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The clouds moved aside
allowing the sun to shine briefly on the icicle-laden buildings and
the dirty snow piled up in the parking lot. People bundled up in
thick coats hurried to the businesses, all except two women
accompanied by a large black dog. They strolled casually to a
restaurant while talking.

The first woman glanced up at the sky and
shook her head. “Winter lasts forever or it seems to. In Indiana,
all you have are cold, gray days that stretch into infinity,
especially after the Christmas rush is over. Decorated trees
started showing up in stores in October, and the radio stations
started playing ‘The Little Drummer Boy’ before it was even
Thanksgiving. Don’t get me started on all those holiday romance
movies and now this.”

Her arm stretched out indicating businesses
bare of holiday decorations and only sporting a few icicles, which,
located right over their door, had the tendency to drip a freezing
drop whenever someone entered or exited.

“Karly,” Nala prompted, seizing an opening.
She knew good and well her best friend was avoiding her earlier
question. “Speaking of romance, whatever happened to you and Harry?
You two were inseparable after Comic Con.”

“Oh, that didn’t work out.” She sighed a
little, then said, “Happiness is a journey, not a destination.”

Nala stopped, pulling her dog to a stop as
she did so. He sported a harness with an aluminum handle better
suited for a blind person. She slipped on a pair of dark glasses to
match the image. “Oh please. Everyone who says happiness is a
journey is already where they want to be. Sure, it’s easy to say
it’s not about the goal when you’re sitting in some big bucks
mansion or starring on a hit television show.”

“It could be about the journey.”

“Give me a break.” She pushed up the
slipping dark glasses. “I hate doing this, but you know in the
winter months there’s no outside dining, and most restaurants
aren’t accepting about dogs inside.”

“Yeah, what’s up with that?” asked the dog
in question. Max, the handsome, black shepherd mix could speak, but
would not bark on command for some reason. Instead, he could speak
in English, courtesy of a disgruntled girlfriend—who happened to be
a witch—of his first owner. Despite all the movies and children’s
books about talking dogs, most people weren’t cool about it.

“Not now, Max. We’re talking about Harry,”
Nala reminded both her dog and her best friend.

“Let’s just say it was fun while it lasted,
but it’s over now.”

“Really? That’s it?” She stumbled as they
approached the entrance of the restaurant. “These glasses are too
dark. I hope this works”

Karly reached out to cup her friend’s elbow
when Max spoke. “Leading her is my job. You, the one with
hands, can open the door.”

Instead, a few diners leaving pushed open
the door, releasing the smell of barbecued meat and onions, which
caused Max to moan. “I expect some quality meat thrown under the
table.”

The exiting diners murmured among
themselves, probably commenting on the deep voice that either she
or Karly had. It became apparent—shortly after she rescued Max from
the dog shelter where her best friend worked—that people don’t
believe in talking dogs. She’d just come off sounding crazy if she
mentioned the subject. It was probably best not to. Many would take
advantage of the situation.

“Step up,” Karly instructed. “I’m surprised
your guide dog didn’t make you aware of the threshold.”

The comment made Max surge forward, almost
tripping her. She managed to regain her balance and made it into
the restaurant where the hostess asked if they wanted a handicapped
table. Nala wasn’t even sure what that meant. Was the table
different somehow? “No, a large booth will do.”

They made it to the booth without any
mishaps. The waitress hurried off to find the one braille menu they
had, giving Max time to settle underneath the table. Nala pulled
the glasses down enough to take in the booth before sliding into
it. “I’m not sure how anyone sees anything with these glasses
on.”

Karly laughed and coughed. “Think about
it.”

“Yeah, I know. As soon as I said it, I
realized the obvious. By the way, I want the chicken barbecue
sandwich with sweet potato fries. Oh, and an iced tea to drink.”
Max shoved her leg with his heavy body. “Add a Texas Brisket with
no sauce and steak fries.”

Her friend chuckled. “Good luck getting him
to eat kibble after brisket.”

“Tell me about it.”

