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      He was looking for an A.W.O.L. elf, not a date with the kitten foster-mom who was one of his suspects.

      Somebody messed up and let a prototype escape from North Pole Unlimited’s top secret Toys and Research Division. Now P.I. Decker Harkness has the contract to track it down. He’s not exactly sure what E.L.V.I.S does, but he’s hot on the trail.

      Joy McCall has her hands full of foster animals and pet treats at Kitten Caboodle, but she’s not too busy to notice strange goings-on at the pet shelter where she works.

      When their paths cross during a triple kitten-napping, Decker and Joy will have to work together to close their cases. Will everyone make it home to celebrate a merry Christmas together?

      Only Santa knows.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1. DECKER

          

        

      

    

    
      Late October

      Ottawa, Ontario

      

      A year after hanging out his shingle as a private investigator, his dream of being a private detective was dying a painful death. Decker Harkness needed an income-generating, career-making case if he wanted to keep the doors open, and he needed it yesterday. Strip-mall office rent was all he could afford, but he wouldn’t even be able to manage that if things didn’t pick up soon.

      He didn’t mind doing corporate security checks. They could be boring, but he was good at online investigations. Second best were the fraud cases his insurance-agent friends occasionally tossed his way. He was tired of the divorce and custody cases which paid most of his bills. They were beginning to permanently tarnish his view of humanity.

      Which was why the email from North Pole Unlimited came at the perfect time. Decker had done a handful of jobs for NPU in the last year—employment checks on locals, tracking down owners of property they wanted to buy—but the message he received the day before hinted at a much bigger case. Proprietary technological information and potential corporate espionage were mentioned and set his heart racing. Decker had waited months for this kind of opportunity.

      He pulled out one of his surviving suit jackets from his Ottawa Police Service days, and pressed his shirt and tie. He took a moment to check his fresh buzz cut in the mirror, and was pleased with how it hid the half-dozen silver hairs invading the brown at his temples. He looked ready to deal with a sensitive, classified problem for an international, multi-million-dollar company.

      He’d even cleaned his office, sort of. He scanned the room one more time. His university diploma was visible on the wall behind him, as was his graduation picture from the police academy, and the photo of him getting his ten-year pin from the mayor. His office wasn’t big, but he only did the parts the camera would catch.

      It all looked good, except for the bald, lumbering black man who appeared outside his office door window holding two coffee cups. “Harkness, what are you doing in there? Open up!”

      “Charlie? What’s wrong?”

      Charlie Barr had been his partner, first on patrol and later again when they’d worked together in Robbery. They’d kept in touch after Decker had left the force, but their run-ins had grown fewer and further between as their jobs pulled them in separate directions.

      Decker unlocked the door and relieved Charlie of one of his cups before he cleared the threshold. “This is a surprise.”

      “But a surprise with coffee,” Charlie said, his rough smoker’s voice mangling the words.

      “Which means you want something.” He didn’t mind.

      “A sounding board. A new shoplifting ring has popped up with one of my sergeants. Get this. They use coupons,” Charlie said.

      “If they have coupons, it’s not shoplifting.”

      “If they have legitimate coupons, it’s not. This crew is printing and distributing them. Then, when the store is swamped with people wanting their freebies, they take their pick of the merchandise and walk out the door in all the confusion.”

      Why couldn’t he have had this kind of case while he was still on the force? It was more challenging to catch thieves who used their brains instead of their brawn. Then he had a sip of the coffee Charlie had brought him, and remembered a perk of being self-employed: no more squad-room java. “That’s incredibly low tech. Aren’t they worried about security cameras?” Decker asked.

      “When I say swamping the store, I mean close to a hundred shoppers descending at once. They target small stores where crowding is an issue.”

      “How can I help?” Charlie had shown up for some unofficial assistance, whether he admitted it or not. His old partner was a great cop, with an infallible ability to sniff out evidence, but his memory was horrible. Charlie had bought three copies of the same memory improvement book in the time they worked together, and he’d read them all.

      “What was the name of the printer from that art gallery case we worked a few years ago? The one making the prints but wasn’t legally complicit because they thought they had a contract? When was that?”

      “Three years ago. Rainbow Ink. Wasn’t it in your file notes?” As Charlie had said, the case had gone nowhere; no wonder he didn’t recall the details.

      “I didn’t remember where I put them, and you were closer,” Charlie said. “A cup of coffee is cheaper than asking the file clerk to pull everything.”

      Decker’s computer beeped to signal the start of his video conference.

      “I’ll get out of your hair since you obviously have a date,” Charlie teased.

      “It’s a business meeting. And at least I have hair,” Decker countered.

      “Well, if you’re going to insult me, I’ll leave.” Charlie laughed on his way out. “Thanks for the help,” he yelled as the door clicked shut.

      When Decker answered the video call, he was surprised to see Nick Klassen at the other end of it. All his prior contracts with North Pole Unlimited originated with George Macintyre. When Nick explained that he was stepping in as the new vice-president of human resources, Decker offered his congratulations. “That’s great. Please tell George to enjoy his retirement and go after all those fish he was talking about. I’m pleased that you thought of me. I hope we can continue working together.”

      His new employer nodded in agreement. “Me, too. This call wasn’t just to inform you about George’s retirement. As I mentioned in my email yesterday, I have a delicate situation that I need your help with.”

      Decker leaned closer to the screen, one hand gripping the pen he used to take notes. Nick might know who he was, but that didn’t mean anything. Decker needed to prove himself all over again. He was up to the task; impressing a new—sort of new—client could lead to lots of work, and he needed every bit he could get if he wanted his business to stay afloat. There was no case too big or small for Harkness investigations.

      Although this one was definitely on the small side. “You want me to find a doll?” Decker repeated for the third time. “An E.L.V.I.S. doll?” His alarm bells were clanging; the case couldn’t be as easy as Nick was presenting it as.

      “It’s a prototype,” Nick explained. “A very expensive one. It has some animatronic components and some recording playback devices that aren’t ready for consumer use, which is why we need it back. We’ve been working on this project for years as a replacement for an existing product. E.L.V.I.S. accidentally went to a store in your area which sells our Funster pet toy line. Unfortunately, we aren’t certain which location it was shipped to. I’m going to send you a list. We need you to visit the stores, find it, and retrieve it at any cost. The unit has a GPS chip installed. That should help you.”

