap. It might already be too late.
The little fur ball threw her head back and howled.
“Stop! Those are sirens, not other doggies singing.” My eyes widened in surprise when I spotted all the dogs I had freed from the warehouse running down the sidewalk. The chickens were riding on their backs. Now, that was something you didn’t see every day.
I smiled. How does one flee a police barricade and not get shot? When being chased by a horde of dangerous critters. “Follow me,” I commanded and bolted.
The dogs obediently raced after me.
The chickens flapped their wings and crowed.
Tinkerbell barked.
Glad someone thought this was fun. I glanced up at the three TV news helicopters hovering overhead. Oh Lord, I’d make the evening news. Again.
Dutch shouted, “You! Stop! Police!”
I glanced over my shoulder. Dutch had my habit in his hand and was running after me. “Crap.”
The homeless woman suddenly jumped on his back and wrapped her arms around Dutch’s neck. “Thieving bastard! That’s my habit. Give it back.”
“Get off!” Dutch spun in a circle, trying to dislodge her.
“Give it back! It’s mine!” The homeless woman bit Dutch’s ear.
Dutch yowled and threw her to the ground. “If I wasn’t in pursuit of a felon, I’d arrest your ass. Consider yourself lucky.”
Before he could take a step, the homeless woman screamed, “Rape! He’s trying to rape me. Help! Help!”
A bunch of street people rushed Dutch and one hell of a brawl started.
Even outnumbered five to one, Dutch was holding his own. I had to admit, he had some pretty good moves. Put him and my Dad in a ring and it would be a toss-up on who won.
The homeless woman latched onto Dutch’s leg and did a great impression of a hungry zombie. Was she trying to gnaw it off?
His teeth bared in a snarl, Dutch kept swinging; knocking down the combatants like tenpins and doing his best to shake the crazy woman off his leg.
I laughed. This was better than watching those wrestling smackdowns. I tripped over a curb and fell into a shallow ditch. The dogs crowded around me, and a dozen tongues washed my face. “Okay. Okay. Stop that. It tickles. Stop licking.” Ugh. I wiped my face off and watched a police car whizz by with its siren wailing.
Tinkerbell woofed at me.
“Yes, I know we need to get out of here.” I scrambled to my feet and took a last look at Dutch. He was still trying to pry the homeless woman off his leg.
Woof. Woof.
“You’re right. She does have a grip like a pit viper, but rabies? Nah.”
Arf?
“Pretty sure. Heel,” I called and took off across a small park.
My cellphone barked loudly. I answered it and all I heard was hysterical laughter. “It’s not funny Harry.”
My activist friend cackled, “Doolittle, you have the entire police department after you. What did you do this time?”
“Dog fighting ring,” I gasped.
Harry’s laughter died. “I’ll meet you behind the swap meet on Roosevelt.”
“Gotcha.” I did a one-eighty and dashed through the open door of a beauty shop with the dogs right behind me.
The roar of a hair dryer startled the roosters. Squawking loudly, they took flight and flew wildly around the shop.
The dogs thought it was a game and snapped at the chickens. Which frightened them even more. Baakkk!
Baakkk! Baakkk! Baakkk!
The clientele shrieked loudly and ducked for cover under the shampoo bowls.
I really needed to spend more time planning my rescues. This simple recovery had gone to hell. If I wasn’t careful, I would end up in Sheriff Joe’s tent city; wearing that awful pink underwear and working on the chain gang.
A stylist grabbed a broom and swung at the roosters. “Out! Get out! Get! Out!”
This only made the situation worse. Shit and feathers rained down as the freaked-out roosters bounced off the walls, mirrors and a crystal chandelier.
A cop car, its sirens blaring, squealed to a stop in front of the beauty shop. The officer bailed out and ran toward us.
“The dogs have rabies!” I yelled.
The patrons bolted out the front door, knocking the cop on his butt.
Crap splattered my face. Ugh. “No! Bad dogs. Stop it! Right now. Sit!”
The dogs sat.
The chickens landed on the receptionist desk. Zillions of feathers floated in the air.
The cop got to his feet and pulled his gun.
No one was shooting these poor dogs. I summoned the hawk. “Get his gun.”
The hawk dove down, snagged it and flew off.
“Hey! Bring it back!” The cop yelled.
“Shit ‘em,” I commanded the chickens.
The flock of roosters took flight and pooped all over the cop and his car. Drawing his baton, the officer swung wildly at the chickens. “Go away! Get out of here! I just had it washed!”
Didn’t the idiot realize how slippery chicken crap could be?
Sure enough, not even thirty seconds later, the officer did a nice face plant on the sidewalk. Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Chicken shit splattered his uniform.
I psychically planted the location of my orchard in the chicken’s feeble brains. “Go.” I watched them fly off.
A patrol car squealed around the corner.
“Heel,” I instructed the dogs. I ran out the backdoor, with the canines dutifully following me.
Thank the Lord, the swap meet was only a block away. My legs felt like lead and I was panting like a woman in labor.
I jogged down the alley. Kooky’s Swap Meet was housed in an old supermarket painted with whimsical murals of sunflowers. The parking lot was full of food vendors selling everything from tacos to sushi. Inside you could buy clothing, jewelry, art or handcrafted furniture.
Huffing and puffing I sprinted across the parking lot. People took one look at the big, menacing pit bulls loping after me and fled. In his haste to get away, a very large man, tripped and fell against an awning shading several picnic tables. The awning tipped over, knocking an old guy off a three-wheel motorcycle.
The riderless motorcycle zoomed across the parking lot and crashed into a police car pulling into the lot. The airbags deployed, smacking the officer in the face. Oh crap. Oh crap. “Sorry,” I called.
My cellphone barked again. I wheezed, “Harry. Where. Are you?”
“Second loading dock,” Harry replied.
We tore through the store. The shoppers quickly got out of our way.
“Police! Stop!” A female voice yelled.
I screamed back, “Help me! Help me! They want to eat me!” I ran into the back room, and out onto the loading docks. Tom’s, Dick’s, and Harry’s box trucks were backed up to the ramps.
A mountainous form moved in the shadows. “Harry?”
He stepped into the light and I fought back a grin. He was wearing an obviously fake beard and a long black wig with purple highlights. “Did you swipe Louise’s wig? It doesn’t really match your grungy dock worker attire.”
He scowled. “At least I don’t have chicken shit and feathers in my hair. Get in.”
Me and my critters piled into the back of the truck. “What are Tom and Dick doing here?”
“They’re diversions. If the cops pull them over, they’re going to be for a big surprise,” Harry said and pulled the door down.
My eyes widened in horror. “Surprise? What kind of surprise?”
“The buzzing kind,” Harry hollered.
I groaned. Tom was a beekeeper and the last time we needed a distraction to rescue some abused animals, he released a swarm of angry bees on the police. While the cops were running for their lives, we simply drove away with the starving horses.
I heard the driver’s door slam and the truck tore off, sending me crashing to the floor. The critters all piled on me for comfort. I petted them. “It’s okay. It’s okay. You’re safe. You’re safe.”
Tinkerbell woofed at me as the truck swerved violently this way and that.
“You are not seasick.”
Arf. Arf. Arf.
“You puke on me and I’m taking you back to that warehouse.”
The silly dog rolled over on her back and stuck her little legs straight up in the air.
“You aren’t dying.”
The truck careened around a corner. We slid across the floor. Another turn and we skidded to the other side.
Sirens sounded.
“Oh crap!”
Tinkerbell barked her concern and all the other dogs started howling. “The cops won’t shoot us.” I hoped.
The truck veered sharply to the right and stopped.
“Everyone shut the hell up.”
All the dogs fell silent.
The rear door rolled up.
Harry surveyed the dogs. “Any of them in need of immediate vet care?”
“All of them need to be checked over, but nothing critical. Did you ditch the police?”
“Yep. Seems they got an anonymous call that a cop had you under arrest at Roosevelt and twenty-second street.” Harry’s voice suddenly became an older Hispanic female’s, “Dios mio. Dios mio. Muy bad dogs are attacking them. Dios mio. Dios mio. Come quick.”
I grinned. “Your mimic talents are useful.”
“Try awesome. When the cops split, I had Jerry, the repo guy, retrieve your van.”
“You’re the best. Does the North Phoenix Animal Rescue have room for all these dogs?”
“They do. Do your mojo and I’ll get them safely tucked away.”
I summoned my psychic powers and focused it on the dogs. “You are safe now. Those men will never hurt you again. You don’t have to fight any longer or be afraid. Harry is going to take care of you and find you a forever home. You will obey him. Do you understand?”
All the dogs barked.
I smiled. “Good doggies.”
“I wish you could teach me that,” Harry said.
“I have tried.”
“True.” Harry pointed to a shiny black hearse. “Your chariot awaits, my lady.”
My shoulders sagged. The first time we had used a coffin to sneak me out of a police perimeter, I had almost suffocated. Knowing my tendency to attract trouble, Jana Kismet, my very best friend and mortician extraordinary, had a special casket made just for me. It was even equipped with an emergency cellphone, chocolate and a gun. So far, I hadn’t needed the gun. “God, I hate coffins. When I die, I’m going to be cremated.”
“Quit whining. It’s the only way through the roadblocks,” Harry retorted.
“Fine, but this is the last time.”
Harry laughed. “If you say so, Doolittle.”
Tinkerbell barked at me.
“Yes, I’m gonna take you home.” Picking up the mouthy dog, I walked over to the hearse where a tall, stunning black woman waited. Jana wore what I called her limo driver’s uniform. How two women could be so different and be besties forever was a mystery to me.
Jana’s makeup was flawless, her magenta hair perfect and her suit impeccable. She had a master’s degree in business and ran a thriving chain of mortuaries.
My usual attire was t-shirts and jeans. Rescuing critters was dirty work, and some days I ended up with chicken poo and feathers in my hair. The only makeup I wore was mascara. I had three years of community college under my belt and ran a semi successful pet detective agency.
“Hey Jana.”
She shot me an angry glare. “You promised me it was a simple rescue.”
“It was until the bad guys and Dutch showed up. On the bright side, the dogs are safe, so everything’s good.”
“Everything’s good? Are you kidding me? This is a major cluster fuck. Every cop in Phoenix is looking for you,” Jana shot back.
I chewed on my lower lip and debated on how much I should tell her. “Okay, I’ll admit things got a bit out of hand.”
“Did you or did you not get shot at when you walked into the middle of a sting operation?”
A sigh escaped me when I noticed Jana’s dark gray aura. I had frightened her badly. “I did. Thankfully, Tomas was a bad shot.”
Jana threw her hands up. “Like that’s a good thing?”
“I’m sorry I scared you.”
Harry grinned. “The cops are saying a Ninja Nun assaulted Detective Callaghan and locked him in the fighting cage.”
“Ninja Nun? Are you kidding me?” I was totally bumfuzzled.
“That’s what Tom heard on the police scanner,” Harry replied.
“Well, hell. I was wearing a habit and there might have been some karate involved.”
Jana planted her hands on her hips. “How much karate?”
“Enough to get Dutch in the cage.” I smiled at the memory. It had felt so good to kick his ass.
Jana rubbed her forehead as if she suddenly had a headache. “You need to lay low for a while. My job offer is still open.”
“I’ll take you up on the part-time position, but saving critters is my calling.” I kept a wary eye on the helicopters.
“I’m not denying you were given your abilities for a reason, but they won’t do the animals any good if you’re in jail or dead.”
Jana had a valid point. Getting shot at wasn’t on my bucket list. “I’ll be more careful in the future.”
Harry slapped his thighs and guffawed loudly.
I gave him the stink eye.
“No, you won’t.” Jana held out her hand for Tinkerbell to sniff. “Is this the dog you were hired to find?”
“Yes. Her name is Tinkerbell. The jerk was going to use her as a bait dog.”
Jana rubbed Tinkerbell’s ears. “There’s a special place in hell for those bastards.”
“This guy is fighting more than animals,” I added with a shudder.
Jana’s eyes widened in horror. “Men?”
“Oh yeah.” I grimaced. “By the amount of blood in the cage and the finger, I think more than one person was killed.”
“Which explains the police interest,” Harry commented.
I smacked my forehead. “Crap! The security cameras.”
“Relax. Samson released a small electromagnetic pulse and disabled all the cameras in the area. Including the police dash cams. He also jammed the TV news feeds,” Harry replied a bit too calmly.
“What?” My stomach knotted in horror. Not only was Samson Harry’s brother, he also worked for the CIA. “He just happened to be in the area, and out of the goodness of his heart he decided to help me?”
“Not quite. He needs your talents for one of his ops.” Harry kicked at the dirt and wouldn’t meet my gaze.
Samson was a ruthless sonovabitch and did whatever was necessary to complete his missions. “What kind of ops?”
Harry shot me a worried look. “He needs you to control twelve endangered white tigers at a drug kingpin’s stronghold.”
I stared at him in stunned disbelief. “Gee, that’s all? Is this drug stronghold in Mexico or South America?”
“Pakistan.”
I screeched, “Pakistan?”
“No, no and no. Kandi won’t do it,” Jana stated firmly.
Harry shrugged. “If Kandi doesn’t agree, Samson will give the cops enough evidence to throw her in jail.”
“So, I rot in jail or I cooperate?”
“Yup.” Harry rubbed the back of his neck. “Sorry.”
Christmas music suddenly spewed from my cellphone. Oh hell. The last thing I wanted to do was explain this mess to my mother. I powered the phone down.
“If you don’t answer her, she’ll show up at your house,” Jana pointed out.
“She’ll come either way.”
Harry eyed the police helicopter heading our way. “Didn’t take the cops long to figure out they’d been tricked. Time to get the hell outta here.”
“Go.” I climbed into the back of the hearse, opened the coffin and slipped inside.
Tinkerbell flipped out. Arf. Arf. Arf.
“Yes, it’s dark in here and no we won’t suffocate.”
Arf. Arf.
“Do you want to go home?”
Woof.
“Then I need you to be very quiet.”
With a whimper, Tinkerbell snuggled under my chin.
I was worried about her mom too. I was pretty sure the finger in the cage had the same neon green nail polish as Maria had been wearing. Had Tomas murdered her? God, I hoped not.
 