The server showed up with glasses of water.
She placed one in front of Nala and told her it was there. Nala had
to suppress saying anything since the action was a courtesy for a
sight-impaired customer.

Karly remembered to ask for a pan of water
for Max.

“Thanks, bestie. Max will be thirsty after
wolfing down all the smoked meat. So, tell me what went wrong with
Harry. He seemed like a nice guy to me.”

“Me, too,” Max commented from under the
table.

Nala nudged her chatty pet with the toe of
her boot but had already learned he often spoke at inappropriate
times and refused to speak when she wanted him to—like the time she
was trying to convince her mother she didn’t have a man hidden in
her office after hearing Max’s voice on the intercom.

“He is a nice guy.” A wistful
expression conveyed her thoughts on the man. “He’s sweet, kind, and
well, a doofus. All the things I like in a male.”

“What’s the issue?” It didn’t make sense her
friend would throw away a perfectly acceptable man, especially
since she’d been on the hunt so long.

“It might just be me,” Karly stated. “I
don’t trust a man who doesn’t own a dog or any kind of pet for that
matter.”

She understood her friend’s huge love for
dogs. Why else would she work at the shelter when she could make
much more money elsewhere? “You don’t own a dog.”

“I want to, but my apartment won’t let me.
I’ve saved Boston, the terrier mix, countless times by falsifying
his date of entry. I eventually got him into a breed specific
rescue group. That’s my go-to when I can’t get an animal adopted.
You know I love animals. It’s hard to love a man who doesn’t love
them, too.”

“I think you’re making a snap judgment.
Harry keeps dog treats in his office for Max. That’s not the action
of a dog-hating individual.”

From underneath the table, Max added. “He’s
the man. Good treats, too. None of that cheap stuff that’s too
salty and hard.”

“He never told me about the dog treats.” Her
fingers went up to rub her temples. “Maybe I was too hasty.”

Nala nodded—not that she had room to
criticize after her treatment of Officer Tyler Goodnight. The
handsome veteran turned cop still made appearances in her daydreams
and the occasional night dream. “Did you tell him why you didn’t
want to see him?”

“Of course not. I was just busy. Eventually,
Harry stopped calling as much. It’s been at least a couple of weeks
since I’ve heard from him.”

“The slow fade. I can’t believe it. You were
never a fan when it was used on you.” Even though Nala had
never been a big fan of her friend’s previous boyfriends, she
disliked how they left the scene even more. Usually, they forgot to
return texts, phone calls, etc. One even hid behind a locked door
when Karly showed up to see if he was okay after he updated his
social status to dead.

“That’s why I never mentioned it. I knew you
would become all fussy and judgy on me.”

Before she could bristle at the label, an
employee arrived with the food, causing Max to lurch up and hit his
head on the table. “Ouch!”

“Oh, did I burn you?” the server asked in
horror. “I didn’t mean to. That last thing I’d ever want to do is
hurt a blind person. I figure you’ve got enough problems making it
through your day to day life. You’ll never be able to enjoy a movie
in those lounger seats.”

Nala held up her hand to stop the ramble.
“Please. I’m okay. No worries.”

When the server left, she picked up a slice
of brisket and moved it under the table where Max gently took it
from her fingers.

Karly stirred sweetener into her glass of
tea. “I’m glad you stopped the man before he listed everything you
couldn’t do as a sight-impaired person. You know Jenny, who works
at the shelter, is legally blind. She still goes to the movies. She
gets these special headphones that tell her what’s going on when
the characters aren’t speaking. So, he’s wrong about the movie
part.”

“I figured as much. I could have left Max
behind, but I have a case that might be right up your alley.
Remember how you were always begging to help me? Most of the time,
I don’t have enough work for two people. Since Sawyer started
working with me, he helps me out whenever I don’t need a specific
gender for undercover work.”

Karly stuck her tongue out at her, letting
her know her feelings about that.

“I could see that. My eyes must be adapting
to the glasses. Anyhow, this new case, or I should say
cases, should be golden, or at least, just right for you.”
She stopped to take a bite of her sandwich before it got cold. The
sweet and tangy barbecue sauce was exactly as she remembered.

