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      Sherlock sat at Chris Johnstone’s feet, his German shepherd energy like a coiled spring. He didn’t have to give the dog any orders to sit still. Sherlock would do exactly what was expected until given the order to work. Sergeant Leo Colder steepled his fingers in front of him and took a deep breath. His dark brown eyes bored into Chris with more seriousness than he’d shown to this point. He’d begun to believe Leo had asked him here just to meet the dog.

      “You can’t say a word about this. If Marin finds out we found this, she’ll spiral and we’ll never find out who killed Alyssa. If Marin ends up finding you, because she’s out there looking right now, you need to convince her Sherlock is on a search and rescue mission. That’s it.”

      While Sherlock was dual-trained for both searches and bodies, the way the dog acted during those searches was totally different. It didn’t even take a trained eye to tell the difference. “You’re sure her sister is dead? How?” He’d understood he was there for rescue, not recovery.

      Generally speaking, his dog was rare. Either dogs looked for the dead or the living, not both. Some dogs were both drug sniffers and search and rescue. Some dogs that were dual-trained were bomb and drug sniffers. Sherlock was uniquely trained to search for both the living and the dead. He’d won awards for being equally good at search and rescue as he was at recovery.

      The room seemed to shrink as the sergeant took a plastic bag from his desk. Sherlock leaned subtly forward, as if he sensed it too. The bag held a blue jean shirt, stiff and stained in blood. Through the clear plastic, he saw the embroidered name on the front placket, the name Alyssa in scrolling gold lettering stood out against the deep blue denim.

      “We’re fairly certain with the gunshot hole placed where it is and the amount of blood on this shirt, she’s dead. There are no other missing women with that name. I’ve sent a sample of the blood off for testing. We’ll confirm our suspicions soon enough. We don’t know the motive and Marin is convinced Alyssa had no enemies. Unfortunately, we can’t disregard this evidence.” He put the bag on the desk in front of Chris.

      While a monogrammed shirt might seem like a great clue, those ended up at thrift stores all the time. Plausibility didn’t equate to fact. This suddenly felt like he’d been called in to ‘accidentally’ tell her about the death of her sister. He was not the guy to inform someone they’d lost a close family member, and he didn’t want to be the guy who told someone incorrectly their sister was dead. His job usually came into play when people already knew their family member had passed or when they were missing and needed to be found. Most people in his position never had that choice.

      “I don’t work with detectives. I work with Sherlock, that’s it. If I see her, I won’t be working with her. That’s what we agreed to when you called me.” He glanced down at his trusty partner. He’d worked with human partners before. No, thank you. Never again.

      Leo laughed. “Sherlock, huh?” He leaned forward, his face melting to the look of a father about to make a decision he knew would hurt. “Look, you and I both know Marin shouldn’t be anywhere near this case. It’s a conflict of interest and it’s going to gut her when she finds out the truth. That’s partly why you’re here. If we can get this over quickly, all the better. Then I can give her a little time off to grieve.

      “If I had any other detectives, she wouldn’t be working this case. But there’s the issue. I don’t. She’s the only investigator I have. The moment her sister came up missing, she’s been unstoppable, working around the clock. So, I know you think I’m rotten for not telling her, but she’ll actively be looking for clues while you’re hunting for a body.”

      Great. They’d be at odds from the start, and he’d end up being the one to break the news to her. Yup, this was a pass the buck mission.

      “Are you telling me she’s going to be shadowing me and making things difficult for me and the dog? These dogs have a ninety-five percent success rate. If Alyssa is out there in the area we search, we’ll find her. Is that really where you want Marin to be? Isn’t there something she can be doing here in the office, at least for today? It’s why I work alone.”

      “She’s out there right now, looking. If I intervene and stop her, she’ll know something is up. I can’t do that to her.” His gaze fell on Chris’s ear and stayed there.

