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Chapter One
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Max stared out the window
at the passing scenery, which consisted of long stretches of
fields. The occasional irrigation equipment stretching across the
rows of produce like a metal praying mantis signaled they weren’t
in the city anymore. His nose hit glass, repeatedly, no doubt
trying to smell the area. The German Shepherd grumbled and turned
to his owner and driver, Nala. “I’ll miss the burger festival.
Every burger known to man and dog-kind in one place. Bison burger,
turkey burger, prime rib burger, and, of course, cheeseburger!” He
finished with a strong upswing of his baritone on his favorite
burger.

Most dogs loved going places. Max did most
of the time. Nala not only was blessed with an enchanted rescue dog
who could talk, but he was also very observant, which made him
excellent at finding information. He was a great asset in the
private investigator business. His awareness of his environment had
a downside, though. He believed what he was told until his nose or
other senses told him differently. A recent radio broadcast had two
foodies talking about a burger fest in downtown Indianapolis.

“They weren’t even talking about this
week.”

“Sez you.”

“I do.” Nala eased off the gas as the
vehicle in front of her slowed. It was obvious by the position of
the people in the car ahead that they were arguing. The bad thing
about passing those engaged in fighting while driving was they
could be just as erratic as a drunk driver. When the problem car
slowed even more, Nala braced herself for the inevitable and swung
to the left. When she cleared the vehicle, she could address her
partner’s concern.

She stomped on the gas, not getting much
oomph for her effort. Her vintage beetle wasn’t known for its speed
surges. Everyone, including her best friend, Karly, who owned a
beater of a station wagon, insisted she needed a new car. Too bad
no one was handing out free ones. If she had all this extra money
lying around, she wouldn’t be driving the two plus hours for a job
in Southern Indiana.

As if sensing her thoughts, Max asked, “Why
are we taking this very long car ride to New something?”

“New Albany. I already told you why.” She
sighed, thinking in some ways Max resembled the most recent guy she
dated. It only took two dates to decide that Max and the no-go guy
had similar traits. He didn’t listen that well to her, either, and
he also liked cheeseburgers. She’d expected more on the listening
front while they were at the getting to know you phase. His phone
got more attention than she did. Nala might have even let the
relationship go for a few more dates if her business partner,
Sawyer Donovan, hadn’t said something when her date showed up at
work. Sawyer recognized him from a disability case he’d
investigated previously. It worked in her favor. She was looking
for an excuse that wouldn’t have everyone declaring she was too
picky when it came to men.

Her driven, businesswoman mother had no
place for slackers in her heart, while her police captain father
didn’t tolerate liars. More importantly, Karly, her friend who
helped run the local shelter, was already suspicious of the man
because he didn’t have a dog companion or even want one. Max hadn’t
met the man, which was intentional on her part. She pressed her
lips together, ready to put that sad episode behind her. It was sad
because she’d projected on the man what she wanted him to be, and
it wasn’t the first time she’d made that stupid mistake.

“Well?” Max inquired with a cock of the
head. “Tell me again. I’m a dog, not an elephant. Dogs aren’t known
for their memories.”

No need to point out to him all the videos
posted online of dogs greeting their service member-owners with
great enthusiasm after being separated for years. “We’re going to
help out my old friend, Regina. She has a family emergency.”

Max barked several times as a car passed
them with a dog in the back. “Sorry. Instinct and all. I thought
you said your friend was going to London. How is that a family
emergency?”

Well, he had listened, which gave him
one up on her previous date. “Regina’s sister won a week’s vacation
to London. Unfortunately, it wasn’t something she could schedule at
her convenience. It was for some sort of event she had to go
now or not at all. Regina is her plus one. Even now, they’re
already on the plane, whisking their way across the pond. We’ll be
staying at her house with Teddy.”

“Who’s Teddy?”

A beeping came from the radio, a crackle,
and then an Amber Alert. “Ashlee Boden, seventeen, vanished
Saturday, the thirteenth, around ten pm. Ashlee was wearing jeans
and a red University of Louisville hoodie. She has blonde hair,
blue eyes, and is five feet, six inches tall. Anyone who has seen
her or has any knowledge of her disappearance, please contact this
number.”

