
  
    [image: Scent of Death]
  


  
    
      SCENT OF DEATH

      A CHRISTIAN ROMANTIC SUSPENSE

      
        SULLIVAN K9 SEARCH AND RESCUE

      

    

    
      
        LAURA SCOTT

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Laura Iding

      All rights reserved.

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Dear Reader

      

      
        Scent of Fury

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Alexis Sullivan kept pace with her K9, a black and white border collie, Denali as they moved through the Bighorn Mountains. This search area was new for them, a slight deviation from where her older sister Jessica and her now husband, Logan, had found the piece of tail fin they believed came from their parents’ plane crash.

      “Search napoo!” she called encouragingly. Not that Denali showed signs of slowing down. Her K9 loved to work, despite their mission being to find human remains. The term napoo meant finished, done, dead. And all cadaver handlers used the term rather than telling their dog to search for dead bodies.

      Despite the grim task, Alexis had purposefully chosen this area of expertise to help during natural disasters. She and Denali had worked from wildfire sites in California to tornado wrecks in North Carolina. The fact that her parents had never been found after their small plane had crashed over five years ago now had also factored into her decision. Which was why she was here in the mountains working with her K9.

      Denali swept her keen nose over the ground as they walked. Alexis worked alone today, as summer was the busiest time for the Sullivan K9 Search and Rescue Ranch. Everyone else was out and about doing things. She was the middle child of nine siblings, all of whom worked with dogs in various specialties. Denali was the only cadaver dog on the ranch, though, so this specific task wasn’t something the other K9s could help with.

      The sound of a dead tree branch snapping had her whirling around to scan the foliage behind her. Probably a large elk or a bear moving through the woods. She lightly touched the can of bear spray on her utility belt to reassure herself she was ready if needed.

      She carried a firearm, too, and her oldest brother, Chase, had made sure every one of the Sullivan siblings could shoot accurately. But a small handgun may not be enough to take down a bear, unless she was able to hit the animal in the heart or brain.

      Not that she wanted to kill a bear or any other wild animal for that matter. She understood and accepted the hunting her brothers did, and she didn’t even mind eating venison and elk meat, but the actual hunting part wasn’t something she personally enjoyed.

      Seeing nothing alarming, she rolled her shoulders beneath the heavy pack and tried to relax. Turning, she continued up the mountain. Denali was still working through the brush, her nose sniffing along the ground. Her dog was so good she’d picked up the scent of human ashes while working in California. Many cadaver K9s couldn’t do that. Even so, sometimes Alexis wondered if searching for her parents’ remains was a fruitless effort. What could possibly be left of them after five and a half years?

      Yet she couldn’t just give up either. After Jessica had found the tail fin of a plane, she and her siblings had renewed their search efforts. Especially since the piece of plane debris had been found a good fifty miles from their original search zone.

      Why her parents’ small plane had gone down was a mystery. Their youngest sibling, Kendra, kept insisting the crash was no accident. And while Alexis may secretly agree, the problem was that there was no motive to kill her parents.

      Well, there was the fact that her parents had been worth millions of dollars, something she and the other siblings hadn’t known until after they’d been declared dead. The money was in a trust that covered the expenses of the ranch in addition to a modest salary for each of the siblings. Maya and Chase, the two eldest siblings, held family meetings every six months to go over the finances. Somehow, the trust continued to grow despite the difficult economic times. The money would have been a motive to kill her parents if not for the fact that her parents had everything buttoned up in the trust, and the only heirs were the nine kids.

      As far as she knew, nobody had tried to get the money from them. In fact, the Sullivan family had managed to keep the extent of their wealth a secret. Turning the former dude ranch into a search and rescue operation had been Maya’s idea. Chase had eagerly agreed. They performed SAR services across the state of Wyoming, even venturing into Idaho, Montana, and Colorado. And the only payment they accepted were bags of dog food. They had nine K9s—well, ten now with the new puppy, Bear—to feed. One bag of dog food was basically a drop in the bucket of what they went through each week.

