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      Steve directed his first words of the day to his coal-black giant schnauzer. “Did you hear that, Le Roi? The cops found a body in the reflecting pool where the battle of San Jacinto took place. If I remember my Texas history, that battle took place in April 1836.”

      The announcer had already moved on to a story of snarled traffic on several of Houston’s freeways. A click of a button on the remote was all it took to still the chatter coming from the small television in the kitchenette.

      Steve put on his sunglasses, picked up his half-empty mug of coffee, and moved to the door of his lock-off apartment. Le Roi brushed his left pant leg, showing his willingness to protect and serve.

      “Let’s see if Heather and Princess are up yet.” Le Roi didn’t respond, but Steve knew the dog liked the idea of socializing with the German shepherd.

      The odor of sage and other spices hit him as soon as the door swung on its hinges. “Good news. They’re up and cooking breakfast.”

      Heather spoke as they came within earshot. “Do you mind taking Princess outside with Le Roi?”

      “Only if you’ll warm up my coffee.” He felt the bar surface to make sure it was uncluttered before setting his mug on it for Heather to fill. “What are you and Princess doing today?”

      “I have meetings until eleven, then I’ll call the contractor to check on the progress on our new homes. After that, Princess, Rasheed, and I will have lunch and go to the lake.”

      “You’re going to see Bella and Adam?”

      Heather gave an affirmative answer and asked, “Do you two want to come along?”

      He couldn’t think of a decent reason to refuse the invitation. “Getting out of the house is a good idea. What’s the weather going to be this afternoon?”

      “The same as it’s been every day for the past week—sunny, hot, and humid.”

      “Perfect. The dogs can have a swim in the lake.”

      His porcelain mug met the marble countertop, making a near-silent clunk. This told him his full mug was in front of him. A waft of Heather’s two-hundred dollar an ounce perfume mingled with the aroma of coffee. She asked, “Why don’t you bring your bathing suit? We could all go swimming in the lake. I’m sure Bella would swim with us. Sometimes I think she’s part dolphin.”

      “Not a bad idea,” said Steve. He turned to go but stopped. “Did you hear the news report about the body they found at the San Jacinto Monument? They pulled it out of the reflecting pool.”

      “No. I haven’t had the news on this morning.” She paused. “Why did you mention it?”

      Steve answered the question as he shrugged. “No reason, other than it’s an interesting place to kill someone. Have you ever been there or seen photos of the monument?”

      “I’m from Boston and have been all over the world. I’ve seen enough monuments to last me a lifetime.”

      “You’d like this one. It’s the tallest obelisk in the world. Looks like the Washington Monument, complete with the long pool of water at the Lincoln Memorial.”

      “It can’t be taller than the monument in DC.”

      “Fifteen feet taller,” said Steve. “Since you’re still on a half-day work schedule, we should go there.”

      Heather took an extra few seconds before she asked, “Are you bored?”

      Steve’s inclination was to tell her no because he loathed sounding sorry for himself. It wasn’t his fault he lost his career as a homicide detective, his wife, and his sight to a senseless crime, but those were the cards life dealt him, and it was up to him to play them as best he could.

      After reconsidering the question, he gave a straightforward answer. “I hate to admit it, but I think I am bored, and so is Le Roi. We both like to work and—”

      Heather cut him off. “You’re already dressed. Come with me to the office today. You haven’t been there since we all returned from Argentina. That was six months ago.”

      Steve lifted his mug of coffee. “Come on, Le Roi and Princess, let’s pretend to chase a bad guy in the backyard and then we can pretend we’re going to work.”

      Heather gave her dog the command to go, and Princess strutted off with Le Roi to the French doors leading onto the back patio and the yard beyond.

      Steve opened the door but gave them the command to wait. Their muscles quivered with anticipation until he released them with another command for them to search. Toenails scratched on the flagstone patio as both dogs ran for the far corners of the fence. They each sprinted to patrol their section with noses to the ground. Le Roi was at full gallop when he slammed on the brakes and let out a series of deep barks. Princess abandoned her area and joined him, responding with barks of her own. Both stood erect, twitching with desire as Steve commanded them to back away from the fence.

      Heather joined Steve on the patio. “What scent did you use today?”