      “Why can’t you track it with the GPS?” Decker asked. He wanted the business, but this was basically running an errand. It wasn’t the stepping stone to bigger, more important cases he’d hoped for from NPU. If anything, it was a demotion. But if the situation were as insignificant as it seemed, why would a vice-president be involved? Something was fishy about the entire setup.

      “The chip is currently on the fritz. It broadcasts, but only on an extremely limited range. That’s one of the kinks we need to work out. E.L.V.I.S. can’t be running around in the wild, Decker. I cannot emphasize how important it is to get it back to our labs as soon as possible. Can you handle this?” The blond giant leaned into the lens on his computer. “You’ll have a week to find E.L.V.I.S. We can’t give you any longer.”

      A week to recover a doll? Now Decker was insulted, but he didn’t let it show. “No problem,” he assured the man on the screen. The job wasn’t what he’d thought it would be, but it was one less cheating spouse he’d have to follow. And recovering private property was a legitimate job.

      “Excellent. We’ve sent an encrypted email to your account. My assistant Jilly will text you the security password. We’ll include a picture and some of the specs for you. There will also be a link to the GPS tracker and a list of the stores where it might have been sent. I’ll expect daily progress reports, Decker. Again, I cannot emphasize how dangerous this can be in the wrong hands. Good luck.” The screen went dead.

      It was a doll. How much trouble could it be?

      The email arrived in his inbox moments after he shut down the video link. Decker spent the rest of the morning studying the file. The prototype looked like G.I. Joe and Malibu Ken had a secret love child. The figure in the photo had a black, plastic pompadour and a shiny utility belt over its navy ninja suit. Decker didn’t have children, but he didn’t see it appealing to boys or to girls. Then again, he didn’t have to play with it. He just had to find it.

      The GPS app which Nick’s assistant sent was simple to use. Unfortunately, the results were inconclusive. It displayed a large circle around Archer Plaza, a two-story shopping center off the Queensway, before flashing an error message and dying. Decker couldn’t tell if the problem was with the app or E.L.V.I.S. Three of the possible locations on Decker’s list were in that area. It was convenient for narrowing his search, but it meant he had to brave a mall. A week before Halloween. And the night before, he’d seen a news segment about how some stores were already putting up Christmas decorations. E.L.V.I.S.’s timing was terrible.

      He started the search as soon as the mall opened the next morning. Nothing impressed clients like fast results.

      His first stop was equally inoffensive and unmemorable. Fins and Things was a small store specializing in terrariums and aquariums, and in the fish, lizards, and snakes to fill them. It only had a small bin of toys for other animals. Their biweekly supply order arrived while Decker was in the store, and when they checked the box in front of him, they came up empty. They were definitely off his list.

      He hesitated outside Kitten Caboodle, another store on the mall’s main level. Decker peered through the window and was impressed with what he saw. A private animal shelter and adoption center took up half the space; the rest was a fully stocked pet store. This was a place pets and owners would appreciate. Bright, clean, well laid out. He spotted a full aisle of toys running the length of the store, and that didn’t include the stuffed animals tucked among the other merchandise.

      Kitten Caboodle was a contender.
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      Mid-October

      North Pole Unlimited Headquarters,

      December, Manitoba, Canada (25 kilometres southeast of Winnipeg)

      

      Nick Klassen, soon-to-be the new vice-president of Human Resources at North Pole Unlimited, knocked on the C.E.O.’s door with his free hand. “Hi, Gran. Jilly said you wanted to see me?”

      The woman behind the massive oak desk was an impressive seventy-five. Her steel grey hair didn’t dare escape from the bun on the back of her head, but her face was all smiles. “Nick, come in. Pull up a chair and let’s chat,” the company president said.

      The meeting request had come out of nowhere, and Nick wasn’t certain of the reason. He was preparing to take over for the retiring VP, and had a lot left to learn. He wouldn’t be surprised if she were checking on him to ensure the handover was going well.

      “How’s my favorite grandson’s love life?”

      Boss or not, he wasn’t answering that. He decided to misdirect. “I’m your favorite?”

      “For the purpose of this meeting you are. Are you seeing anybody these days?”

      He choked on his coffee. “Not at the moment. My hands are too full taking over the reins from George to have a social life.” North Pole Unlimited had thousands of employees around the world. With their strict employment contracts, Nick would be responsible for each and every one. He didn’t need any distractions while he learned to keep track of everybody in all the different divisions in all the different countries where the company operated.

      “You know a balanced life is important for all NPU employees. There’s a lovely young woman in—”

      “No, Gran!” He was not being set up by his grandmother.

      “Fine, fine.” She waved her hand at him, and Nick saw a faint tremor. He was glad she’d be stepping down in the new year. Adelaide Klassen always said she loved her work, but she deserved a retirement while she was healthy enough to enjoy it. “Let’s get down to business then.”

      “Yes, let’s.” Before she pulled out her phone to show him a picture of the lovely young woman, since Nick knew she’d have one.

      She picked away at her keyboard and displayed her email on the large screen which hung over the fireplace mantle in the corner of her office. “Dr. Farnsworth is still looking for a new assistant. She wants someone before Christmas. How is that coming?”

      “We have a bunch of promising applicants we’re working through,” Nick replied.

      “Work quickly. Also, I want you to check with Andrea personally. She might already have somebody in mind.”

      Which meant she did. Nick worked the same way. “Speaking of somebody in mind, I wanted to talk to you about a potential new security chief.” He pointed at an unopened email on the screen. “The one marked Decker Harkness.”

      His grandmother opened it and clicked on the attachment. A photo of a stern, brush-cut man in his late thirties popped up. “He looks like a cop,” she said.

      “He was with the Ottawa Police Service for fifteen years before he left with a work-related injury. Now he’s a private detective in the area. We’ve used him before. He’s competent, quick and discreet.”

      She clicked on the next photo, showing a younger, equally serious Decker in his police uniform. “Does he ever smile?”

      “Not that I’ve noticed.” Decker was good at his job, but they hadn’t had much social interaction. Nick had hired him to do background checks on potential employees, hunt down owners of properties that NPU and their affiliates wanted to acquire, and investigate claims made against the company. Every report he’d received had exceeded expectations.