The station gave the number while Max talked
over it. “That’s a real case. We should go find Ashlee. So,
what is it we’re doing now?”

Cute. He assumed he was helping. The
only reason he was coming along was that she couldn’t think of a
reason not to bring him.

The green highway sign reminded Nala that
she was only twelve miles from the exit where she’d get off and try
to find her way to Regina’s house—another reason why a new car with
a GPS would be helpful.

“I…” she emphasized the word, “will
be taking over creative writing classes for two days. Regina’s
college insists that the teachers find their own subs. They aren’t
fans of canceling classes, even for emergencies.”

“She got you?” Bark! Bark! He smirked and
lifted his dog eyebrows. “Do they know you’re a preschool
teacher?”

“Doesn’t matter. I’m sure she told them I’m
a licensed teacher. How bad could college students be?”

Max opened his mouth to say something but
acted confused. Finally, he admitted, “I have no clue how bad
college students could be.” He stared out the window, and then
said, “Animal House. I rest my case.”

Well aware her dog enjoyed movies, she was
surprised he had watched such an old one. “That was a movie.
College students do not have food fights, especially considering
how much university food services charges for a simple sandwich.
Fiction. We talked about this. It’ll be fine.”

He gave a blubbery snort. “Once again, who’s
Teddy? Maybe another chance for you to find the elusive one you’ve
been searching for your entire life?”

“Have you been watching the Hallmark
Channel?”

“Guilty.”

“Teddy is Regina’s cat.”

“I love cats! I love chasing them and making
them hiss. Gotta love how they arch their backs and spit.”

The stay wouldn’t be that long. Besides,
Regina told her Teddy had no issues with dogs. “Be on your good
behavior. Not our house, not our cat.”

He winked. “You know me. I’m always on my
best behavior.”

She sucked in her lips, trying not to laugh.
Canines were a great deal more sensitive than most people knew. Her
dog never had an unspoken thought, she knew a great deal about how
easily he could be offended. Hopefully, he could manage at the
house with Teddy. She was sure the dog would not be welcomed at
school.

The directions her friend had given her led
her straight to the cottage half-surrounded by woods. The place was
almost in a nature preserve, which made it very quiet. It would be
a change from her nosy neighbors and having to explain away Max’s
behavior or any overheard remarks her canine might make. No one
would believe that her dog spoke. His often outlandish views on
life, dating, and cats were attributed to her.

The sun was sinking behind the pine trees
when they pulled into the long driveway, leaving plenty of time to
unpack and go over the lesson plans. The students probably wouldn’t
even notice the change in teachers, considering all older people
tended to look and sound alike to the younger students. It hadn’t
been that long since she’d been in college. Only the unusual
prompted a second look, depending on the time of day. A professor
could be dressed up in a gorilla suit and only get a yawn in an
early morning class. While an afternoon class, with a young,
handsome professor sporting a fedora and an over-long scarf
reminiscent of Dr. Who, might get more than a few females to sit up
in interest.

Personally, she figured most would assume
she was Regina, they both had similar builds and hair coloring.
Maybe she shouldn’t mention she was subbing at all. If she did at
the start of class, many wouldn’t hear her anyway. Those who did
might even use the information to skip class. They’d slide out
while she turned her back to write their assignment on the
whiteboard. Regina warned her that could happen.

The house door had a keypad lock. Nala
tapped in the code. Inside, cut flowers were scattered across the
foyer and broken glass, which must have been the vase that held
them. Had someone broken in? If they had, should she enter? Where
was Max?

Her backward glance located her dog doing a
sniff survey of the yard. “Max!”

A muffled “Busy!” drifted up from her dog’s
location.

Not what she wanted to hear. Sometimes she
wondered who was the dominant one in their relationship.
Unfortunately, she had the suspicion it wasn’t her. She slapped her
leg. “Max, now!”