      “Bucky Franklin’s.”

      “No wonder they look like they could tear the fence down.”

      Heather’s response wouldn’t make sense to most people, but Bucky was public enemy number one in Steve’s book: a dirty ex-cop, arsonist, and swindler looking at a long prison sentence if he and Heather could ever catch him. Steve took some consolation in knowing they’d made Bucky’s life miserable by making sure arrest warrants for him remained active.

      Steve rewarded the dogs for their good work with treats and an extended game of tug of war with a short length of thick rope.

      Le Roi weighed a hundred pounds while Princess came in at a svelte sixty-five pounds. That added up to a lot of biting and dragging power between the two trained police dogs, companions, and bodyguards.

      Le Roi, The King, always played the gentleman and didn’t overpower Princess by pulling her across the yard but held his ground while she did all she could to jerk the rope from his jaws.

      Following the short but intense workout, Heather called them in for breakfast. The rope fell to the ground when Steve gave the command. They joined him, one on each side, and moved with him when he started toward the back door.

      The singsong, heavily accented voice of Rasheed, Heather’s driver, greeted them as they came through the back door. “Good morning. Heather tells me we have a day of work and play ahead of us.”

      “More play than work for me,” said Steve, with an unintended touch of longing in his voice.

      The former professor of philosophy countered with, “It is said that changes will find you, whether you seek them or not.”

      Steve tilted his head and asked, “Did you make that up?”

      “It is also said that a fertile imagination can fool many fools. You, Steve, are no fool. My muse speaks to me, and I write things down.”

      Heather spoke from the kitchen. “Rasheed, have you eaten?”

      “Thank you for asking, but I find the selections at Jose’s Food Truck are temptations I cannot resist. I’m still making up for many missed meals in my native land. While in prison there, I had no choice but bread and water. Now that the menu is unrestricted, I prefer Jose’s breakfast tacos.”

      Heather directed her words to Steve. “Your plate is on the bar. I’ve given up trying to keep you from sneaking bites of sausage to Le Roi and Princess. I cooked two extra small links, one for each of them. Please don’t give them anything else from the table.”

      “You forgot something,” said Steve.

      “What’s that?”

      “You didn’t cook a link for Max.”

      Max, Heather’s persnickety Maine coon cat, rubbed against his ankles as Heather said, “He’s on a diet. No sausage for him until he loses some tonnage.”

      Steve held up three fingers in the Boy Scout salute. “I promise on my honor as an Eagle Scout, I’ll not give him anything off my plate.”

      Heather released a huff. “That would mean more if you hadn’t dropped out of scouting when you turned fifteen.”

      “That wasn’t my fault. They didn’t like my suggestion that Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts should combine. It would have made camping much more interesting.”

      Heather’s only response was to offer him jelly.

      Steve finished his breakfast, went to his room, and spoke to Le Roi. “Bring me your vest and I’ll get you dressed for the day.” The words sent the dog scurrying to the bedroom. Steve attached all the straps, stood, and took the harness in his left hand. After retrieving his white cane and instructing Le Roi to carry a small gym bag in his teeth, the two made for the garage.

      Multiple doors of the Mercedes SUV opened and closed, then seat belts clicked. Steve sat in the back seat and wondered what he’d do until 11 a.m. while Heather worked. Perhaps he’d call Leo, his former partner at Houston Homicide, and see what he knows about the body found at the monument.
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      Heather’s thoughts turned to business as Rasheed guided the SUV to the hub of her growing empire, a four-story building with her name on it in The Woodlands, Texas. She stopped the thought in mid-think. Empire was too strong of a word. Her father had a true business empire. She searched for other words to describe her company. Well-diversified, honest, profitable, and growing came to mind.

      Her most recent project, a yet-to-be-completed upscale lakeside housing, business, and recreational development, was the biggest risk she’d ever taken, and it was on the verge of producing more revenue than predicted. It had taken every ounce of knowledge, training, energy, and luck to pull it off, but the success also came with a high price tag. The road back from physical, mental, and emotional exhaustion proved almost as difficult as what caused her breakdown.