Using a fry as a prop, Karly waved it in
Nala’s direction. “You’re going to do that, tell me how something
is perfect for me, then stop?”

“Eating,” she managed between bites. She
took a handful of steak fries and put them beside her on the vinyl
seat where Max could take them at his leisure. They vanished
immediately. Leisure was never a word Max used with food. As a dog
who had been out on the streets, she should expect as much.

Karly popped the fry into her mouth and
chewed. She still managed to convey annoyance with lowered brows
and a wrinkled nose.

Making her friend wait was mean of her.
Brownies! She reverted to one of her cookie curses her father had
encouraged her to use when she was caught as a pre-teen using a not
so sugary word. The habit had stuck, which made it difficult to
convince clients she was a hard-boiled private eye. Sometimes, she
enjoyed teasing her friend, who could be a little over dramatic.
Not too much or she would be as bad as Elvin, her subcontractor and
friend who was never above pulling a practical joke. He was the one
who got the harness and service dog vest for Max.

At the time, he had been dog-sitting while
Nala and Karly went on a wine tour. His goal was to solicit
sympathy from women he assumed would feel sorry for a blind guy.
Instead, he was tossed out of the bar by the boyfriend of the woman
he’d been flirting with. He later gave the supplies to Nala,
thinking she could make better use of them.

The possibility of her acting like Elvin had
her swallowing in a hurry to speak. “Okay, I’ve had two clients
come to me about a man they met at the dog park.”

Her friend’s shoulders went up in a shrug.
“Not surprising. Men try to meet women at the dog park all the
time. I’ve even had men come into the shelter and ask me what breed
attracts the most babes. I was always leery about letting them
adopt. My fellow employees, not as much. Usually, those dogs left
on Friday and came back on a Monday because they didn’t work the
expected magic. No dog can make up for a creepy owner. I imagined
those guys were hustlers, offering to walk their dogs or
something.”

“No.” She wiped at a dribble of barbecue
sauce before continuing. “Lois, my first client, claimed he was
charming—a handsome fellow who called himself Allan. He had a
gorgeous golden retriever.”

“How is this a problem? I’ve been to the
park a lot with rescue dogs, and I’ve never had a guy flirt with
me.”

“You’re probably better off. This guy asks
for money on the first date and never asks for a second.”

“Huh? You mean he’s asking women for money
at the park? That would be a turn-off for me. What’s the deal?”

That was indeed the question. She exhaled
audibly. “At this point, I don’t know. Lois told me she went out
with Allan, and the date went well until the end when the man
started crying.”

“That has never happened to me, and if it
did, I would not throw money at the guy. I’d excuse myself to the
restroom and hope he got it back together before I returned after a
reasonable length of time. What’s the deal?”

Many women wouldn’t return to the table, but
her tender-hearted friend would. Lois had to be cut from the same
cloth. “He told Lois his dog had heartworms and had to undergo the
treatment, but he had just lost his job and couldn’t afford the
thousand dollars. Lois fell for it and gave him the money.”

The grimace said more about Karly’s feeling
about the tale than the tenderloin she was consuming, which Nala
knew to be extraordinary, pretty much like everything on the menu.
“Yeah, I thought it sounded suspicious, too. Why would you ask
someone out when you couldn’t even afford your own dog’s medical
treatment?”

Karly slapped the table. “That’s dirty, but
at least his dog will get treatment. It’s better than those who
surrender their dogs to the shelter due to medical expenses. They
don’t want to hear the low-cost options they could use,
either.”

Her friend had missed the point, which Nala
had been afraid of. “I don’t think his dog had heartworms.
She told me the dog ran everywhere, just like a dog food
commercial, with no obvious signs of being winded.”

“That does sound suspicious. Why
didn’t she think of that before she gave him the money?”

“He was sobbing in a public restaurant.”

“I can see that as being a problem, but
later on she must have realized she’d been had.”

