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Chapter One
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The Pit Bull lowered her head and growled. Her nose twitched, taking the scent of the chicken in Ayden's hand. She wanted it, had slunk close enough to snatch it in a single lunge, but the dog wasn't ready yet. She kept her shining eyes focused on Ayden's face and growled again, the movement of her nose the only giveaway that she noticed the treat. 

Someone had dumped her there. Ayden ignored the urge to move, the itch to throttle the invisible idiot who'd abandoned the dog in an alley. Heartless enough with an ordinary stray, but a pit on its own in the city only had one destiny. Eventually, someone with more authority and less patience would discover the bitch's hideout. She'd scare someone, god-forbid bite someone, and then her story would end. Pit Bulls didn't get the benefit of the doubt. Not in the city, and not even if they didn't have a mean bone in their body. 

Ayden held perfectly still and felt the dog's hot breath against her skin. Close enough, girl. You can have it. Please, take it. The dog needed more time to trust, but they'd run out of it. Ayden fought with panic and lost. Her hand trembled and the chicken danced just enough. 

The pit vanished. She moved too fast, and Ayden had to hold very still if she wanted another chance tomorrow morning. She couldn't risk breaking the thin thread they'd already woven between them. Tomorrow, maybe. She watched the eyes, staring at her now from behind a stack of pallets. The dog's gray and white coat flashed between the slats. She was getting thin, even with the scraps Ayden brought. 

She stood up slowly, wincing at the cramps in her legs. Sitting like a statue on cold pavement took its toll on a body. Not as much, she guessed, as living like the poor Pit Bull was. Not as much as being tossed away and forgotten. Left to live or die. 

The chicken would keep the dog alive, maybe even fill her out enough that the bones didn't show. It wouldn't save her if the city discovered her here. Ayden tossed the meat toward the pallets with as gentle a movement as possible. The city would bring catch poles and tranquilizers. 

"There you go, girl." She kept her voice soft and flat. "It's all yours."

Maybe they'd make a breakthrough tomorrow. The dog pressed her belly to the ground and kept her eyes on the meat now. She growled again, low and soft. More a plea than a threat. 

Ayden stepped backwards. She guided her retreat with one hand against the wall of Terry's Mini-lube. Terry, it turned out, was an obese mechanic with a crew of three underneath him. None of them smoked, and she'd watched long enough to guess they took their breaks somewhere other than the alley. Still, eventually one of them might come this way, might need to toss another pallet on the stack, or sweep up the bottles and detritus from the last drunks to party in the narrow space. 

The vagrants would avoid the dog without reporting her, but the mechanics wouldn't. Ayden knew the reaction a loose Pit Bull could inspire. They'd call the cops, the pound, their buddies with guns or poison.

"I'll see you tomorrow, girl." She backed farther and hoped the pit would emerge, would take the chicken in front of her instead of waiting until she'd wandered completely out of sight. The dog didn't budge. Ayden checked her watch and bit back a curse. Tomorrow, they could try again...or maybe tonight. 

This morning, she was late for work. 

She scooted faster, despite the fact that it made noise, that the Pit Bull hunkered lower and growled again. She'd been late yesterday, and two days before that. If she kept this up, she'd lose the best job she'd ever had. 

Ayden reached her bike at two minutes till eight. She'd left the rusting ten-speed leaning against Terry's paper box. One of these days she'd find it missing and have to hoof it. One of these days, she should pick up a bike chain. 

Today she scrambled onto the seat and worked the pavement cramps out of her knees by pedaling like there was no tomorrow. The chain had stretched during the bike's long life. It clattered and threatened to come off every third or fourth revolution. The brakes worked too well, and she avoided using them for fear of launching over the handlebars and into traffic. 

There was little of that at this hour, however, and she soared down the short hill past the Corduroy County hospital and around the corner onto Beaumont without slowing. Janet would be there already, she'd have opened the office and started the coffee. But Janet wouldn't clean a kennel for anyone. She wouldn't wrestle the larger dogs into their runs either. 