      She gave Maya and Chase a lot of credit for holding the family together after her parents went missing. Their Christian faith had gotten them through the dark days, and now many of her siblings were getting married and starting families.

      Not that she was planning to head down that path. Especially not after two of her previous boyfriends had cheated on her.

      Denali disappeared from her line of sight. Alexis quickened her pace, not wanting the K9 to get too far ahead. As she crested a ridge, she relaxed when she saw Denali sniffing near a bush.

      “Break time.” K9s needed frequent breaks while working. They expended a lot of energy sniffing their surroundings, and with the hot July sun overhead, she needed to make sure her dog didn’t become dehydrated.

      Denali lifted her head and bounded toward her. Alexis glanced around, wishing she could get rid of the niggling warning sensation along the back of her neck. Even if someone was out there, she told herself there was nothing to worry about. Stumbling across a fisherman or small game hunter wouldn’t be a threat. Alexis took a moment to find a shady spot near some trees and shrugged out of her pack.

      In truth, she needed the break more than Denali. Taking her water bottle from the pack, she filled a collapsible bowl for her K9. As Denali lapped at the water, Alexis drained what was left in the bottle.

      “Good girl,” she praised as Denali stretched out on the ground. “You’re doing a great job.”

      Denali’s brown eyes gazed into hers. She leaned forward to hug the dog, then glanced at her watch. They’d been working for an hour, taking a meandering path, and she needed to make sure they could get back to the two-track road where she’d left her SUV.

      “We’ll go for one more hour, then turn back, okay?” She stroked Denali’s soft fur. “I know you won’t mind a long nap on our way back to the ranch.”

      Denali thumped her tail in agreement.

      After fifteen minutes, she rose to her feet and offered Denali a little more water. Keeping a dog’s mucous membranes moist was key during search and rescue missions. The moisture helped enhance the scent particles, and for cadaver dogs, that was even more important, as the scents were often deeply buried in the ground.

      “Search napoo!” She threw her arm wide. “Search!”

      Denali eagerly went back to work, trotting along some invisible path that only her dog could smell. Alexis shouldered into her pack and quickly followed. She glanced over her shoulder frequently, but she didn’t see anything alarming.

      And Denali didn’t growl or indicate she noticed anything either.

      Alexis was so preoccupied she didn’t immediately notice when Denali made an abrupt turn, heading toward a meadow to the east. She nearly tripped over a rock to keep up.

      Denali had her nose down and was moving faster now, an indication she may have found something. Remains from one of her parents? Alexis was afraid to hope.

      “Search napoo,” she said encouragingly. But she needn’t have worried. Denali headed to an area, sniffed for long minutes, then sat and let out a sharp bark.

      Her alert! Alexis couldn’t see much but quickened her pace all the same. Then she abruptly slowed when she realized what Denali had found.

      A hand. A badly bloated human hand that had clearly been nibbled on by the local wildlife.

      Her stomach twisted painfully as she approached. “Here, Denali,” she called. Then she pulled the pink piggy from her backpack. “Good girl! Good girl, Denali!” She tossed the piggy into the air, then cautiously approached the gruesome hand.

      Definitely female, she thought, as she crouched near the spot where it was poking out from the earth. Denali hadn’t found her parents’ remains as she’d hoped. Based on her experience in other disaster missions, she knew this hand hadn’t been there for long. A few days or a week at the most.

      She didn’t want to disturb what might have been a crime scene. Yet she needed to understand if the hand had been left there by some animal. Or if it was connected to the rest of the body.

      Edging as close as she dared, she stared at the bloated hand. That’s when she noticed there was a tattoo of flowers encircling the wrist. That reinforced her theory that the hand belonged to a woman.

      She took a step back, surveying the area. This area of the earth appeared to have been recently disturbed, but that wasn’t conclusive evidence that the rest of the body was buried there. For all she knew, the body had been lying on top of the soil and got dragged away from the area, leaving just the hand behind.

      With shaky fingers, she pulled her cell phone from her pack.

      No service.