      He didn’t want to know how Leo understood that to be a fact or that the shirt absolutely belonged to Alyssa Bayless. That wasn’t his department. He had to rely on the work done before he was called in on the case. Hopefully, the lab would have answers soon. In a usual case, he didn’t deal with evidence. Even having the shirt could make finding the body more difficult, not less. Especially if they weren’t certain it was hers.

      Sherlock had been through four years of intense training to sniff out the scent of human decay. That was how they differentiated a recovery from a rescue. In rescues, he often tried to use scents the living left behind. With a body, the dog looked for the scent released by decay.

      “That shirt is all well and good, but I won’t use it. Where was she last seen and how long has she been missing?”

      Leo rolled his eyes. “You say missing as if you don’t believe me. We found the shirt yesterday. It was still . . . damp. She went missing a week prior to that.”

      Just because he wasn’t an officer under this sergeant didn’t mean he had to be treated like he was squeamish. Calling the shirt ‘damp’ was an understatement. “And location?”

      “One of my patrol officers found it in the park. Clearly, she was assaulted and then the body was moved because he saw nothing there besides the shirt. No blood or any other evidence. She went missing from the local bowling alley where she worked.”

      The deep blue denim looked crunchy within the bag, like it had been drenched and was now drying. The sergeant was right about one thing: if that was Alyssa’s shirt, she likely hadn’t survived the attack.

      “I assume you’ve already searched the rest of the park visually?”

      Sergeant Colder leaned back in his chair. “Yes, I had the uniformed officer who found the shirt walk around the perimeter and do a search. You understand I have to be careful here. If Marin finds out what I’m doing, I’m out a detective, my only detective.”

      Obviously, Leo worried about being without Marin. Meaning he probably heaped a lot of cases on her. She would end up feeling too guilty about missing work to take the time off she would need to process the loss of her sister. That illustrated the life of an LEO.

      He wasn’t about to disrupt another department, but his own sergeant wouldn’t break protocol and trick one of his investigators into working a case. If Marin’s sister was deceased, she deserved the time off to deal with the loss. She absolutely shouldn’t be working on it.

      He made no promises he couldn’t keep. “I’ll leave that in your possession, so you don’t have to worry about the evidentiary chain of command. We’ll get to work, and I’ll let you know what he finds.” He glanced down at Sherlock. “Hopefully quickly.” He stood and Sherlock immediately stood in tandem with him.

      “Godspeed.” Leo held a finger to his forehead in a lazy salute.

      Sherlock stayed at Chris’s side as they walked through the building. It was quite a bit smaller than his own. He lived and worked in Cheyenne, WY, which was about three hours north of Poplar Bend, where he was now, helping a force that had no K9 officers.

      “What are you doing here?” A woman’s sharp voice drew him up short.

      He paused, since he’d seen no one else in the hallway. “Me?” He wasn’t used to being talked to in that tone by anyone on the force.

      “Yeah, you. What are you doing here?”

      A petite woman stepped out of the shadows of a doorway. She wore dark blue jeans similar in color to the shirt in Sergeant Colder’s office along with a white tee and a blazer with ¾ sleeves. She crossed her arms, and he noticed her clipped-on security badge to access the building. It read Bayless. He’d hoped to get out into the park and start working before he had to talk to Marin. Could this day get any worse?

      He kept his voice low in case any other officers listened in behind closed doors. “I’ve been asked by Sergeant Colder to do a search.”

      Likely, she hadn’t heard of him or his dog, and she wouldn’t realize he wasn’t on a search and rescue mission. Since many officers, even investigators, didn’t know the ins and outs of handling a K9, she might not know what was going on. He could hope, anyway.

      “You’re here to find Alyssa? Leo said he wasn’t going to waste resources to find her. I’m so glad he relented. I’m leaving in ten minutes to do a search of the area around her apartment. You can come with me.”

      “Wait, no. I don’t work with anyone else, and I’m not headed to her apartment.” He held up his hand to stop her in her tracks. The likelihood of finding her there after she’d been missing for over a week was none. If Marin went with him, she’d know within minutes Sherlock wasn’t looking for an injured woman who needed to be found. This interaction alone was far above his pay grade.