      A big revelation came when she realized she didn’t have to micromanage the senior staff she had so carefully hired and trained. In her absence, they’d carried on and worked with amazing competence, sometimes improving on her ideas and procedures.

      Perhaps the biggest breakthrough came when she no longer looked at life as competing with her father. She’d emerged from a mental meltdown and now found herself bonded to her father in ways she didn’t think possible. He still lived in Boston but cleared his schedule to spend thirty minutes talking with her at the beginning of her business day. One of the things that pleased her most about those conversations was that they weren’t always about business.

      She turned to Rasheed. “What’s on your schedule today?”

      “I’m meeting with another job applicant to discuss the philosophy and expectations of your company.”

      “What department?”

      “Legal.”

      “What’s this person’s area of expertise?”

      “Artificial intelligence.”

      “Your initial impression?”

      Rasheed smiled. “She has gams that would make burlap stockings look good.”

      Steve erupted in laughter from the back seat.

      Rasheed glanced to his right with a grin parting his lips. “Forgive me. I read a gritty detective novel last night, and that’s how the private detective described the legs of a woman who walked into his office. He used many other descriptors, but that one stuck in my mind.”

      “It’s in mine, too, now,” said Steve, still chuckling.

      Rasheed took his turn again. “To give you a less flippant answer, I have met this woman who seeks employment only once, and it was a brief encounter.”

      Heather played along. “If you think she can make burlap stockings look good, I want to meet her.”

      They arrived and rode the elevator up to the fourth floor. As always, the sight of two stunning dogs wearing special vests caused heads to turn. Those familiar with Le Roi and Princess dropped what they were doing and admired the animals. Heather had nicknamed the regal walk of the two of them together The Royal Promenade.

      The staff in Heather’s outer office all but swooned when Le Roi and Princess entered. She knew there would be a heated discussion on whose turn it was to take them for a mid-morning walk.

      Rasheed went to his office while Steve passed out pleasantries.

      Heather went into the oversized office she shared with Steve when they were working a case and settled into the chair behind her desk.

      Steve settled himself at his desk and took out his laptop computer. He opened it, but didn’t put on headphones. She asked, “What are you going to do this morning?”

      “Scroll the news for something interesting. If I can’t find anything, I’ll try to write another chapter in my book.”

      “How long have you been writing this one?”

      “Six months.”

      “How many chapters have you written?”

      “One, plus three paragraphs.”

      “Ah.”

      “Yeah. Not much progress, is it?”

      “Have you lost interest in writing?”

      Steve took a full breath and let it out in a rush. “I need someone to give me a swift kick in the pants. I know the words are in me, but there’s a block between my brain and my mouth. I have to dictate it, and I sound like a nervous teenager.”

      “Who says you have to dictate it? Type it out.”

      “There’s a block between my brain and fingers, too.”

      Heather folded her hands together on top of her desk. “Have you tried talking to someone about other options?”

      “Like who, and what?”

      Heather wanted to help but was at a loss. She chose the first person who came to mind. “Call Kate Bridges.”

      Steve followed a long pause with a frosty response. “Her last name isn’t Bridges anymore.”

      The ringing of Heather’s phone gave her an excuse to escape from the touchy subject. She put the phone to her ear. “Hello, Father.”

      Steve put his headphones on and went into his dark world. Le Roi rose from his oversized dog bed and placed his head where Steve could pat him. Not only was he trained to protect and attack, but Le Roi had also received additional certification as a therapy dog, as had Princess.

      Heather listened as her father posed questions about her plans for the day.

      “I told you yesterday about the meetings I have planned. Any suggestions about the recommendation from my acquisitions department about purchasing stock in the new AI company we talked about?”

      “Make sure your risk assessment people do their homework. There’s a rumor going around that another company is going to beat them to the punch with a superior product.”

      “Text me the name of the company. If the rumor you heard is true, my acquisitions people will have some explaining to do.”

      “I have a better idea. We both have acquisitions departments with multiple employees. Let’s have the heads of each department call each other and trade information regularly.”

      Heather didn’t have to mull over the suggestion. “I love it. As things stand now, you and I are duplicating work.”

      “Exactly. We’re also missing out on opportunities. I don’t know about you, but my portfolio is lite in commodities.”