Ayden crossed diagonally at the next intersection and headed down Birch. Two more blocks and no time left. Janet would rat her out to Barilleaux if she didn't pay her off. She'd have to take the princess to lunch again, and this time, something nicer than KFC. Better spend a half hour scarfing down something expensive with her prissy co-worker than getting fired. Better, but only barely. 

She'd do it for the Pit Bull. Hell, she'd do it to save her job. 

Barilleaux Kennels trained and housed the most spoiled pets in the county. The owners had more money than they could possibly spend on their two grown children and had taken to showing sighthounds to keep themselves busy and financially occupied. Their success in the ring had committed the retired couple to the dog business, but they'd only opened the kennel six months ago. 

Ayden had seen the advertisement in the help wanted section and nearly choked on her instant mashed potatoes. She dove on the interview like a terrier on a tennis ball and convinced Mrs. Barilleaux that she was destined to work for them. Destined to work with dogs, at least. For the most part, Ayden could have lived without the people.   

She skidded to a stop in front of the building at ten minutes past her shift start. The pay, unfortunately, she couldn't live without...nor could her family. She flung the ten-speed into the rack they'd installed just for her and blew through the front doors and into a chorus of frantic, echoing barks. 

The foyer rang with hungry, anxious doggy calls, and Ayden felt their demands as guilt knifing through her. She was so worried over the stray, and yet, the dogs here needed out, needed fed and cleaned. If she got up an hour earlier, maybe tomorrow.

"You're late again." Janet's voice had a high-strung edge to it that set Ayden's teeth together. She wore expensive clothes that shouldn't come within ten feet of dogs, shoes too wobbly for working in and, usually, a sneaky or disapproving expression. 

"I'm sorry. I can get lunch."

"Barilleaux's already here." Janet smiled, fake and full of pretend apology. She leaned back in the office chair behind the front counter. That was low enough that Ayden could see the flash of amusement in her co-worker's eyes. "She brought Pancake in for her grooming."

Son-of-a-bitch. Pancake was Mrs. Barilleaux's companion animal. Unlike the Salukis they bred for show, Pancake had all the charisma of a rat. They'd paid a small fortune for her, but if the little terrier had any redeeming qualities, Ayden hadn't sorted them out yet. Pancake peed on a whim, whined incessantly and nipped whenever the mood struck her. 

If it was grooming day, she'd already been marked late. She'd have to face Barilleaux and try to explain without mentioning the Pit Bull. At least she wouldn't have to take lunch with Janet. 

"There you are." Mrs. Barilleaux appeared in the inner doorway as if summoned. She smiled, beamed as usual and gave off her aura of benevolent optimism. "Ayden, dear. You're flushed. Did you have to walk in?"

"No. I'm sorry I was late. I had to stop and pick up..." She searched for something she'd be required to get before work but not be obligated to produce as proof.

"It's fine, dear. Really. Do you think Pancake looks like she's overweight?" 

"I won't be late again." Ayden stared at her boss. The woman had on a ladies' suit, crisp and apricot in color. The fabric looked very expensive. It matched the wad of halfway curly fur bundled in the crook of Barilleaux's arm. Pancake. The dog should have weighed about three pounds, but Ayden would put her around seven if she was being kind. Her owner swept past Ayden's apology and thrust the dog forward for her to inspect. 

Pancake wriggled in mid-air, supported under her forelegs by two well-manicured hands and curling her top lip back just enough to show Ayden her perfectly brushed teeth. 

"Dr. Mao said she's five pounds overweight! Can you imagine it? If she lost that much, there'd be nothing left of her."

Before Ayden could answer, her boss snuggled the pampered pooch back to her chest. She cooed at Pancake, and earned a nip on the nose for her trouble. 

"She doesn't want to diet," Janet offered. 

They pointedly ignored the fact that Ayden had shown up late to work again. They smiled. Pancake snarled at her mistress, and Ayden felt the impending termination overhead like a boulder just waiting to crash through the roof. 

"I need to get the Huskies into their run," she said. It was hopeless anyway. Barilleaux's fat terrier knew it. Pancake bared her teeth and snarled at her in silent doggy language. You are so fired. 