      “What do you mean? I have all the information on the case. We’ve already done grid searches throughout town. You can’t just open your car door and let your dog run all over town, hunting for a stray scent. What if he finds something and destroys other evidence in the process?”

      Little did she know he was generally given a search perimeter and stuck to it. Sherlock did exactly that, and he was very good at it. He never touched anything besides marking where the living or the dead could be found.

      “I still work alone. I’m sorry. I’ll let you know whatever I find.” That had to be the end of talking to this woman. He turned to walk away.

      “Not in my town and not on my case.” She reached in her pocket and drew out a large set of keys then caught up to him. “I’ll get my car and show you what I know. I’m Marin, by the way.” She held out her hand as she kept pace with him.

      “Chris,” he said as his stomach twisted. This day looked to be one of the worst in his life. For once, he prayed his dog failed at this job.
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      Why did Leo have to ask that handler to look for her sister? Marin peered down at the massive German shepherd with his black tactical vest marking him as an officer. She’d wanted to work with a K9 so badly when she’d started that she’d researched all the dogs and their handlers in Wyoming, hoping to eventually be one of them. This one was about as famous a pair as Wyoming could have.

      Leo couldn’t have asked Chris to use Sherlock as a cadaver dog. No, this was a search and rescue mission until she was told otherwise. Unless he had information he wasn’t passing on to her. . . She pressed the button on her keyring to unlock her cruiser. If Leo had hidden facts from her, she would soon find out.

      “I don’t think you told me. Where were you planning to search?” All he’d told her so far was that he wasn’t looking at Alyssa’s apartment.

      “The park. Generally. No specific area.” He didn’t turn his face to look at her. His profile was strong, his jaw clear of any stubble. He had a deep scar down his right cheek. She forced herself to quit staring and watch her steps.

      “Well, what area of the park would you like to start your search? There’s the picnic side, the area for skateboards, not to mention the walking trails. . .” The answer to that question might give her insight into what Chris knew.

      “The whole park,” he answered, sharing nothing more with her and sounding annoyed she spoke to him.

      He opened the back door and patted the bench seat. Sherlock stepped into her vehicle without the slightest hint of a jump and sat, looking bored like this happened all the time. Chris affixed a lead to Sherlock’s vest and clicked it into the seatbelt buckle. Safely locking him in.

      She bit her lip and tried to make her voice sound like when she spoke to her sister, not a fellow officer. One who was increasingly annoyed by her presence. “What do you hope to find? I know there was a uniformed officer searching the perimeter early this morning. His car was out there when I drove by on my way to work. I didn’t think it had to do with this case, but Leo informed me they’d received a tip and were following through with it.”

      And that’s where the information had ended. Leo refused to share what the officer had found with her, if anything. He’d always been good to her as a boss, but this case had her wondering if he was on her side at all.

      “Did the officer find something? Is that why you’re here?” If she could make herself humble and let him know she hadn’t been given the information, he might share it. Then again, she’d told him she had all the evidence for her case . . . The more she thought about it, the more sure she was he hadn’t been called in that morning. The drive from Cheyenne was three hours. He had to have been called the day before.

      “It’s just a hunch. Nothing more.” He closed the back door and came around to the passenger side.

      As soon as he settled in, she started the car and ambled it toward the town park. Alyssa had to be alive. She had to. Her sister was all she had left. Their parents had separated from them the moment Alyssa graduated high school. It had been like a divorce. They’d stopped communicating with their daughters and after a year of silence, Alyssa and Marin had assumed they wanted nothing to do with their children anymore. They had no other family nearby.

      She pulled into a sunny parking spot, glad for the warmth. The late-May sunshine could be balmy one minute and frigid the next. Wyoming was like that in the spring. She watched Chris get out of the car and head back around for his dog. He was tall and rangy, like he might have been a cowboy when he was younger. Then again, that could be the cowboy hat giving her that clue. His sandy brown hair barely brushed his ears. If there were more officers like him, she might agree to having a partner.