He lifted his snout from the leaves and gave
her the look that announced his sentiments better than words ever
could. The leaves crunched under his paws as he loped to the door.
Once on the step beside her, he lifted his head and stated, “You
rang?”

Sometimes it was hard to decide if she
should be irritated or amused by her dog. Her lips tipped up. “I
did. I think someone may have broken in to the house.”

Max took a step back. “Call the police.”

It would be logical. Still, she wrinkled her
nose. What if it were nothing? She would look foolish to the local
law enforcement officials in an entirely different county than her
own. “Get in there. You’re a dog, and it’s your job to ferret out
wrongdoers.”

He gave his head an emphatic shake. “That
part is highly overrated. Remember the last time you ordered me to
bite the kidnapper?” He grimaced, then stuck out his tongue. “Yuck!
Yuck! Yuck!”

“Point made. No biting this time. Just a
quick look around to see if the culprits are still here.”

Max inched up to the door and sniffed. “Cat.
Big cat.”

“How can you tell if it’s a big cat?”
Sometimes she was pretty sure Max made this stuff up to sound
impressive.

“In the hallway.”

“What?” She turned quickly to see a creature
the size of a very furry beagle glaring at them. Nala pulled the
door shut without thinking.

“Smart.” Max nudged her. “I would have done
the same thing if I had hands.”

She dug her phone out of her purse. “I need
to check on something.” A few taps brought up the information she
needed about the creature inside the house. She might as well read
it aloud for Max. “The Maine Coon Cat is the biggest of the
domesticated cats. It can be forty-eight inches from tip to tail
and weigh as much as thirty pounds.”

“Cowabunga! That’s an animal I’d like to
avoid.”

Just in case her dog wasn’t getting it, she
added, “Teddy is a Maine Coon Cat.”

Max glanced at the closed door, then up at
her. “Ah, you’re telling me we’re supposed to live in the same
house with that prehistoric creature?”

“Yes.” No need to tell her skittish pup the
cat might not be in the best mood over his owner’s departure,
demonstrated by the smashing of the glass vase. Cats could be
moody. “I imagine he’ll be lots of fun once you get to know him
better.”

“Yeah, that’s what they said about Godzilla,
and you remember how that turned out.”

Nala placed her hand with the phone in it
against her chest. “I keep my promises. I’m going in. I’m just
surprised you’re afraid of a little, tiny cat. I wonder what the
dogs back home would say if they knew a cat frightened you.”

“I know what you’re doing, trying that
backward psychology on me. It’s not going to work. That isn’t a
cat. It’s more like a dozen cats sewed together. That means it has
the same disgruntled attitude of a dozen or so cats. It’s a
nightmare come to life. No, thank you. I’ll stay out here. There’re
so many nice smells I haven’t fully enjoyed. Leave your phone so I
can call the ambulance if needed.”

“Be a coward then. I imagine real-life
police dogs would have no problem entering the house. Just think.
They take down robbers, terrorists, sniff out drugs and bombs, and
even find trapped people after earthquakes.”

Max’s head went down as she named all the
things brave dogs did. Finally, he snapped his head up. “All right,
I get it! Brave dogs get the job done. Open the door and let me
show that cat who’s boss.”

Nala opened the door, and Max sprang through
the opening. There was a clatter of nails, a feline screech, a
woof, and then another clatter of nails as Max vaulted out of the
door opening.

“Okay. Teddy is the boss. I’m going to sleep
on the porch.”


Chapter Two
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Students moved slowly down
the tree-shaded paths between red brick buildings to reach their
early morning classes. A low-lying fog hugged the ground making the
buildings appear to be hovering on a cloud as if in a futuristic
movie. Nala yawned and consulted her map about which building she
should be in. A large X marked the humanities square. Figures that
it would be the one farthest from the parking lot. Oh well. She’d
remember that detail on her next teaching day.

“Hey!” Max bumped into her leg for
attention. “Ever notice how much the students resemble
zombies?”