Chapter Four
“Police checkpoint. Keep the dog quiet,” Jana called out and brought the hearse to a stop.
“Bad men. No barking,” I told Tinkerbell.
Tinkerbell shivered.
I listened nervously as an officer asked, “What are you transporting?”
Duh. This was a hearse.
Her voice cool and calm Jana answered, “A body. Would you like to see my documentation?”
“Yes, ma’am, I would.” There was a short pause before the officer asked, “You’re taking Robert Henry from Desert Hills Mortuary to Garden of Memories Cemetery? Is he being interned in the mausoleum?”
“Garden of Memories Cemetery doesn’t have a mausoleum, sir.”
“Right. My mistake,” the officer said.
A note of irritation in her voice, Jana declared, “The graveside services start at five and Mrs. Henry is having a difficult time dealing with Mr. Henry’s death. If I’m late, Mrs. Henry will need the paramedics, and my lawyer will be contacting your Chief.”
“You’re free to go, ma’am,” the officer said.
“Thank you, Officer Babcock.” The hearse began to move again and picked up speed. After a few moments, Jana snapped, “What a dick.”
“No, Detective Callaghan is a dick. That cop was just annoying,” I answered.
Jana sighed. “Too bad Dutch is such an attractive dick.” Her cellphone let loose with a series of crazed Ho, Ho, Ho’s. “Hello Marge. Yes, that was Kandi. No, she’s not hurt. No, she wasn’t arrested. Yes, the dogs are okay. What? Chickens? I have no idea. Yes, ma’am, I will tell Kandi. I promise. Okay. What? Italian bread? Sure. Bye. Bye.”
Guess Samson didn’t delete all the television stations’ news feeds. “Mom’s at my house?”
“She is. I keep telling you to change the locks,” Jana answered.
“Wouldn’t do any good. My Dad’s an expert at picking locks.”
“Your father has a lot of unusual talents.”
Jana had no idea of what my dad was capable of and it needed to stay that way. “What did you promise my mother?”
“That I would take you straight home. She’s making spaghetti and wants us to bring the bread.”
“Did she say anything about Edgar being there too? They’ve been joined at the hip lately.”
Jana laughed. “She did say she had a surprise for you.”
“God, kill me now.
“You’ve got to admit Edgar does make the perfect elf.”
I rolled my eyes. “Just because he’s a little person?”
“Well, yeah, and the kids love him.”
“Whoop-de-do. Do you know he actually tried to hump my leg?”
“What? When?” Jana’s cellphone rang again. “Hello? Yes, sir. Really? Okay. Will do. Gotcha. Thanks for the heads up.”
“Who was that?”
“Your dad. His friend at the Phoenix Police Department called to warn him that Dutch, the asshole, thinks you’re involved in the mishap and plans on paying you a visit. Soon. He says not to come home.”
“Crap. We need a plan.”
“I’ve got one,” Jana said.
“I’m all ears.”
“We’re going to attend the Dine With Your Dog charity benefit at Heritage Square. All the Phoenix movers and shakers will be there, and we’ll make sure to get a picture with the mayor,” Jana said gleefully.
“Whoa! You actually got tickets for the hottest event in town?”
“Actually, my dad did. I was going to surprise you with the tickets after you finished your easy rescue.”
I winced. “Color me surprised.”
“The charity event is the perfect place to promote your detective agency and, admit it, you need a night out.”
God, did I. “You are the best friend ever.”
“Damned right I am, and the benefit gives you the perfect alibi. While the cops are looking for you in south Phoenix, we’ll be sipping champagne with the Chief of Police.” The hearse made a sharp left turn and came to a stop.
“I hate to ruin your perfect plan, but I don’t have a cocktail dress. I’m covered in chicken shit, and my deodorant failed about an hour ago.”
“Not a problem. You can shower off in the preparation room. Tammy is bringing the dress I bought you for your birthday and she’s giving you a makeover.”
I gasped in horror. Tammy was eighty, if she was a day, wore coke bottle glasses and she was the makeup artist for the dead. “Ah, thanks for the dress, but my birthday isn’t for another three months and I’m not dead.”
“I got the dress on sale. It’s perfect for you and don’t be such a wuss.” Jana slid the coffin out and opened the lid. “Once Tammy’s done with you, your own parents won’t even recognize you.”
I climbed out with Tinkerbell. “Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of.”
“Tammy was a professional makeup artist in Hollywood,” Jana reassured me as she unlocked the back door to the mortuary.
About a hundred years ago. “Really. All I need is a little mascara and some lipstick.”
“You’re getting a makeover and a haircut,” Jana stated flatly as she opened the door.
Oh, hell no. Tammy wore an old-fashioned, blue beehive do. “Tammy’s not touching my hair.”
“Relax, I made an emergency call to Enrique.”
I heaved a sigh of relief and followed Jana down the hallway. “Okay. He’s really good.”
Janna added, “He’s even bringing a ribbon for Tinkerbell.”
Tinkerbell yipped.
“She wants to know what color,” I translated.
Jana laughed. “A fashion-conscious dog. It’s red.”
“Red,” I told the Yorkie.
Tinkerbell barked happily.
“Don’t tell me. Red is Tinkerbell’s favorite color?”
“It is.” We walked into the preparation room and I shivered. Damn, they had the air cranked down to sub-zero.
Tammy peered at us. “Perfect timing.” She rolled her cart of makeup closer to an embalming table. “I’m all set up.”
“I am not getting on that table,” I whispered to Jana.
Jana hurried over to her. “Tammy, I need you to do Kandi’s makeup. Not one of the departed. Remember?”
Tammy glared at her. “Of course, I remember. I ain’t senile you know.”
“No one said you were,” Jana replied quickly.
I choked back a laugh.
An elderly woman wearing a green silk nighty appeared in the room. “Can you help me? Please. I don’t know where I am.”
I waited for Jana to take charge of her, but she totally ignored the distraught woman.
The woman’s chin trembled, and tears ran down her face. “Can’t anyone help me?”
Jana was never this rude. Was she that upset with me? The big question was; where was the poor thing’s caregivers?
“Hi, my name is Kandi. What’s yours?”
“I’m Erma. Erma Dutton. Is this a mortuary?”
“It is.”
“Oh, dear God. Am I dead? I don’t feel dead. Am I dead?” Erma began to weep.
Jana shot me a worried look. “Who are you talking to?”
“Her.” I pointed at the old lady.
“There’s no one there. Did you hit your head?” Jana held up two fingers. “How many fingers do you see?”
My stomach sank. “Two. You can’t see her?”
“No.”
Tammy eyed me like I was a few fries short of a Happy Meal. “Ain’t nobody there, honey.”
Crap. The last thing I needed was another supernatural power. I reached out cautiously and touched Erma. A chilling cold wrapped around my fingers. I jerked my hand back. Yep. I was talking to a ghost. “Remember when I told you my great grandma Anastasia had been a famous medium. I think I’m getting her power to talk to the dead.”
Jana rubbed her forehead again. “Why now?”
“Grandma Hester said her mother had gotten her ghostly powers around her twenty-fourth birthday. Mine is coming up.”
“What’s the deceased’s name?”
“Erma Dutton.”
Jana grabbed a clipboard off the wall and scanned it. “James just brought her in. She died from a heart attack and the attending physician signed the death certificate.”
Tinkerbell barked.
“What?”
Arf. Arf. Arf. Arf. Arf. Arf. Arf.
“Are you sure?”
Arf.
With an aggravated expression, Jana asked, “We don’t speak dog. What did she say?”
“Tinkerbell said there’s a light following Erma around.”
“Get her to go to it. We’ve got enough problems as it is,” Jana growled.
A bit of an understatement.
“Do you see a light Erma?”
“Yes.” A brilliant smile lit her face. “Harold!”
“Go to Harold. He’ll show you the way home.”
“I’ve missed you so much.” Erma vanished.
I let out a sigh of relief. “She passed over.”
Tinkerbell barked joyfully and did a happy dance.
Jana stared at me thoughtfully. “You know, your new talent could come in handy.”
“How?”
“If the family can’t find the will, you ask the dearly departed where it is.”
The backdoor buzzer sounded.
“That has to be Enrique. Go take your shower and we’ll get started on your transformation from fugitive to debutante,” Jana said.
I gave her a slight bow. “Yes, fairy godmother.”
 



Chapter Five
I glanced at the mirror and did a double-take. Whoa! Was that me? I waved at the mirror.
The image waved back at me.
Holy cow! Jana was right. No one would recognize me. I was almost beautiful. My long black hair had been cut into a wispy pixie style. The cut emphasized my cheekbones and silver highlights made my grayish blue eyes pop.
Tammy had outdone herself. My skin was flawless, my eyes sultry with long, thick, bat-worthy lashes and my mouth was a crimson pout.
The red off the shoulder A-line dress accented my figure to perfection. Three- inch black heels completed my outfit.
Janna clapped her hands. “Bow-chicka-wow-wow. You’re gonna knock them dead.”
“Thanks.” I turned around and my jaw dropped. Jana was eye-catching in a strappy, open-back magenta dress. It showcased her long elegant legs and creamy mocha skin. “Wow! Frederick’s so gonna regret dumping you for the mayor’s ugly daughter. Her name is Buffy, right?”
“It is, and the toad is bringing her to the benefit tonight,” Jana said grimly.
“His loss. Remember, you’re every man’s wet dream in that dress. Who knows, you might even find a guy worthy of you.”
Jana grimaced. “Maybe.”
“Remember Fredrick was a toad masquerading as prince charming. He was jealous of your success and did everything in his power to demean you. If he tries anything tonight, I’ll crush his itty-bitty balls,” I promised.
A fierce determination filled Jana’s eyes. “No. I will.”
“Good.” About friggin’ time. Jana had moped over the jerk way too long.
Enrique, a hot Latino male wearing a black silk shirt, walked in with a perfectly groomed Tinkerbell. A sparkly red bow rested between her ears. “Aren’t you pretty,” I exclaimed.
Tinkerbell woofed in agreement.
I took the Yorkie from Enrique. “Are you doing anything tonight?”
He gave me a dazzling white smile. “I would be happy to escort three beautiful females to the benefit.”
Jana inquired dryly, “You do know he’s gay, right?”
“Frederick doesn’t know that,” I countered.
A wicked smile curled Jana’s mouth. “True.” She took Enrique’s left arm. “Shall we?”
“It would be my pleasure.”
“Champagne, caviar and doggie treats. What more could we want?” I took his right arm.
Tinkerbell barked her agreement.
My cellphone howled.
Throwing her head back, Tinkerbell howled too.
“Shush,” I commanded and handed her back to Enrique. I swiped my cellphone screen. “What’s up Dad?”
My father’s deep voice simmered with barely controlled exasperation, “That cop knows where you are.”
“What! How?”
“Your mother. The detective called, demanding to talk with you. Your mother told him you were attending a fancy charity benefit and to call back later.”
I groaned. Mom was such a blabbermouth. “Anything else?”
“Yes. She told him he should be ashamed of himself. You are only doing God’s work,” Dad replied.
“Oh, crap. That’s as good as a confession.”
“Once the detective meets your mother in person, he might not think so. You have about an hour before he tracks you down.”
“Thanks for the heads-up Dad.”
“Oh yeah, the detective wanted to know if you had a nun’s habit,” Dad added.
“What did Mom say?”
“You’re Baptist and why would you need a habit?”
I laughed. “Good point.”
“Watch your back and remember what I taught you.”
“I will.”
“Love you,” Dad said and hung up.
Jana frowned. “Give me the bad news.”
“Detective Callaghan knows where to find me.”
“Fuck.”
I smiled grimly. “Exactly.” I quickly checked my voicemail. Yeow. Dutch was using his scary cop’s voice and demanding I meet with him.
Enrique asked, “Can the cop prove anything?”
“Not yet.”
“Then you play the innocent.”
Jana grinned. “Just act like your mother.”
“A ditzy bimbo?”
“It’ll drive him nuts,” Jana responded.
I rubbed my hands. “Let the games begin.”
 



Chapter Six
The crowning jewel of Heritage Park was the Rosson House, a fully restored 1895 Queen Ann Victorian manor. The charity benefit had been set up in the gardens. Under colorful fairy lights dozens of tables covered with pristine white linens were lined up. A Latin band played on the balcony. Beneath them Enrique and Jana did a smokin’ hot cha- cha on a temporary dance floor. An enthusiastic crowd had gathered to watch them.
I spotted Frederick glad-handing all the important guests. I’ll never understand what Jana saw in the toad. Okay, I’d admit Frederick was attractive and when he put his mind to it, he could be charming. At heart, however, he was a narcissistic ass and he hated the fact Jana was more successful than him.
Buffy, his date, was wearing a hideous orange satin dress with a huge pink bow perched on her back like fairy wings. The monstrosity was so tight she was forced to take little mincing steps.
I watched Frederick getting angrier and angrier. He didn’t like all the attention Jana’s and Enrique’s dance routine was getting. If looks could kill, they would be toes up.
Tinkerbell let out a mournful howl.
“What?”
Arf. Arf. Arf.
“Okay. Okay. I’ll call your mom again.” I dialed Maria’s number for the twelfth time. Once more, the phone went straight to voicemail. I tried to ignore the little voice in my head that said she was dead.
“Sorry. She’s still not answering.”
Tinkerbell stared up at me with sad eyes and whimpered.
“I’m worried too.”
Arf. Arf. Arf.
“I promise. I will find her.”
A low growl rumbled in Tinkerbell’s chest.
“Dutch is here? That was quick.”
Arf. Arf. Arf. Arf. Arf.
“You’re right, it’s probably the first time a little old nun has kicked his butt.” Dutch stepped out of the shadows still wearing his biker garb. My stomach clenched. In the middle of all the tuxedoed males, the detective stood out like a predator among sheep.
Woof. Woof.
I laughed. “He does have a nice shiner and he’s limping pretty good too.”
Tinkerbell gave me a doggie grin. Arf. Arf. Arf. Arf.
“Nah, I don’t think he’s gonna turn into the walking dead.”
Dutch’s fierce gaze surveyed the guests. It skimmed over me. His body stiffened, and his head snapped back around. The expression on his face could only be described as gotcha.
My own parents wouldn’t recognize me, huh?
Enrique and Jana finished their dance with a flourish.
The crowd applauded loudly.
His mouth a grim line, Frederick pulled Buffy out on the dance floor, almost trampling my very best friend. “Leave.”
Jana gave him her best eat shit and die glare before leaving the dance floor with Enrique.
The band broke into a lively Tango.
This should be interesting.
Buffy twirled her arms around like a dysfunctional helicopter and jerked her head forward as if she was trying to puke.
Arf? Arf?
I cocked my head. “Dunno. Maybe she has a hairball.”
Ducking Buffy’s flailing arms, Frederick did a weird tap dance around her.
“I know you’re the Ninja Nun,” Dutch rumbled in my ear.
Doing my best clueless impression, I stared up at him. “Are you talking to me?”
“Yes.” The word was a snarl.
I tapped a finger against my face. “Do I know you?”
“You’re a real riot.”
“Oh, now I remember. You’re the cranky bastard that lives next door to me. Forget your tuxedo?”
“Cut the act, Sister. You know why I’m here.”
“No, I don’t, and my name is Kandi, not sister. Go away before I call security.”
Dutch leaned down until his nose touched mine. “I don’t know how you did it, but you sic’d those damn pigeons on me.”
“Are you off your meds?”
“You also assaulted me, and that, sweetheart, is a class 1 felony.”
I gave Dutch a disbelieving look. “When and where did this horrible assault occur?
“Today at the warehouse.”
“What warehouse?”
“I’m in no mood to play games,” Dutch snapped.
“Me either. I don’t know what you’re talking about and I’ve never laid a hand on you.”
“True,” Dutch nodded. “You kicked me in the stomach. Repeatedly.”
“Teensy-weensy me, beat you up? Please. You outweigh me by sixty pounds.”
Dutch pulled out a set of cuffs. “You’re under arrest.”
Tinkerbell growled viciously.
Dutch twitched and pulled his gun. “Bite me, you little rug rat, and I’ll shoot your ass.”
My temper flared to life. No one threatened my Tinkerbell. I stepped in front of the Yorkie and poked Dutch in the chest. “Back the hell off. Only a dickless pussy threatens an itty-bitty dog.”
Jana suddenly yelled, “Oh! My! God! He’s got a gun!”
Chaos erupted as people ran screaming in every direction.
Dutch held up his badge. “I’m a cop!”
Two security guards tackled Dutch, knocking him to the ground.
I watched as they wrestled. Damn, someone was having a really bad day.
“Get off me. I’m a cop,” Dutch bellowed.
Two more guards piled on top of Dutch. In the scuffle his badge was kicked away.
I picked it up, stuffed it in my clutch and said loudly, “He doesn’t look like a cop to me. Wasn’t he panhandling down on McDowell?”
“He was. The nasty man tried to get in my car,” Jana replied huffily and snagged his gun.
Enrique whispered, “The Chief of Police is headed this way.”
“Time for a tactical retreat,” I said.
Jana countered, “Only the guilty flee.”
“No one is going anywhere. The police have the exits blocked off,” Enrique added.
I was feeling a mite thirsty. “Champagne anyone?”
Woof. Woof.
“Caviar? You’re sure you want to eat fish eggs?”
Arf. Arf.
“Smells good, huh?”
Woof.
“Okay. I’ll get you some caviar.”
Tinkerbell did a happy dance.
Jana grinned at the Yorkie’s antics. “What did she ask for?”
“Caviar.”
“That dog has good taste,” Jana replied.
We trooped over to the buffet table.
 