      Stifling a sigh, she rummaged for the large, bulky satellite phone Chase had insisted they carry. There had been several cases over the past few months where one of the siblings had been stuck in the mountains without service. The sat phones were nice, but heavy. Within minutes, she heard ringing on the other end of the line.

      “Sheriff’s office, how may I direct your call?” a female voice asked.

      “This is Alexis Sullivan, and my dog has found human remains near—” A crack of gunfire had her stopping abruptly, ducking, and running toward her K9.

      She grabbed Denali’s vest and pulled the dog into the shelter of the woods. She crouched behind some trees, her heart pounding as she realized she shouldn’t have ignored the niggle of warning that had plagued her for the past mile.

      The snapping branch had been from a human, not an animal as she’d assumed.

      “Hello? Are you there?” the female voice asked from the sat phone.

      “I’m here, but someone fired a gun at me. I need police backup!” Even as she said the words, she understood the fruitlessness of her request. Help was hours away at best.

      She and Denali were on their own. With a gunman who may be the same person who’d buried the dead body.
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      “What was that?” FBI Agent Griffin Flannery touched the earpiece attached to his radio. He was just leaving Greybull, Wyoming, but had pulled off to the side of the road when the call came through. “Did I hear Alexis Sullivan call about finding human remains?”

      “Yes, and it sounds like someone is firing a gun at her,” the dispatcher replied. The radio dispatch channel was open to various law enforcement officials, including the game warden, local police, and those in federal law enforcement.

      Like him. His gut churned at the thought of Alexis and Denali being in danger. “What’s their location?”

      “One moment, please.” The dispatcher was silent for a moment, then said, “I can send the coordinates, Griff. She’s calling from the southeast portion of the Bighorn Mountains.”

      “Please do.” He quickly executed a U-turn, grateful that he wasn’t at his office in Cheyenne when this call came through. “I’m on my way. Are you sending deputies as well?”

      “Yes, Deputy Paul Holland has been dispatched to her location,” the dispatcher confirmed. “But he’s farther out than you are.”

      “Roger that.” Griff didn’t have red lights and sirens built into his personal vehicle, but he planted his foot on the gas, going as fast as he dared on the curvy, winding road. “If Alexis calls again, please patch her through to me.”

      “Right away.” The radio connection ended, and Griff focused on navigating the highway. Even with pushing the speed limit, he knew he was a solid thirty to forty minutes away.

      If he was a praying man like the Sullivan family, he’d pray for Alexis to be safe. But he and God weren’t on speaking terms since he lost his young wife to cancer two years ago. All the prayers in the world hadn’t helped save Grace’s life.

      With a frown, he focused on the brief conversation he’d overheard. Was the body Alexis had found related to the three missing girls he was investigating? They had no indication of foul play, but three missing teenagers had been enough to raise suspicions related to sex trafficking. He was tasked with coordinating a statewide response to the missing teenagers, as they were from different areas of the state. Most recently, a nineteen-year-old by the name of Wendy Evers had been reported missing. He’d been at a small home on the easternmost side of Greybull to interview the nineteen-year-old’s grandmother, Barbara Evers, who claimed her granddaughter wouldn’t pick up and leave without telling her.

      Griff was inclined to believe her.

      His radio crackled in his ear. “Griff?”

      “Alexis?” He was relieved to hear her voice. “Are you okay?”

      “We’re fine, but I don’t know exactly where the shooter is located.” She spoke in a hushed voice, as if she didn’t want anyone to overhear. “I had a weird feeling earlier in the search and heard a branch snapping, but I didn’t see anything unusual, until now.”

      “I’m on my way and so is Deputy Paul Holland.” He wished he could fly to her side, but calling Logan or one of the other local pilots for a ride would take too long. Hopefully, he’d reach her very soon. “Can you find a place to hide?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t want to get too far from the site where Denali found the human remains.” He heard her murmur reassurances to Denali. “You need to see this, Griff. It looks to me like a recent death. Like within the past week or so.”

      “What exactly did Denali find?” His intent was to keep her talking. Listening to her voice was reassuring, as if nothing could happen while they were on the phone together. And he’d seen her K9, Denali, in action just a few weeks ago. All the Sullivan K9 teams were impressive when it came to search and rescue missions.