      Decker Harkness was exactly the type of security professional North Pole Unlimited needed. He had practical experience in the field, and had done a supervisory stint in the Computer Forensics unit while he was recovering from his injury. In addition to NPU’s physical security concerns, the attacks on the company’s servers were increasing again with the announcement of this year’s new computer game which was coming out for the holidays. The little hacker punks couldn’t access their air-gapped systems for the cheat codes, but they didn’t know that. It was a problem Nick couldn’t afford to ignore. They needed Decker, or someone else, to oversee it all. With the current security chief following George out the door, NPU had to hire somebody sooner rather than later.

      He shook his head as he thought of something else.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I just realized we are going to be having a huge turnover on the board over the next couple years.” Some replacements were already lined up, but finding the others would all fall to him.

      “Then I suggest you start filling them as soon as possible. Does Mr. Harkness know what we do here?”

      “Not exactly. He’s been receiving standard freelance assignments from us.”

      His grandmother clucked through closed teeth. “That’s not good, Nick.” She closed her email and clicked a file on her desktop marked “Top Secret”.

      Nick recognized the project specs which appeared on the screen. “What about it?” The prototype was still in its testing phase in the Research and Development department. It was going to be huge once it got to market, but at the moment, there were a few…bugs.

      “Tinka—Dr. Kovac—was running some trials out of the lab.”

      “And?” he asked. Because there had to be an “and” with a set-up that good.

      “And it might have gotten away from her.”

      “Might have?”

      “She’s still searching the area. There’s a slim chance it made it onto a truck. With a shipment headed to Ottawa,” his grandmother continued.

      He looked around for the nearest flat surface to bang his head against. Malfunctioning proprietary technology on the loose? That was a disaster waiting to happen. Nick eyed her desk. It looked sturdy enough to knock him out of his misery.

      “We’ll give her a couple days to find it. Think of it this way,” she said with another smile. “If she can’t, it will be an excellent test. If Mr. Harkness can solve our little problem, you know he’ll be perfect for the job.”
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      “Oh, thank you, delivery fairies!” Joy McCall clapped her hands together at the sight of the man wheeling a trolley through the front doors of Kitten Caboodle. She refrained from jumping in deference to the orange kitten on her shoulder. Its little claws were dug in tightly to her navy knit cardigan, but the little thing wasn’t strong enough to withstand that level of shaking.

      Joy plucked the cat from her top and set it in the glass-sided display box which acted like a playpen. “In you go, Pumpkin.” The kitten toddled toward the pile of napping fluff balls in the corner. He immediately snuggled with the three nearly identical black brothers who were even tinier than he was. Spooky, Midnight, and Stinky Spice, like Pumpkin, had two speeds: espresso high and asleep. Joy was grateful for the temporary break. It had been kitten-palooza lately.

      A pair of teenagers had found Pumpkin near an apartment complex by the mall. Joy offered to hand-feed him until he was fully weaned. A few days later, a pregnant black cat had been left in a box at the shelter’s back door. The poor thing had been in bad shape but still managed to deliver three healthy kittens before she passed away, and Joy volunteered for more foster kitten duty.

      It was a twenty-four-hour-a-day job, and had taken a month, but Joy and the cats had survived all the late-night feedings. Fortunately, working in a shelter meant Joy could keep them in the store during her shifts and bundle them up in a carrier for the trips back and forth to her apartment.

      After making sure the kittens were settled for the moment, Joy helped unload the boxes full of goodies. Once she signed for them, she was left with four cases of the newest Funsters from North Pole Unlimited’s online catalogue. “Okay, listen up,” she said. The store was empty except for the animals in it. “These toys are for paying customers. No knocking them off shelves. No chewing on the packaging. No playing with them. Paws off.”

      Mitzi, the miniature schnauzer Kitten Caboodle had temporarily taken in while her owner was hospitalized, lifted her head from her doggie bed and yawned in Joy’s direction. “Excellent. Good job paying attention, everybody. I should have prefaced that with T-R-E…” All heads in the shop were turned in her direction by the second letter of the word treats. “That’s all I am to you, isn’t it? Your personal chef. Fine. I’ll remember this,” Joy muttered as she began pulling the boxes behind the counter. “You’d miss me if I left.”

      The store went silent, and Joy wished she could take it back. But it was true. After years of applying for local veterinary assistant positions, she’d taken the plunge and registered with an employment agency. They hadn’t got back to her yet, but Joy was ever-hopeful that she would find a job in the area.

      Something that would give her a bump in pay so she could get a bigger place. Maybe even a house someday. Until a few weeks ago, she hadn’t considered the possibility of owning cats, not where she was currently living. It was next to impossible to find an apartment that would take one pet, let alone four. She needed to find her boys forever homes, but for the moment, Joy was burying her head in the sand.

      She wouldn’t give up the ungrateful beasts to just anyone, which was why Kitten Caboodle ran background checks on their customers before they left the shelter with an animal. Every soul in the store went home with an award-winning human. Joy couldn’t keep all their rescue animals, no matter how much she wanted to, so she did her best to make sure they got the best of everything.

      That included toys, and NPU products were top notch. The company’s stuffed animals were tear-resistant, and their iron-hide chew toys lasted forever. “Oh, you guys should see the new stuff,” she told them. Joy quickly sorted and shelved the contents of the first two crates, taking a moment to cuddle the fluffy lions and tigers. Another indicator of NPU’s quality was that they didn’t mess around when they shipped things. There was a hole torn in the bottom of the third container, but it looked to have been resealed with packing tape. None of the contents listed on the invoice were missing. North Pole Unlimited was a quality outfit all the way around.

      Joy was transferring the last of the catnip-stuffed mice into the bin with the latching, pet-proof lid when the dark-haired man who had been staring through the window for the last five minutes finally made his move.

      He was cute. Clean-cut. Well-dressed for a casual outfit. His khakis and forest green shirt were nearly new. He didn’t have a jacket, but he didn’t need one for the unseasonably mild late-October weather. Joy didn’t realize how tall he was until he got closer. Her eyes were level with the dimple he had at the side of his mouth. “Hi,” she said.

      He stared at her for a second and squinted at the nametag on her chest. “Hello, Joy. I’m Decker.”

      “Hi, Decker. Can I help you today?”

      “I truly hope so. Do you have any Funsters? It’s a line of pet toys.”