Chapter Seven
“The asshole is heading our way,” Jana warned.
Tinkerbell growled.
I glanced over my shoulder. Dutch’s furious blue eyes were locked on me. “Think he knows I have his badge?”
“No, but I bet he wants his gun back,” Jana said, quickly dropping Dutch’s Ruger on the ground.
Tinkerbell peed on it and gave me a doggie grin.
“Aw. You read my mind. You’re such a good girl.” I pushed the pistol under the table with my foot.
A smitten look on his face, Enrique sighed, “I wouldn’t mind trying out his love muscle.”
“Dude, you gotta have higher standards,” I quipped.
Jana laughed. “The man is sex on two legs, but I think it’s best if we stay far, far away from him.”
The band broke into a hot Latin Salsa perfect for dancing the Tango.
I handed Tinkerbell’s leash to Jana and smiled at Enrique. “Shall we show Frederick how the Tango is supposed to be done?”
“It would be my pleasure.” Enrique walked out on the dance floor and crooked his finger at me.
I sauntered towards him, putting an extra swing in my hips.
Enrique quick stepped around me.
I heard a yelp and turned.
Enrique was sprawled face down on the grass.
Dutch stalked toward me.
Crap. I retreated.
The asshole followed.
“Go away.”
“No.” With a lightning fast move, Dutch grabbed my right hand, spun me around him and pulled me into a tight embrace.
I tried to break free. “I’m not dancing with you.”
“Yes. You are.” Dutch promenaded me across the dance floor.
“What do you want?”
“The truth.”
“About what?” I jerked away.
Dutch jerked me back. “What were you doing at the warehouse dressed like a nun?”
“Why in the world would I get dressed up like a nun?”
“That’s the million-dollar question. Maybe you like watching men and dogs fight to the death.”
“Listen, asshole, I’m a pet detective. I find lost critters for a living. I would never harm a living creature, but I might make an exception in your case.”
“Is Maria Torrez your client?” Dutch’s large hands skimmed down my back, grabbed my hips and up I went.
"Hey! Bad idea." Really bad idea. My skin heated wherever he touched me, and my girly parts were yelling yee-haw.
Dutch twirled me around his shoulders. “Is Maria your client?”
“Put me down!” I grabbed his bulging biceps for support as he slid me down his body. “Have you lost your mind?”
Dutch dipped me and lowered his head until our lips almost met. “Answer the question.”
“Is this a new interrogation technique?”
“I do whatever it takes to get the job done.”
One second his lips touched mine, the next Dutch slid me between his legs and slowly pulled me back up.
“Is that a banana in your pants or are you just really glad to see me?” I twisted and brought my knee up.
The jerk easily blocked my attempt to unman him. “Temper. Temper. That’s gonna cost you. Answer my questions or you will be spending time in the county jail eating three-day old bologna sandwiches.”
One look at the threat in Dutch’s eyes and I knew he wasn’t bluffing. “You have heard of client confidentiality? I don’t release information on my clients without their permission.”
“Even if they’re dead?” His voice was flat and deceptively casual.
“What? Dead? Maria’s dead? Are you sure?”
“Yes.” Dutch watched me closely.
“That bastard! I told her to stay away from Tomas.”
Dutch abruptly towed me off the dance floor. “What do you know about Tomas?”
“Just what Maria told me.” I pried at his fingers.
He pulled a chair out from a table. “Sit.”
I sat.
“What did Maria tell you?” Still gripping my hand, Dutch took the chair next to me.
“Tomas cheated on Maria and when she threw him out, he took her Yorkie as payback.”
Dutch’s thumb stroked my wrist. “That’s it?”
“She said he had done some prison time and might be back to fighting dogs again.”
“Did Maria tell you where he held his cage matches?”
“She didn’t know. I was going to talk to the sister,” I answered.
“The sister knows the location of the bouts?
I nodded. “Tomas took her to one of the fights.”
“You charged Maria five hundred dollars to retrieve her dog. Why?”
Crap. What else did he know? “There was an element of risk in the retrieval.” Was he trying to take my pulse? My dad had warned me some cops used this trick as a poor man’s lie detector.
“How did you know Maria’s dog was in the warehouse?”
Sneaky man. I countered with, “Is that where you found Maria’s body? Was her dog okay? How did she die?”
“I don’t discuss the details of my homicide investigation with a suspect.”
I gave a theatrical gasp of horror. “You think I killed her? Are you nuts? What about Maria’s slut of a sister or Tomas, the abusive ex-boyfriend? They both have motive, means and opportunity to carry out the crime.”
“True, but I want to know how your fingerprints got on Maria’s Impala. The Impala you stole from the crime scene,” Dutch responded.
I rolled my eyes. God he was such a liar. He didn’t have my prints or any evidence connecting me to the warehouse. My latex gloves were fool proof and Samson had taken care of the cameras.
“If you cooperate, I’ll talk the County Attorney into giving you a reduced sentence,” Dutch added.
“Since I spent the day getting a makeover, not stealing a car or impersonating a nun, I’ll pass.” I fluffed my hair. “Which pound is Maria’s Yorkie at? I’ll let her family know.”
A muscle twitched in Dutch’s jaw. “I checked you out. They say you can talk to the animals. That you’re a regular Doctor Doolittle.”
I cocked a skeptical eyebrow. “Don’t tell me you believe in all that woo-woo stuff?”
“It would explain a lot.”
Holy crap! Was he serious? I gave him pitying smile. “The next thing you’ll be accusing me of is talking to the dead.”
“Can you talk to the dead?” Dutch studied my face intently. “I can take you to the morgue and you can ask Maria who killed her.”
“Very funny,” I replied angrily.
“I will get the truth from you, one way or another.”
I jumped to my feet. “Is that a threat?”
“It’s a promise.” Dutch rose to his full height and pointed at Tinkerbell. “Is that Maria’s dog?”
“No. Tink is my dog.” There was no way in hell I’d let him take her.
“Strange. Maria’s dog looks just like her and I’ve never seen a Yorkie at your house.”
“I just got her from North Phoenix Animal Rescue. I can show you the paperwork.” After I made a quick call to Harry.
“Good. Bring it to the station tomorrow and we’ll continue our conversation. I’ll expect you at eight sharp.” Dutch walked off.
“Hey! I have a client at eight.”
“Reschedule them,” Dutch called over his shoulder.
“And if I don’t?”
“I’ll arrest you.”
I drew a quick, angry breath. “For what, princess?”
Dutch stopped and turned to face me. “Interfering with my investigation and assaulting a police officer.”
“What evidence do you have I’m involved in any of this?”
“My gut.”
I laughed. “Your gut? Maybe you’re just gassy.”
“My gut is never wrong.”
“The only thing that will stand up in court is cold, hard evidence and you don’t have any,” I responded with cutting pleasantness.
“Sweetheart, I always clear my cases. Always. It’s only a matter of time before I slap the cuffs on.”
I made a rude noise. “Princess, you couldn’t find your own butt with both hands.”
“Keep pushing me and you aren’t going to like the consequences.” Dutch’s voice was a low growl.
“Time to go.” Jana grabbed my arm and dragged me away. “Piss him off enough and he’ll make it his mission in life to investigate every aspect of your business. Do you really want that?”
“No. God no.”
“And what if he finds out about your involvement with Tom, Dick, and Harry?”
I shuddered. “That would be bad. Very bad.”
“Exactly.”
Tinkerbell trotted up to me. Her little body shook badly. Arf? Arf? Arf?
Crap. She had heard Dutch say Maria was dead. I picked up Tinkerbell and cuddled her. “I’m so sorry, honey, but it’s true.”
The little Yorkie threw her head back and howled. An eerie, sorrowful sound that raised the hair on the-back-of-my neck.
Jana gasped. “Holy Jesus! That’s just plain awful. What’s wrong with her?”
“She knows Maria is dead.”
“Your client is dead? How?”
“I think she was murdered.”
Tinkerbell howled again.
I noticed Dutch watching us. “Let’s get out of here before the asshole decides to question me again.”
“Good idea,” Jana agreed.
I handed Dutch’s badge to the cop guarding the exit. “I found this on the ground.”
“Thank you, ma’am.”
Arf? Arf?
“You bet your ass I’ll find out who killed your mom.” I hurried across the parking lot.
Tinkerbell let out a series of worried yaps.
“No, you’re not going to the pound. I’m taking you home with me. You’re my dog now. Unless you want to live with your grandmother?”
Woof.
“That was a definite no.”
Arf. Arf. Arf.
I glanced over my shoulder. Dutch was trailing us. “I’ll start my search tomorrow.”
Arf?
“Because Dutch is a persistent bugger and I’m sure he’s already put a tracker on Jana’s limo.”
Tinkerbell whimpered.
“I know honey. Losing someone you love hurts a lot.”
Enrique opened the limo door for me.
“Gracias.” I climbed inside.
Jana slid in beside me. “My friend at the medical examiner’s office will get us into the county morgue tomorrow. Let’s hope Maria knows who killed her.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
Tinkerbell woofed in agreement.
 



Chapter Eight
A boisterous chorus of cock-a-doodle-doos vied with the buzzing snores of what had to be a grizzly bear. I cracked an eye open. Huh? Tinkerbell snored.
The cock-a-doodle-doos got louder.
What the hell? Memory flooded back, and I groaned. The roosters had found my orange grove. I rolled over and looked at the clock. Four frickin’ o’clock? Ugh.
The roosters crowed again and again and again and again.
I winced as pain shot through my temples. God, did I have a headache.
Arf? Arf?
I glanced over at Tinkerbell who was giving me the doggie version of the evil eye. “Don’t worry, I’ll find them a new home.”
Woof?
“As soon as possible.”
More clangorous cock-a-doodle-doos filled the morning air.
The neighbor’s dogs started barking. Pretty soon every dog in the neighborhood was joining in.
Tinkerbell howled.
I put a pillow over my head. God, just kill me now.
Bang! Bang! Bang! My front door shuddered under the blows. “Shut those fucking roosters up,” Dutch bellowed.
If I stopped them, he’d know for sure I could control critters, but would anyone believe him?
The roosters’ crowing got louder and louder.
My headache got worse and worse. I only had four glasses of champagne and I shouldn’t be this hung over.
Dutch shouted, “Shut them up or I’m going to write you a ticket for disturbing the peace.”
“Arrrgh!” I climbed out of bed, opened the bedroom window and leaned out. “Go ahead. It’ll get laughed out of court.” My eyes widened in surprise. Shadows wrapped around Dutch’s abdomen, but left his bare chest and legs exposed. I suddenly had the urge to run my hands all over those yummy muscles. Was he naked? And if he was, how did I get him to move into the light?
I smacked my forehead. What in the hell was wrong with me? Why was I drooling over the asshole? I had seen a nude man before and his little pecker kinda reminded me of a one-eyed snake. “How about I call 9-1-1 and report a naked prowler.”
Dutch stepped into view. “I’m not naked.”
My girly parts danced in delight. Whoa, he was hung like a stallion. His jockey shorts displayed every inch of his impressive morning woody.
Dutch crossed his arms and smirked. “Like what you see?”
“I’ve seen bigger.”
“Really?” The bastard laughed and shook his head. “You’re lying.”
“Am not.” God, that sounded juvenile.
“I have it on good authority that you’re a virgin.”
“What?” It came out as a squawk of horror. “Who told you that?”
“Your mother.”
I was going to kill her.
More cock-a-doodle-doos rang out.
“Make them stop and I’ll drop the assault charge,” Dutch promised.
I snorted. “Right.”
“You have my word.”
I pulled my eyes off his crotch. “And why should I believe you?”
“I was a Boy Scout.”
Like I believed that, but the crowing was making my head throb. “Fine.” I reached out psychically. “Stop crowing.”
The chickens fell silent.
Dutch rubbed the back of his neck. “And the dogs, please.”
I sent out another psychic command. The dogs stopped barking. “Better?”
“Yes. Thank you.” Dutch started back to his house and paused at the end of the walkway. “The next time you have pigeons shit on my truck, you’re cleaning it off.”
“Stop being a dickhead and it won’t be a problem.”
“My office. Eight o’clock sharp.” He disappeared into the darkness.
“Jerk.” I closed the window.
Arf. Arf.
I burst out laughing. “Putting a skunk in his truck is an excellent idea, but since he knows what I can do, we’d have to make a run for the border.”
 



Chapter Nine
Dutch’s office was a chaotic mess. My gaze roved over the piles of paper covering his desk to the fast food containers spilling from the trash can to the wanted posters and bloody crime scene photos plastered all over the walls. Did he have hoarder tendencies or was he just a slob? I eyed the ketchup splattered computer screen. Slob. “Charming décor.”
Dutch rumbled from behind me. “It’s the maid’s day off.”
I glanced over my shoulder and my jaw dropped. Whoa! Dutch was wearing a sharp, black business suit and his beard was gone.
“I have court today.” He explained as he ushered me into his office.
“Oh.” I studied Dutch’s colorfully bruised face. “Did the security guards give you that shiner?”
Dutch removed a gym bag and ballistic vest from the chair beside his desk. “Cut the innocent act. You know damn well how I got these bruises.”
“Right. The mysterious Ninja Nun kicked your butt,” I responded.
“You’re a real riot.” Dutch pointed at the chair and ordered, “Sit.”
“I’m not a dog. I don’t fetch, heel or roll over on command.”
“Do you do everything the hard way?”
I countered, “Are you always an ass?”
“Please, sit,” Dutch said, his teeth bared in the semblance of a smile.
I sat. “See? Being polite works so much better.”
“Uh huh.” Dutch’s hand closed around an empty soda can, crushing it into an itty-bitty ball.
For a moment the feral glint in his eyes had me worried. A sigh of relief escaped me when Dutch dropped the crumpled can in the overflowing trash.
A trace of satisfaction flashed across Dutch’s face. “Where are the ownership documents for Tinkerbell?”
I handed them to him. “Her name is Tink.”
“Did you know the North Phoenix Animal Rescue has ties to radical animal rights activists?”
“Really? I find that surprising. The Maricopa County Sheriff’s office referred me to them.”
Dutch gave me a narrowed-eyed glare. “These animal activists are responsible for several deaths.”
If he was trying to get a reaction out of me, it wouldn’t work. Other than bee stings, no one had died or been hurt in our rescues. “How awful! I hope you lock them up and throw away the key.”
“Someone with your abilities would be an asset.” There was a note of censure in Dutch’s voice.
I gasped in outrage. “Do you really think I would work with someone who killed people?”
He stared at me for a long moment. “No, you’re not a killer.”
Hallefrickinlujah! He believed me. Now all I needed to do was get Dutch to focus on the murder not the activists or the Ninja Nun. “How did Maria die?”
“Gunshot wounds to the chest.”
“God, I hope she didn’t shoot herself.”
Dutch frowned. “Why would you say that?”
“Maria bought a .380 Ruger from a pawnshop. That idiot should never have sold a novice a gun with a hair trigger.”
“You saw the gun?”
I shuddered dramatically. “I sure did, right before she blew a hole in my floor. Missed my foot by an inch.”
“The bullet is still there?”
“No. I dug it out.”
Dutch let out a long-suffering sigh. “Please tell me you didn’t throw it away.”
“Of course not, I am a detective,” I huffed.
“Who finds lost animals and has no actual training in police work.”
“I’m working on my BA in criminal justice.” I reached into my purse and pulled out a clear plastic envelope with a smashed piece of lead inside. “Here. Happy now?”
Dutch took it. “Why are you helping me?”
“I want Maria’s killer found too.”
“When was the last time you saw or talked with Maria?”
“The day she hired me.”
“Is this your receipt?” Dutch held up an evidence bag with my blood-stained receipt in it.
Nausea rolled through me. “Yes.”
“What makes you think Maria’s sister might be involved in her death?”
“She’s a skank.” I watched the tiny tic in Dutch’s jaw intently. Was he grinding his teeth? I bet he was.
“Anything else?”
“What?”
“Do you have any cold, hard evidence that the skank is involved in Maria’s death?”
Did he want me to do his job for him? “Here’s a thought. Why don’t you interrogate her?”
“She’s missing,” Dutch shot back.
“Oh. Not good.”
His voice was taut with anger, Dutch snapped, “No, it’s not.”
“You think she’s dead too?”
Dutch’s tapped his computer keyboard and turned the screen toward me. An amputated finger with sparkly neon green polish was displayed in graphic color. “What do you think?”
“Are you sure that’s her finger?”
“We’re waiting for the DNA tests to come back.” Dutch ran a frustrated hand through his hair. “But that could take weeks.”
“The skank could still be alive,” I stated.
“The medical examiner says the finger was severed postmortem.”
That would explain the blood-soaked sand in the warehouse. “You think Tomas is responsible for killing them?”
Dutch assumed his stoic cop face. “He is a person of interest.”
“And am I? A person of interest?”
He laughed. “You could say that.”
Awesome. I gave him a bright smile. “Well, this has been fun, but I have a client to meet.” My cellphone buzzed loudly as I stood up. Jana was waiting for me in the morgue.
“Don’t leave town and stay away from Tomas,” Dutch warned.
I saluted him. “Yes, sir.”
“If I see the Ninja Nun again, I will arrest her.”
“If you can catch her,” I taunted.
“Is that a challenge?”
“What do you think?”
A predatory gleam filled Dutch’s eyes. “Challenge accepted.”
 