"Of course. Don't let us keep you," Mrs. Barilleaux said. "I fed the little ones already." 

There it was. Don't let us keep you. The woman was furious with her, and she'd had to do Ayden's job on top of it. She'd probably find a pink slip waiting in her cubby. 

"Thank you Mrs. Barilleaux. I'm really sorry."

"About what, dear?"

"I was late."

"Again," Janet said. 

"Oh that." Barilleaux shrugged and Pancake grunted. "It was ten minutes, Ayden. Not to worry." 

Ayden nodded, but she felt lead in her feet. She dragged them toward the door that would take her into the kennel. At least she could see them all exercised and fed, maybe play with the Huskies a bit before she had to say goodbye. 

Her boss carried Pancake to the front counter and let the little dog down to romp on top of their appointment book. Janet put her feet up on the short file cabinet, and they whispered something Ayden didn't want to hear. She slunk closer to the wall where the spay and neuter posters gleamed. The barking increased into a frenzy when she reached the door. The dogs, she reminded herself, it was all about the dogs, not the idiots who owned them. 

"Ayden?" 

There it was. She knew it. "Yeah?" 

"I'm taking Janet to lunch this afternoon. Why don't you join us?" 

She had one hand on the door, had almost made it. Now Ayden could feel their attention on her. Their eyes drilled little holes in the back of her skull. What had they whispered, then? Let's wait till lunch and then can her? Get another day's work from her, perhaps? She closed her eyes and breathed in and out. 

"We're going to Jeno's." 

Ayden turned around with the lead feeling creeping higher, into her legs, trapping her in a moment she didn't want to face. Both of them watched her, and they wore complimentary expressions. Somehow, their pity was worse than the axe would have been. 

"I brought lunch today."

"It's my treat." Mrs. Barilleaux smiled the same, placating, sympathetic smile that every foster mother, every social worker and would-be rescuer Ayden had ever met wore. 

She stuffed her fists into her pockets and shook her head. "I'd rather work through today, maybe make up for being late."

"It was only ten..." 

Ayden pushed her way through the kennel doors before her boss could finish. Ten minutes. Only ten minutes and look what it had cost her. She'd seen that want-to-help expression too many times to hope it would go away anytime soon. She'd fallen into the hard-up category as far as Barilleaux was concerned. She'd become a project. The beagle at the far end of the row bayed and the rest of their current guests took up the call. 

They'd never fire her now, not when they could try to save her instead. Ayden stalked to her cubby and tore off her hoodie. She stuffed it into the square wooden space that was her own personal stash box at the kennel and turned to the storage bins where the kibble and scoops waited.  

She couldn't afford to quit, either. She had the family at home to think of, the dogs here to look after, and the Pit Bull. They'd make that breakthrough yet. She'd just have to be more careful where her boss was concerned. She'd have to dodge a little, but then, she was an expert at dodging. 

Ayden filled a scoop with kibble, smelled the tang of it wafting off the bin to mix with the scent of dog and dirty kennels. She pushed the image of Barilleaux's face to the back of her thoughts and slunk down the line of chain-link kennels, doling out breakfast and apologizing at each one for arriving late. 
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Chapter Two
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Pusan Harbor gleamed beyond the railroad tracks. The latest train to drag into port carried African troops. They poured from the open doorways in khaki uniforms with short pants and skin darker than Jamie's even. He watched them take in Pusan for the first time and pulled his red bandana out from under his collar. 

It was too hot to wear them today. Bad enough that their army greens boiled on a sunny day like this. He didn't need the neckerchief to make him sweat even more. 

His buddy Jack tried to pass him a slender pipe, but Jamie shook his head and let his gaze drift from the Africans to the row of Red Cross trucks parked along one side of the area. Lines of servicemen wound around and between the coffee carts, men waiting for a hot cup of joe and maybe a chance to chat up one of the nurses through the service window. A huddle of white-aproned Koreans circled the nearest truck like a cloud. They chattered with the servicemen, laughed and traded stories while farther north their country was contested, negotiated, and torn apart. 

