
  
    [image: Mission: Save the Puppies]
  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      MISSION: SAVE THE PUPPIES

      
        AUNT CLAIRE’S PET CARE 3

      

    

    
      
        KATIE EVANS

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Fawkes Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 Katie Evans All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Edited by Twyla Beth Lambert

      Cover design by Fresh Design

      Cover art by Tincho Schmidt

      Print ISBN 978-1-957529-11-0

      Ebook ISBN 978-1-957529-12-7

      LCCN 2023939052

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. Brand names are the property of the respective companies; author and publisher hold no claim.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Miley, my favorite little bookworm.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        If you enjoyed this book…

      

      
        Also by Katie Evans

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabel sat outside in the dimming sunlight, staring at the memorial brick she’d set in the ground a few days ago. She traced her fingers over the rough surface, feeling the indented words. “Bruiser—my loyal protector. Rest in Peace.” The cold of the ground seeped through her jeans, and the chill air bit at her skin. Her heart ached. It ached like it would never heal again.

      Bruiser was gone. So were her parents.

      She’d been told she’d lost them in a car accident. But now, she wasn’t so sure.

      A warm tear tickled her cheek, and she wrapped her arms around herself.

      She wondered if Aunt Claire knew more about her parents’ death than she’d let on.

      Isabel and her older sister, Maya, lived with Aunt Claire. She was the local veterinarian in their small town of Horton, CA. But Isabel and Maya had stumbled upon her secret a few months ago. Aunt Claire was a leading researcher in genetic engineering. She was doing humane experiments on animals to try to help develop medicines and enhance traits in service animals. Her work was groundbreaking.

      Another researcher, Dr. Rodriguez, had tried to get his hands on her data—through stealing, kidnapping, and taking hostages—to use it for evil purposes. He wanted to genetically modify animals to be bigger and more ferocious fighters and sell them to people at war as weapons. Bruiser had been one of his experiments, and the effects of Dr. Rodriguez’s work had killed him. And broken Isabel’s heart.

      She thought of her decision to put Bruiser down because he was in so much pain. She knew it was the humane choice, but she couldn’t forgive herself, either. Bruiser had suffered so much, but he’d spent every moment since she’d met him protecting her. Had she done all she could to save him, too?

      She’d never know.

      But she did know who was responsible: Dr. Rodriguez. He was the one who made Bruiser sick. He’d kidnapped her aunt, her sister, her friends, and Isabel. He’d tried to steal important data to create weapons and hurt animals. He’d gotten one of his followers, Ben Shep, to take them hostage, rig up a bomb at her friend’s feed store, and set up a dangerous gas leak at Aunt Claire’s clinic. And now, Isabel suspected that Dr. Rodriguez might have something to do with her parents’ deaths, as well.

      And he had gotten away with all of it.

      She was tired of waiting for Dr. Rodriguez to get arrested. Tired of waiting for the police and FBI to do their jobs. Tired of living in fear.

      And she wasn’t going to do it anymore.

      Isabel touched Bruiser’s brick gently, then stood up and dusted herself off.

      “I’ll get him, boy,” she told the brick. “I will make him pay.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, Isabel sat at the dining room table with Maya and Aunt Claire, eating tacos. Isabel sat up straight and laughed at the right moments as Aunt Claire asked Maya about school and sports and they chatted happily. The two seemed unaffected to Isabel—they’d all escaped a hostage situation only a few days ago, their second in a matter of weeks. Isabel was amazed at how quickly they had recovered.

      The experience hung over Isabel like a dark cloud. Everything she did was tainted with fear. She tried to fake it though. Otherwise, she got a lot of questions and concerned looks that she didn’t want to deal with.

      Freddie panted for table scraps while a pair of cockatoos mimicked Aunt Claire and Maya’s conversation from their perch in the corner. Tacos crunched. Glasses clinked against the table.

      But Isabel was a black hole. She longed to go back to her dark room, where she could sit with her grief.

      “Isabel?” Aunt Claire saw Isabel look up from her plate. “When does your internship start? Next week, right?”

      “Monday,” she answered with a fake smile. “I can’t wait.”

      That part was true. She was eager to start her internship with Level Up Cybersecurity Consultants. Her mentor, Greg, had founded the company shortly after she’d met him, and her friend Jared would be interning alongside her. Isabel never felt as satisfied by anything as she did when she was programming. She hoped the new job would help take her mind off everything.