Chapter Ten
Stepping into the elevator, I hit the button for the sub-basement and I gave myself a mental head smack. What the hell had I been thinking? Daring the best homicide detective in the western United States to catch me was beyond stupid. My dad would have a cow. I had put our entire family at risk.
The problem was, I wanted to have hot monkey sex with Dutch. Which was bad on so many levels. Dutch had made it very clear he didn’t find me attractive. I wasn’t exactly a law-abiding citizen. With my dad’s history, I needed to stay far, far away from the very capable detective.
The minute the elevator doors opened, the stench hit me. Ugh. It was a combination of rotting meat and bleach. I hurried down the hallway, trying not to gag as the smell got into my throat. How did Jana deal with it every day?
The mortuary doors swooshed open and Jana stepped out. “There you are.”
I waved a hand in front of my face. “Is the smell always this bad?”
“Quit being a wuss. Teri, the Medical Examiner, is waiting,” Jana said, practically dragging me past shelves of bagged bodies.
“Shouldn’t they be in a refrigerator of some type? It would cut down on the smell.”
“The Sheriff’s burial detail will be here shortly to lay them to rest,” Jana replied.
“Oh. That’s right. The Medical Examiner’s office uses the Sheriff’s chain gang to plant them in our version of Potter’s field.”
Jana sighed. “They’re laid to rest not planted.”
“I didn’t mean to disrespect the dearly departed, but this place kinda freaks me out,” I said quickly. Jana took her mortician duties seriously.
“The dead cannot hurt you.”
A plastic shrouded body shot upright, banged its head on the shelf and moaned.
I jumped about a foot. “What the hell? It’s alive! It’s alive! Call the paramedics!”
“The paramedics can’t resuscitate a two-day old corpse. I’ve told you repeatedly that sometimes the dead move,” Jana responded patiently as I peeked around her shoulder.
The quivering corpse farted loudly and fell back.
Another body moved.
I pulled a cross out from under my Hawaiian print shirt and held it out to ward off the evil spirits and other creepy crawlies. “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.”
“Oh, for God’s sake, grow a pair. It’s residual gases and left-over nerve impulses.”
“Uh huh.” I cast a nervous glance around the gloomy morgue, looking for more of the farting dead.
Jana inquired, “Why is it you can get shot at and have half of the Phoenix Police Department’s cops chasing you and not turn into a girly girl?”
“Maybe it was having a bunch of dead bodies fall on me when I was visiting your father’s mortuary.”
“That was over fifteen years ago,” Jana cried.
“They didn’t have heads!” A shudder of revulsion shook me. “And they leaked on me. Gross. I can still feel the slimy goop oozing down the front of my blouse.” I raised the cross. “Evil beware! This has been blessed by the Holy Father himself.”
Jana rolled her eyes in disgust. “You’re not even Catholic and you bought that cheap knock-off on eBay. If you’re going to be talking to the dead, you’d better learn to suck it up.”
“I hate it when you’re right.” My fist closed around the cross as the gruesome image of eight severed heads flashed across my mind. And Jana wondered why I didn’t want to work at her mortuary.
A voice called, “Jana?”
“Coming Teri,” Jana answered and pulled me down the aisle with more bodies stacked on each side.
I gagged at the stench. “Gak. I’m burning these clothes and taking an hour-long bubble bath when I get home.”
“Be nice and no smart-ass comments. Teri’s risking her job for us,” Jana whispered.
I whispered back, “I’m always nice.”
Jana gave me the stink eye.
Teri was a heavy set Hispanic lady in her forties. She wore red scrubs and a surgical mask hung from her neck. Behind her was a sheet draped gurney.
“Thanks again for agreeing to meet with us. This is the friend I told you about. We desperately need to find out if Maria was murdered,” Jana stated.
“Hi, I’m Kandi.” I held my hand out until I noticed her bloody latex gloves. I jerked my hand back. “I’m really grateful you could arrange this for us, and hopefully, we can discover how Maria died.”
Teri shrugged. “My abuela could talk to the dead and I owed Jana a favor.”
“Oh, how awesome.” I looked at the sheet draped body on the gurney. “Is that Maria?”
Jana shot me a worried frown. “You can’t sense her?”
“I locked down my psychic senses.”
“Why on Earth would you want to do that?” To say Jana was not happy would be an understatement.
“It’s a new talent. I have no control over it yet. Would you want to walk into a room filled with talking dead people unprepared?”
“Probably not. Do your thing,” Jana instructed.
“Yes, ma’am.” I dropped my mental shields and tried to tune into the spirit world. I couldn’t sense a damn thing. Not a single ghost appeared. No eerie wailing. No glowing portals. No voice of God. Even better, no demons or hellfire.
Jana kept asking, “Is she here yet? Is she here yet? Is she here yet?”
“No. She’s not here yet,” I snapped.
“Why not? Emma Dutton just popped right in.”
I rubbed my aching forehead. “I didn’t summon Emma. She came to me on her own.”
“It takes a lot of juice to summon the dead. Maybe you’re not strong enough,” Teri commented.
“You might be right. I’ve never done this before and I don’t have a friggin’ clue on how to summon spirits.”
Teri shot me a surprised look. “You didn’t bring a crystal to help you focus?”
“No. I didn’t know I needed one.”
“Good thing I brought one with me,” Teri said. She plucked a crystal ball off the gurney and held it out.
“You’re kidding, right?”
“No.” She handed me the ball. “Just try it.”
Doing my best to ignore the bloody fingerprints Teri had left on the crystal, I held it out and concentrated. To my amazement a light flickered to life in the center of the ball.
“Form an image of Maria in your mind and focus on summoning her,” Teri advised.
Following her instructions, I poured my psychic power into the crystal ball. The light grew brighter and brighter and brighter.
Teri added urgently, “Whatever happens do not touch the doorway when it forms.”
“And if I do?”
“You die.”
“Gotcha. No touching the pretty light.”
“Now, command Maria to appear,” Teri directed.
Using my best dictatorial voice, I called, “Come to me Maria.”
The air shimmered in front of me. Thirty seconds later Maria’s spirit appeared. She took one look around and cried, “Estoy muerto?”
“I’m so sorry, but you died yesterday. Do you remember what happened?”
Tears ran down her cheeks. “You sure? Maybe it mistake?”
“Look around you. What do you see?”
“Dead people.” A smile lit up her face when a golden doorway formed a short distance away. “And papa.” Maria started toward him.
“Wait! Did the pendejo shoot you?”
“No. It was the hairy trigger.”
I sighed. I knew I should have taken that gun away from her. “The Ruger went off in your purse again?”
“Si. Tomas came for my car and my sister. He could take my sister, but not my car. I need it.”
Okey-dokey and I thought my family was screwed up. “You attempted to stop him?”
“Si. I try to pull the pistola out of my purse and it went off. Something hit my chest. Hurt bad. Muy bad. I thought Tomas had punched me and I pulled the trigger again. My sister was screaming, and everything got dark. Very dark.”
Holy crap. Maria had shot herself in the chest. Twice. “Why was Tomas angry with your sister?”
“Tomas muy loco. He hit her many times.”
I took a deep breath and tried again. “What did crazy Tomas want?”
“His dinero.”
“Your sister took his money?”
Maria’s image wavered briefly. “No, Julio did.”
“Who the heck is Julio?”
“Her boyfriend. He owed mucho dinero to Vicente Guzman.”
Yikes. Vicente Guzman was the El Jefe of the local Mexican Mafia. “Let me see if I’ve got this right. Julio had your sister sleep with Tomas, so he could rob him?”
“Si.”
Geez. Maria’s life really had been a freakin’ telenovela soap opera. “Do you think Tomas would kill her?”
“If she no tell where Julio is, Tomas say he will put her in cage with Brutus.”
“The muy bad pit bull?”
“Si. Tomas no feed it. Mucho hungry.” Horror filled
Maria’s voice.
Oh, my God. Had Brutus eaten Maria’s sister and all that was left was her finger?
A ghostly hand beckoned from the doorway to the other side.
Maria reached for it. “Papa is calling to me.”
“Before you go, do you know where Tomas would hide from the police?”
“Maybe his slaughterhouse. He sometimes holds cage matches there. My sister say it makes it easier to get rid of the dead.”
Ugh. Bile rose in my throat. Was Tomas sick enough to turn corpses into cheap hamburger? God, I hoped not. “You mean Lopez Meat on Broadway?”
“Si. You find Tinkerbell? He no kill her?”
“I did. She wasn’t hurt, and I have her at my house now.”
“Promise me you will take care of her. Por favor.”
“You have my word she will always have a home with me. No one will ever harm her.”
“Gracias.” Maria took her father’s hand. Poof! She vanished.
I did a little happy dance. I had summoned the dead and hadn’t gotten zapped in the process.
“Did she go into the light?” Jana practically vibrated with excitement.
“She did.”
Teri stared at me thoughtfully. “So, not a homicide. Maria accidently shot herself, and this Tomas kidnapped her sister?”
“That’s it in a nutshell.”
“You should have asked Maria if she saw her sister on the other side,” Jana exclaimed.
“Damn. I didn’t even think to ask that.”
Jana shrugged. “Hey, it’s your first summoning. You’ll do better next time.”
“You need to tell the detective what you’ve learned,” Teri stated.
“Right. That I summoned Dead Maria and she gave me the down low on how she died?” I snorted. “Like he would believe me.”
“I know you can talk to animals. Why not the dead too?” Dutch’s gruff voice announced from behind me.
“Holy hell!” I spun around, and Dutch gave me his gotcha smile. Crap. How had he managed to sneak up on us? “Me? Communicate with the dead?” I let out a hysterical laugh. “Don’t be silly. Do you see any spirits hanging around?”
“You either talk to me here or in interrogation room one.” Dutch held up his handcuffs.
Shit. He’d arrest me just for the hell of it. “Okay, fine. What do you want to know?”
“If you’ll excuse me, I have an autopsy to do,” Teri interjected.
I quickly handed Teri the crystal ball and mouthed, “Sorry.”
“Don’t let this happen again,” Dutch told Teri sternly.
“It won’t detective.” Teri rolled Maria’s gurney away.
I watched her disappear into an autopsy room.
Dutch pull out a pen and notepad. “Spill.”
“How long were you listening in?”
“Maria shot herself. Tomas kidnapped her sister, the skank, because her boyfriend, Julio, stole his money. What do you know about Julio?”
“He’s a conniving thief.”
Dutch narrowed his eyes. “Did you get his last name? Address? Phone number? A description?”
“Nope.”
“We have to work on your interview skills.”
I eyed Dutch suspiciously. “We?”
“We’re joined at the hip until I locate and arrest Tomas Lopez.”
Dread knotted my stomach. Was he serious? “I have a business to run and I don’t have time to play cops and robbers.”
“Make time,” Dutch retorted.
Jana scowled. “You can’t force Kandi to work with you.”
“Can’t I?” Grim amusement came and went in Dutch’s eyes. “Her Ninja Nun antics allowed Tomas to escape.”
“I. Am. Not. The Ninja Nun,” I protested.
Dutch raised an eyebrow in disbelief. “Funny. Those steel-toed boots you’re wearing are an exact match to the ones the Ninja Nun had on.”
“What?” I stared down at my boots. There’s no way he could tell that.
“Anyone can buy a pair on Amazon,” Jana insisted.
The detective smirked. “True, but those chew marks on the heel are quite distinctive.”
“Nice try, princess, but today is the first time you saw the chew marks,” I responded.
“Did I?”
The sneaky detective was trying to trick me into saying it was too dark in the warehouse for him to see the chew mark. “Yes.”
A smile touched Dutch’s mouth. “You have two choices Kandi. Help me or sit in jail for the next week. You pick.”
“Gee. Tough decision.”
“I knew you were a smart girl.” Dutch said, a gloating note in his voice.
My hands curled into fists. Forget the hot monkey sex, I’d settle for punching him in the mouth.
“I’m calling my lawyer and don’t do anything stupid Kandi,” Jana proclaimed and stormed off.
Define stupid. I held up my phone. “I need to call my client.”
“There’s no cell service in the sub-basement,” Dutch advised.
I looked around for a land line but didn’t see one.
Dutch prompted, “What else did Dead Maria tell you?”
“Tomas threatened to feed her sister to his killer pit bull if she didn’t tell him where Julio was.”
“And,” Dutch prodded.
“Maria thought Tomas might be hiding out at his meat packing plant on Broadway,” I responded.
Dutch nodded. “I know the place. Lopez has a slew of vicious pit bulls guarding the slaughterhouse.
“I’m sure you and the SWAT team can handle them,” I inserted nastily.
“Why take the risk when I have my own Doctor Doolittle?”
“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”
Dutch grinned. “Hell, yeah. Most fun I’ve had in a long time.”
I gave him the one-fingered salute and headed for the elevator.
The asshole beat me there. “Where I go, you go, sweetheart.”
“You’re not dressed for where I’m going, princess, and don’t you have court?” I repeatedly hit the up button.
Dutch glanced at his watch. “Dammit. Ten o’clock in Judge Harris’s court.”
The elevator doors opened. I stepped inside and frowned when Dutch followed me. Getting rid of him wasn’t going to be easy. “You don’t want to be late. Judge Harris has no patience for tardy witnesses.” I pushed the lobby button.
“You had a run in with her?”
“My mother did. I had to bail her out of jail,” I replied.
“Where are you meeting your client?”
“Papago Park. Elvis escaped from the zoo again.”
“Elvis?”
“A fifteen-foot American Alligator. He likes to swim in the park’s lagoon. The last time he got out, he ate a lady’s poodle.”
Dutch grimaced. “I remember that. The owner sued the city.”
“She did and won half a million dollars. That’s when the zoo put me on retainer.”
“You’ve got a good racket going.”
Racket? If Dutch kept dissing me, he was going to find a shitload of fire ants in his bed. I took a deep breath and said calmly, “I provide a much-needed service.” The elevator doors opened. I practically ran for the exit.
Thirty seconds from freedom, Dutch grabbed my arm and pulled me to a stop. “I expect you to keep me updated on your location.”
“What! Why?”
“Once my lieutenant gets the search warrant for Lopez Meats, we’re going in.”
“Whoopee. Have fun.” I pulled my arm free, walked out the front doors and headed down the sidewalk. Where the heck was Jana?
The persistent detective strolled beside me.
“Go away.”
“Not a chance in hell, sweetheart. I need you to control all the animals at the slaughterhouse while the tactical team breaches the building.”
“There has to be another way.”
“The ruckus those pit bulls will make when the SWAT team arrives will alert Lopez to our presence. I’m not putting my men at risk.”
Crap. He knew I couldn’t let anything happen to the officers or the critters. “Your lieutenant will agree to have me, a psychic, on scene while you do a tactical SWAT entry?”
“Lieutenant Wilson’s wife’s sister is a medium. He’s seen what she can do. He’s a believer, sweetheart.”
God, did I want to knock that smirk off Dutch’s face. “My rate is fifty dollars per hour.”
Dutch threw his head back and laughed like that was the funniest thing he had ever heard.
 