“That’s when she came to me, and she’s not
the only one.”

Max’s head settled on her lap as if to
question why the food had stopped. Nala surveyed the area but
halted when she realized a blind woman wouldn’t. She slipped the
brisket plate under the table, which kept her dog busy.

“Is Allan trying this on all the dog park
ladies? Don’t they actually talk when their dogs are playing?”
Karly asked.

It would be logical for people to talk, but
Nala had stood in plenty of lines, elevators, and even buses were
people pretended not to notice the person crammed next to them. “It
would be helpful if they did. The next lady, Madeline, described
her dog park Romeo as looking like a young Mark Harmon.”

“Who?”

“That guy on NCIS.”

“The cute Hispanic dude?”

“No, the other one that doesn’t talk
much.”

“He’s old.”

“She did say a younger version. Besides,
none of my clients are young. They’re close to my mother’s age.
Anyhow, he had a French Bulldog with cancer. It was going to cost
eight thousand dollars to help poor Bobo.”

“Let me guess.” Karly made a face. “The
woman gave it to him and never heard from him again?”

“She didn’t have eight thousand dollars, but
she was willing to start the treatment and asked for the name of
the animal hospital. Edward, which is the name he used, gave her
the name of the animal hospital and their PayPal address.”

“That sounds legit.”

“Of course, only she could never get in
contact with him again. I visited the animal hospital, and they
knew nothing about Bobo or his owner. As for the PayPal address,
they don’t have one. The receptionist joked about them being really
old school.”

With an obvious follow up to her statement,
she waited for her friend to ask about the PayPal address. Instead,
Karly placed a hand over her heart. “What type of con artist uses
innocent dogs to perpetuate a crime? Let’s go get him or possibly
them. I’m all in.”


Chapter Two
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It was only ten in the
morning on a Saturday. Inside the fence, the cordoned off dog area
from the regular park looked like an outdoor party with dogs. The
owners were bundled up in puffy jackets and caps. A few were
willing to brave the elements in only a sports team sweatshirt or a
ski sweater. They were the ones usually running with their dog as
if training for the Olympics.

Nala shook her head from her position near a
large oak tree. Show-offs. That’s what those who were
running were doing.

Broad Ripple was fortunate to have a dog
park, but it wasn’t huge. If a person wanted to run, there were
other entire parks to do that in. Nope, not these guys. These guys
wanted to be seen by the women clutching coffee cups in their
gloved hands. Where was Karly anyway?

The plan was for her to show up with a
shelter dog and pretend to be a doting dog lover, which wouldn’t be
much of an act for her friend. A car door slammed, and a frenzied
spate of barking had a conversing dog owner turning to see what
owner couldn’t keep control of his or her animal. A large, white
dog lunged toward the dog park, pulling Karly behind him. Her
friend had on stiletto heel boots that had to be hard to walk in,
let alone run in, as she was presently doing.

Inside the dog park, people rushed about
snapping on leads and cutting their time short as they hurried
their canines to their respective cars. Nala watched the scene in
horror as one owner picked up her small, fluffy dog and raced to
her vehicle. This wasn’t working out as she planned.

Nala came out from her hiding place and
greeted Karly. “Hello, you’re late. Couldn’t you have brought a
little less energetic dog? You’ll clean the place out.” She blinked
when she caught a good look at her friend. Here she’d thought the
boots were ridiculous. “Are you wearing false eyelashes?”

“That’s what took so long and the fact we
had no adoptable dogs.”

Max, who had been hiding, came out from
behind a tree. “What’s that? I would have thought it was a dog, but
I have been wrong at least once or even twice in the past.”

“Diesel.” Karly smiled when she said the
name. “He’s a newbie. His owners just surrendered him. They’re
having a baby and didn’t think they could have him along with a
baby.”

“Why’s that?” Max asked. “Children love
dogs.”

Despite Max ending up in a shelter, he still
hadn’t learned that people often lie about their motivations for
ridding themselves of a dog. “Some children love dogs,” Nala
conceded. “Others are terrified of them.”