"You want coffee?" Jack nudged him and grinned, flashing brilliant white teeth. "Not too many more days like this, eh?"

"I guess not." They'd be moving north too soon. Jamie eyed the distant hills and tried to imagine it. He heard Jack spit and cuss to himself, an echo of his own thoughts on the matter. He didn't want to think that far ahead. Thinking ahead wasn't what brought him to Korea. Thinking ahead wasn't how he operated. 

He turned back to the train. The African troops still drifted around the cars, but a few of the sharper units already moved in a line toward the Red Cross and the scent of coffee floating on the breeze. 

The concrete gleamed in the sunlight, almost white except for a dusty tank tread pattern or the occasional streak of grease from the over-sized truck tires. A squadron of leathernecks marched between the train and the red cross, blocking his view of the Africans and capturing his attention long enough that Jack nudged him again.

"Yes or no? There's the colonel." 

A cluster of army officers sauntered toward the coffee service. Their fat, balding colonel rolled along with the group, gesturing to the trains and flapping his jaws non-stop. Jack shuffled his feet. He'd asked something, but the question faded like the hills on the far side of Pusan Bay. The sun flared overhead, a new wave of heat, and Jamie felt woozy, like Jack spoke from far away, like he was about to pass out. 

He shook his head hard and his hat tumbled to the concrete. Jack bent over, snatched it with fingers edged in paler skin. He waved the flimsy cap under Jamie's nose. 

"You all right, man?"

"Coffee." Jamie remembered the question with effort. Coffee or not, except he probably needed water. He needed to lie down, maybe to see a medic. The world looked fuzzy at the edges. 

"C'mon." Jack moved. His boots patted a rhythm that led toward the back of the long lines. 

Jamie turned to follow. He tightened his jaw against another surge of woozy and caught the soft croon of Bing Crosby drifting over the voices, feet and distant engines. Someone's radio. The white guy with the voice like butter melting. 

"Hey!" Jack shouted at him, but he'd moved too far away and now he blurred into the background, still waving Jamie's hat, muted, like he wasn't important. 

Crosby's voice lifted. Someone was a fan. They tweaked the volume up and tried to drown the war with the power of radio. The coffee carts faded to huge, square shadows, and Jack blended in with them. The Africans blended in too, with the tanks in the distance and the far hills. Background. Of no matter.

One clear spot dragged his vision to the right. He latched onto it, a focused circle that soothed away his vertigo. It was like the whole scene was on TV and the guys making the film wanted him to look here, to see this part and not the rest. 

A group of nurses. A native Korean woman with a wide, white parasol chatting with three of the Red Cross gals. They moved toward the carts together, but the instant Jamie looked, one of the nurses stopped. He could make out the patch on her arm from here, the white circle with the red cross inside. 

His focus narrowed again. The clear spot shrank to hug her, to include only this one white woman in a fitted green jumpsuit. Her head turned—dark hair under her cap, eyes that widened and focused back on him—a face to write home about. 

She froze like a statue, a green vision against a white field. Her eyes lowered, but she smiled, and the sun exploded across the harbor as if on cue. Jamie's heart joined it. He grinned, and the gal's mouth curled into a match for him. 

"Mary?" One of the other nurse's sang the name. Mary, an angel in a halo of blurry military life.

The woman waved her arm at her friends, but she kept her eyes on him, kept her smile for him. Her friends called again, sharper and with a chorus of feminine snickers. Mary turned her head to the side, but her eyes dragged from Jamie's. Her smile remained, a soft blessing in a hard place. 

He stepped forward, and a hand caught his elbow, tugging him away. A transport truck lumbered across the concrete. It blocked his view of the nurses and sent him shuffling back to reality and to the soldier gripping his arm. 

"You all right, man?" Jack frowned at him. He'd seen the nurses, of course. His eyes gleamed with disapproval. Jack's mind was too narrow for the thoughts in Jamie's head. "You almost stepped in front of that truck."