Chapter Eleven
“Well, if it isn’t Detective Callaghan,” a sultry voice said.
Dutch stiffened, and all expression was wiped from his face. His hand clamped painfully around my left arm as he pulled me to a stop.
Huh? The stoic cop was back. I turned to see who had this effect on him. An anorexic blonde with 40EE boobs, bee-stung lips and way too much makeup stared at him hungrily. If she wanted to emulate that actress with all those kids, she had failed miserably. Bee-stung wasn’t quite the right description. It looked more like a severe allergic reaction and she needed to see a doctor immediately.
If she breathed too deeply the buttons on her too tight red silk blouse were gonna pop off and put someone’s eye out. Her over-processed hair sprung out from her head in a tangled mess.
“You’re violating the restraining order Natasha,” Dutch said, pure steel in his voice.
Natasha fluttered her eyelashes like she had something in her eye. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your little friend?”
“No. Leave. Now.”
“Did you tell her about us?” There was a malevolent note in Natasha’s voice.
Us? I stared at Natasha in amazement. Her aura was a muddy forest green with touches of black. She was lying and wanted to create ill-will.
I chuckled. “Have you always been a big, fat liar?”
“You stupid bitch!” Saliva spewed from Natasha’s mouth. “We were lovers.”
“Leave now or I’ll have you arrested,” Dutch snarled.
“The only one getting arrested, is you.” Natasha ripped her shirt open, exposing her humongous boobs. “Help! He’s attacking me. Someone please help me.”
Dutch pulled the police radio off his belt. “This is Two David Twenty, I need a patrol officer at the north entrance of 620 West Washington for a disorderly subject.”
“Copy Two David Twenty,” the dispatcher responded.
Natasha screamed loud enough to raise the dead. “Rape! He’s trying to rape me. Help! Help me!”
“Dear God, give it a rest. Detective Callaghan would rather cut his pecker off than do you,” I interjected.
Dutch muttered, “You got that right.”
Natasha stopped screaming and turned her furious gaze on me. “You don’t have the right equipment to keep a man like him.”
“Honey, have you looked in the mirror lately? Your breasts are lopsided, and your butt implants are sagging,” I shot back.
With a shriek of pure rage, Natasha launched herself at me.
“Dammit Natasha!” As Dutch jerked me out of the way, I kicked out, knocking Natasha off her feet. She fell face first into a thorny bougainvillea bush. Whoops.
“Nice move,” Dutch said.
“Why, thank you.” I noticed a flock of pigeons roosting in the trees overhead and commanded, “Shit her.”
Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat!
Within a minute, pigeon poop covered Natasha from head-to-toe. She struggled to free herself from her thorny prison. “Help me! Help me!”
Dutch grinned in delight. “Are you dating anyone?”
“What?” Was he messing with me? “Why?”
“I’ve decided to keep you.”
“Keep me?” Was that a euphemism for locking me up?
For a brief moment, pure carnal need flared to life in Dutch’s eyes. “You’ve got spunk. Life with you would never be boring and I miss having a woman in my bed.”
“Uh huh.” Was I supposed to be flattered? “You feeling okay? Did you hit your head when you were wrestling with those security guards yesterday? You don’t like me, remember?”
“A man can change his mind, can’t he?” Dutch smiled. A smile so sensual it made my lady parts clench.
A young patrol officer rushed up. “Sir?”
Rats. Talk about poor timing.
“Arrest her,” Dutch ordered, pointing at Natasha.
Natasha squirmed wildly. “Help! He’s raping me.”
God, I hated scheming bitches. I had the pigeons hit her again.
A look of horror crossed the officer’s face as shit rained down. “But sir, she’s covered in bird crap.”
“I don’t give a fuck. Arrest her,” Dutch snapped.
I pulled a pair of latex gloves from my purse and handed them to the officer. “Here ya go. It’s always a good idea to carry some.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He hurriedly gloved up and dragged a screeching Natasha from the bush.
That’s when I noticed we had drawn an audience. The lookie-loos had their cellphones out and were happily filming Natasha’s meltdown.
Natasha yelled, “Let go of me. I’m the victim here. Arrest that fucking bitch. She assaulted me.”
I smiled at the nice officer, twirled my finger around my right ear and mouthed, “looney toons.”
“You are under arrest for disorderly conduct.” The officer slapped the cuff on. “Anything you say can and will be used against you.”
“You idiot,” Natasha squawked and tried to kick the officer. “Detective Callaghan is violating my restraining order. He’s been stalking me for months. He tried to rape me.”
“In plain view? On a busy public street?” I shook my head. “I don’t think so. Not to mention, you’re covered in pigeon poop, yet Detective Callaghan has none on him.”
Dutch pulled out his cellphone and took several pictures of Natasha, then handed his phone to me. “Take my picture.”
I arched an eyebrow.
“Please,” Dutch added.
“My pleasure.” I took several of him, then turned to Natasha, “Say cheese.”
Natasha struggled wildly. “You’re dead. Do you hear me? Dead. I’m going to blow up your fucking house. I will slit your throat and laugh while you bleed out.”
“And that, honey, is called terrorist threats. May I also point out all the security cameras that caught your little act too,” I said.
“Callaghan is a corrupt police officer,” Natasha hollered, trying her best to look like an innocent victim instead of a raging lunatic. “He tried to rape me!”
The crowd hooted and jeered.
One of the lookie-loos yelled, “Who wants tits covered in poop? Not me.”
“Or me,” another man yelled.
A TV news crew van pulled up.
“Take her to booking. As soon as I’m done in court, I’ll be down to finish the paperwork,” Dutch told the officer.
“Yes, sir.” He dragged the loudly protesting Natasha away.
“Please tell me you didn’t date that psychotic bitch?” I handed Dutch his cellphone.
Dutch released a long breath. “My father did. She destroyed his life.”
“That I can believe.”
A reporter rushed up and stuck his mic in Dutch’s face. “Isn’t that Natasha Leggero? Didn’t she sue your father for a million dollars for alienation of affection?”
“No comment.” Dutch ushered me down the street. “The paparazzi vultures made my father’s life a living hell.”
“Shit ‘em?”
“Please.”
“My pleasure.” I smiled as horrified cries filled the air.
 



Chapter Twelve
A red Miata convertible squealed to a stop next to us. Jana waved at me from the driver’s seat. “Get in.”
The cars behind her rudely laid on their horns.
“Hurry up before they lynch me,” Jana called.
I trotted over to the convertible with the detective right on my heels.
Using his best official police officer voice Dutch asked, “You do know you’re double parked and blocking a thoroughfare? That’s a two hundred and fifty dollar fine.”
Jana gave him the one-finger salute.
I opened the car door. “Later gator.”
“Don’t forget to check in,” Dutch warned, blocking me from getting into the car.
“If I have cell service, I will.”
All hard-faced cop, Dutch leaned down and growled, “Don’t make me track you down.”
“Finding me in the Superstition Mountains will be a little difficult, but you’re welcome to try.”
“The Superstitions? I thought you were corralling Elvis?”
“I am. I also have a lost hiker to find.”
A male voice called, “Detective Callaghan.”
The minute Dutch straightened and turned to see who was calling his name, I hurriedly slid into the Miata. “Go!”
“Get out of the car Kandi,” Dutch commanded, reaching for me.
Before he could grab me, the convertible shot off, barely missing a taxi. “Whoa! Take it easy. I’m not ready to go into the light yet.”
“I told you not to do anything stupid,” Jana snapped.
Yikes. I dug a chocolate kiss out of my purse, unwrapped it and held it out. “I think you need this more than I do.”
My BFF snatched it off my palm. “You used your powers on a TV news crew and that poor woman.” She popped the candy in her mouth.
“Poor woman? Natasha Leggero is an evil bitch who deserved to get shit on and what is the news crew going to report? Pigeons with diarrhea?”
Jana gasped, “Natasha Leggero? I remember her. She was on the nightly news for months and always wearing something low cut.”
“She’s real proud of her gargantuan boobs.” I hurriedly fastened my seatbelt as Jana took a corner too fast.
“The drama queen did a couple of talk shows about her situation. Natasha wanted the whole world to know how Liam, he’s Dutch’s father, had wronged her. Not only was he a man-whore, he fraudulently put his name on the deed to the condo and cleaned out all her bank accounts. The entire situation was like some over-the-top soap opera.”
“I’m surprised Dutch didn’t put a stop to her shenanigans.”
“He never got the chance.” Jana honked at a slow-moving driver and shouted, “Who taught you how to drive? Your grandmother?”
The driver flipped her off.
I prompted, “And why didn’t Dutch stop Natasha?”
“According to my source at the police department, Dutch woke up one night with Natasha in his bed. Nude. He was trying to get her off him when his father walked in.”
“Whoa! The bitch set him up,” I exclaimed.
“Oh yeah, big time. Natasha claimed Dutch had forced her to have sex with him.”
“As if. Please tell me his father didn’t believe her?”
“Liam fell for the lie, hook, line and sinker. He punched Dutch in the mouth, called him every foul name he could think of and told him to get out. He refused to speak with his son for months,” Jana replied.
“God, how horrible. Dutch might be an ass but would never betray his father like that or force himself on a woman.”
Jana nodded in agreement. “No, he values his family too much.”
“He’s also sneaky, persistent and too damn good at his job,” I added. “I betcha Natasha has pulled this scam before.”
“That would be my guess too. My source said Liam finally realized he was being played when he came home early and found Natasha in bed with the mailman. He packed up all of her stuff and made her leave.”
I tapped a finger against my face. “Hmm. Let me guess. That pissed Natasha off.”
“Big time. She immediately filed a restraining order on Liam and Dutch, saying they had viciously attacked her. She had graphic pictures and a witness to back up her claim. The police chief suspended Dutch until Internal Affairs finished their investigation. That idiot judge even allowed Natasha to stay in the disputed condo. Liam, the rightful owner, was given twenty minutes to grab some clothes and get out.”
I suddenly wanted to sic a biblical plague of cockroaches on the evil bitch. She enjoyed ruining people’s lives way too much. “I can’t believe they bought that crackbrained psychopath’s story and suspended Dutch. What a punch to the gut.”
“Luckily, Dutch could prove he was in Vegas at the time of the alleged attack.”
“Natasha didn’t do her homework,” I said gleefully. “Did Liam get his condo back then?”
“Nope. Natasha had her lawyer sue him for alienation of affection.”
I snorted in disgust. “Wow. She doesn’t stop. I mean, she’s the one sleeping around.”
“Natasha’s lawyer isn’t the brightest bulb in the pack. He didn’t know Arizona abolished that statute in 2014 and was stunned when the judge dismissed the case.”
“I’m beginning to understand why Dutch is so bad tempered. To have your own father think you’re capable of raping his girlfriend, then getting suspended on top of it? It would make anyone a bit cranky,” I said.
Jana whipped around a stalled car. “Natasha also called up Dutch’s girlfriend and told her about the supposed rape.”
“Don’t tell me she dumped him?”
“Yep. Wouldn’t even listen to his side of the story,” Jana answered.
“Whoa! That’s low. Poor guy gotta have abandonment issues.”
“Dutch needs a woman who will stick by him. Someone like you,” Jana proclaimed.
“Me? With all my not-so-legal activities, he’d end up arresting me before the month was up.”
“True.”
A siren sounded in my purse. I ignored the ringtone. “Did Liam ever get his condo back?”
“About a month ago, but Natasha refused to move out.”
An evil smile curled my mouth. “I can get her out.”
“A spider infestation?”
“I was thinking of using cockroaches, a horde of scorpions and a bunch of mice.”
Jana glanced at my purse as the siren kept blaring. “Don’t tell me you gave Dutch his own ring tone?”
“I did.”
“Are you going to answer it?”
“Hell, no,” I said.
Jana sighed and shook her head. “Need my assistance with Elvis?
“Yep. I’m on a deadline. Dad needs my help locating an elderly woman who went hiking in the Superstition Mountains. Her dog, Bobo, was found alone on the trail.”
“Let me guess. He needs you to question the dog?”
“You got it.”
“And Doctor Doolittle rides to the rescue once again,” Jana sniped.
What had crawled up her butt? “It’s supposed to hit 110 degrees today. She’ll die if we don’t find her.”
“I know. Sorry, I’m being such a bitch, but your life resembles some wild, blow- them-all-to-hell action flick and if you’re not careful, it’s gonna kill ya.”
Crap. Jana was still upset about me getting shot at. “I love you too and I promise I’ll be more careful.”
Jana chortled. “You have the mayhem gene. Wherever you go, weird shit happens. I doubt even the detective can keep you out of trouble.”
“You’ve been hanging around dead people too long. What you need is some fresh air and sunshine,” I replied.
“I’m not certified for search and rescue yet.”
I rolled my eyes. Like that mattered. “Since half of the team is busy on another rescue, Dad needs all the help he can get. Do you have your go-bag with you?”
“I always carry it.”
“Good.” The siren blared again. I glanced at my watch. It was 10:10. Maybe Dutch would be late for court and the judge would toss him in the hoosegow. I smiled at the thought.
“You do know, he’s gonna find you.” Jana pulled the Miata to a stop in front of my office.
“Eventually.” I climbed out of the car and waved at Tinkerbell.
The Yorkie watched me through the glass door. Arf. Arf. Arf. Arf.
“I did not abandon you. I told you I had to meet with the detective.” Taking my keys out, I opened the door and bent down to pet her.
Tinkerbell skittered away. Woof.
“I stink?”
She wrinkled her snout and yipped.
“I told you I was going to talk with Maria’s spirit.”
Arf. Arf. Arf. Arf.
“I did not roll in her stinky remains.”
Woof.
“Are you calling me a liar?”
Jana shut the door. “What’s wrong?”
“Tinkerbell says I stink.”
“You do. It’s a good thing your grandmother put in that shower.”
“It is. We need to hurry. I’m sure Dutch is going to have a patrol officer swing by to see if we’re here.”
“I get first dibbs on the shower. I stink too,” Jana called and sprinted for the bathroom.
 



Chapter Thirteen
Papago Park is a desert oasis sandwiched between Phoenix and Tempe, Arizona. Its distinctive red sandstone buttes, tranquil blue lagoons, giant saguaro cactus and scenic hiking paths made it a popular destination. For humans, indigenous wildlife and alligators too.
I drove around the park closed signs and pulled into the parking lot. A tall, older man in khakis stood by a white truck with a harpoon pole in one hand.
Jana peered at him. “Is Ralph going to harpoon Elvis?”
“If necessary.” I parked next to the truck.
“But, he’s the zoo’s vet! He’s supposed to save animals, not kill them,” Jana protested.
“There’s a tranquilizer dart built into the tip of the harpoon.”
“Oh.”
“Relax, we won’t need it.”
“I should hope not.” Jana looked around. “How long will it take you to corral Elvis?”
“Not long.” I got out of the van.
Tinkerbell barked crazily from the back seat.
“No. You have to stay. Elvis would eat you.”
Arf. Arf. Arf.
“No. He’s not gonna eat me.”
Arf?
“I’m sure.”
Ralph looked in the van. “Another rescue?”
I smiled at Ralph. “No. Tinkerbell is mine. Have you spotted Elvis yet?”
He nodded and pointed to a palm tree by the water’s edge. “He’s hoping to snag another poodle.”
Walking over to the lagoon, I spotted Elvis’s snout protruding from the water. “Time to go home, Elvis. C’mon. Out!”
And boom! Elvis launched himself out of the water and charged.
Jana screamed.
Ralph cursed.
Tinkerbell growled ferociously and attacked Elvis, barely dodging the alligator’s snapping jaws.
“Oh my God. Oh my God,” Jana cried.
Holy hell! How had Tinkerbell gotten out of my van? I held up a hand. “Stop Elvis. Do not eat the dog.”
The alligator let out a rumbling bellow and halted.
I shuddered in relief. “Come Tinkerbell.”
The Yorkie pranced up to me and barked happily.
“You protected me from jaws, huh?”
Arf.
“Don’t ever do that again. You scared momma.” I picked Tinkerbell up and held her tightly. That had been too damn close. “How did you get out of the van and your seatbelt?”
Tinkerbell yipped.
“Chewed through the seatbelt and jumped out the window, huh?”
Arf.
“How did you get so smart?”
Arf. Arf. Arf.
“I’m not Maria. I won’t die on you.”
Woof?
“Promise.”
Elvis thrashed his tail and roared.
“No! You cannot eat the dog.”
The angry alligator hissed.
I backed up a step and put extra power into the command, “Stay.”
Elvis’s malevolent gaze fixed on Tinkerbell.
The Yorkie barked and tried to wriggle free.
“Enough Tinkerbell. Stop challenging the damned alligator.”
Woof.
“I don’t care if he’s calling you names. It’s not smart to piss off an alligator.” Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Ralph cautiously moving toward Elvis with the harpoon held ready.
“I’ve got him. Get the cage ready.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He hurried off.
“Jana, I need you to take Tinkerbell and get in the van. She’s aggravating the alligator.”
“No kidding.” She grabbed the dog and ran. I heard the car door slam.
Ralph called, “The cage and the chicken legs are ready.”
“Look Elvis. Yummy chicken.” A trail of chicken parts lead into the cage. “I know you’re hungry. Go on. Go eat.”
Elvis hissed again.
“I don’t care if dogs taste better. It’s chicken or nothing.”
Letting out a low-pitched, hollow snarl, the alligator scurried toward the cage and hungrily snatched up the chicken parts.
“C’mon, just one more step,” I muttered.
Ralph tossed a whole chicken into the cage.
Elvis lumbered inside, and Ralph quickly dropped the door.
I glanced at my watch. Ten minutes. Not bad.
Using a winch, Ralph loaded the cage into the back of his truck.
“How did he get out this time?”
“Water pipe broke and flooded his habitat.”
“In other words, he swam out,” I said.
“Yup.” Ralph held out his computer tablet. “Sign there.”
I scrawled my signature on the zoo’s capture document. “Until next time.”
“Hell, I hope I never see you again,” Ralph replied. There was a slight pause before he added, “No offense.”
“None taken.”
Shooting me a smile, Ralph climbed into his truck and drove off.
Yay! I was a thousand dollars closer to getting my roof replaced.
Whump. Whump. Whump.
Damn. That sounded like the old Huey helicopter my Dad’s team used. I shaded my eyes and searched the sky for the dragonfly shape. Huh? It was headed our way.
Jana called from the van, “What are you looking at?”
“Dad’s search and rescue chopper.”
“Oh hell. That’s not good. The situation must have gone to a tactical rescue.”
“Looks like.” My cellphone howled. “What’s up Dad?”
“I’m sending the Huey to pick you up,” my father’s voice was taut with concern. “We finally got ahold of the missing hiker’s family. Harriet Grant is diabetic and has heart problems.”
Crap. Why in the hell did idiots insist on hiking the Superstition Mountains when they had medical conditions? “Which trail does she normally take?”
“Peralta Trailhead, but her neighbor said she wanted to see the hieroglyphics.”
“So, you’re thinking she took the Lost Goldmine trail?”
“That’s where her dog was found.”
Whump. Whump. Whump.
“The Huey’s landing. Talk to you soon.” I disconnected and hurried over to the van.
The old chopper settled down in a whirl of dust.
Jana climbed out with her go-bag and Tinkerbell. “Is the helicopter going to freak her out?”
“Probably, but we can’t leave her behind.” I opened the rear doors and grabbed the pooch pouch, a doggie version of a baby carrier. Yanking it on, I put Tinkerbell in the carrier and grabbed my backpack. “Let’s go.”
As we ran toward the helicopter, I noticed a police cruiser heading our way.
 