      A hot jolt ran through her brain, stopping her thoughts. She refused to think of him in that way. He was just a guy from far away who would help her find her sister. End of story. She gathered her evidence collection kit from the trunk and met Chris in front of the car.

      He frowned as he glanced around the park. “I work alone. I feel like I’ve said that one hundred times today, and it keeps getting ignored.”

      She couldn’t help grinning. “That’s small-town police work for you. We always need more help. We’re so used to offering assistance to everyone else that we don’t take no for an answer anymore.”

      He turned away from her, clearly not warmed by her attempt at joviality. “That’s great. I’m sure it makes for fun holiday parties, but that’s not why I’m here. I need space, and so does Sherlock. If you want me to find your sister, you’ll need to follow my rules.”

      Her spine stiffened at his words. She’d worked hard for a lot of years to get where she was. Women didn’t generally make it into the role of investigator at all. In such a small jurisdiction, it was almost unheard of. How dare he strip her of all credibility? This was her case.

      “Are you insinuating I can’t do my job or that I’m not needed? I would beg to differ on both counts.” She crossed her arms and waited for him to answer.

      Instead of giving her the satisfaction of a good argument, he headed off into the park with his dog so close to his side she was sure they’d trip over each other. She held tight to her kit as she jogged after him.

      “Hold on. Are you looking at the whole park or one specific place? Remind me again?”

      He glanced over his shoulder. “Alone.”

      She wanted to like this guy if she had to work with him, but he wasn’t helping matters. “Yeah, I get it. Do you wear a mask and appear when a light shows up in the sky, too?”

      He glanced over his shoulder and narrowed his eyes at her. “For a woman who wants to get her sister back, you certainly aren’t acting as if this is urgent.”

      Cold like ice water fell down her neck and back. He was right. Blast him for pointing it out. She’d been so sure exactly what she needed to do that she hadn’t counted on the disruption of a K9 and his handler.

      “Fine. I’ve got a few leads to check on at her apartment, where I was headed in the first place. I’ll be back in an hour.” She glanced at her watch.

      How could she leave when he might find something? No, he wouldn’t. If he found anything in the park, that would mean Alyssa was gone. She couldn’t be dead. Alyssa was closer than a sister. They were like twins. They finished each other’s sentences. Hot tears that she hadn’t allowed herself to shed collected in her eyes. She wouldn’t wipe them until she was safely in her car, away from this man’s sight. He’s probably assume that was typical behavior from a woman officer.

      She unlocked her cruiser and sat in the driver’s seat for a second, waiting for her eyes to clear and watching Sherlock pace around between a few trees with his nose to the ground. Nothing seemed to slow him down. He was clearly working, but there wasn’t anything in that area to make him point.

      In the next instant, the dog froze, nose to the ground, perfectly still, like a living arrow stuck to the ground. She’d never seen a dog stand so motionless. Even his tail stayed on point. Chris glanced over at her for a long moment, his face guarded, but she could see the worry there. Then, he headed out to check on what the dog had found.

      Lord, please. Please, not Alyssa. I don’t mean to be selfish, but I can’t lose my sister. I don’t feel like she’s gone. I know you don’t work that way.

      A bark brought her out of her prayers. Sherlock was now bounding toward the car, obviously happy with himself. Chris held a paper evidence bag in one hand and had his phone in the other. As soon as he opened the back door, she had to know.

      “What did you find?”

      He frowned. “Before we get into that, can I use your evidence kit? I had plastic bags, gloves, paper bags, and my phone to document the scene before touching anything but I didn’t have the ability to mark the bags.”

      “Sure. More talking while you’re writing,” she encouraged him to share.

      He snorted. “Give me a minute. I’m a one thing at a time kind of guy.”