      Heather broke in. “My group found a copper mine that’s being mismanaged. I’m long and slightly overexposed in mining, so I’m not interested.”

      Her father cleared his throat. “That’s the type of synergism I’d like our companies to have. Also, it will save you and me time, and that’s the most precious commodity we have.”

      “I learned that the hard way,” said Heather, with a tinge of regret.

      The tone of her father’s voice changed to something more upbeat. “And speaking of time, are you seeing Jack regularly?”

      An unbidden smile came to her face at the thought of Jack, her boyfriend. “He’s a wonderful role model for me to follow. He works hard, plays hard, and drops everything when Briann needs him to attend some sort of school function. On the weekends, he sleeps late unless he’s hunting, fishing, or we go someplace. And best of all, he’s content with the results of his career. Did I tell you he hired another attorney?”

      “No. Good for him.”

      “Jack allows them to work as much overtime as they want but encourages them to enjoy life.”

      “Is your engagement still on hold?”

      “He’s not pushing it because of Briann. We want to make sure she’s fully anchored with him before I put the engagement ring back on. She still misses her mother and I’m not ready to compete with a memory.”

      “How is Steve?”

      The answer caught in her throat. “He’s… here in the office with me today.”

      “Is there a case for you two to work?” whispered her father.

      “Not yet.” She turned and faced the window to reduce the chances Steve could hear her.

      “I’m concerned. He and Le Roi came to the office with me this morning.”

      “What’s he doing?”

      “Scrolling the internet.”

      “That must mean he’s bored. You need to give him and Le Roi something to do.”

      Heather challenged him. “That’s easier said than done. What do you recommend?”

      “Is he writing stories about his past exploits in homicide?”

      “I think he’d like to, but between Bucky Franklin tricking him into giving away the copyrights, and losing Kate as his writing coach, he’s stuck.”

      Several seconds of silence passed before her father said, “Perhaps he needs a change of scenery. Is there a spare office you could put him in?”

      “There’s several on the third floor, and even more on the second. I bought this building with the intention of my company growing.”

      “Here’s an idea that Steve might go for,” said her father. “Ask if he’d like to have an office to come to whenever he wants to write.”

      Heather shifted her gaze from side to side as she considered the proposal. “That might work. Steve never worked from home before he lost his sight. I think he’s one of those people who believes home is for living and someplace else is for work. I’ll feel him out on the idea of coming here to an office. If he doesn’t turn me down, I’ll have a place set up for him tomorrow. He can come and go as he pleases.”

      Heather checked the time. “Thank you for the talk, Dad. I know you have a busy day ahead of you. I’ll call tomorrow and let you know how my conversation with Steve went.”

      Heather checked her phone; she still had time for a brief talk with Steve before her first meeting. She looked his way as he pulled noise-canceling headphones away from his ears.

      “How’s your dad?” asked Steve.

      “He’s well, except for being worried about you.”

      “Me? The only reason he’d be worried about me is if you told him something that made him worry.”

      It was typical of Steve to know she was up to something. He lifted his chin and asked, “What did you tell him?”

      “That you were bored and needed to take up knitting or crochet.”

      Steve chuckled. “Why not watch repair and give me a real challenge?”

      Heather shot back with, “Why not get back to writing?”

      “To paraphrase an old song, I’ve lost that loving feeling, except it’s not loving someone, but my urge to write I’ve lost. I sit down with good intentions, but can’t find the motivation. I tried other writing coaches and nothing works.”

      Heather moved to his desk and sat in a chair in front of it. “Perhaps if you treated it more like a job, you’d have better luck.”

      “Is this some sort of reverse psychology trick you’re trying to pull?”

      “It was Dad’s idea. He suggested you might get back in the groove of writing if you had your own office, someplace other than your home.”

      Steve grumbled. “If you hadn’t noticed, I’m sitting at a desk, in an office, that’s not in my home.”

      “Not this office. You need to try writing in an office that’s all yours. If we’re not working a case, you think you’re interrupting me.”

      “That’s because I am. This is where you come to run your company.”

      Frustration peppered her next words. “Listen closely and don’t interrupt. When we’re working on a case, this is our office. You have your desk, and I have mine. When we’re not working on a case, you need a separate office, a place you come to write your stories.”