      Greg had been an unwilling participant in the first kidnapping. He had been the data systems manager for Gennovations, the company where Dr. Rodriguez worked. He had no idea what Dr. Rodriguez was really up to, but when he'd found out, he had put himself in danger to help Isabel. Since then, he’d become her mentor and was the only programmer Isabel thought might have something to teach her.

      Isabel stared back down at her plate and wondered if Aunt Claire noticed that she’d just moved the food around without eating any of it.

      “I talked to Officer Williams today,” Aunt Claire said. The mood of the room shifted. Officer Williams had become close to the family after everything. Isabel thought he had a crush on Aunt Claire, but he was also the local police officer who worked on the kidnapping, so Maya and Isabel never knew if Aunt Claire’s visits with him were personal or professional in nature.

      “He said that Agent Hewes is going to be staying in Horton a while as they continue their investigation into Dr. Rodriguez and Ben and everything.” Aunt Claire said.

      “That’s good,” said Maya. “Hopefully that means they are going to find him soon.”

      Aunt Claire nodded.

      “I’d like to know where they’re looking,” Isabel said sarcastically. “He’s not in Horton.”

      “I’m sure they know what they’re doing,” Aunt Claire said.

      “I guess. It just seems pretty obvious that Dr. Rodriguez isn’t here. He could be anywhere in the world, so I’m not sure why Agent Hewes is here. If they’d listened to us in the beginning, he wouldn’t have had so much time to disappear,” said Isabel.

      Isabel knew it was hard to argue with that. When Dr. Rodriguez kidnapped them, local law enforcement did everything they could to track him down, but their resources were limited. Meanwhile, because he hadn’t gotten any critical data, killed anyone, or made any threats, he was not a big priority to agencies like the FBI. Isabel had taken matters into her own hands by trying to hack into the FBI’s databases and track him down herself. But that plan had backfired when she’d been arrested. She had a criminal record now, and they still didn’t know where Dr. Rodriguez was.

      At least the police and FBI were paying attention. Better late than never.

      “Anyway…” Aunt Claire interrupted. “I wanted to tell you girls something.”

      Maya and Isabel looked up. Aunt Claire was barely able to suppress a grin and she clasped her hands in front of her. “I think I’ve made a pretty interesting discovery. It is kind of complicated, but I know you like to hear about my research. I think I’ve found a better way to bond different parts of DNA structures.”

      “That’s great, Aunt Claire!” Maya said. “What does that mean?”

      “Most importantly, it’s a way to reduce the risk of an animal having a genetic mutation, but if it works, it will give us quicker results.”

      Isabel was always so impressed with Aunt Claire. She was very concerned about doing anything that could be harmful to an animal, but she still managed to push the scientific process forward while showing that compassion.

      A few weeks ago, she’d been called before a government oversight board that questioned her research methods and processes. In Washington, DC, she testified in meetings and answered hours of grueling questions. But in the end, the board saw what everyone who knew Aunt Claire already knew—her work was extremely humane, and she’d stop before she ever caused dangerous risks to animals.

      “I am eager to test this method,” Aunt Claire continued. “I might be spending more time in the lab soon. I hope you girls don’t mind.”

      “Of course not!” said Maya.

      “We don’t mind,” Isabel added. “Is there anything we can do to help?”

      “The work that you already do at the clinic is a big help. If you can keep doing it, and maybe even help Lisa more, that would be great. You’re about to go on winter break from school, so I was hoping you’d be able to spend more time at the clinic. Isabel, I know you have your internship, but anything you can do goes a long way.”

      “Absolutely!” Isabel said, already mentally calculating how she could change her schedule.

      “I don’t have practice for the next few weeks,” Maya added. “I will talk to Lisa tomorrow about what I can do for her.”

      “Thank you both so much. I’m sure Lisa will appreciate it, too.”

      Isabel laughed. “After everything we’ve put Lisa through, the least we can do is lend a hand. Good thing that woman loves animals so much.”

      “No kidding,” Aunt Claire said. “Did you know that she’s actually studying to be a veterinarian, too?”

      Isabel was surprised.

      “That’s great!” Maya yelled.