      “Just a hand so far. I can’t tell you if the rest of the body is buried nearby or not. Unfortunately, the gunman has me pinned down.” She sounded frustrated and worried at the same time. “I found some thick foliage, which is helping.”

      He would have given anything to be there with her right now. He wanted to ask why she was out there alone in the first place but decided against starting an argument. It was a beautiful, warm summer day, no reason Alexis couldn’t hike in the mountains with her dog.

      Except when that dog happens to find human remains and some idiot decides to fire a gun at her.

      “I’ll be there soon.”

      “Okay.” Alexis ended the call.

      Griff managed to reach the location of Alexis’s SUV quickly enough. There was no sign of Holland’s sheriff’s deputy vehicle, but that was too bad. No way was he waiting around while Alexis hid in the woods from a possible murderer.

      Hiking to Alexis’s specific location would be the longest part of the trip. He used his compass to double-check his coordinates, then headed into the woods, moving at a light jog. He’d been a runner before he’d had knee surgery and knew he could cover more ground this way. As long as he ignored the pain.

      “Alexis? Can you hear me?” He used his radio to connect to her satellite phone.

      “Yes, I’m here. Where are you?” Her voice sounded louder now. “I haven’t heard anything for a while, so I think the shooter might be gone.”

      “Don’t take any chances,” he warned. “Stay where you are. I’ll come to you, okay?”

      “Of course, I’ll be careful. I would never put Denali at risk.” She sounded weary. “But I can’t help but wonder if the gunman is related to the hand we found.”

      He had a bad feeling that was exactly what was going on. “Listen, Alexis, I’m investigating three missing teenage girls. If that guy is connected to that, you need to stay far away.”

      There was a long moment of silence as she digested that bit of news. “How is it that nobody from the ranch has been called out to search for these girls?”

      It was a good question. Griff had learned over the past two years that the Sullivans were often called for missing residents even before law enforcement. Not because the locals were wary of the police, but because the Sullivan family had a stellar reputation. Their skilled K9s had been used to solve many crimes.

      He’d participated in several of them recently. He’d been so impressed he’d put in a request to have a K9 of his own. A request that had been promptly denied.

      “I’ll give you more information on them later,” he promised. “I happened to be in Greybull following up on the most recent missing girl when your call came through.”

      “I’m glad you were so close,” Alexis said. “I’ll be here waiting.”

      “See you soon.” He reluctantly ended the call. He quickened his pace, determined to reach her side sooner rather than later.

      If he were honest, he’d admit to having a soft spot for Alexis Sullivan. Not just because she was pretty and smart, although she was both of those things. Compassionate too. No, he was more impressed with her dedication to the Sullivan search and rescue mission.

      She was too young for him, though, about six years his junior. And even if she wasn’t too young, too sweet, and too good for him, he wasn’t interested in opening his heart to love. Not after losing his wife, Grace. He told himself he cared about Alexis and the other Sullivans as friends. They were good people, icons in the community.

      Yet he couldn’t deny that he’d be devastated if anything happened to Alexis or Denali.

      As he ran, he kept a sharp eye out for anything suspicious. He wasn’t an expert tracker like Chase Sullivan, but when he passed a spot where what appeared to be a freshly broken branch was lying on the ground, he paused and glanced around. Was this what Alexis had heard? Had the gunman been in this location? Looking up, he noticed the branch had been low enough that it could have been broken by a tall man.

      Or someone wielding a rifle.

      Telling himself not to be ridiculous, as there were tons of fallen branches lying on the ground, he pushed forward. Yet he’d noticed that most of the other debris on the ground appeared to have been weathered by the elements—the sun, wind, and rain.

      Concern for Alexis had him pushing his injured knee to the limit. After what seemed like forever, but was only twenty minutes or so, he checked his coordinates.

      He was getting close. Running through the woods had shortened the time it had taken for him to reach Alexis’s location. He continued pushing forward, and it was another ten minutes later when he heard a voice call out, “Griff? Is that you?”