      “That would be a waste of money.” He tilted his head. “Are you trying to get rid of me?”

      Heather flicked away the comment with her hand, even though he couldn’t see her. “I’m going to explain this to you one more time. You have two jobs. When we work cases, we share this office. If you want to write, you can use an office on the third floor. Several are open, and I don’t plan on using them for years.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me you had unused offices to begin with?”

      She shook her head in dismay. “If you don’t like the third floor, there are even more open offices on the second.”

      Steve rubbed his chin. “It seems you and your father have my life planned out. What time do Le Roi and I report to work?”

      “If you want to ride with me and Rasheed, we arrive here at seven-thirty in the morning.”

      Steve reached for his earphones. “Your personal assistant is about to knock on the door. When do you want an answer?”

      “Now.”

      “Then we need to discuss a suitable salary and benefits package for me and Le Roi.”

      Heather felt the corners of her mouth pull up. “Your salary is all the money you make selling the books you write. Your benefits include free transportation to work and treats for your dog.”

      “Let’s see,” said Steve. “I’m currently earning nothing. You should be able to double that.”

      “It’s a deal,” said Heather. “You’ll have suitable office furniture and coffee as a bonus. I’ll even order a new bed for Le Roi, so you won’t have to lug his current bed up to our office when we have a case.”

      Steve held out a hand for her to shake and said, “You drive a hard bargain, Ms. McBlythe.”

      “As do you, Mr. Smiley.”

      The door opened, and it was time for Heather to shift gears. Steve leaned forward. “I’m still calling Leo this morning to get the story of the body they found at the monument.”

      “Do you want to use your new office?”

      “That would be nice.”
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      With his workplace secured, Steve rose to leave as her head of acquisitions arrived for an appointment. Heather made a phone call while he made small talk with her employee.

      “You’re all set,” said Heather. “Rasheed is pestering one of the ladies in the outer office. He’ll take you to your new office.”

      Rasheed was exchanging pleasantries with a receptionist but broke away from the conversation when Heather’s door opened. By his tone, Steve wasn’t sure if Rasheed was being friendly or if he had designs on taking the first steps to starting a harem.

      “There you are, my friend,” said Rasheed in his heavy accent. “The other duties as assigned clause in my employment contract means I’m at your disposal until my interview with the applicant for the legal department takes place.”

      “When is that?”

      “Not until nine-fifteen.”

      “That’s more than enough time,” said Steve. “You don’t have to stay with me unless I don’t have a chair and a desk.”

      “We shall find the answer to that question together. All I know is the room number. Too bad it isn’t 221B.”

      Steve let out a soft chuckle. “Sir Arthur Conan Doyle would roll over in his grave if I tarnished that number by pretending to be a real author.”

      Rasheed gave the perfect comeback. “Write better stories and someday Room 307 will be even more famous.”

      “Easier said than done,” mumbled Steve.

      The elevator descended, eased to a stop, and the two men and a dog stepped into the hallway. Rasheed said, “All the doors are closed. The word isn’t out yet that you and Le Roi are taking an office.”

      “That’s a good deduction. Which way to my office?”

      “Go straight, and then we’ll enter the outer office on the left. If I’m not mistaken, your office is directly under Heather’s.”

      A door let out a squeak and Le Roi led Steve forward. A woman squealed with delight. “Le Roi! I heard you were coming to join us. I can’t believe it.” She then said, “Hello, Mr. Smiley. I’m Doris Gray. You probably don’t remember me, but I met you when some of the staff came to decorate Ms. McBlythe’s home for Christmas.”

      “I remember your voice, but didn’t catch your name. I hope you don’t mind me taking an office.” He paused. “Is this where I’m supposed to be?”

      “This is your new home. We call ourselves the outcasts.”

      “We? Who’s we?”

      Rasheed explained. “Doris works for Human Resources, but there’s no room for her in that department.”

      Doris interrupted. “The business is growing, and this suite of offices is where new employees come until there’s an office or cubicle for them in their department. Rasheed and I work together to onboard new employees.”

      Rasheed took his turn again. “There’s a conference room that we use for group presentations and also doubles as a break room. Most new employees start off in a private or semi-private office. Doris is the glue that holds everything together.”