      “THAT’S GREAT! THAT’S GREAT! THAT’S GREAT!” squawked the cockatoos from their perch in the corner.

      “She doesn’t talk about it much. I don’t know why, but she’s been working on it for a few years. I don’t know how she does it with her job as my assistant and her new baby, but she’s always at the top of her class.”

      “That’s how it works,” said Isabel. “When you find something that you love, you find a way to make time for it and give it your best.”

      Maya smiled at her sister. “Same goes for hacking, right?”

      “And sports, and genetic engineering,” Isabel finished.

      Aunt Claire lifted up her glass of water. “To our passions!”

      “Cheers!” said the girls.

      “CHEERS! CHEERS! CHEERS!” yelled the cockatoos.

      Freddie began bounding around the room barking.

      Isabel thought that if anyone looked in the window at the moment, it would appear to be chaos, but to her, it was beautiful. And for a few brief moments, she felt like her dark cloud lifted just a little. What she wouldn’t give to return to normal. She knew there was only one way for that to happen. Dr. Rodriguez had to get caught.
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      Walking through the halls of her middle school looking for Sara, Isabel was hoping they could make plans to hang out over break. Sara was planning to work at her parent’s feed store, and Isabel had her internship, but she hoped they’d have time to do something fun.

      Sara came around the corner just as Isabel was about to give up. “There you are!” she said. “I was waiting for you outside. Did Maya drop you off today?”

      “Yeah, Aunt Claire is really busy working on something, so Maya offered to help.”

      “Oh cool. Is it normal vet stuff or genius Claire stuff?”

      “Genius Claire. I think she’s on the verge of a big breakthrough. She’s excited and asked us if we could help more at the clinic because she’s going to be so wrapped up in it.”

      “Really? They need help at the clinic?”

      Isabel laughed. “You’ve been to the clinic, right? We always need help at the clinic.”

      Sara turned her head. “I’ve actually been really thinking about that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, whenever I’m at the clinic, I just enjoy it so much. I like working at the feed store, too, but at the clinic I get to work a lot more closely with animals. And I’ve been wondering if maybe your aunt would let me help there more.”

      “She definitely would! I didn’t realize you liked it so much.”

      “I do. You know, you’re like this incredible hacker, and Maya and Andrew are these amazing athletes. I don’t really have a thing. But I do love animals, and I think what Claire does is so amazing. Maybe I want to be a vet one day. I mean, I know I could never be as good as Claire, but…”

      “What do you mean you could never be as good as Claire? Of course you could!”

      Sara blushed.

      “And I bet Aunt Claire would love to teach you. Is it okay if I tell her?”

      “Would you? That would be so great!”

      “I will. I promise.” The warning bell rang. “The only thing is, I was hoping we would get to hang out over break and maybe do something fun, but between us helping at the clinic, you working at the feed store, and my internship, we might have even less time. But I guess hanging out at the clinic is fun, too.”

      “I mean we do get to spend time with a dog that talks…”

      Isabel laughed.

      “See you at lunch!” Sara turned and hurried to class.
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        * * *

      

      Isabel walked into math class happy after her conversation with Sara, but within minutes she was down again. Whenever her mind had time to wander, it went to dark places.

      As the math teacher droned on about slope intercept, Isabel wondered again about the information she had found about her parents in Dr. Rodriguez’s files. Her thoughts were spinning.

      How were they involved with him? Did they work for him and not know what he was doing, like Greg? Were they really helping him?

      Maybe they didn’t know about him at all. Maybe he had collected information on them after they died because he was going after her, Maya, and Aunt Claire.

      It was impossible to know when she only had partial information, but there had to be a reason. Dr. Rodriguez had all kinds of personal information on both her parents. Why would he bother if they were both dead? He couldn’t use them against her family now. That didn’t make sense.

      Isabel thought back to when Dr. Rodriguez had first appeared in their lives. Before the stealing and kidnapping, he’d tried to convince Aunt Claire to work for him and she’d refused. Maya and Isabel had hidden under an open window and heard the whole thing. He’d mentioned her and Maya then, telling Aunt Claire that if she went to work for him, he would pay her so well that she could send them both to college and easily provide for them. Had he made her parents the same offer?

      Had Dr. Rodrigeuz simply looked up Aunt Claire’s family back then to try to appeal to her?