      “Yes, it’s me.” He belatedly realized she’d been worried he was the gunman. “I’m roughly sixty yards away.”

      “I see you,” she said. “Denali alerted me that someone was coming.”

      Thank goodness for her K9, he thought. He knew the border collie wasn’t an attack dog, the way her brother Shane’s German shepherd, Bryce, was. But he had no doubt the dog would protect her against a threat.

      Human or otherwise.

      He caught a glimpse of Denali’s black and white coat first, then Alexis herself emerged from the trees. He waved at her to stay back, then raised his voice. “FBI! Come out with your hands where I can see them!”

      Silence.

      Griff hadn’t really anticipated the guy would cooperate in turning himself in, but he tried again. “This is Agent Flannery with the FBI! Come out with your hands resting on your head where I can see them!”

      More silence. He wanted to believe that meant the guy was long gone, but he wasn’t willing to bank his life or Alexis’s on that. Still, sometimes alerting the bad guys that he was a federal agent was enough to make them skulk away.

      After another long five minutes, he crossed the open meadow to the spot where Alexis and Denali waited in the trees. Thankfully, nobody opened fire on him.

      “Hey, Griff.” Alexis offered a weak smile. “Fancy meeting you out here.”

      It surprised him how much he wanted to haul her into his arms. He settled for a grin. “Glad to be of service.” Then he sobered. “Where’s the human hand you found?”

      “This way.” Alexis turned and led the way to the other side of the meadow. It took her a few minutes to pinpoint the area, but then she gestured. “It’s over there. I tried not to get too close so I wouldn’t disturb what could be a crime scene.”

      “Appreciate that.” He glanced over his shoulder, wondering how long it would take for Deputy Paul Holland to get there. Then he carefully approached the clearing. The hand was difficult to see at first because it was bloated and discolored and small lying on the ground.

      But as he crept closer, more details became clear. He narrowed his gaze on the splayed fingers. A woman’s hand? When he noticed the flowery vine tattoo encircling the wrist, he immediately knew the victim’s name.

      Not Wendy Evers, as he’d anticipated, but the second missing girl, eighteen-year-old Josie Allen. She’d been reported missing by her place of employment four weeks ago. Josie didn’t have any family; she’d moved here from California a year ago, according to the Wooden Hammer bar where she worked.

      And Josie had a tattoo just like that in the last photo he had of the young woman. But what didn’t make any sense was that Josie had gone missing from Casper, Wyoming. A city that was a solid four-and-a-half- to five-hour drive from this remote location.

      Not good. He’d never imagined that he’d find the remains of Josie Allen here in the Bighorn Mountains.

      “What do you think?” Alexis asked. “Are the rest of the remains buried there?”

      “Yeah, I believe so.” He sat back on his heels, looking at the loosely packed ground. He was going to need more than one sheriff’s deputy to help him. He’d need a team, including crime scene techs.

      But worse than that, Griff grimly realized they weren’t dealing with a human trafficking ring, the way he’d originally thought.

      This appeared to be the work of a serial killer.
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      Alexis stood off to the side with Denali as Griff and Deputy Paul Holland investigated the scene while waiting for additional support to arrive from the medical examiner and crime scene techs. Thankfully, the dispatcher had already put those wheels into motion, so the rest of the team would arrive within the next hour or so.

      She made a call of her own to let Anna know she’d be delayed indefinitely because of Denali’s find. Anna was their housekeeper and general ranch coordinator, and she promised to let Chase and the other siblings know Alexis was with Griff. The Sullivan K9 Search and Rescue Ranch featured one large ranch house along with ten nice-sized cabins, each with three bedrooms, a bathroom, and a small kitchen. She and her siblings lived in their own places, although recently Chase and his wife, Wynona, and their son, Eli, had moved into the ranch house. Wynona was pregnant, due the following February. Maya was married to Doug Bridges, and they were also expecting, due around Christmas. Maya and Doug were in the process of building an addition to their cabin.