Some moved silently on a mission, but the
majority were staring down at their phones and somehow navigated
with a type of sonar that kept them from bumping into things. Not
far from her, two phone watching students bumped into each other.
It was a system with definite flaws.

As for the one creature who shouldn’t be
talking—was talking.

“Hush!” She hissed the word. “You know the
rules.”

It wasn’t her idea to bring Max. It was
probably against protocol. After a night of crowding her in bed and
murmuring in his sleep about a demon cat, she knew she’d have
problems leaving him alone today. What she didn’t expect was no
sign of her canine when she rolled out of bed. After calling and
calling, she had to leave to arrive for her class on time. Inside
her beetle sat Max in the passenger seat. How he managed to open
the door without thumbs baffled her. His stance and straight-ahead
stare announced he would not be moved.

Technically, she outweighed the dog. Even
still, when he decided he didn’t want to do something, she couldn’t
move him. It was like he had Velcro on his paws or had an internal
magnet sticking him in place. She had no time for a battle she’d
lose anyhow. Instead, she drove to the university and tried to
decide on the way how to handle the situation.

There would be no leaving him in the car.
Max had taught himself to roll down the windows, but none of the
students would expect that, and some might feel the need to break
the car windows to save the dog. Her lips pursed as she pondered
her lack of options. Elvin, her friend and sometime work associate,
devised a guide dog vest and harness for Max. His original
intention was to use it to pick up girls who would feel sorry for a
blind man. It hadn’t worked as well as he’d hoped and ended with a
woman’s boyfriend tossing him out of the bar.

Still, she had used the harness and vest
when investigating and donned a pair of dark glasses to complete
her disguise. Ironically, people dismissed blind people as
witnesses, but they were so much more aware because they depended
on their other senses. As a pseudo-blind person, she had all her
senses and the benefit of people trying to ignore her. Early on,
when she chose to use the harness and the glasses, she discovered
people would practically run to get out of her way. Every now and
then, she’d get an unasked-for helper who would walk beside her and
narrate the entire stroll down to the cracks in the sidewalk and
the weather. Hopefully, she wouldn’t have any of those today.

When they got closer to the building, she
slid on her sunglasses, hoping they’d be dark enough to hide her
eye movement. Inside the building, she found her classroom and the
door was unlocked. All was good. She laid out the outlines she’d
prepared for the students. Regina mentioned they could also
download the outlines online. Some teachers included the notes
online, but Regina didn’t, pointing out it gave students just
another reason not to come to class.

That sounded so much like her friend.
Normally, Nala considered herself a rule follower, but she was a
slacker in comparison to her friend. Quite frankly, Regina would
never have a non-guide dog attired as if he was. Then again, she
wouldn’t have a wild animal in her home masquerading as a domestic
pet. To be honest, though, Teddy, the cat in question, had been
welcoming to Nala.

The outlines were on the front table, and
she had the upcoming due date written on the board before the
students entered. Knowing better than to greet them with a cheery
good morning as she would her pre-school students, she stood off to
the side and watched them enter. Max laid behind the desk and was,
for all intents and purposes, hidden, which worked out well. Her
sunglasses hid any interest she might display in the students’
antics.

A few walked to the front table and picked
up the project outlines. Most sleep befuddled individuals slipped
into a seat and opened their computers or stared at their cell
phones. It was hard to miss the slender earbud cords attached to
the phones, especially when they were in neon colors, making her
wonder how the student could possibly hear. Regina probably would
make some general announcement about the class beginning, then
march around the room reminding anyone who wasn’t complying.

Just the possibility of doing so had Nala
wincing. No way would she do that. So far, adults were much quieter
than preschoolers, especially in the early morning. There was some
slurping of coffee, which made her regret she hadn’t brought some
to kick-start her system. The search for Max this morning had cut
out leisurely activities such as coffee and breakfast. All she
wanted to do was get through the class and the one after that. She
could pick up lunch on the way to Regina’s office, which was, of
course, on the opposite end of the campus. After a lunch break, she
had office hours and wasn’t sure how she’d handle that, since she
had no experience with creative writing. She was, however, decent
at reading. Her former students were considered primo if they
mastered their name and the alphabet. Surely Regina didn’t expect
her to grade anything.