      It was an odd request; customers never asked for toys by brand. “Absolutely. Almost a whole aisle full, in fact. Are you looking for anything in particular? Who for? Cat? Small dog? Big dog?” He looked like the big dog type. Not a Rottweiler or pit bull. Maybe a husky.

      “I’m looking for a doll. About this big.” He held his hands a foot apart. “It has dark clothes and it moves. Kind of like an army action figure.”

      “I didn’t know Funsters came as dolls. I can tell you we don’t have any.” Human-shaped animal toys were never a big seller.

      He shook his head insistently. “I happen to know NPU accidentally sent one to a store in the area. Kitten Caboodle was on their list. I really need to find that doll. Can you please double-check your stock?” Decker asked. He took off his Senators cap, as if it would make him appear more earnest.

      It worked. The poor fellow looked as disappointed as he sounded. At the rate he was wringing his cap brim, it was going to be a perfect circle by the end of the day. “I think there might be a little left to sort through in this last box,” she relented.

      Decker leaned over her shoulder as she emptied the last carton. He smelled like—she inhaled again—sugar cookies. An unusual scent for a man, but it worked for him.

      “Lions and tigers and bears. Nothing else,” she said. “Sorry, no doll. I can keep my eyes open if you’d like.”

      His frown didn’t last long, but Joy knew she saw it. “That’s okay. Thanks for looking. Maybe I’ll check out your store for a bit,” he said.

      “Let me know if you need help.”

      She kept an eye on him as he perused everything. Everything. He didn’t seem to have a preference for either cat or dog items. And the man was not afraid to get dirty. Although he had to be six feet tall, he went up on his toes to search the back of the top shelves. Then he knelt to see everything she had on the floor, which was bags of dog food and kitty litter.

      “Are you looking for anything in particular? Aside from the doll?” Joy asked as he moved to the last row.

      “No.”

      As he bent to check the bottom shelf, Joy noticed Pumpkin had abandoned his nap in favor of the new plaything in front of him. She wasn’t sure how the cat had managed to get up to the top of the playpen’s glass wall, but the kitten was wobbling on the narrow wooden edge.

      Then he launched.

      Pumpkin’s little legs splayed out. The fur ball didn’t get much lift or distance from his pathetic jump. He just fell. Luckily for him, Decker’s back made the drop only a foot.

      Unluckily for Decker, the fleece he was wearing looked thicker than it apparently was.

      “Yeow!”

      Joy wasn’t sure if the scream came from the man or the cat.
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      Is that what a bed of nails felt like? Decker had been examining the store’s merchandise, looking to see if E.L.V.I.S. was misplaced behind any of the massive bags of dog food, when an unknown assailant jammed a dozen knives into his back. He was ex-police and a private detective; nobody should have gotten the drop on him. He’d scanned the store when he entered. He was the only person in it, aside from Joy. She was unnervingly pretty with her auburn hair and brown eyes, but she hadn’t registered as a cold-blooded killer.

      The razors trying to sever his spine moved. Decker tensed his thighs, preparing to spring backward and crush the attacker against one of the metal shelving racks, when a warm hand fell on the back of his neck. He stilled instantly.

      “Don’t move,” Joy whispered.

      Decker felt a slight pressure, and then the needles were extracted from his skin, one by one. He slowly stood and wondered if he’d get to the emergency room before he bled to death. One of the blades may have hit an artery.

      “Are you okay, sweetie?” Joy asked.

      “I’m not sure.” He wasn’t light-headed, and he was moving okay. There was surprisingly little pain. He might make it.

      “I was talking to the cat.”

      Cat? Decker turned and found Joy cuddling an orange kitten as she examined its feet. “Pumpkin, what were you thinking? You could have been hurt jumping like that.” The beast in her arms meeped. “Okay, you look fine. No more pouncing on innocent customers, Pumpkin. Say you’re sorry.”

      The kitten yawned at him.

      “Your cat almost mauled me to death,” Decker said. Cats were vicious, which was why he didn’t have one. Give him a friendly, loyal mutt any day. “You should have it declawed.”

      Joy gently hooked one of the kitten’s paws and lifted it. “Pumpkin isn’t a thing. He’s a baby. He has baby claws. See?”

      No, he couldn’t. Decker couldn’t see any kind of claw at all. He reached for the offered paw and ran his finger over the pad. Finally, a glimpse of white nail poked the fleshy part of his fingertip before it disappeared again. How had something so tiny caused so much agony?

      “Again, I’m sorry. He’s usually such a sweetie. Unlike the terrible trio,” Joy said.

      “Terrible trio?”

      She cuddled the little cat in her arms and nodded toward the glass case behind him where three black kittens were stretching. They looked utterly harmless. Decker reached into the bin to pet them.

      “Do they have names?”

      “I call them the Spice Boys. Midnight, Spooky, and Stinky.”

      “With big brother Pumpkin Spice?” Decker asked.

      Joy smiled and shrugged.

      “Spooky and Midnight I get, but why Stinky?”

      The little guy rolled over to allow Decker to rub his belly, then let out an eye-watering fart a saber-toothed tiger would have been proud of. “Never mind,” he said.

      “Are you okay?” Joy asked.

      Decker didn’t have time to process the soft tone in Joy’s words or the spark that flared when she touched his hand because the heat-seeking missile in her arms jumped at him again.

      This time the kitten used its claws to scramble up his shirt until it perched on his shoulder. A tickle under his chin built, then disappeared, as the short tail fanned back and forth across his face. “Meep meep,” the kitten chirped before it stuck its nose in Decker’s neck. Two tiny little legs wrapped themselves around his throat. It was a hug.

      He wasn’t completely heartless. The little fuzz ball was obviously sorry. “Okay, Punk, enough.”

      The cat meeped one more time, then let go and balanced on his shoulder. Decker held perfectly still while Joy lifted the cat off him and replaced it in the glass case. He caught a whiff of something floral and green when a lock of Joy’s hair came untucked from behind her ear and brushed his nose. She was really very pretty. Not that he hadn’t had a chance to notice before, but now she was too close to ignore.

      Pretty, kind, funny. It was the ideal cover for somebody who’d steal something from a shipment. Nobody was as perfect as Joy looked.

      “Did you find it?” she asked.

      “Find what?”

      “Whatever you were looking for on the bottom shelf before Pumpkin decided to say hello.”