      Or maybe he looked up her family during the kidnapping—that way he would know who would come looking for Aunt Claire. But then, why weren’t there files on Maya and Isabel?

      “Isabel?”

      “ISABEL FLORES?!”

      Isabel shook herself out of her thoughts. The whole class was staring at her, and the teacher was glaring with her hands on her hips.

      “Nice of you to join us, Isabel. Now, can you explain how we would solve for m?”

      Isabel sighed and looked up at the problem.

      “No, I can’t. I don’t know how.”

      “Well then, it might be a good idea to pay attention!”

      The teacher turned back to her lesson, and the other students turned away.

      Isabel scowled. She had bigger problems than finding m. She had to find a criminal, and she needed to know how her parents had been involved with him.

      Isabel didn’t remember as much about her parents as Maya, who was five years older. She was sometimes jealous of Maya for the memories she had of trips they’d taken or things they’d done. Recently, in Washington, DC, Maya told Isabel that they’d traveled there before, and Isabel had to search her memories for a glimpse of that experience. The same was true of so many things. She felt the loss of her parents severely—not only were they gone now, they were gone forever. They wouldn’t be at graduation or her or Maya’s wedding. They wouldn’t get to see how their girls grew up. And Isabel needed them sometimes, especially her mother, who knew just how to reassure Isabel when she doubted herself. Something she’d been doing a lot lately.

      Isabel didn’t want to talk to Aunt Claire about her fears, and she especially didn’t want to talk to Maya. Maya had such wonderful memories of their parents. Isabel couldn’t stand the idea of making her question their morals. She knew that whatever information she learned, she’d have to keep it to herself, at least until she had some real answers about their lives… and their deaths.

      Had Dr. Rodriguez killed her parents?

      She couldn’t ignore the possibility that they’d been working with him. They had their own accounting business and worked in finance for a variety of companies. Had they brokered a deal for him? Had they known something he wanted to keep secret? Did he have to kill them to keep them quiet?

      Isabel planned to find out.
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      Maya was waiting in the car when Isabel came outside after school.

      “We are going to the clinic to help, okay?” Maya asked.

      “Don’t you have practice or physical therapy today?”

      “I was supposed to have PT, but I decided I can just do the exercises myself today. I want to help Aunt Claire when I can.”

      Isabel nodded. She felt the same way, but she also knew that Maya was still recovering from her injury at Gennovations. While they were being held at Dr. Rodriguez’s lab, her leg was broken and badly burned, but she had been making major progress in physical therapy. So much so that she was on track to start softball when the season began.

      “Do you think that’s a good idea? You said PT was really helping you.”

      “It is, but at this point, I know the exercises, and I can do them at home once in a while. I don’t mind.”

      “Okay, but I don’t think you should skip it again. It’s important, Maya. You have all those schools talking about scholarships, so don’t risk it.”

      “I would never. Not to worry.”

      “Speaking of… any news on colleges?”

      “A little. Georgetown hasn’t done anything official yet, but they’ve told me they’re going to make me an offer. Now that I’ve visited UCLA and Grand Canyon, I’m pretty excited about them, too.”

      UCLA. UCLA. UCLA, wished Isabel. She wanted the best for her sister but didn’t want her to move all the way to the East Coast. It was thousands of miles away, and they’d become really close lately. She would miss her so badly it hurt to think about.
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        * * *

      

      As usual, the clinic was bustling when they arrived. Animals in the lobby were full of energy, bouncing around while their worried owners tried to fill out paperwork or talk to Lisa. Two dogs were wrestling around with each other, despite their owners’ best efforts to settle them down. A young girl sat on a chair with a hamster cage on her lap, while the hamster ran wildly on its wheel. An older beagle howled from the corner as if scolding the other dogs.

      Isabel went right to Nolan, the hawk perched in the lobby where he watched every move made by the animals, including the humans. Despite being a failed experiment in genetic engineering, he had become a beloved pet and an unofficial mascot of the clinic. Isabel put on a leather glove and took him outside so he could fly around and hunt prey. Sometimes, if he was feeling extra generous, Nolan would drop off a rodent or two for her. Being friends with a hawk was strange.

      The cold air bit Isabel’s cheeks even though the Southern California sun was shining and there was no wind. After a few laps, Nolan landed gracefully on her gloved hand, and she took him back inside.

      Maya locked eyes with
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