      She wasn’t sure how she’d known that, but it had been evident when she’d noticed him in the hall back at the station. He had purpose. Drive. Meaning he probably lived the same way, with singular focus.

      The moment he finished marking the evidence and putting it in her collection kit to bring back to the station, he put Sherlock in the rear seat. He came around and buckled himself in. By then, Marin was ready to wrap her fingers around his neck and shake the truth out of him.

      “So?”

      He let out a soft breath. “So, I’ll have to come back out with a CSI team. This kind of thing is outside Sherlock’s scope. It wasn’t your sister. At least, there was no body there in the park. But I did find a bloodied shirt very similar to the one in your boss’s office. Does the name Cami mean anything to you?”

      Cami was Alyssa’s best friend. They both worked together, but what he’d said first choked her words. “Yeah, I know her. Why? And what do you mean, ‘similar to the one in my boss’s office’?”

      He frowned and closed his eyes for a second. “First, just know that a piece of clothing doesn’t mean anything. It isn’t a body.”

      Why was he saying this? Dark shadows rimmed her vision, making her blink quickly, and take deep breaths of air to keep from passing out. She reached for her phone and pressed Cami’s number. It rang six times before the voicemail kicked in. Cami was one of those people who brought her phone into the bathroom. She set it next to her pillow. Cami didn’t miss a phone call. Ever.

      “We need to go check on her.”

      “I think that’s a great place to start.”
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      Chris stared straight ahead as Marin drove. She seemed to finally understand that he didn’t want to talk. It wasn’t that he didn’t like her or even that he didn’t think she was capable. He didn’t want to have to tell her what her boss should have. Leo’s avoidance was grossly negligent and frankly made Chris angry. Marin gave and gave to her department, and they thanked her like this?

      Marin pulled to a stop in the spot she’d left not twenty minutes before. She turned the key toward her and let her hands fall into her lap. “I know there’s something you’re not telling me. I’m not a betting person, but I’m guessing you’re here because my boss believes my sister is dead. Can you at least tell me if that much is true?”

      He refused to lie to her face. That wasn’t his way. “That is what he believes. I haven’t seen evidence that would convince me of the same, but he seems sure.”

      She bowed her head and closed her eyes in what looked like prayer. He’d done his fair share of that on the way to the park. He never let himself get close to cases. His chest constricted as memories assaulted him. There were good reasons to avoid conflicts of interest in law enforcement. He’d gotten burned in every way.

      “Can you tell me what he found? Was it that shirt you mentioned?” Her voice was strong, but there was a quality to it that made him want to be as gentle as possible.

      Sherlock whined from the back seat and nosed Marin’s elbow. Marin jumped, then looked at Chris. He knew that look, the one that asked without words if it was okay to pet the K9. He looked at Sherlock, who had done such a good job. He deserved a little break and some attention. If he wanted to support Marin right now, who was he to stop the dog?

      “Rest.”

      The moment he gave the command, Sherlock gave a full-on whine and nosed her elbow enough to jostle it off the armrest.

      She unbuckled, then turned in her seat to scratch Sherlock’s neck. In the next instant, the dog had climbed up on the center console, like he did in Chris’s car, and pressed his fuzzy head into Marin’s chest. He heard the soft, controlled breaths that said she was trying to sob quietly enough he wouldn’t hear. She probably thought he’d think she was weak. On the contrary, the fact that she could still have emotions after working on the force that long spoke volumes about her fortitude.

      “If it helps, I don’t believe his theory until I see more proof. I’m going to wait until we hear back from the lab. One of his officers found a shirt identical to the one I found, except it had the name Alyssa on it. According to Leo, it was found at seven this morning, and I was called in immediately. Likely, I was called in to shorten this case because you’re too close to it. This could destroy you.”

      She didn’t respond right away and closed her eyes. He hated waiting and wanted to get the evidence into Leo’s custody right away, but this was important too. This was a fellow officer who was about to go through something very similar to what he had. He wanted to offer help or a listening ear . . . or maybe just a dog who was safe.