      “I thought somebody else might have put the doll out on a shelf without you knowing about it. Can I leave my number in case you come across the Funster I’m looking for?” He pulled out one of his business cards. Joy slipped it into her shirt pocket, promising to keep an eye out for it. Then he left to hit the final stop on his list.

      He found Pure Brewed & Pure Bred on the second floor at the far end of the mall. It was a pet-friendly coffee shop attached to what the sign called a “non-human boutique.” Decker stopped before he crossed the threshold. He’d heard about places like this, but he’d never been forced to enter one before. If he were a dog that had to wear one of the overpriced sweaters he saw in the store’s window, he’d pull a Cujo before his owners knew what was happening. He entered through the coffee shop, figuring he’d ease into his investigation.

      The barista gave him a severe once-over before frowning and waving him to the counter. “What can I get you? Drip coffee, black?”

      He was going to choke on every mouthful, but it would be worth it. “No, a triple shot grande caramel macchiato with double whip and half and half, and sprinkles, but chocolate only, not the coloured ones. Please.” He’d rather have had the French roast drip, black, but he refused to give the judgmental coffee-slinger the satisfaction.

      The barista’s pierced eyebrow went up and she nodded slightly, as if he’d somewhat redeemed himself with his answer. “Anything else?”

      He glanced at the thin slices of sugar-covered cake in the pastry case but they didn’t appeal to him. He shook his head, and she turned her back to him while she made his order.

      Tiny dogs in sweaters. Cats in harnesses and leashes. Decker was pretty sure he saw a ferret in a purse. Those weren’t pets. What was wrong with dogs? Real dogs. Give him a husky or a German shepherd any day, not something he’d kill if he didn’t watch his step. He sipped and saw the barista staring at him expectantly. He pressed his lips together, like he was tasting something unsavory, and walked into the store. The “harrumph” he heard behind him made the sugary swill worth it.

      More people, and animals dressed like people, clogged the aisles of Pure Bred. Decker slowly made his way through the store. He had no idea pet owners paid such outrageous amounts for such unnecessary accessories. Did they need to have both hemp and bamboo collar options? And the toys. Two rows of them. “Excuse me, do you have any Funsters?” Decker asked an employee who was restocking a swivel rack displaying birthday cards for birds.

      He was met with a sneer. “Funsters? We don’t like to stock a lesser quality brand like that, but we have to since they are so popular with low-end pet owners. They’re in the next aisle over,” the young man with the “Liam” name tag said.

      “I’m looking for a special item. Unique. It won’t have been listed on any shipping manifest.”

      Liam’s eyes opened wide. “Oh. Oh! I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t realize you were one of our unique customers.”

      Decker heard the emphasis, despite the fact the shelf stocker’s voice dropped to a whisper on the last two words. What was a unique customer? Did Pure Bred have a secret underground Funster black market operating out of their store? Had other prototypes been sent here accidentally? Or, worse for NPU, on purpose? “Yes, I am a unique customer,” Decker lied.

      “We don’t currently have any of the Bombay cats we advertised on our private boards, but our exclusive breeders promised we’ll be receiving a shipment in the next week or so. Since you’re here in person today, we can put you on the waiting list for our first kindle.”

      "I don’t want an e-reader. I want a cat." Decker didn’t want a cat either, but he did want access to the suspicious-sounding private boards. If E.L.V.I.S. had been sent to Pure Bred, that seemed like the place he’d find out about it.

      "Exactly. We’ll get you set up."

      "For what?"

      "The first kindle."

      Rather than repeat himself, Decker leveled a stare that had made hardened suspects quiver.

      His current nemesis teared up. “I wasn’t talking about e-readers. A kindle is a group of kittens,” Liam said.

      “Technically, yes, but it’s generally called a litter. Unless you want to sound pretentious. Who do I talk to about a Bombay?” Decker asked. He might not be a cop anymore, but something had his crime-sense tingling. The fact the college-aged retail worker still hadn’t answered his question about whether or not E.L.V.I.S. had been shipped to the store hadn’t gone unnoticed either.

      Liam led him past the checkout counter to the manager’s office in the back. “Miss Drummond, this customer is interested in a unique item,” he told his boss.

      “Two items,” Decker corrected. “I’m looking for one particular Funster which may have been shipped to your store. A moveable figurine, twelve inches tall, dressed somewhere between a G.I. Joe and a Ken doll. I want it. Also, tell me about the cats.”

      The manager, Lorraine Drummond, was an anti-hipster. In fact, she so strongly reminded Decker of a stereotypical librarian, it almost took her back around to hipster again. Her hair was pulled into a severe bun, she wore a navy suit with the blouse buttoned all the way to the collar, and glasses hung around her neck on a thick gold chain. She was still years from her thirtieth birthday. The dichotomy was jarring. “I’m not sure what you mean,” Lorraine stalled, badly.

      “A cat. Specifically, a Bombay. Liam said you were getting some in soon.”

      “Liam was speaking out of turn. First, I’m certain we wouldn’t have ordered a Funster doll, of all things. Their regular products are bad enough. We recommend our clients purchase quality toys for their fur babies. Secondly, we have no cats available for purchase.”

      Decker knew he could walk away; they didn’t seem to have what he was looking for. With Pure Bred’s attitude, they’d have been happy to sell E.L.V.I.S. to him to get rid of the item before the bourgeois stink infected their store. But their rude, contemptuous attitude, the fact he’d struck out looking for the prototype, and the itch between his shoulder blades when it came to the non-existent cats they may or may not be selling kept him in place. Even if it did mean pretending to be interested in a “fur baby.” He laid a business card that only listed his name and number on Lorraine’s desk, and tapped it with his finger. “I expect a call when the cats come in. Liam said by the end of the week. I’ll see you soon.”

      Fins and Things had been a wash. As had Kitten Caboodle. Pure Bred wasn’t looking good either.

      For a piece-of-cake job, he’d gotten nowhere. Decker returned to his office and reviewed the file Nick Klassen had sent, thinking he’d missed something. He didn’t get any calls, from Joy or from Lorraine, which left him plenty of time to research Bombay cats.

      Just in case.
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      Joy needed a brick to weigh down the lid she’d slapped over the kittens’ temporary play box. The adorable little buggers had escaped three times. Pumpkin got out alone twice; the last time he’d led Spooky and Stinky in an attempted mass rebellion. As much as Joy loved them, she looked forward to the day they were fully capable of handling cat food and litter boxes on their own. She didn’t begrudge them her time, but she was spread so thin she was see-through.