"I'm fine." Jamie mumbled it, but in his head the words sang. He was more than fine. He felt, light, high, a little bit crazy. The sun blazed over the harbor. The truck passed, men packed into the open bed shouting and singing along with Bing. The nurses led Mary toward the coffee trucks, but she turned her head again and looked back. 

She looked back for him.

"You still want coffee?" Jack didn't bother to hide his suspicion.

"Yeah." Jamie took his hat from his buddy's outstretched hand without looking at the dark face. He didn't give a wooden nickel what Jack thought about "messing with no white women." The nurses reached the nearest coffee truck, vanished behind a huddle of white-clad Korean cooks. Jack could take a hike. He had an angel to chase.   



Maxwell wound the leather leash around his hand and watched Ranger streak like a black meteor toward the latest volunteer to wear the suit. They'd scented it. Doc Winston had managed to rig up a pocket in the protective padding, and they'd stuffed the chest pouch with the clothes of the most recent casualty of their war.

She'd been possessed since childhood, a leggy blonde with more curves and money than sense and one nasty, first class demon problem. She'd also been the breakthrough they'd waited for for almost a hundred years. The demon who broke the rules, the first one they sent packing for good. Back to hell. 

Ranger slammed into the new guy, knocking him flat off his feet and clamping square, Rottweiler jaws over the padding, dead center in the man's chest.  Poor bastard wouldn't be volunteering for training duty again anytime soon. Maxwell's dog, his partner and best friend, shook the padding in a frenzy backed by snarls that meant business. They meant Ranger thought he had a demon down. 

But he didn't howl. Interesting. Maybe his instincts knew the guy was a fake. Or maybe when the time came, Ranger would falter, leave Max to face hell unleashed with nothing but a gun and a prayer or two. 

He shook it off, the ominous cloud that had been tailing him for weeks now. They had a way to win, a foothold in a war that went back to ancient times. They could send the bastards back, someday be done with them forever. 

And then what?

Maxwell lived the program. He lived for it, and he had long since given up any semblance of a life outside it. If they took down the last soul sucker, he couldn't begin to guess what he'd do next. Which was probably why the visions had come back, the memories of Korea that were far more than dreams. Echoes of his past life that had haunted him since he'd faced off with his first demonic foe. 

Ranger had I.D.'d that one. He'd held the evil at bay while Max put a .45 caliber stop to the thing's current incarnation. That one, would come back, but the next one didn't have to. None of them had to come back now. 

He could find Mary again. 

"Are you going to call him back, or let him eat poor Leary?" Doc Winston's voice brought him round to the present. On the field, his dog was doing a good job of decimating Leary's protective covering. Padding flew like snow across the grass. Shit. 

"Ranger, off!" 

The dog jumped away from his target and spun back, sprinting toward Max. Behind him, Leary groaned and rocked back and forth like a turtle in the heavy suit. The doctor chuckled, but Max felt his cheeks burn. He should have paid attention. The kid could have been hurt. When Ranger skidded into a finish, sat perfectly at Max's left leg and turned his adoring gaze up to his master, Max gave him a pat before snapping his lead back on. "Good dog. My bad."

"The kid will be fine," Winston said. "It'll toughen him up a bit."

"I lost focus." Max tightened his jaw and shook his head. It was a big mistake. If any of his crew had done it, he'd have them scrubbing kennels. "I'll take clean up for it."

"Not today." Winston shook his head. His voice grew serious, and his gray eyes darkened. They matched his hair, and suited him as much as the folds in his aging skin did. Age looked good on the British. It looked good on Winston, and thanks to his memories, Jamie's memories, Max remembered what the doctor had looked like in his thirties. Now, his expression said something had happened. It was the same face he'd shown Jamie in Korea, the same face that had recruited Max into the program...twice.

"What's happened?" Max looked to Winston's heel, but there was no dog. He wasn't used to seeing the man without a dog in hand. Hell, he wasn't used to seeing anyone without a dog in hand. "Alex?"