      At some point, they would each outgrow their respective homes. Well, except for her since she wasn’t interested in dating or settling down. Yet as she watched Griff working, she couldn’t help but notice how handsome he was. His light-blond hair was bright in the sun. His expression was serious and intense. At the same time, she’d found him easygoing and not at all arrogant like some federal agents. If things were different . . .

      But they weren’t. She gave herself a mental shake. There was no point in wishing for something she couldn’t have. Even if she was interested in Griffin Flannery, he lived in Cheyenne, which was at least a six-hour drive one way from the ranch.

      Considering the guys she’d dated in the past couldn’t be faithful while she was out of town for a few weeks working disaster sites, she had no interest in attempting another long-distance relationship.

      Besides, Griff was her oldest brother Chase’s age, six years older than she was. Granted, he was also more mature than the guys she’d dated, which was a point in his favor.

      Whatever. It didn’t matter. She debated whether to head back to her SUV for more supplies when Griff crossed toward her.

      “Would you mind having Denali search the rest of this area?” Griff glanced at their surroundings. “I’d like to make sure there aren’t other dead bodies buried here.”

      She swallowed hard as the realization of what he was asking sank deep. “You think the other missing girls might be buried nearby?”

      “Yes.” He nodded toward Denali. “Your K9 will be the one to tell us if that’s the case.”

      “Of course. We’ll start right away.” She turned and knelt beside Denali. Her K9 had been resting but scrambled to her feet, her tail wagging back and forth with anticipation. “Are you ready, girl? Ready to work?”

      She poured water into a collapsible bowl and offered it to Denali. She didn’t use a scent source like her siblings did when tracking live people, but the rest of the process was the same. Getting the dog revved up to work was important. They needed to be excited about the job and the ultimate reward. “Search napoo! Search!”

      Denali quickly lowered her head and began sniffing the area. Alexis kept the dog away from the location of the swollen hand but still gave the dog room to work. She didn’t see anything that could have been a grave, but that didn’t mean the bodies hadn’t been buried a while ago.

      At least since spring, as she assumed the ground would have been too frozen to dig up earlier than that. Especially here in the mountains where the snow took longer to melt.

      She followed Denali as her K9 swept the area. She’d trained the dog to use a grid format as preferred in disaster sites. It wasn’t always easy to stay on task with obstacles like trees and rocks getting in the way, but they managed.

      Alexis was torn between hoping Denali found something and praying she didn’t. Griff hadn’t filled her in on the details of the three missing girls, other than to say this one matched the description of one girl, and she wanted to believe the other two were still alive.

      Yet if they were dead, she wanted to find them so their families could lay them to rest in a proper burial.

      “Search napoo,” she repeated encouragingly. They were almost a hundred yards from the initial burial site when Denali abruptly stopped, sniffed for long moments, then sat and barked.

      Her alert! She was about to call out to Griff, but he must have been trailing behind them because he rushed forward. “What did she find?”

      “I’m not sure.” There were no obvious body parts sticking out the way the hand had been. Alexis moved closer to examine the ground. It seemed harder packed than the area where the hand was sticking out. She glanced back at Griff. “Looks like we might need to dig a bit to see what’s down there.”

      “Could it be a dead animal?” Griff asked.

      “No, Denali is able to differentiate between animal decay and people.” She smiled grimly. “People smell different to dogs, or so I’m told. Denali has never alerted on anything but human remains.”

      “Okay, that’s good enough for me.” He sighed and glanced back to where Paul was standing near the initial burial site. “I’ll grab Paul’s shovel.”

      She nodded and took a moment to reward Denali. When she tossed the piggy up into the air, her K9 leaped up to snatch it. Then Denali lowered into a playful stance, lowering her front legs, leaving her hind end up, tail wagging with excitement. This was always the hardest part for Alexis. The K9 deserved to be rewarded for a job well done, but finding a dead body was never a fun thing.

      Yet this was the work she’d chosen, so she did her best to put the apprehension behind her. Griff returned with a shovel and quickly stabbed the point of the blade into the dirt.

      “What if you hit the body?” she asked. “Shouldn’t we use something smaller?”