      Steve faced Rasheed. “Where is your office?”

      “Next to yours.”

      Steve pursed his lips. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say Heather wants you to spy on me.”

      “Never, and the use of the word spy brings back many sour memories. I had many spies reporting about me in my home country. The very mention of the word causes my skin to slide along the ground.”

      Doris corrected him. “The phrase is, makes my skin crawl.”

      Steve groaned. “No one can butcher an idiomatic expression like Rasheed.” He shifted his grip on the harness. “Le Roi, are you ready to see our new office?”

      “Follow me,” said Rasheed.

      Doris lifted her voice. “Let me know when Le Roi needs to go outside. I have a growing list of volunteers.”

      A soft click was all Steve heard to indicate Rasheed had opened the door. He took one step inside and stopped. “What are the room’s dimensions?”

      “Approximately fifteen feet wide by twelve feet deep.”

      “How much furniture?”

      “A two-pedestal wood desk, an executive’s desk chair, two filing cabinets, and two chairs in front of the desk. There’s an office phone. Your extension is the same as your room number.”

      “This is perfect,” said Steve, as he nodded with satisfaction. “I’m glad Heather gave me something plain.”

      “How else can I be of service?” asked Rasheed.

      “Give Le Roi and me a few minutes to snoop, then show me where I’m to plug in my laptop. He’ll help me remember after today.”

      Rasheed waited in silence, while Steve used his cane and his dog to familiarize himself with the office. He could tell Rasheed had moved to stand in the doorway by the sound of his breathing.

      Accented words came from the other side of the room. “There’s a power port built into the top of the desk.”

      Steve tried out the chair and ran his hand over the top of his desk. “There it is. I’ll have no trouble finding it.”

      “What else do you need?” asked Rasheed.

      “Le Roi needs his bed, and I smelled coffee when we came from the hallway.”

      “Yes, my friend. Your nose did not deceive you. The break room’s door is closed at the moment, but I can go to the next floor and get you a cup of Sam.”

      “It’s a cup of Joe,” said Steve, as he held up a hand. “And there’s no need to go downstairs to score coffee. If the door is closed, I’m to wait. Right?”

      “Correct. There’s an illuminated OCCUPIED sign that goes on when the door shuts. I realize that won’t help you but—

      “I’ll train Le Roi to recognize it and what it means.”

      After a few seconds of silence, Rasheed asked, “Is there any other way I can help you before I go next door to my office?”

      “I’ll bang on the wall if I need you.”

      “Tapping out messages in morse code is how another professor and I communicated when we were imprisoned back in my native land.”

      “My morse code is a little rusty, so I’ll probably call or send you a text.”

      A voice sounded from the open door. “Delivery for Mr. Le Roi. One enormous bed for an extra-large dog.”

      Steve pointed to the floor beside his desk. “Put it here, and thanks.”

      “Anything else, Mr. Smiley?”

      “That’s all for now. Are you a custodian?”

      “Yep. They call me Sonny. I’m the official mess cleaner-upper and broken things fixer-upper. All you have to do is tell Miss Doris or Mr. Rasheed what you need done, and I’ll come running.”

      Steve grinned. “Does that make you a runner-upper?”

      Sonny let out a booming laugh loud enough to have interrupted Heather’s meeting on the floor above. Sonny left the room with his laugh going before him.

      Rasheed asked one last time if there was anything else he needed before leaving Steve and Le Roi to settle in. For man’s best friend, this took the form of walking three laps in a tight circle in his oversized dog bed and plopping down for a morning nap.

      Steve located his computer bag on his desk, right where Le Roi left it. The dog’s extreme height meant it took little effort for him to place it where Steve would find it.

      The desire to get to work hit Steve hard. It was decision time. Should he call Leo and see what he knew about the body at the monument or get started on a new short story? After checking the time, he opted to give Leo another hour or two before bothering him.

      The next decision Steve needed to make was how he would write the story. He had two options: He could type on his keyboard or dictate. Dictation required him to speak words, sentences, paragraphs, and chapter prompts. He also gave prompts for punctuation and special spellings. The software would read it back to him. He even had his choice of voices and accents.