"I let him sleep." The doctor's German Shepherd had enjoyed a very long life for his breed. Now, just standing caused more pain than Winston could bear to force on him. He still got around on his own, still enjoyed too much life to consider the alternative, but if Alex wanted to sleep in, Max couldn't think of a soldier that had earned it more, man or canine. 

"His hips?" 

"Most days now. We received a call from Angel last night." 

"Corduroy again?"

"They seem to be gravitating to her. It concerns me."

"I'm guessing it doesn't bother Angel."

"No. Remington would be happy to slay every demonic creature we sent her way. Single handedly if possible."

"I'm worried about her." Max tightened his grip on Ranger's lead. He'd brought Angel into the program. Not fast enough; however, not before she'd had to shoot her own Twin Soul point-blank. The woman had been possessed, but he doubted that made Angel sleep any better.

"As am I," Winston said. "And it hasn't been very long since the last one. They haven't shown themselves this openly before, nor this frequently."

"They know the gig is up." 

"Succinctly put."

"And they're up to something."

"Even more than usual, I'm afraid."

"Just like the old days."

"The very old days." Winston sighed and watched the field. Leary had struggled to his feet, but he teetered there. "That's what I'm afraid of."

Before their immortal foe had settled into stalking Twin Souls, before they'd latched on to the intense emotions that bond created and adapted themselves to stalk a couple across incarnations, the demons had done wider-spread damage. They'd fed their craving for fear, lust and death by causing chaos. By starting wars and then by making sure they lasted as long as possible. As bad as the recent decades had been, the old, old days, had been far worse.

"When am I leaving?" Max didn't doubt for a second that he was going. Winston technically still headed the program, but it was Maxwell who ran things, Maxwell who handled shit when shit got ugly. 

"As soon as you can. Take your team, anyone else you like." 

"You'll be..."

"Fine, Maxwell. I think I can still hold down the fort."

Max laughed. It felt good, and he let out the chagrin over poor Leary and the last traces of the ghosts from his life as Jamie Stubbs. He scanned the field, Leary limping toward them and the distant Rockies towering behind. They hid in the foothills, not too far from Fort Carson, from the birthplace of the Defense Dogs program, the program developed for war against ordinary, human foes. 

Now something not-quite human had shown up in Corduroy again, and Angel needed his help. 

"I'll gather the team together," he said. "Get us the first flight you can."

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Three




[image: image]


Ayden stayed an hour after her shift to give the husky pups a second run and soothe her guilt some. She ate lunch in the back while a chocolate lab belonging to the Corduroy Mayor romped in the outdoor run alongside the, freshly groomed, Pancake. She hid in the bathroom when they came to ask her to lunch again, a way-too-juvenile move that she'd learned in her second foster home. She only used it when she was desperate, when she couldn't find a more dignified way to wriggle out of organized human contact. 

After lunch she'd cleaned every kennel in the place, given each dog at least two run periods and then double checked food and water before conceding that she'd done everything that needed doing until tomorrow. The kennel smelled better when she left. It wouldn't by morning. 

Ayden slipped her bike from the rack with a sigh and threw a leg over the seat. Uphill on the way home, and her muscles ached already, but she wouldn't have to detour by Terry's tonight. She considered it as she crossed Birch, but her wristwatch and the lingering doggy scent on her clothing reminded her that she had duties at home too. The sky was still light, but it had a pink touch to it, a hint of dusk coming. 

She skirted the dog park and slowed her pedaling to catalog the few people enjoying a late romp with their pups. She recognized the dogs, the Sheltie and the Cairn Terrier on the agility course were regulars. Their owners had the sort of friendly, ordinary lives that set Ayden's teeth on edge.  

The benches were empty, and she didn't see any of the dog clubbers. This late in the day, they'd be tucked away with their slippers, reading their newspapers, eating their family dinners and talking with their kids about the school day. Ayden frowned at the empty benches and pedaled fast again, put her thighs into it and streaked past the back of the park where the trees grew. 

Some days the big gal walked her Shepherd back there. That one Ayden could almost tolerate. They'd even spoken once, when the Shepherd had come in for a weekend. The gal was protective of him, hadn't wanted to leave him with strangers, and Ayden got the impression the dog and the woman were not apart much. Some family emergency had forced her to go alone that time, to leave Caesar—she remembered the dog's name—behind despite her reservations about kennels. 