Chapter Fourteen
As the Huey lifted off, the patrol car skidded to a stop. The officer yelled over his loudspeaker. “Land immediately.”
Buck, the pilot and my Dad’s best buddy, laughed and flew low enough to kick up one hell of a dust storm.
The swirling red sand engulfed the patrol car.
Jana and I exchanged grins.
Shivering violently, Tinkerbell whimpered.
“The noise hurts your ears? Let me see if I can fix that.” Digging in my backpack, I pulled out my gloves and placed them over her ears. “Better?”
The Yorkie woofed.
“Good. I’ll buy you some ear muffs tomorrow.”
Tinkerbell yipped anxiously.
“No, this isn’t a monster. It’s a helicopter. My dad uses it to find lost people and sometimes he needs my help. Today we’re going to locate an elderly woman who disappeared in the mountains. If we can’t track her, the heat and lack of water will kill her.” I stroked Tinkerbell’s soft fur soothingly. “You’re my partner now. Our job is to find lost critters and people.”
Tinkerbell licked my face and barked.
“No, the silly alligator wasn’t lost. He ran away from home. My job was to catch him before he could eat a little dog like you.”
Arf? Arf?
“The critter police?”
Arf.
“I guess you could say that.”
Jana tapped my arm and handed me a headset.
I put it on and listened as an air traffic controller at Sky Harbor International Airport said, “November-nine-seven-eight-alpha-whiskey you are to land immediately on runway 22L and surrender your passengers to the police.”
Buck answered, “No can do. I’m inbound on a tactical rescue at the Superstition Mountains.”
The air traffic controller asked, “Are you advising this is a medical emergency?”
“I am,” Buck replied.
“Copy November-nine-seven-eight-alpha-whiskey. Phoenix Police Department will be advised.”
The Huey bucked and banged.
Jana hung on for dear life. “Holy shit! Are we going to crash?”
“No, we just hit a little air turbulence.”
“Oh. Ok.” Jana gave me a weak smile. “I’m not ready to walk into the light either.”
My cellphone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out and read the text message from Dutch. Call me. Now!
Jana laughed. “He is persistent. Do you think Dutch will show up at the search site?”
I shrugged. “Depends on how long it takes him to testify and it’s a good ninety-minute drive.”
“If he used his lights and sirens he could make it in forty minutes.”
Jana had a point.
“Coming up on the command center,” Buck advised over the headsets.
“Copy.”
The helicopter landed in the south parking lot of the Lost Dutchman trailhead.
As soon as Jana and I climbed out, the Huey lifted off, heading for the second rescue site.
 
The Superstition Mountains are a 3,000-foot-high bastion of ghosts and legends. The tales of the Lost Dutchman’s mine and Peralta’s gold have lured many into the deep canyons and rocky spires. To this day hikers still find skeletal remains of the unlucky treasure hunters who got lost and ran out of water.
A white tent with Superstition Mountains Search and Rescue emblazoned on the side was surrounded by jeeps, trucks and three wheeled all-terrain vehicles.
Larry and Adam, my dad’s two medics, were packing up their gear. Adam was short, squat and covered in tattoos. Larry reminded me of a surfer dude, but in real life he was a history professor.
Dad stepped out of the tent holding a small black cocker spaniel. “Your police detective called again. He said he has a warrant for your arrest.”
Jana scowled. “For what?”
“For assaulting a police officer,” Dad replied.
I rolled my eyes. “Detective Callaghan is lying. There’s no warrant because he has no evidence.”
“You sure about that?” Anger laced my Dad’s voice.
The last thing I needed was for my dad to have a “talk” with Dutch. “Positive.”
The cocker spaniel whimpered.
Tinkerbell barked.
I frowned. “You sure?”
Arf.
“Does Bobo have any bee stings?”
Dad ran his hands over Bobo. “He’s covered in welts.” He motioned to Larry. “Do you have anything that would work on a dog?”
“I have some children’s antihistamine,” Larry said and dug in his pack. He handed me a pink and white pill. “Here ya go.”
“Thanks.” I linked with Bobo psychically. “Open your mouth, little guy, this will make you feel all better.”
Bobo obediently opened his mouth.
I poked the pill down his throat. “Swallow. That’s a good boy.” I placed my hand on Bobo’s head and concentrated. “Where’s your momma?” I felt his pain and fear as the bad things stung him again and again. “Shhh. It’s okay. It’s okay. You’re safe now. Where’s your momma?”
I caught brief flashes of Bobo joyfully walking with an elderly woman. A swarm of bees suddenly attacking them. The woman’s horrified shrieks as she ran down the trail. Bobo frantic fear when the woman lost her balance, tumbled down a hill and slammed into a cactus.
Bobo whined.
“It wasn’t your fault. There was nothing you could do to stop the attack. We’re going to find your momma and help her.”
Bobo licked my hand.
“Harriet was attacked by a swarm of bees and fell down an incline. She’s lying by a large saguaro cactus covered in white flowers. Bobo tried to get to her, but the bees drove him off. That’s when the brave little guy went for help.”
“Does the cactus have a misshapen arm that resembles an erect penis?”
I grinned. “It does.”
“I know where she is. We’ll have to pack her out,” Dad handed Bobo to Jana. “Let’s go.”
The two medics grabbed their gear and followed my Dad. Jana and I fell in behind them.
“I had hoped we could use the all-terrain vehicles,” Jana said.
“Me too. There’s nothing like a strenuous hike when it’s 108 degrees in the shade.”
Cuddling Bobo against her chest, Jana retorted, “What shade?”
She had a point. There was none. Heat waves shimmered off the cactus spiked hills, adding to the feeling of being baked alive.
“Gak. My water is already hot,” Jana moaned. “Can you friggin’ believe it?”
“I can.” I wiped at the rivulets of sweat running down my face.
Tinkerbell barked.
“No. I’m not putting you down. The rocks will burn your feet.”
Arf.
“I know it’s hot. Lose the attitude or next time I’ll leave you home.”
Tinkerbell kissed my chin.
“Much better.”
The sun flashed off metal. I turned to look and noticed a bright red helicopter hovered over a nearby mesa.
“Is that a Pima County rescue chopper?”
Dad squinted at it. “Could be.”
Tinkerbell growled at the same time a rattling click sounded.
Bobo whimpered.
Jana petted the cocker spaniel. “It’s okay, Aunt Jana won’t let anything happen to you. What’s hissing?”
“Snake,” Adam warned and gestured at a rattlesnake coiled on the trail.
We all stopped.
“Go way,” I commanded the snake.
It slithered into the underbrush.
“Tinkerbell is a good girl for warning us.”
She gave me a doggie grin.
It took us thirty long, hot minutes of hiking down a rocky obstacle course called a path to reach the cactus. I was amazed that Harriet had made it as far as she had. The first thing that caught my attention was the hum of thousands of bees.
Jana looked around nervously. “You hear that?”
“Kinda hard to miss.” I sent up a silent prayer that they weren’t Africanized bees.
Larry shuddered. “Gives me the heebie-jeebies.”
“Wuss,” Adam said.
“There.” Dad pointed at an enormous hive nestled under a ledge. “The little buggers are still a bit riled up.”
Bobo barked excitedly, jumped out of Jana’s arms and ran to his momma.
The bees surged out of their hive.
“Shit!” I put out calming psychic vibes. “Go get Harriet.”
Dad, Jana and the medics hurried down the slope.
The mass of bees swirled wildly. Insects of any kind were extremely hard to control, but bees were the worst. Drawing on every ounce of power I had, I formed a mental shield around me and projected peace, “Calm. Friends. Not enemy. Hive safe.”
To my amazement, Tinkerbell never moved a muscle or made a sound.
After what seemed like an eternity, the bees slowly returned to their hive.
I let out a shuddering breath.
“They’ve got her,” Dutch murmured in my ear.
I bit back a shriek. “Stop sneaking up on me.”
“Sneaking is in my job description.” Dutch said quietly and tugged on my backpack. “Slow and easy now, move away.”
I took a step back, then another and another. “How did you get here so fast?”
“Firebird 1.”
Duh. I gave myself a mental head smack. “You were in the red helicopter.”
“I was.”
A few bees buzzed around us.
Tinkerbell yapped.
“Shhh. Barking makes the bees angry. We don’t want them angry.” I stroked her head and whispered to Dutch, “I thought you had to testify?”
“The defense attorney asked the court for a continuance.”
“And Natasha?” I stumbled over a rock.
Dutch steadied me. “She’ll see a judge this afternoon.”
“Crap. Once the judge sets a bond, she’s gone.”
“All her bank accounts are frozen, and her car has been impounded,” Dutch said cheerfully.
“Color me impressed. How did you manage that?”
“My investigation revealed Natasha owes the IRS a cool million in back taxes. The agent in charge of her case faxed me an arrest warrant for tax evasion and placed the liens. The really good news is: I have evidence that she’s been laundering drug money for Vicente Guzman, the El Jefe of the local Mexican Mafia.”
Dutch kept a firm grip on my backpack. Was he afraid I’d make a run for it? “Could be just a weird coincidence, but Julio, Maria’s sister’s boyfriend, owed money to Guzman. Is there any chance Tomas Lopez is mixed up with El Jefe?”
“Without a doubt. Natasha left a paper trail a mile long. I’m taking them all down.”
“I do love stupid bad guys. They make the job so much easier.” I looked around for my dad and Jana.
“They’re about a thousand yards ahead of us. The woman’s badly dehydrated, covered in welts and has a broken leg. They have a medevac chopper coming for her,” Dutch said, then added, “Your father is an interesting man.”
“You have no idea.”
“He reminds you of Santa Claus until you look into his eyes.”
My stomach knotted in horror. “Really? When Dad’s working he isn’t so jolly.”
“Which branch of the military was he in?”
“Marines. He did a tour in Iraq during Desert Storm,” I answered. What I didn’t say was his comrade in arms was the heir to a Mafia crime family and Dad had been his bodyguard.
“Your father told me if I hurt you, he would kill me. I believed him,” Dutch said.
A hysterical giggle escaped me. I clamped a hand over my mouth. Oh, dear God. Gotta stay calm. Gotta stay calm. “Dad’s really just a big teddy bear.”
“With the eyes of a serial killer,” Dutch responded.
Holy crap! Time to change the subject. I carefully lowered my psychic shield. When no bees attacked, I dropped it completely. “Well, lookie. No swarm of mad bees. Hasn’t this been fun?”
“Fun? You were surrounded by thousands of bees.” Dutch stroked a finger over my cheek. “Yet, there’s not a mark on you. You’re one amazing woman.”
I gaped at him in astonishment. “You do know that was a compliment? Right?”
“It was, and I meant it.”
“Are you feeling okay?” Going up on my tiptoes, I placed my hand on his face. “Maybe you’re suffering from heatstroke.”
Tinkerbell woofed in agreement.
Dutch took my hand. “I’m not sick nor do I have a head injury. Do you know you’re the only person who didn’t believe Natasha’s lies?”
I did a mental happy dance. Yay! Dutch was no longer thinking about my father’s serial killer eyes. “That’s cause I’m psychic. One look at her muddy green aura and I knew she was lying.”
“What does my aura tell you?” Dutch stroked my hand with his thumb.
His touch sent a tsunami of sensations crashing through me. God, I wanted him so badly I ached. Why did he have to be a friggin’ cop? A very observant cop. I took a deep breath and studied Dutch’s aura. “You’re highly intelligent, intuitive, detailed oriented and honorable. Your sense of morality would never allow you to rape a woman. You are driven to protect, not harm. Once you start tracking your prey, you never stop until you bring him or her to justice.”
A grim smile curved Dutch’s mouth. “You know me better than my own family.”
“Your father’s still angry?”
“He moved to Alaska. What do you think?”
“He was getting as far away from Natasha as he could. He’s ashamed of his actions and doesn’t have the guts to face you.” Thank God, no matter what happened, my family would always be there for me. “You should call him,” I urged. Liam had been a fool, but he deserved a second chance. Family was forever.
Dutch shook his head. “My father took Natasha’s word over mine. He said I was dead to him and no longer part of the family. He made it crystal clear he never wanted to see me again.”
“That’s harsh, but once he calmed down and thought the whole situation through, he probably regretted saying that.”
Anger and pain flashed across Dutch’s face. “My father chose that psychotic bitch over his own son.”
“I know it’ll be difficult, but you can rebuild your relationship,” I reassured him.
“Can I? Dad was my best friend. Now, he’s a stranger. A stranger I can never trust again.”
“There have been times I wanted to divorce my mom. Her fascination with Christmas gets old.”
“What’s wrong with that? I like Christmas,” Dutch said.
“24/7? All year long?”
“It can’t be that bad?”
I raised an eyebrow. “Have you met my mother?”
“I have. She brought me Christmas cookies.” Dutch’s eyes widened slightly. “Does she always dress like an elf?”
“Every single day. Let’s just say she’s one of a kind.”
“So are you. I’ve been wanting to do this since you had those pigeons shit on Natasha.” Dutch bent down and took my mouth in a hot, open-mouth kiss. He made me feel like I was the last woman on Earth and priceless.
Pure arousal thrummed in my veins. Dutch tasted so good I never wanted to come up for air. I cradled his face and kissed him back.
Tinkerbell growled ferociously and snapped at the detective.
Dutch jumped back. “Protective little guy.”
“Girl. Tinkerbell is a girl.”
Dutch gave me his gotcha smile. “I knew that was Tinkerbell. You are the Ninja Nun.”
Reality smacked me in the face. “I admit nothing. Are you adding seduction to your interrogation techniques?”
“No,” Dutch said soberly. “I don’t want to arrest you.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“Look at my aura. It’s the truth,” Dutch said.
Using my inner eye, I examined his aura and found no hint of deception. “What do you really want?”
“You.”
“Why?”
Dutch chuckled. “Suspicious little thing, aren’t you?”
“Answer the question.”
“You’re loyal. Family means something to you. You fight for what you believe in and try to do the right thing, even when your actions aren’t quite legal. I like your spunk, the way you kiss and your ability to think outside the box. I think we would make one hell of a team,” Dutch said.
“You’re good, I’ll give you that. I think you’re only interested in my psychic abilities.”
“They’re an added bonus, but it’s you I want in my life and in my bed,” Dutch answered.
I wanted a relationship with Dutch too, but if he found out my father had been a mob enforcer, it would be bad. Very bad. I shook my head. “Not interested.”
“Liar.”
“Look. I’m hot, tired and in serious need of a shower. Can we continue this discussion later?”
Dutch glanced at his watch. “Yeah, my lieutenant got the search warrant for Lopez Meats about an hour ago and the tactical team is gearing up. Fire 1 will take us back to Phoenix.”
I groaned. “All I want is a cold shower and a big glass of iced tea.”
“How about a bottle of cold water and some wet wipes?”
“Wow. You sure know how to show a girl a good time.”
“Tomorrow I’ll take you to Hilberto’s. Monday is all-you-can-eat fajitas,” Dutch said.
“Be still my heart. An all-you-can-eat feast at a fast-food joint.”
Dutch waggled his eyebrows. “It’s a date then.”
“Date? Like a date, date?”
“Yes. I’ll even walk you home and give you a goodnight kiss that will rock your world.”
My girly parts were jumping up and down with anticipation. I hadn’t dated since Grandma Hester died. “I do love their tamales.”
“Good. I’ll pick you up at seven.”
The helicopter landed in an old burn area.
Dutch grabbed my hand. “C’mon Dr. Doolittle, we have some bad guys to catch.”
Tinkerbell yipped in agreement.
We ran toward the chopper.
 