      She returned to her paperwork. She really disliked the managerial part of her job. Kitten Caboodle’s lease was coming up and the mall was stalling on the renewal. It wasn’t a matter of business; it was about competition. Specifically, it was about Pure Bred and Pure Brewed. The pet store and coffee shop on the second floor wanted to expand into consignment purebred pet sales. The management company they both dealt with was turning the situation into the O.K. Corral, declaring the mall wasn’t big enough for the two of them.

      Joy hadn’t gone to veterinary college to negotiate rental contracts. She’d earned her degree to help animals. But she had to do the first to do the second. Spooky, Midnight, Stinky, and Pumpkin were straining the shelter’s capacity, but they had a good thing going on. Joy wasn’t going to let some soulless store selling dog sweaters drive them out.

      The shelter wasn’t going down without a fight. Since she couldn’t take the Spice Boys herself, Joy intended to make sure they found the second-most perfect home she could find by proving Kitten Caboodle was the place to be. It certainly had been a few hours ago. Joy needed more people like Decker Harkness in the store. If she stood him in the window holding a kitten, the line to the cash register would be out the door.

      Joy wished she had received the doll he was looking for. Maybe if they’d had more of a chance to talk, she’d have worked up the nerve to ask if he wanted to join her for a coffee.

      A flurry of barking erupted behind her. “It’s me! Down, Mitzi. You’d think I was a stranger breaking in to rob the joint,” a masculine voice announced from the kennel room, which was attached to the play room. Rob Allan was a veterinarian and Kitten Caboodle’s owner. He’d hired Joy two years earlier. He said she could play manager while he played with the animals. He got the better part of the deal.

      “Rob, I’m leaving you for four younger men,” Joy shouted back as she loaded her kittens into a carrier.

      “Take off. I’ve got this.”

      She left knowing the rest of the animals were in good hands. Rob took the evening shift, caring for and feeding the four rescue dogs and seven full-grown cats they had in the shelter, reviewing the store’s sales numbers, and keeping the animals company until about nine o’clock.

      Then she’d return at eight to do it all over again.

      The next morning, she took two steps into the store and knew it was going to be one of those days. Her boss was a decent guy, but he’d obviously been distracted the night before. Mitzi, or one of the store’s other four-legged occupants, had ransacked aisle three. Stuffed animals, chew toys, and balls were scattered from one end to the other. The furry miscreant had even managed to stack four boxes of cat treats into a pile that looked like a set of stairs leading to the second shelf, where more items were in disarray. “Really, Rob. You couldn’t have cleaned this up before you left?” she complained to herself. The parakeets, in their cages along the wall, squawked in agreement.

      A knock rattled the accordion door leading to the mall. The same brown-uniformed delivery man as the day before stood outside with yet another box on a trolley. Joy signed for the package, and carefully carried the beat-up carton to the cash desk.

      She didn’t remember ordering a second shipment from NPU. When she read the manifest, her confusion cleared. North Pole Unlimited had sent her a complimentary display pack from their upcoming Christmas product line. Then she was surprised again. For the first time ever, the company’s shipment was incomplete. The invoice listed twelve toys. The badly damaged package contained ten. Between the huge, missing piece in the side of the box and the tear at the bottom, Joy was surprised only two had fallen out during the trip.

      She arranged the contents behind the desk. She needed to make a “Coming Soon” sign for them. Joy refused to put out any Christmas decorations before Halloween; it was an offense to decency. That didn’t mean she wouldn’t have another sign ready for November first.

      An idea hit her as she straightened the rope-octopus’s legs on the glass shelf. An unexpected box from NPU? Missing items? It was an excuse to call Decker Harkness. She could tell him about the shipment and the invoice over a coffee. She pulled his card out of her wallet, picked up her phone, and dialed before she had a chance to chicken out.
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      Decker had barely settled behind his desk when his day took a turn for the better. Joy called. He agreed to meet her and was out the door before they finished their conversation.

      The food court coffee was black, hot, and mellow. In other words, it was perfect. Joy’s whipped-cream-topped, chocolate-drizzled cocoa made his teeth ache just looking at it. Decker was disappointed when she pulled a slip of paper from her purse. Apparently, she had a real reason to call him.

      “North Pole Unlimited sent us a box of samples, but the shipment was incomplete. I thought your doll might be one of the missing ones. Do any of these product numbers match?” she asked.

      He quickly scanned the list. The E.L.V.I.S. code Nick gave him didn’t pop. Decker set the paper down to peruse again later. He might have missed it the first time. His eyes needed a chance to rest before he looked at the small type again, so he concentrated on the vision in front of him instead.

      Decker had researched Joy’s online history the night before, purely for professional reasons. No criminal history, upbeat, non-political public social media posts, and member in good standing of the Ottawa Humane Society. She might be one of the few people who were as honest as she looked. He still had trouble believing it.

      The very sight of her made him smile. She looked like she had stepped off the page of Girl Next Door magazine with a bright blue sweater over a yellow T-shirt and jeans. She had a couple creases at the corners of her eyes, pushing her past the thirty-year mark, which was a good thing. He was thirty-eight himself; he didn’t want to date out of his decade. Even if their coffee meeting was a bust in every other way, he was going to try to get a real date out of it.

      “I’ll have to double-check against the file I have at the office. Thanks for calling me about it. I was hoping to see you again,” he said.

      Joy blushed. “Did you have any luck at the other places you went?”

      “No. Fins and Things was a dud. I also checked out Pure Bred, but my investigation there was inconclusive. I have to go back again.” Joy’s nose went up at the name of the second store. “You aren’t a fan?”

      “I would never speak badly of the competition, but if I did, I’d tell you that flea-infested pit of animal traumas is a disgrace of a pet store and a blight on the mall and world in general. I cannot recommend it for anything at all. And what they try to pass off as coffee cake is terrible,” Joy said in an explosion of disgust.

      “Don’t hold back on my account.” He knew from the second he met her, criminal or not, that she had good taste.

      “My Dutch cinnamon coffee cake can take down their sawdust pucks any day of the week. I swear the sole reason they’re still in business is because some people think they have to pay more to show how important they are and feel better about themselves. Did you know Pure Bred sells Funsters at thirty percent more than we do? There’s no reason for that kind of markup,” she continued.