Two students were engaged in an animated
discussion in the hallway. Their voices carried.

“No! She vanished. I don’t know what
happened to her.”

“Weird. She didn’t say anything to you? You
know about her stepfather? She didn’t like living with him. Called
him a dictator.”

A dismissive snort sounded. “What parent
isn’t. Besides, she’s already accepted at Purdue. This first
semester here was only to get a few of the general classes out of
the way and a compromise for her mother. It cuts down on the
expense, too. She was transferring in January. No, this isn’t like
her. At least they have an Amber Alert out for her.”

“Not sure what good that would do if the
ghosts have her.”

If the ghosts have her? Nala wondered if
this was code for a gang or something. If it was, it wasn’t one
she’d ever heard of. How intimidating could you be with a name like
The Ghosts, which implied you’d be white and hovered above the
ground. One of the students, a bespectacled girl, stood and walked
to the door and closed it. Her actions ended the conversation that
had Nala speculating if her unknown speakers had been discussing
the same girl they’d heard about on the radio. Oh yeah.
Class. She was supposed to be teaching.

“As you can see by the date on the board,
your next story is due by October twenty-sixth.” Nala started with
what she thought was the most important. She scanned the students
to see who was attending. None were looking at her. At best, she
saw the crowns of the heads from her standing position as they
peered at their electronic devices. A few were even typing on their
keyboards, but as far as she could tell she’d said nothing
requiring that many keystrokes.

A hand went up in the back. She acknowledged
the male with a nod. Oops, a blind person would not have seen that.
So much for that disguise. “Yes?”

“Will this class be canceled for
Halloween?”

Nala sucked in her lips. She’d expected some
questions she might have trouble answering, but she assumed they’d
have more to do with crafting a story as opposed to holidays. As
far as she knew, Regina had a liberal holiday package with both
Christmas and Thanksgiving off. There was Labor Day, too. She
couldn’t think of anything else. The Fourth of July occurred in the
summer and some of the other holidays occurred on Sundays, which
would normally be off.

She assumed any partying could be done after
class and asked, “This is a morning class. Why would you need to be
off for Halloween?”

The boy shrugged his shoulders, having no
real answer. Fortunately, she had consulted her notes. A blind
person would not be reading off a paper—or at least a non-Braille
surface, not that the act would serve her anymore. However, so far,
no one had even bothered to look up except for holiday boy.

“Today, we are going to discuss the power of
observation.”

Door-closing girl cleared her throat. “On
the outline, it mentions characterization.”

Really? This was how it was going to be?
She’d read the notes thoroughly the night before while Max trembled
beside her. She couldn’t be sure how much was actual canine fear
and what percentage was acting.

She steepled her fingers together and gave
the girl a tight smile. Her father always advised playing to her
strengths. Observation was her strength. “You’re right. The
outline does say characterization. We should know about your
characters via their actions. Instead of saying Kevin was a
jerk…”

“Hey!” One of the male students exclaimed
while the others giggled.

She should have known there would be a Kevin
in the room. Undeterred, Nala continued, “…it is important to show
why Kevin is a jerk as opposed to saying he is one. Maybe he
put American cheese slices underneath a friend’s windshield wipers
on a hot summer day.”

This caused a few interested looks, making
Nala grimace. Could be there would be some blurry windshields on
campus in the upcoming days. “He could have broken up with his
girlfriend via text or social media.”

Another male glanced at Kevin and shook his
head. “It’s like she knows you.”

It was probably time to give Kevin a break.
“Little things say a lot about a person. For example, you could
have two people meeting for a meal.” She hesitated. She had gone
off the notes but had fifty more minutes to fill. Two people having
a meal reminded her of her last online match. Great material to
show total weirdness in a few actions. “Maybe they don’t know each
other well. It could even be a first meeting, or it could be
they’ve known each other for years. The important thing to remember
is the reader doesn’t know them. You’re going to have to show the
reader who they are.”