Ayden had done his intake, and she remembered that the woman, for all her size, had been gentle with him, had talked to him before she left, made sure she explained why she had to go. 

Janet had scoffed about it but, even though Ayden knew the dog wouldn't possibly understand her, it had meant something, that conversation. It was the sort of thing she would have done, too. 

Tonight the trees were vacant. Ayden leaned forward and braced herself for the hill climb. Her place was on the outside of town, past the neat, middle-class housing grid at the very edge of the city limits beside the highway. It was a good place to find strays. She liked the distance from town most days. At least, she liked it on the ride into town. Coming home uphill was a bitch. 

By the time she crested the rise and left the tract housing in the encroaching shadows, Ayden's legs trembled. She hooked a left turn and followed the edge for two blocks. The town looked nicer from here. You couldn't see the people at all. 

The houses sagged in this neighborhood. The yards had shit in them, kids' bikes, plastic toys and old motorcycles. Most of the windows were covered, and the only ones to venture out into the sun on a regular basis were kids and dogs. 

Her street cut in, even farther back where the stick-builts gave way to trailers and the motorcycles turned into broken down cars and piles of trash. She cut the alley and crossed two more side streets before swinging into 1652's cracked, weed-strewn driveway. 

The dogs went wild. 

They knew the sound of bike tires on grit. The trailer rattled with their barking, and she caught three noses poking between curtains, circling from one window to the next trying to be the first to sound the alarm. 

Home. 

Ayden hopped off her bike and tucked the frame under the edge of the porch. The stairs drooped, and she leapt over the third one and extracted her house key from the back pocket of her jeans. The front door thumped. 

"Down, Jack!" 

It thumped again, bowed out under the weight of her Great Pyrenees crossbreed. She'd rescued him from the side of the highway last year, and the rest of his lineage was anyone's guess. She cringed and dropped her key when he hit the door again. Most days, she'd guess rhinoceros. 

"Damn it Jack. Hold your horses." 

The key had lodged between two of the boards. She plucked it with a sigh and managed to get the metal in the lock before Jack thumped again. The little ones yipped their fury, and Jack welcomed her home like a battering ram in reverse. 

"Quiet, quiet." She opened the door delicately, slid her leg in first and then the rest of her body sideways, keeping a grip on the door despite the scratching of tiny feet at her pants and the heavy pressure of Jack's body as he tried to lay on her, smother her with his gratitude over her arrival before she'd even finished arriving. "Down!" 

No use. She squeezed in and shut the door without any escapes. She'd have to consider that a win. As soon as the lock clicked, Ayden sank down, planted her ass on the entryway shag and let them maul her en masse. 

Jack tried to sit in her lap. He settled for leaning against her, sending her back against the door for support. Molly and Mo danced in tight Parson Russell circles, yapping their joy and hunger at her while the new pup, the lab cross with the graying muzzle, watched the circus from the hallway with a stoic, not quite trusting expression. 

"Hey girl." She hadn't worked out a name for that one yet. Still another week before she'd call the dog hers. There could still be an ad, a call from an owner at this point. No names before at least a month. 

The terriers sprang into the air, higher with each bounce, and Ayden extracted herself. Jack continued to lean, ending up against the door when she vacated the spot. Molly led the way to the food cupboard, past the living room and straight through the arch to the kitchen/washroom combo. The folding doors hung off the track at one corner. 

Ayden turned a suspicious eye back to the door. 

"Jack?"

He lowered his muzzle and made a soulful apology of his eyes. 

"Bad dog." 

He slid his front paws out slowly, collapsed to his belly in the boneless, heavy way that only the giants could manage. His nose settled on his white paws and he stared up at her, so very sorry. 

"Well, come on." 

Ayden shoved the good door open with her foot and reached for the scoop. She kept a Rubbermaid trash can in where her clothes dryer should have been. The latch handles kept over-eager noses out more than
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