      “Unless you have customers stupid enough to pay it,” Decker added.

      “Exactly! See, you get it. I’d never sell a pet to somebody who shopped there. They’d treat a shelter animal like a second-class pet. I’m not saying animals are people too, but they are living creatures, not purse accessories you should dress to match your outfit.”

      “You know what? I’m going to keep mum about my next visit so I don’t set you off,” Decker said with a laugh. Her passionate responses were making him smile, but she was giving off clear signs she’d be equally as passionate if he were the one to annoy her.

      Joy blushed again. “It might be safer,” she agreed.

      “Can I ask you why you hate them on our next date?”

      “Is this our first date?”

      “I hope so.”

      “And we’re having another one?” she asked.

      “Absolutely. Tonight?”

      “I’m free tonight.”

      She hadn’t made him work for it at all. That was a good sign.

      She checked her watch, and Decker reluctantly let her get back to the store. He took a picture of the invoice first, planning to verify the model numbers with Nick. But he spent most of the drive back to his office figuring out where to take Joy for dinner.
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      Joy didn’t mean to act scatterbrained for the rest of her shift, but the prospect of dinner with Decker threw her into a tizzy. Joy hadn’t thought she was out of practice when it came to dating, but when she counted back the weeks since she’d had one with a promising guy, she was surprised to realize snow had still been on the ground.

      But that was no reason for Spooky to nip at her after she gave the trio a scoop of doggy kibble in their food dish by mistake. Joy switched it to the proper food and was rewarded with a head-butt before she was completely ignored.

      “Joy, did you place the order for more lint roller tape?” Rob called from the cash desk.

      “You bet,” she shouted back. She hadn’t. They didn’t carry lint rollers, let alone the tape. It was a code they’d developed for shoplifters. The young man with the potential sticky fingers wasn’t hard to spot. Jeans so stiff they could stand up by themselves, a dark fleece hoodie with creases in the arms and across the chest, and a ball cap pulled low over his glasses. He looked like he was out to rob the place and had bought new clothes to do it.

      He wasn’t there for anything of value. Kitten Caboodle had pricy items, but those were the twenty- or fifty-pound bags of food, not anything he could slip under his sweater. The smaller stuff wasn’t worth the effort, although that didn’t mean she and Rob let it slide.

      Joy approached him from behind as he moved into the aisle with the various pet cages. Spooky, Midnight, Stinky, and Pumpkin were in their glass playpen. Half a dozen guinea pigs were scattered through three of the terrariums along the wall, and four parakeet cages hung from the ceiling, letting the birds keep watch over the entire store.

      The guy darted furtively from side to side as he approached the cats’ box. Joy pounced while his hand was moving toward the latch. “Can I help you?”

      He jumped. “I was just looking!”

      Maybe it was a prank; he was too inept to be shoplifting for profit. “I can see that. Can I help you find anything?”

      “I want to adopt a cat. These black ones are cute. Are they Bombays?”

      “If they are, we’d never be able to prove it. Their mother may have been but we don’t have any papers for her. She was all black with golden eyes, but she didn’t have a chip and was dropped off anonymously. The father was unknown.”

      “I want one,” he said.

      “Unfortunately, these kittens aren’t fully weaned, so they aren’t on our adoption register yet. They should be available in early November.” She hated to tell him even that much. Giving away the Spice Boys was going to break her heart. Joy wanted to hold on to them until the very last possible second. Technically, the kittens would be old enough for new homes the next week, but the shelter had a policy: no black cat adoptions in October. Neither she nor Rob had ever had a problem with people doing anything to black cats for Halloween, but they set the rule to ensure their streak continued.

      “But I really want one now. Today,” the college-aged customer insisted.

      Joy studied the shoplifter-slash-wannabe-cat-adopter, looking further than his clothing. “Do I know you?” she asked. She was certain she did, although she couldn’t put her finger on it. He was barely twenty, past the acne stage but not yet able to fill a full beard, so he’d settled for a wispy goatee. His entire presence gave her a biting-on-tinfoil feeling.

      “No. But you could if you sold me a cat.”

      Was he flirting with her? The toothy smile he shot her confirmed her first impression. Yes, he was. He didn’t stand a chance. Especially after she’d spent half an hour with a man who could express his interest without playing games.

      “They aren’t available until November. If you’d like to leave your name at the desk, we can start your paperwork, and you’ll be able to pick up your new kitten early next month.” Joy kept talking even though he was halfway down the aisle by the time she finished her first sentence.

      “I’ll come back,” he said.

      “Don’t bother,” Joy retorted, but he was gone.
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      Nick Klassen was very interested in his briefing. Decker had never seen anybody perform a line-by-line analysis or be so insightful about an interim report. He was glad he’d made dinner reservations first, because at this rate, their video call was going to take the entire afternoon.

      “In summary, you like Kitten Caboodle as a store, but you think Pure Bred is more likely to have received it?” Nick asked.

      “Yes. Joy, the Kitten Caboodle manager, has been very up-front with me about shipments. She even called me to do a follow-up. I get a good vibe from her. I’ve removed them from my list of potential locations. If she knew about the doll, she’d have told me,” Decker said.

      “What about Pure Bred?”

      Hinky was not a professional term. But that’s what it was. The whole store was one big question mark. “I’m still looking into them. I have a second visit scheduled for tomorrow.” Decker wanted to know more about the secret cats he’d been offered. He also wanted a chance to search the premises himself. He didn’t trust Liam or Lorraine to let him know if E.L.V.I.S. came in.

      Klassen conferred with somebody off-screen. “Okay. Keep me informed. It seems like Pure Bred was already on our radar for shipment problems. If we get any information on this end, we’ll forward it immediately. Good luck.”

      Decker headed home for a shower before returning to the mall to pick Joy up from work. He’d made reservations at Casa Roma.

      Despite her text saying she’d be ready and waiting, she was neither. He found her petting the crying orange kitten who’d attacked him the day before. The three others in the cage were crying as well. He could swear he saw tears in their eyes. “What happened?” The kittens were the most pathetic things he’d ever seen.

      “Rob decided it was time for them to be chipped. Nobody is happy about it.”

      The orange one abandoned Joy and her gentle strokes and toddled over to Decker’s hand, which was dangling at the ledge. “Yeow!”