Chapter Fifteen
To my amazement the Phoenix Police Department’s surveillance van was an old motorhome which had been retrofitted with high-tech monitoring equipment. The luggage rack on top concealed the radio antennas and a 360-degree periscope camera. The microphones were so sensitive they could pick up a whisper at a thousand feet. We simply drove up to the meatpacking company and parked.
The SWAT team’s armored vehicle was idling one street over, awaiting orders to breach the building.
I quickly checked on Tinkerbell who was curled up on the bottom bunk bed in the rear compartment. Poor little thing was tuckered out from all the excitement today. I grinned. Her snoring was almost as loud as my Dad’s.
Dutch called, “Is that awful noise coming from that itty-bitty dog?”
“It is.”
“For Christ’s sake, close the door.”
I slid it shut and walked back into the command area.
On the CCTV monitors the setting sun cast an ominous glow over a big, rusty metal building surrounded by a security fence lined with razor wire. Lopez Meats had seen better days. So had the four skinny pit bulls guarding the business.
Behind the slaughterhouse was a large stockyard filled with several hundred agitated cattle. They milled about, mooing pitifully. An aura of death hung over the area. Was it from all the slaughtered cattle or something more?
I took a quick mental peek. Crap. There were human corpses inside the building. Or what was left of them. “I know where Dead Maria’s sister is.”
All the officers in the surveillance van turned and stared at me.
Dutch rubbed his face. “Let me guess. The slaughterhouse?”
“Yes, and I sensed more bodies.”
Lieutenant Wilson, a distinguished looking, older black man, asked, “Let me get this straight. Not only can you communicate with animals, but you’re a medium too?”
“It’s a new talent,” I responded modestly.
The Lieutenant steepled his hands and examined me for a long moment. “How many bodies?”
“At least three,” I answered.
“Kandi was able to summon Maria Torrez’s spirit and get the details of her death,” Dutch stated.
“Without proper training, conjuring the dead can be dangerous, but all we need is the location of the bodies. Once you’re on the esoteric plane, find out where they’re buried and get out,” Lieutenant Wilson instructed.
“Yes, sir.”
Dutch added, “Don’t take any risks.”
“I won’t.” I hated the hint of nervousness in my voice.
“Good. Let’s get this show on the road,” the Lieutenant said and handed me a cross. “It’s been blessed by the Pope.”
A sensation of peace radiated from it. He hadn’t gotten this cross off eBay. Holding it tightly, I opened my psychic senses and cautiously reached out.
The esoteric plane was a cold, frightening void. An unearthly stillness surrounded me. I had visited this plane of existence once with Grandma Hester’s psychic guide. I didn’t remember it being quite so alien or hostile.
The quiet was abruptly shattered by the hideous howling of the damned. Out of the darkness dozens of tormented spirits rushed me. Horrific scenes of their torture and murders slammed into my head. I screamed as their agony became mine.
In a dim corner of my mind, I heard Dutch calling my name, but I couldn’t break free of the apparitions “Go into the light. Go into the light. Go into the light. They’ll be punished. I promise. They’ll be punished,” I yelled, but no doorway appeared. What had I done wrong? How did I fix it?
The spirits wailed in despair.
The cross heated in my hand. I drew heavily on its energy and reached out, searching for any kind of help. I couldn’t find Grandma Hester, or my great grandmother Anastasia or any heavenly entities. “Please, I need your help. Show me how to free these trapped souls. My strength is fading. If I don’t break free soon, I’ll join them in this unending hell.”
I shrieked as the ghastly murders assaulted my mind, one by one. The pain was overwhelming. “Please help me break the cycle. Please. I need that friggin’ doorway to the other side.”
Crackling white energy suddenly danced around me. Seconds later a wondrous power flowed into me and a gentle female voice said, “Miraculin sepulcrum ibidem solus novum.”
I repeated the words and a portal appeared.
The doorway’s iridescent glow drew the lost souls like a magnet.
“Go! Now!” I cried.
The spirits obediently ran into the light.
Pain erupted in my cheek. “Kandi! Snap out of it!” Dutch shook me. “Kandi.”
My psychic connection with the esoteric plane snapped abruptly, and Dutch’s worried face came into focus. I grabbed the front of his shirt. “People have died there. Horribly. So many people. And the animals. The things they do to the animals. They have to be stopped.”
“They will be. You have my word. They’re all going to prison for a very long time,” Dutch replied and wrapped his arms around me. “Don’t ever scare me like that again.”
“I’m not making any promises.” I clung to him as tremors shook my body. “The spirits made me relive their deaths again and again. If it wasn’t for the Lieutenant’s cross, I wouldn’t have survived the ordeal.”
“It sounded like you were being killed. Are you sure you’re not hurt?”
“Other than a headache, I’ll live.”
“No more talking to the dead until you know what you’re doing and have more control,” Dutch stated, rubbing my back soothingly.
“You won’t get any arguments from me.”
Lieutenant Wilson asked, “Do we need to call the paramedics, Callaghan?”
“No. She’s okay.” Dutch released me. “Promise me you’ll keep your powers locked down for now.”
“Promise.” I noticed the other officers in the motorhome eyeing me warily as if my head would start spinning at any moment.
I sighed. “You don’t need an exorcist. I’m psychic not possessed.”
Lieutenant Wilson handed me a chocolate bar. “This always helps my wife’s sister when things go badly.”
“Thank you.” I tore off the wrapper and practically inhaled it.
Another cop handed me a bottle of pop. “Sugar’s good for shock.”
“Thanks.” I took a long swallow, enjoying the ice-cold liquid sliding down my throat.
Dutch placed the back of his hand against my forehead. “You’re still a bit overheated. Drink all of it.”
In the helicopter Dutch had made me drink four bottles of water. I seriously needed to pee now. I drained the bottle. “Bathroom?”
Dutch pointed at the narrow hallway. “First door on your right.”
“Thanks.” I gave the men an embarrassed smile and hurried into the tiny bathroom. Surprisingly, my shrieks hadn’t roused Tinkerbell. She still sounded like a hibernating grizzly bear.
After taking care of business, I washed my hands and glanced at the mirror. Holy shit! I looked like I had been to hell and back. In a way, I had. My eyes were haunted, I was white as a ghost, and crap, I was crying. The horror of what I had seen replayed in my head and a sob broke from me.
Dutch knocked on the door. “You okay in there?”
“Hunky-dory. Peachy keen. A-OK. Copacetic.” And seriously freaked out.
“How many souls did you help today?”
“I didn’t count them,” I answered. Sucking in a deep breath, I fought for control. Lopez and his ghouls were going to pay for what they had done.
“If you’re not up for critter control, we’ll give the SWAT team the go ahead,” Dutch stated quietly.
“No! I just need a minute.”
“You’ve got it.” There was a wealth of concern in Dutch’s voice.
Grandma Hester said God gave us our gifts for a reason. My new power had helped the poor victims cross over, but how many lost souls were still out there? I would do whatever was necessary to stop those sick, twisted bastards from ever harming another innocent. I wiped the tears off my face. It was time to suck it up and help the police shut down the slaughterhouse and the cage matches. I opened the door and bounced off Dutch’s chest. “Ooops! Sorry.”
Dutch backed me into the bathroom. “I was wrong to force you to help me.”
“I want to do this. I need to do this.”
“You’re sure?”
“Very sure,” I said with grim determination.
“That’s my girl.” Dutch kissed me gently. “Ready to kick some butt?”
“You bet your ass I am.”
“Let’s do this.” Dutch escorted me to the command center.
Lieutenant Wilson looked me over. “Feeling better.”
“Yes, thank you.”
“We have thermal imaging,” Dutch advised. “Do you have an idea of where the bodies are buried?”
My stomach roiled. “They weren’t buried. They turned them into hamburger meat.”
“Sonovabitch!” The Lieutenant threw his burger in the trash.
The color drained from Dutch’s face and he stared down at a sack of burgers he had just picked up. “Hamburger meat? Like they put in Rocket Burgers?”
“Yeah, that kind. I think Lopez ships the meat south of the border. Fewer health inspectors, but I could be wrong.”
The lieutenant turned to the tech guy. “Any way you can track their shipments, Jerry?”
“Hell, yes.” Jerry’s fingers flew across his keyboard.
“They ran Dead Maria’s sister through their meat grinder. Her remains are in the freezer, along with a couple of losers in the cage matches,” I added.
Dutch growled, “Those sick fucks are going down.”
“It’s enough to turn you into a vegetarian,” an officer muttered.
Lieutenant Wilson asked, “Can you identify the victims?”
“Only the ones killed in the last couple of days. Maria and two men,” I said.
“We have eight missing persons reports on men we think Lopez used in his cage matches.” The Lieutenant opened a laptop and showed me a screen full of photos. “Any of these people in the freezer?”
I pointed at two Hispanic men. “They were beaten to death by a fighter in a red mask.”
“Gotta be El Muerte. My informant said he’s Lopez’s top fighter. His opponent tonight is Julio,” Dutch said.
“Julio doesn’t have long to live then. El Muerte wears brass knuckles with spikes. He enjoys making his opponents suffer. He wants them to beg for their lives while he beats them to death,” I interjected.
A burning rage flared to life in the Lieutenant’s eyes. “This ends tonight.”
Jerry swung his chair around and announced, “Lopez’s special shipments go to the Chapultepec Zoo in Mexico City, Lieutenant.”
We all heaved a sigh of relief. No people burgers had been served in Arizona.
“Good news. The media fall-out would have been a nightmare,” Lieutenant Wilson replied.
Dutch scowled. “Yeah, but all our evidence is gone.”
“The animals will eventually shit it out,” I replied.
“We need to contact the Mexican Federal Police as soon as possible. Send the Chief an email with all the data we have so far Larry,” Lieutenant Wilson instructed.
“Yes, sir.”
“S30 to command,” a male voice called over the police radio.
The Lieutenant keyed his lapel radio mike, “Go ahead S30.”
“There’s a lookout on the roof. He’s Hispanic, wearing a black hoodie and armed with a sniper rifle,” S30 advised.
A hoodie in this heat? I asked Dutch, “Who’s S30?”
“He’s a covert assault officer. He infiltrates the area and reports in.”
“Gotcha. You want me to disable the guy on the roof?”
Dutch nodded. “We do. Are you sure it’s safe for you to use your Dr. Doolittle powers?”
“Let me put it to you this way. That ability is on a different frequency level than talking to the dead.”
“Okay. Be careful. One hint of trouble, you close it down.”
I saluted Dutch. “Yes, sir.” Fighting down a bad case of the jitters, I dropped my mental shields and psychically scanned the area. I smiled. There were lots of critters to work with.
I would start with the feral cat on the roof to distract the sniper. Then use a barn owl to snatch his rifle and follow up with the eight skunks who lived under the foundation. They should clear out the building rather nicely.
“Y’all got gas masks?”
Dutch blinked in surprise. “We do. Are we going to need them?”
“Yep. I’m gonna skunk ‘em.”
“Take the sniper out first,” Lieutenant Wilson ordered.
“Yes, sir.” I focused on the cat crouched on top of an air-conditioner. Her litter of kittens were under a bunch of old crates the sniper was standing beside. “Bad man wants to hurt your babies. Protect them.”
As the hissing cat leaped on the sniper’s head, I summoned the barn owl and put the image of the rifle in his mind. “Get the big stick.”
“Aiieeeee! Aiieeeee! Aiieeeee! Aiieeeee!” The lookout cried as the feral feline clawed his face and head. Dropping the rifle, he did a wacky hip hop dance as he fought to dislodge the cat.
The owl swooped in, snagged the rifle and flew off.
Through the owl’s eyes I spotted S30 hiding in waist high weeds. “Drop the stick. Now,” I commanded.
The barn owl obediently released it. I watched as the rifle plummeted down and smacked the ground a foot from S30.
The camouflaged painted SWAT officer didn’t even flinch. He picked up the rifle and advised over the radio, “Sniper rifle secured.”
Lieutenant Wilson asked, “How did you manage that?”
“Owl delivery, sir,” S30 deadpanned.
Laughter filled the motorhome.
There was a burst of static on the radio and a male voice said, “S40 to command.”
“Go ahead S40,” Lieutenant Wilson said.
“Got a caravan of high dollar cars westbound on Broadway.”
“Copy S40.” Lieutenant Wilson touched my arm. “Kandi, hold off on the skunks.”
I nodded and linked with the cat again. The sniper was long gone, and she was nursing her kittens.
“Drink this.” Dutch handed me another bottle of soda. “You’re still too pale.”
“It’s been an interesting day.”
“That it has.” Dutch massaged my tense shoulders. “And it’s not over yet.”
I managed not to moan as he worked the knots out. God, did he have great hands.
Tinkerbell howled and scratched the door frantically.
“I’m right here. I did not abandon you.” I hurried down the hallway and opened the door.
Arf?
Picking the Yorkie up, I kissed her head. “I would never leave you.”
Arf? Arf?
“The detective is here too, and yes, he might lick my mouth again.”
Tinkerbell growled.
Dutch held out a bowl of water. “Thirsty, girl?”
Woof.
“Is that a yes?” Dutch wanted to know.
I grinned. “It is.”
He placed the bowl on the floor.
I put Tinkerbell down, smiling as she eagerly drank the cold water.
“Dogs usually like me,” Dutch commented.
“Give her time, she’s had a rough couple of days.”
Dutch opened a drawer and pulled out a pack of beef jerky. “Hungry Tinkerbell?”
Tinkerbell barked and danced around Dutch.
“I bet you are.” He broke off a small piece and held it out to the Yorkie.
Tinkerbell politely took the jerky.
“S20 to command, the caravan is now southbound on seventy-fifth avenue,” a female voice called.
Lieutenant Wilson keyed his mike, “Copy S20.”
As I drank my soda, I watched Jerry rotate the periscope camera over to the slaughterhouse’s parking lot. Me, the daughter of a mob enforcer, working with the police. Who knew Fate had a sense of humor?
On the monitors a line of expensive cars pulled into the lot and parked. I shook my head in disgust. “Do they know what happens to the losers?”
“I don’t think they care,” Dutch said grimly.
To my amazement, all the fight fans were dressed like they were going to some Hollywood gala instead of a bloody, death match.
A limo stopped. The driver jumped out and opened the back door. A minute later Vicente Guzman and a young Hispanic woman in a glittering red cocktail dress exited the car.
The El Jefe of the Mexican mafia was a scrawny old man in a three thousand-dollar suit and wearing a ridiculous pompadour hairpiece.
“Don’t tell me Guzman is an Elvis groupie?”
“He is,” Lieutenant Wilson replied.
Dutch inquired casually, “Any pigeons in the area?”
“No, but there is an egg ranch filled with hundreds of free range chickens,” I replied with a grin.
“How far can chickens fly?”
“Not as far as other birds can, but they do shit more,” I responded.
“Perfect,” Dutch said, pure devilry in his eyes.
The Lieutenant smiled. “Call them.”
“My pleasure.” I summoned the poultry. Soon the sky was filled with feathered warriors. I ordered, “Shit ‘em.”
Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Splat! Chicken crap rained down on the parking lot. The fight fans shrieked bloody blue murder and ran inside the slaughterhouse.
“Bring the skunks in,” Lieutenant Wilson directed.
I sent the chickens home and linked with the female skunk. She had seven three-month old kits. “Defend your burrow.” I turned to the Lieutenant. “Skunks have been deployed.”
“Good.”
In my mind’s eye, I watched the loudly complaining, shit-covered fight groupies enter the makeshift arena. Julio paced restlessly inside the metal cage. Where the heck was Tomas Lopez and El Muerte?
A menacing squeal sounded. Everyone froze when they spotted the skunks. Several women screamed.
“Shut up,” El Jefe shouted.
The skunks raised their tails and stamped their front feet.
Smart people would know to back away slowly, but there’s always some dumbass with too much testosterone.
His hair piece listing to the left, Guzman pulled a Glock and fired at the skunks.
The bullet missed them by a foot and hit a fire extinguisher. A pressurized stream of fire-squelching nitrogen spewed out.
The skunks turned, aimed and fired back.
Guzman took the brunt of the sprays. Gasping for breath, he retreated, along with all the other horrified fans right into the waiting arms of the police.
“S20 to command. All suspects are in custody except for Tomas Lopez and El Muerte.”
“Copy. Perimeter teams move in.”
“Go back to your burrow,” I instructed the skunks.
Lieutenant Wilson studied the monitors. “Callaghan, I’m assigning your squad to check the freezers. I want everything documented carefully.”
“Yes, sir.” Dutch pulled on his ballistic vest. “Stay put Kandi,” he ordered, picking up a steel suitcase.
I rolled my eyes. Like I would get very far. “Don’t forget your gas masks.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Dutch grabbed his mask and followed his men out of the motorhome.
The Lieutenant’s cellphone rang. He glanced at the caller ID and grimaced. “I’ve got to take this.” He stepped into the rear compartment.
I watched Dutch’s team pull on their gas masks and enter the building. The detective wouldn’t rest until he got justice for the dead. I admired his dedication.
 