The decoy dog ignored Max as he sniffed each
inch of the park, pulling Karly behind him. “Children who aren’t
raised with dogs are terrified of them. I told the man as much,
too. It didn’t change his mind.”

“Could be his dog has no manners,” Nala
suggested, well aware that was no excuse to dump a dog at the
shelter.

“Diesel’s just excited to be outside.” The
words trailed off as Karly reluctantly followed the dog.

Why did most of her undercover assignments
turn out like this? None of them went smoothly like those on
television. On the positive side, she usually wasn’t being shot at,
which was a plus. Her gaze dropped to Max. “Can’t you talk to him
and tell him to calm down or something?”

His lips lifted as he was attempting to
smirk but failed. “I can try. Remember, you didn’t have much luck
influencing preschoolers, and they’re your own kind.”

Leave it to her to take home the smart-aleck
rescue pooch. She rolled her eyes. Unfortunately, Max had hit the
nail on the head. She left teaching preschool since she felt she
made such little impact. Any organization or discipline she tried
to instill was undone by indulgent parents. “Just try, please.”

Instead of answering, Max loped after the
fast disappearing Karly and Diesel. He barked as he ran, sharp,
commanding sounds that punched holes in the air. If she didn’t know
Max as well as she did, it would be frightening to have a large dog
running and barking at her. With any luck, Diesel might feel the
same and stop or possibly run for his life, dragging Karly behind
him. Snickerdoodles! What had she done?

She broke into a run, spotting the three
outside the dog park. Max’s confident bark sounded a little less
strident as he herded the other dog back into the park enclosure.
Sometimes, she forgot about Max’s ancestry, until he did something
that proved he was more than a wise-cracking canine. As they moved
closer, she could hear Karly complaining.

“Slower, Max. I about twisted my ankle a
dozen times already in these boots.”

Her friend’s words made her smile a little,
and she strolled over to meet them. “Let’s get Diesel back to the
center. We can head over to your place where you can change into
something that won’t cause you to break any limbs, and we can
discuss our game plan.”

“Roger that,” Karly agreed with a sigh. “Not
sure if I am cut out to be undercover.”

“Not in those boots, for sure. Not your
style. Where did you get them?”

The dog in question sat without being asked,
then laid down as if tired. Nala smiled at Max. “You worked some
magic there, bud.”

“All in a day’s work, ma’am.” He gave a nod
of his dark, elegantly shaped head.

It was hard to know if the quote was from
the westerns Max enjoyed or from the vintage cop shows her father
favored. “You did good, and I owe you a—”

“A cheeseburger,” he finished for her.

“You’ll get it.” She turned her attention to
Karly. “What’s the getup for?”

“I wanted to look like I was open for some
male attention.”

Nala laughed. It was hard to know what else
to do. Her friend wanted to help with undercover work so much. “Ah
well, you went overboard. I guess I should have given you a heads
up. My assumption was you’d wear your normal clothes. Jeans and
your zip-up hoodie that has the assorted dog silhouettes on it.
Maybe a beanie due to the chill in the air.”

“If I did that, I would look like everyone
else in the park.” She shook her head. “I needed to stand out.”

“Oh, you stood out, all right. Luckily,
since the dog owners scattered so quickly, I doubt anyone noticed
you. Even if they did, I’d doubt they’d recognized you with your
over the top fake eyelashes and sparkly headband. You’d fit right
in one of those toddler pageants with the amount of makeup you have
on. Let’s take Diesel back. It will take a great deal of work
before he can safely make it back to the dog park.”

Karly handed the lead to Nala, then hobbled
over to a bench and sat. “These boots have to go. They’re going to
cripple me. It’s no wonder they sat around in the center’s lost and
found for two months with no one ever claiming them. The poor
sucker who was wearing them must have stripped them off and walked
out of the place barefoot. I have a good mind to do the same, but
at least I have socks on.”

She removed the boots with a flourish, then
stood and carried the offending footwear to a trash container.
“Good riddance.” She tossed them in and grinned. “I’m ready. Let’s
go.”