Door-closer girl’s hand went up. “How would
you do that? Everyone eats when you go out for a meal.”

“You’d assume that, maybe. You have a woman
who refuses to order anything but an unsweetened iced tea. What
does that tell you?”

“She’s watching her weight…” door-closer
girl answered.

Another voice called out, “She’s paying her
own tab!” earning a few laughs.

“She could have already eaten,” an older
woman suggested.

A few more answers were called out showing
that the students were actually paying attention. “Now, keep in
mind, you don’t tell folks at the beginning of a mystery who the
killer is. It goes the same for everything else. You drop clues
along the way, hinting at how a person is without saying it
outright. Never say someone is good or bad—show it. Do you
understand?”

Halloween boy’s hand went up. Before she
could recognize him, he spoke, “Do we get November first off?”

Door-closer girl answered for her. “No, TJ.
You do not get Halloween off or November first or the day after
that. You actually come to college to learn something. Why don’t
you stop your idiotic questions so those of us who came to learn,
can?” She turned and smiled up at Nala. “Could you give us another
example please?”

Even though it was tempting to point out
that her pithy little speech showed that door-closer girl took the
class very seriously, she didn’t. Regina wouldn’t thank her for
riling up her students. Best to go back to the memory of her most
recent online date, which had the merit of being very short.

“Okay, you’re back at dinner with two
strangers who are on a date.”

Someone called out, “How can they be on a
date if they’re strangers?”

“Online dating,” Nala answered, giving the
group a slow survey. “Most of you are unaware that currently you
are surrounded by people your age, often in the same socio-economic
group, even with similar likes since you’re in the same elective
class. It’s like you’re in a river of possible dating options.”

Several of the students smiled and a few
elbowed each other as she spoke. “Outside this world, it’s often
hard for people to meet each other, and they resort to a computer
program to find an appropriate date in the surrounding area. Still,
they’re unsure of the process and watch the date for hints about
who he is. We are the readers watching this date unfold.

“At the restaurant, the man gives his order
explaining his food should not touch. He wants no gravy on his
mashed potatoes and no dressing on his salad. What might his date
take away from this behavior?”

Her top teeth sunk into her bottom lip as
she realized her slip. She meant to say what would the
reader think about his actions. An older woman held her hand
up. Nala nodded for the woman to proceed. If the students noticed
the sunglasses, they might assume she was trying to be hip. They
also might think she was a vampire and couldn’t be exposed to
strong light, too.

“I’d tell that woman on the date to run
fast. He can’t even fake normal for a first date or even worse, he
has no clue what normal looks like. He sounds like my ex-husband.
It took me twenty years to unload him.”

“Ooookay…” She lengthened the word, not sure
if the class was turning into an impromptu therapy group.
Obviously, she was right to refuse the possibility of the second
date. With preschoolers, she had to schedule every minute, but
adults would appreciate the time to work on their project. “Why
don’t you take about fifteen minutes and work on an opening scene.
We’ll discuss a few.”

Someone murmured about Professor Collins
never giving them time to work in class. Another voice hissed in a
low tone to shut up. Nala pretended not to hear and glanced at her
watch. Goodness, there was thirty minutes left in class, and she
totally ruined her disguise. As if on cue, Max walked out from
behind the desk.

What else could go wrong? Door-closer girl
glanced up and squealed, “A dog!” She eased out of her chair and
approached Nala. “Can I pet your emotional support dog?”

Her what?

The student angled her head to Max, whose
ears were forward, catching every word, “I assumed he was for
social anxiety. I mean, with the sunglasses and all, you wouldn’t
have to look directly at the students. Professor Collins mentioned
to me that she’d be gone, and a friend would be filling in and
would need some help.” She held up both hands. “That’s what I’m
doing—helping.”

That’s not the word Nala would have used.
“Go ahead, pet him.”

Somehow, without intending to, Nala ended up
explaining to the class that she was a private eye as opposed to a
creative writing professor, although she did emphasize she had a
valid Indiana teaching license. She explained how Max helped in
investigations and
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