Chapter Sixteen
Jerry asked. “Is it true you’re the Ninja Nun?”
“Do I look like a nun?”
“That wasn’t a denial,” Jerry said.
I gave him my best stink eye. “No comment.” The back of my neck began to prickle. Something was wrong.
Tinkerbell growled.
“You feel it too girl?”
The door to the motorhome flew open.
My eyes widened in horror as Tomas Lopez and El Muerte charged in. I took one look at the Uzi pointed at me and raised my hands. “Hide Tinkerbell.”
She ducked under a console.
“Oh shit!” Jerry reached for his police radio.
El Muerte cracked Jerry upside the head with the butt of his gun, knocking him to the floor.
I let out a blood-curdling scream to cover Tinkerbell’s growls. “Don’t shoot me. Don’t shoot me. I’m not a cop.” I linked with the Yorkie. “No barking or growling. Tomas will kill you.”
“Shut the fuck up,” Tomas snarled.
“Yes, sir.” I sure hoped Lieutenant Wilson had called for reinforcements.
“Keys are in the ignition,” El Muerte advised.
Tomas jabbed me in the shoulder with his Uzi. “You’re driving.”
“I’ve never driven a motorhome before.”
El Muerte backhanded me, slamming me into a wall. Pain exploded in my face and the room spun around me. Moaning pitifully, I crumpled to the floor. If he had broken my nose, I was gonna kick his sorry ass. Where in the hell were the cops?
The Yorkie bared her teeth in a snarl.
“No! Stay Tinkerbell.” I swiped at the blood running down my chin.
El Muerte yanked me to my feet, dragged me into the front compartment and shoved me into the driver’s seat. “Drive.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a brief glimpse of the SWAT team advancing on the motorhome. About friggin’ time. Now all I had to do was stall. “I need to adjust the seat.”
The barrel of El Muerte’s gun was jammed into my temple. “Drive.”
“But, I can’t reach the gas pedal,” I whined.
With a growl, El Muerte wrapped his hand around my throat. “Do you want to live?” He tightened his grip, choking off my air.
Funny little black spots danced in my vision.
The cage fighter roared, “Do you want to live?”
I managed to nod.
He released me. “Drive.”
I started the motorhome and noticed the guard dogs running toward the SWAT team. “Stop!”
They stopped.
“Sit. Stay.”
Tomas opened the door and yelled, “Sic ‘em.”
That was my line. I placed Tomas’s image in the pit bull’s head. “Attack.”
The mangy pit bulls charged Tomas.
“Stay! Stay!” The pendejo shouts turned to screams when the dogs trounced on him.
“Fuck!” El Muerte raised his gun.
Tinkerbell jumped out from under the console and latched onto his balls. Grrr. Grrr. Grrr.
“What the fuck?” El Muerte fired off a round and blew a hole in the floor.
Lieutenant Wilson rushed out of the back room, kicked the gun out of El Muerte’s hand and punched him.
El Muerte staggered back with Tinkerbell still hanging from his crotch. Grrr. Grrr. Grrr. Grrr.
I scooped up his gun. “Tinkerbell let go.”
Grrr. Grrr. Grrr.
“Get the fuck off me,” El Muerte yelled, grabbing for Tinkerbell.
The Lieutenant hit him again.
Grrr. Grrr.
“The Lieutenant can’t fight with you in the way. Let go! Now!”
As Dutch stormed into the motorhome, Tinkerbell scampered over to me. Arf. Arf.
“Yes, you were very brave.” I watched as the Lieutenant and Dutch pounded the hell out of El Muerte.
The cage fighter broke free and whipped out a knife.
I shot it out of his hand. “Do you want to live?”
All the men gaped at me.
“Well, do ya?” I used my Dad’s serial killer death stare.
El Muerte quickly raised his hands. Dutch and the Lieutenant started to raise their hands too.
The motorhome was suddenly full of angry cops who were more than happy to cuff the cage fighter and stuff him in the back of a patrol car.
“Nice shot Annie Oakley.” Dutch took the gun from me. “Can you call off the pit bulls before they kill Tomas?”
“Do I hafta?”
“I need to interrogate him about his criminal meat deliveries. I can’t do that if he’s dead.”
“Fine.” I linked with the pit bulls. “Stop. Sit. Stay.”
Dutch picked up his radio. “The paramedics can move in now. When the next crew gets here, send them to the motorhome.”
“Copy,” a male voice said.
Dutch tilted my head up and surveyed my face. “Damn, you look like hell.”
“Gee, thanks, just what a girl wants to hear.”
“Who taught you to shoot like that?” There was a note of astonishment in Lieutenant Wilson’s voice.
“My father.”
Jerry moaned and sat up. “What happened?”
“Bad guys tried to steal the motorhome,” I answered and pulled out my cellphone.
“Who are you calling?” Dutch the snoop inquired.
“Jana. I need a ride home.”
“I’ll take you home, after the paramedics check you out.”
“No need. Besides you stink,” I said.
Dutch sniffed his underarms. “My deodorant’s still working.”
“You reek of skunk, you idiot.”
“You do,” The Lieutenant’s nose was wrinkled in disgust. “Get back to that freezer. I’ll make sure Kandi is taken care of.”
“Yes, sir.” Dutch added, “Don’t forget our date tomorrow, sweetheart.”
“Wouldn’t dream of missing all-you-can-eat fajitas at Hilberto’s.”
The Lieutenant’s eyebrows shot up. “A fast food joint is your idea of a proper date, Callaghan?
“The best fajitas in town, sir.”
Lieutenant Wilson shook his head sadly.
I waved my hand in front of my face. “Go. Now. You’re stinking the place up.”
“Until tomorrow,” Dutch said and left the motorhome.
 



Chapter Seventeen
I stared at myself in the mirror. No amount of makeup was going to fix two black eyes, a badly swollen nose and a busted lip.
Jana sulked on my bed. “You are not wearing that crappy t-shirt on the first date you’ve had in a year.”
“There’s nothing wrong with my t-shirt and I went out with Matthew Brown three months ago.”
“He was a dog napper you were trying to bust,” Jana retorted.
“We had dinner, so technically it was a date.”
“You dumped your drink on his head.”
“The jerk groped me,” I countered.
“And you hit him with your van.”
“He was stealing another dog and shot at me.”
Jana threw her hands up. “It’s a miracle you’re still breathing.”
“You’re still mad about yesterday. It wasn’t my fault the bad guys tried to steal the cops’ motorhome. All I did was stop them.”
Tinkerbell barked.
“With Tinkerbell’s help,” I added.
Letting out an aggravated breath, Jana went into my closet and picked out a red silk blouse and a pair of black jeans. “Wear these. The outfit you have on makes you look like a homeless person.”
I glanced down. My jeans were a little holey. Crap, was that a bloodstain on the left shoulder? It was. Rescuing abused animals was hard on clothing. I took the shirt and jeans from Jana. “I didn’t mean to worry you, but evil is real. I can’t stand by and do nothing. It’s not in my nature.”
“Tell me about it. I’m buying you some body armor. When you go into your warrior mode, you’re utterly fearless.” Jana hugged me. “I don’t want you to end up in my mortuary.”
Tears welled in my eyes at the pain in hers. I hugged Jana back. “I will do everything in my power not to end up on a slab.”
“Pinkie swear?”
I hooked my little finger with Jana’s. “Pinkie swear.”
“Where is Dutch taking you?”
“Hilberto’s. Monday is all-you-can-eat fajitas,” I replied.
Jana’s mouth dropped open. “Are you shitting me?”
“No.” I didn’t like the crazed look in her eyes. “What’s wrong with Hilberto’s?”
Jana yanked the clothes out of my hands. “Forget changing. Homeless is the perfect look for this so-called date.”
“I thought I was the ideal woman for Dutch and he was sex on two legs?”
“He’s a cheap bastard.”
The doorbell rang. “Coming,” I shouted.
“No! I’ll get the door.” Jana stormed out with Tinkerbell on her heels.
I picked up the red silk blouse and held it up. Yikes! The color only highlighted my bruises.
Jana called, “It’s your dad.”
Huh? He usually just walked in. I groaned. Unless he was pissed. His “friend” at the police department must have told him about my little adventure yesterday. I grabbed a bottle of makeup. Maybe if I put enough on, it would disguise the bruising.
Dad stormed into my bedroom and fury filled his eyes. “Who?”
“A cage fighter who calls himself El Muerte,” Jana blabbed.
I held up a hand. “Relax. He’s locked up in the county jail.”
“Is he? A cold smile curved Dad’s mouth. “Good. I know people there.”
The doorbell rang again.
“I’ll get it!” I rushed past Jana and my father.
Jana tattled, “If Detective Callaghan hadn’t forced Kandi to help him, she wouldn’t look like she had gone three rounds with Muhammad Ali.”
I shot down the stairs, threw open the front door and yelled, “Run!”
Dutch’s eyes widened in surprise. “Why?”
Tinkerbell grabbed ahold of his jeans and tried to pull him away.
“Are you responsible for getting my daughter beaten up? Dad’s voice was a rumbling growl.
“Yes, sir, I am.”
I gasped, “That’s not true!”
Tinkerbell woofed urgently.
Dad’s fist shot out.
Dutch’s head snapped back from the blow and down he went.
“Did you hafta hit him?”
“No one hurts my daughter,” Dad snarled.
“I assaulted Dutch, not the other way around.” I kneeled beside Dutch and patted his cheek. “You okay?”
Tinkerbell licked his face and barked.
Dutch blinked, rubbed his jaw and sat up. “What did she say?”
“Next time, duck.”
“Good advice.” He eyed my dad warily. “Nice punch.”
“What are you doing here?” The look in my father’s eyes would send most men running for their lives.
“I’m taking Kandi out to dinner,” Dutch said calmly.
Jana snarked, “At Hilberto’s.”
Dad nodded his approval. “The best fajitas in town. I’ll drive.” He held out his hand to Dutch.
The detective took it and allowed my father to pull him to his feet. “It’s a date, sir.”
“Consider me your chaperone,” Dad said firmly.
I rolled my eyes. Once Dad made up his mind, nothing changed it. “Are you coming Jana?”
“I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”
Ho. Ho. Ho. A red Chevy Malibu with antlers and a Rudolf nose drove up the drive.
Dutch chuckled. “The horn plays Christmas music?”
“It does.” I glared at my Dad. “You just had to call Mom?”
“You know how she gets,” he answered.
Boy, did I.
The Malibu pulled to a stop. Mom jumped out wearing her favorite Elf outfit, complete with red, green and white stripped leggings and curly toed shoes. “My sweet baby girl.” She embraced me in what I called her octopus squeeze. “Who did this to you?”
I patted her back. “I’m fine. I’m fine. Dad knows who he is.”
“Girl, you’re so hot if you had to enter the Arctic Circle, you would cause a melt-down,” a deep, raspy voice said.
Jana yelled in outrage, “You little pervert, quit humping my leg.”
“Knock it off Edgar or I’ll have Dad shoot you,” I snarled.
Dad grabbed Edgar by the back of his Elf tunic and lifted him high in the air. “You’re fired. You have sixty seconds to get off this property.” Dad gave him a hard shake. “Do you understand me?”
“Yes, sir.”
Dad dropped Edgar next to Dutch and smirked. “Your competition.”
The detective stared down at Edgar who barely topped his knees. “Tick tock.”
Edgar bolted.
“He’s fast for a little guy,” Jana commented.
I watched him disappear down the street. “Fear is a good motivator.”
Mom surveyed Dutch from head-to-toe. “You single?”
“I am.”
“Mom,” I protested.
Dad added, “He’s a homicide dick.”
“Oh,” Mom sighed. “Too bad. You’re so pretty.”
“If you want to cancel our date Dutch, I’ll understand.” I gave my parents the evil eye.
Mom perked up. “Date? Where are we going?”
“Hilberto’s,” Dad supplied.
“I love their tamales.” Mom got into Dad’s extended-cab truck. “Well? Let’s go.”
Dad motioned at us. “You heard the woman, let’s go.”
“Yes, sir.” Dutch picked Tinkerbell up and slid into the truck’s back seat.
Jana and I climbed in behind him.
“Scoot over Dutch, you’re hogging all the space,” Jana complained.
Tinkerbell bared her teeth at my BFF.
Jana threw her hands up. “What?”
“Tinkerbell says you’re touching Dutch,” I translated.
“Kinda hard not to. He takes up too much room.”
Dad started the truck and threatened, “Don’t make me come back there.”
“Just kill me now,” I moaned. The back of my neck began to prickle. I drew on my psychic abilities and searched for the source of danger. There. I turned, and my gaze locked on a tall form standing in the shadows. Sonovabitch. Samson. If he thought I was going to Pakistan to control those endangered white tigers for him, he was nuts. I gave him the one-fingered salute as we drove by.
Samson returned the gesture.
Juan Hilberto is living the American dream. He bought an old donut shop, painted it a glow-in-the-dark orange and turned it into a Mexican food restaurant without an ounce of ambiance. The walls are covered with awful velvet paintings of matadors, tigers and Elvis. The Mariachi music was a tad too loud, but the food was to die for.
Dad and Dutch filled their plates with fajitas, while us girls settled for tamales and guacamole.
No one paid any attention to a badly drooling Tinkerbell. I added some shredded beef to my plate for her.
The music drove us out onto the narrow patio full of battered picnic tables. For that little dash of romance, a homeless person snored loudly on the last table.
As soon as Dutch’s butt hit the bench, my mom turned into a Gestapo interrogator. “How often do you visit your mother?”
Dutch stared at her for a long moment. “My mother died when I was ten, I visit her grave once a year.”
You would think that would shut mom down, but nope, she was just getting started.
“Is your father still alive?”
“Enough Mom. It’s none of your business,” I interjected.
“Everything that happens to you is my business.”
Jana put her two cents in, “The detective’s father got mixed up with Natasha Leggero.”
“Who?” Mom piled guacamole on her tamales.
“You know, that drama queen with the ginormous boobs who was on the nightly news for months?”
“Oh! Her.” Mom cocked her head. “Does your father have a breast fetish Dutch?”
Dutch choked on his food.
My father kept eating.
I dropped my head into my hands. “Now you know why I don’t date.”
Mom changed her tactics. “Did you ever catch that Ninja Nun?”
A feral smile touched Dutch’s mouth. “I did.”
I gave him the stink eye. “Did not.”
Dutch’s cellphone rang. “Callaghan. What? I see. How severe are his injuries? That bad, huh? Ok. Have dispatch send a patrol car to pick me up at Hilberto’s on Glendale.” He disconnected and leveled a hard gaze on my Dad. “El Muerto was badly beaten in the jail cafeteria.”
Dad shrugged. “Shit happens in the county lockup.”
“So, it does.” Dutch leaned over and pressed a scorching kiss on my mouth. “Raincheck?”
“Um, yeah. Sure.” Holy cow could that man kiss.
“Without your parents this time,” Dutch added and strolled toward a patrol car pulling into the parking lot.
“Nothing worse than a smart cop,” Dad commented.
Mom lamented sadly, “Or a pretty one.”
“As dates go, I would rate this one as a big fat zero,” Jana said.
I stabbed my tamale. “Gee, I wonder why.”
“Don’t worry Kandi,” Mom patted my hand. “I’ll find you a nice young man.”
“You thought Edgar was a nice young man,” I complained.
“How about Timmy McDonald?”
“Are you serious? He’s only seventeen.”
Jana inserted, “I’m getting some fried ice cream. You want some Kandi?”
I grabbed Tinkerbell. “You betcha with lots of chocolate sauce.”
Tinkerbell barked in agreement.
After pigging out on fried ice cream, Dad drove us back to my house. Drawing on my psychic gifts, I cautiously scanned the area for Samson and let out a breath of relief. No sign of the CIA operative.
Mom hugged me. “I like your detective. I’ll see if I can talk your father out of killing him.”
A hysterical giggle escaped me. “Thanks, Mom, that would be swell.”
“Anything for my baby girl.”
“Let’s go woman,” Dad called.
“Keep your pants on Romeo,” Mom answered, getting into her car. She laid on the horn as she sped down the driveway. Ho. Ho. Ho. Ho.
“Family. Gotta love ‘em,” Jana said dryly.
I snorted.
Dad leaned out the window of his truck. “Callaghan’s got a good rep. You could do worse.”
“Who are you and what have you done with my father?”
Dad laughed and put his truck in gear. “Don’t forget we have training on Thursday.”
“Yes, sir.” Jana and I watched him drive off.
Tinkerbell woofed.
“Yes, my parents like you.”
Tinkerbell barked happily.
“I’ve got to be going too. I have two funerals scheduled tomorrow,” Jana said.
“Do you still need me as an escort driver?”
“I do and no rude hand gestures this time.”
I let out a long sigh. “As long as people don’t try to run me down, you’ve got a deal.”
Jana hugged me and got into her Miata.
My psychic senses flared to life. “Cashing in on that raincheck already?”
Dutch moved into the light. “I am.”
I grabbed his hand and pulled him closer. “Pucker up princess.”
“I thought you would never ask.” Dutch tilted my head back and kissed me with a passion that left me breathless.
The end has come! But wait! Shenanigans Book 2: The Trouble with Tigers is coming soon! Really. Would I lie to you?
I hope you enjoyed this book. A review is greatly appreciated. For news on the Coletti Warlords and Shenanigans 2, upcoming events and contests go to my Facebook page: facebook.com/Colettiwarlordbooks
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