A much calmer Diesel walked between Nala and
Max. Maybe he’d only been excited to get out.

Looking at the ground littered with decaying
leaves and odd patches of snow, Nala said, “I’m not so sure you
should be walking without shoes. It’s probably below freezing.”

“I’m tough, and I have shoes in the car. No
worries.”

“If you say so.” It wasn’t unusual for Karly
to put on a strong front. She joked she had to do it to protect her
soft marshmallow center. “Just watch where you—”

“Ooh,” Her friend grimaced and held one foot
up gingerly. “Well, I can’t say that’s my first experience doing
that. The good news is I brought along plastic bags for such an
occasion. Good thing I have extra clothes at the center, too.”

“I’ll follow you, or I can swing by, get
lunch, and take it to your apartment.”

Before Karly could answer, Max did.
“Cheeseburgers! Let’s go get them.”

They reached the parking lot. Karly headed
to her car, and when she reached it, she leaned against it to peel
off the offending sock. “If everyone scooped their dog poop, this
wouldn’t have happened.”

“You’re so right. If everyone behaved in a
decent fashion, doing exactly what they were supposed to do, you
and I would be out of work.”

“True.” Karly opened up the back door of her
car and motioned for Diesel to enter. Unlike his earlier exuberant
self, the large dog stepped into the car without a sound.

“I’ll see you at the apartment.” Nala held
up her hand and waited for her friend to wave back before she made
her way to her vintage beetle.

Max jumped in and took the shotgun seat as
he usually did. Nala climbed in after him and had just started the
car when her mobile chimed. The caller identification showed it was
Officer Tyler Goodnight. What could he possibly want?


Chapter Three
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Nala stared at the phone in
her hand. If she let it ring one more time it would go to voice
mail. She might not have spent much time with the man, but she did
know he wasn’t a big fan of voice mail. Good chance he’d hang up
without a message, and she’d never know why he called. In the
middle of its final ring, she picked up.

“Hello?” She hated that her voice was so
breathy.

“Ah, hi, it’s me, Tyler.”

“I know. Your name came up.”

“Oh.” His voice swung up indicating
interest. “You still have my number in your phone.”

That made her sound bad, as if she was still
hanging out and hoping he might call. Maybe she had been doing
exactly that. It just seemed like the desire was there to get
together, but whenever they did, something happened, like his old
girlfriend showing up.

“I have a lot of numbers in my phone. As a
private investigator, I regard you as an excellent resource.”

“Resource, huh? I bet your father would be a
better one. He has higher clearance than I do.”

He made a valid point, which would make it
hard for her to sound so offhand about everything. She wanted to
sound like she didn’t care, when she did. It was important for him
to think she never thought about him, more than she’d like to
admit.

“Yeah, but sometimes I just want an answer.
Often, if I ask my father a question, he ends up taking over. You
know how he is.”

“I do.” He cleared his throat and rushed to
clarify his answer. “I mean, he’s the best at getting things
done.”

“Come on. You don’t have to do that. I’m not
reporting to my father, and even he knows he can be a little
overwhelming. There’s his way, the wrong way, and the highway.”

“Yep. I may have heard that one at the
academy.”

“I bet you did. So, why did you call? I know
it wasn’t to talk about my father.”

He gave a short, forced laugh. “I’m calling
for a friend.”

This was how fifty-percent of her phone
inquiries started out. The I’m asking for a friend ploy
meant the person was just feeling her out and often hoped for a
solution without paying for it. “What does your friend need?”

“Background check on the man she’s
dating.”

“Hmm…” She gave a non-committal reply as she
considered the possibility of Tyler really having a friend who
needed private investigation services. Could this be a ruse just to
talk to her? “I imagine the police could check the name easily
enough.”

“We did. Nothing came up. He doesn’t have a
criminal history. Still, Daphne thinks something isn’t quite
right.”

“She doesn’t have to date him. That’s always
an option.”

“I told her as much.”

“What do you want me
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