      “Is that cat for ‘pet me’? Or is it a warning he’s about to leap on me again?” Decker asked.

      “Pumpkin wants cuddles. Just avoid between his shoulders. Patting him on the head should work. Did you want to stay here with these guys while I grab my purse?”

      “No problem.” They weren’t dogs, but the kittens were affectionate. The littlest black one tried to push Pumpkin away to get his own head-scratches. Decker ended up with two handfuls of kittens.

      “They’re never going to let you leave now,” Joy said upon her return.

      He pulled his hands from the case and ignored the mournful mews. He barely heard them at all over the ringing in his ears. Joy may not have had time to go home, but she’d definitely taken the time to freshen up. She’d swapped her practical, short-sleeved golf shirt for a clingy, dark-red sweater and a long chain with a bauble at the end.

      “Is this okay? You never texted me where we were going.”

      He knew he’d forgotten something. “Casa Roma. I hope you like Italian.”

      “I love Italian.”

      “What about the cats?”

      “I’ll come back and pick them up when we’re done,” Joy said.

      It was a short drive to the restaurant. The hostess showed them to a semi-circular booth in the back. Decker followed Joy onto the bench and scooted around with her, not letting her put an empty place setting between them. He gave her room when she started gesticulating with a breadstick while telling him about her first trip to the symphony, but after that he shifted close again. Whenever she pushed her hair back over her shoulder, Decker caught a hint of something sweet and floral. It was intoxicating. So much so, he realized he’d missed Joy’s question.

      “Sorry?” Decker asked.

      “I was wondering how you got into the private-eye business. It seems like a big jump from police officer to self-employed detective.”

      “There were parts of being a cop I really liked. And parts I didn’t. Working for myself, I get to concentrate on the parts I like.”

      “Like hunting down missing dolls?”

      “Admittedly, some of my jobs aren’t very exciting. On others, I get to meet some amazing people.” Beautiful, intelligent, funny people. He was seriously considering asking Joy on a third date when they were halfway through their second, but he didn’t want to scare her off. “Can I ask you a question?”

      Joy made a “go ahead” motion as she took a sip of her diet cola.

      “If you’re worried about Pumpkin, Spooky, Stinky, and… and…”

      “Midnight,” she supplied.

      “Midnight being adopted by a stranger, why don’t you adopt them yourself? Unless you already have enough animals,” he added. He could easily see her as a crazy cat lady—the sexy kind, not the grandmotherly, doily-and-slip-covered-sofa kind.

      “Believe me, I want to. Unfortunately, my life is too transitory right now. When I took the managerial job at Kitten Caboodle, I told Rob it was going to be for six months, until I finished my veterinary assistant diploma. But then I couldn’t get hired on anywhere else with it. That was two years ago.”

      “You didn’t want to get a pet in case you couldn’t afford to keep it? That’s responsible.”

      “That’s part of it. I’ve been leasing my apartment month to month as well, in anticipation of moving to my new job. I got my landlord to agree to let me bring the kittens into the building to be fostered until they were weaned, but the deal was for eight weeks and not a day longer. The kittens are permanent shelter residents after this weekend until we can find them homes.”

      “That’s pretty impressive. You’ve worked at Kitten Caboodle for two years and haven’t adopted anything yet. I figured you were a soft touch,” Decker teased.

      “I stayed strong until Pumpkin and the other Spice Boys arrived. I don’t know what I’m going to do now. They need a good home.”

      Decker didn’t understand the look that flashed across her face, but he smiled when she leaned into him with fake puppy-dog eyes. He outright laughed when she grabbed her bottom lip and jiggled it to make it look like it was trembling.

      “Stop it. No! I’m not taking a kitten home with me. I’m not a cat guy.” A kitten would totally ruin his street credit. Especially an orange crybaby. Maybe one of the black ones, if it promised to act aloof and mysterious when clients were in the office. Giving people head-butts for scratches was not the act of a P.I.’s cat. “I’m certain you’ll make sure they all go to good homes. In fact, I’d bet on it.”

      She smiled. “You’d bet right.”

      Joy tried to decline dessert, but Decker caught the sparkle in her eye when the waitress mentioned the tiramisu. He ordered it for her. He wasn’t a fan but it was worth it to watch Joy enjoy it.

      He drove her back to the mall, taking an obviously out-of-the-way route to stretch out the ride. She directed him to the back of the building, and he pulled to a stop beside a battered pickup which was parked in front of a steel security door.

      “Thank you for a lovely dinner,” Joy said. She didn’t make a move toward the door handle.

      “I had a great time,” Decker responded. That was an understatement. He hadn’t laughed so hard in months.

      She turned to face him full on. “Me, too.” She shifted her hand to the center console.

      He wasn’t going to get a clearer signal than that.

      Decker licked his lip as he leaned closer. Joy tilted her head and did the same. Then she pulled away, staring at the back of the building. “That’s not right.”

      “What’s not?”

      “The door.”

      He walked her to the building. Under normal circumstances, most of his motivation would be chivalry; it was late, and the area was poorly lit. The fact he got to hold her hand was strictly secondary. This time, he went with her for protection. “Look,” she said.

      No wonder she’d noticed it. Something, or someone, had scratched all the paint away from the handle.

      “Something’s wrong.”
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      The rear door led into the shelter half of Kitten Caboodle. The back room, where the animals were kenneled, opened into the play room at the front where they wandered at will. A wall of windows with a gate in the doorway looked from the playroom into the store, allowing people to check out the pets available for adoption. The mall entry was on the store half. As soon as mall hours ended, a set of accordion doors closed, locking the place down tight.

      Not that she had a chance to show him any of that. She thought Decker would come inside with her to check things out. Instead, he backed her away from the door and locked her in his car while he called the police.

      It was ridiculous. If there had been an intruder, the animals would have been going nuts. They would have heard them, even through the door. But, no, Decker wouldn’t let her collect her poor kitties.

      He reached over and picked her hand out of her lap. “The cats are probably sleeping. You said so yourself. A few more minutes isn’t going to make any difference.” He gave her fingers a squeeze. “They’ll be fine,” he repeated.

      The Ottawa Police Service arrived quickly, and the responding officers did a walk-through. As soon as they gave the go-ahead, she yanked her hand from Decker’s and fumbled with the car door. Decker grabbed her again as she hurried to the shelter. “Take
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