      “I appreciate that you’ve held out hope.” She reached into the small front pocket of her blazer and dabbed at her eyes with a tissue that had clearly been used for the same purpose earlier.

      “I wouldn’t call it hope as much as instinct. I’ve been wrong before, but this feels off. It’s too blatant. Too in your face. Plus, why leave the shirt there and not the body? Whoever is doing this knows you’re on the case and they want you out. They want you to believe she’s dead, so you’ll walk away to grieve. There are two things I can’t figure out. Why didn’t the officer see this when he looked this morning? The second is, why the coworker?”

      Marin shrugged a shoulder. “Officers miss things. Just like everyone else. As to Cami, they were best friends. Cami tagged along when Alyssa and I would go places, but I didn’t know her that well. I understand why you want to drop off that evidence first, but I will be heading over to her apartment next. I was given a key and told I could go in at any time, so that’s what I’m going to do.”

      “Don’t you think we should get a warrant first? What if you find something, then can’t admit it in court because you didn’t follow the proper protocols?”

      Jules’ voice mocked him from within with a pointedness only a former partner could. You’re such a legalist. You don’t have to follow rules every minute of your life.

      “I’ll talk to Leo, though he’s got a lot of explaining to do and I’m not so sure I want to even hear his voice right now.” She got out of the car and slammed her door.

      Chris glanced back at the dog. “Let’s work.”

      Sherlock immediately sat in the seat and waited for Chris to come back around and get him. While Marin gathered the evidence kit, he got the dog, and they both headed inside. The office was now bustling with officers, people in handcuffs going to the jail or to rooms to be questioned, and various others. Where the building had been quiet, now it was a dull roar of activity.

      Marin didn’t seem to notice as she pushed through the crowd and shoved open Leo’s door without knocking. “How dare you?”

      Leo shifted his focus from her to Chris.

      She stopped him before he could say anything. “No, don’t you dare blame him. This is between you and me. “If you had evidence in my sister’s case and kept it from me,” she said, jabbing a finger into his chest, “I’ll quit and go somewhere else. Is that clear?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I understand you’re under a lot of pressure right now, so I’ll ignore your tone . . . for now. Sit down.” He pointed at the chair nearest her.

      Chris wanted to back out of the room, but he was still holding the evidence Sherlock found in the park, which had to be properly handed off to Leo. He stepped forward and left the bag on Leo’s desk. “I think you should glove up and look at that.”

      Marin glared at her boss from her chair but remained silent. Leo put on gloves as fast as most nurses he knew and unsealed the paper bag with a flick of his finger. He opened the top and gently lifted out the plastic, sealed bag. Marin held her breath. He wanted to rest a hand on her shoulder, but she was so angry with Leo she would likely take his action the wrong way.

      Better to stay in his lane than make an enemy.

      Bright red smears covered the inside of the heavy-duty plastic. For a split-second, Leo glanced at Marin, then he set the sealed bag on his desk. He drew out Alyssa’s bag that looked almost the same and laid it next to the other.

      “I think it’s safe to say we have an issue.”

      Chris held up his hand to stop Leo from going further and making assumptions like he had earlier. “Did you get any results back from the tests performed on that shirt this morning?”

      Leo shook his head. “They’ve only had the evidence for a few hours. Give them some time. We’re a small department in a small jurisdiction. The big city crimes will be considered more important.”

      “The test to determine if that blood is human or animal takes seconds, and it’s likely the first test they would do. You don’t even have that back?” A CSI team would’ve done that in the field.

      He assumed the blood was human, judging by the fact that Sherlock had pointed to the second shirt instead of ignoring it, but he still had to ask. Sherlock hadn’t sniffed the first shirt at all, so he refused to believe anything until they offered more information.

      Leo frowned. “Tell me you come from the big city without telling me you come from the big city. We don’t have the resources you do. We don’t have the test kits you do. I have a few
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