      He checked the time and settled in to dictate a short story based on a case he’d worked as a rookie detective. An hour and a half later, it surprised him how much progress he’d made. Le Roi shifted on his bed, yawned, and stretched.

      “Do you need to go outside?” asked Steve in French, which was the dog’s preferred language.

      A soft whimper was the dog’s positive response. Steve stood and walked to the opposite side of the desk, where he reached for the handle attached to Le Roi’s vest and grasped it with his left hand. The two left the office and took the short walk to Doris’s desk.

      The gregarious woman asked, “Is it time for a walk outside?”

      “His Majesty needs a fire hydrant,” said Steve.

      “The king’s wish is my command.” She placed a call, and in a few seconds, a woman’s excited voice gushed out an explosion of words, mostly declaring how lucky she was to be seen with Le Roi.

      Steve issued a word of instruction. “He won’t react to anything unless people are fighting or he smells a scent that he recognizes. If he suddenly sits down, that’s his way of telling you he’s detected something illegal, like narcotics. If that happens, reward him with praise and vigorous petting. Then, lead him away.”

      “How cool! He’s like a real police dog.”

      “Only better,” said Steve.

      Steve returned to his office, closed the door, and pulled out his phone. He told it to call Leo Vega.

      It took five rings before Leo answered. “Hello, Steve. How’s the man of leisure?”

      Steve huffed, injecting a note of wounded dignity to his voice. “I’ll have you know, I’m in my new office, slaving away.”

      “What new office? Did you move from your recliner to the bedroom?”

      He responded with, “Unlike someone I know, I don’t keep my feet on my desk all morning, waiting for work to find me.”

      Leo sounded skeptical. “Uh-huh. What’s the catch? There must be a reason you called me. I’m guessing you’re bored and fishing for a lead on a nice, juicy murder.”

      Leo had taken Steve’s place as a senior detective at Houston Homicide and knew him better than anyone except Heather.

      “For starters,” said Steve, “I called to tell you I now have a luxurious office in Heather’s building. I’m using it to further my career as an author.”

      Leo burst out laughing. “Did she clean out a broom closet for you?”

      “It’s an actual office on the third floor. Room 307. If you don’t believe me, come on any workday unless Heather and I are solving a murder for you.”

      “You’re not joking?”

      “Nope. I was going nuts sitting in that one-bedroom lock-off. I tried writing here this morning, and the words flowed for the first time since Kate stopped being my coach.”

      “Do you ever hear from her?”

      “Not since she married. That chapter of my life is closed, locked, and I’ve thrown away the key.”

      “This may be a strange transition, but how’s the dog?”

      “Great. Unlike some people I’ve worked with, he obeys.”

      “Hilarious. Does he give you leads to murder cases?”

      “Not yet. I’m still training him to do that.” He sucked in a quick breath. “And speaking of leads on murders, what do you know about the body they found at the San Jacinto Monument?”

      “That’s not my patch.”

      “Don’t you think I know that?”

      “Wow. You must be bored to chase a news headline. It’s still a suspicious death that’s out of my jurisdiction. The monument is at the very edge of the City of La Porte, which is in Harris County, but the monument and battlefield are inside a state park, inside a city that’s not in my jurisdiction.”

      “That means state park police have primary jurisdiction. All I’m asking is, do you know any details of the death?”

      “Only rumors based on what was on television this morning.”

      “What are the rumors?”

      “That park police found the body of an unidentified man in the reflecting pool on the west side of the monument before dawn this morning.”

      Steve took in the information. “Was there any mention of the cause of death?”

      “The standard line reporters give about no cause of death announced.”

      Steve’s mind whirled with possibilities. “Heather and I may take a trip to the monument tomorrow.”

      Leo lowered his voice. “I know what that means. You want to discover if this is a murder or not before anyone else does. If by some chance it is, try not to include me. I have more than enough to do without you adding to my caseload.”

      Raised voices came from the hallway. Doris opened Steve’s door without knocking. “Le Roi ran away, Rasheed is interviewing, and I don’t know what to do.”

      Steve came out of his seat. “Call Heather. Tell her to take the elevator and pick me up on her way down. Le Roi doesn’t run away unless he’s going to attack someone.”
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