      “This isn’t optimal,” he agreed. “But I need to know what we’re dealing with.” Griff leaned on the shovel and removed the dirt. She peered down at the opening but didn’t see anything.

      Griff dug a small trench around the area where Denali alerted. Sweat rolled down the sides of his face, darkening his shirt under his arms, but he kept going, determined to uncover whatever Denali had scented. Another five minutes passed, but then he set the shovel aside and dropped to his knees. “I found something.”

      Her stomach clenched as she crouched beside him. Then nausea swirled as she realized they were looking at a young woman’s head—the face was still partially covered in dirt, but there was plenty of matted hair. She abruptly stood and stumbled back, trying not to throw up.

      “I think this is the first victim, Megan Riley,” Griff said in a low voice. “She had long dark hair.”

      Alexis could only nod, still fighting the urge to lose her breakfast. She took several deep breaths through her mouth, struggling to maintain control. “You mentioned three missing girls? And we’ve found two of them?”

      “Yes.” He rose and crossed over to where she stood. “I believe we’ve found Josie Allen and Megan Riley. The third girl, Wendy Evers, hasn’t been missing for long, but if you wouldn’t mind asking Denali to keep searching, that would be great.” He frowned and raked his gaze over the area. “The killer must have realized you were getting too close to where he’d left the bodies, and that’s why he fired at you.”

      The thought of being out in the wilderness with a killer was horrifying. “I wish I could have gotten a good look at him.”

      Griff sent her a sharp look. “I’m glad you’re not hurt. When I think of how long it took me to get here . . .”

      “I think you’re right about his intent to scare me off. And I’m fine, Griff.” She turned toward her K9. “Here, Denali. Hand.”

      The dog dropped the piggy into her outstretched palm. Alexis tucked it away, then bent to smooth her hands over the dog’s furry pelt. There were some prickers embedded in the black and white coat, and she took a moment to pull them free. Then she offered her K9 more water. When the dog was satiated, she rose to her feet.

      “Napoo! Search napoo!”

      Denali seemed to understand she needed to find napoo in another area, so she moved away from the most recent find. This was how it worked at disaster sites too. The dogs intuitively knew there was more work to do and moved onto the next area to search.

      As she followed Denali, Alexis couldn’t help thinking about the killer lurking nearby. She didn’t think he was still close, but what if he was? She could easily imagine him sitting high up somewhere, watching them through a rifle scope or binoculars.

      What kind of man callously killed young girls? A sick one, she decided. A horribly sick man who didn’t value life.

      Like the devil himself.

      Someone called out, and she turned to see that the rest of the crime scene team had arrived. Griff hurried over to meet with the newcomers, no doubt filling them in on the most recent find.

      She and Denali worked the area for a full hour with two rest breaks. Denali alerted on what appeared to be a small bone fragment. She wasn’t an expert, but she thought the bone could be part of a forearm. She showed it to Griff.

      “Denali found this.”

      He frowned. “Wendy hasn’t been gone long enough for this to belong to her.”

      “Yeah, I know.” She turned the bone in her fingers. Did it come from her parents? Or maybe the pilot? She knew it wasn’t likely. An animal could have moved the bone fragment from one place to the other. The only way to know for sure was to have it tested for DNA. A process that would take weeks, if not months. She tucked it away to show Chase and Maya. She looked at Griff. “I don’t think there’s anyone else here. We’ve checked the entire field. I don’t see this guy burying a girl in the woods.”

      He nodded. “I doubt that too. Thanks for trying. Hopefully, this means the most recent victim is still alive.”

      She shivered despite the hot July sun. Even if the most recent victim, Wendy Evers, was still alive, she didn’t want to imagine what she might be suffering through while knowing how the torture would end.

      With her death.
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        * * *

      

      Griff still needed solid confirmation that Alexis and Denali had uncovered the first two missing girls, he couldn’t simply base his suspicions on a tattoo similar to Josie Allen’s and a woman with dark hair like Megan Riley, but his gut told him they were standing in the middle of the serial killer’s burial ground.

      Two victims so far, not three. But he was plagued by a sense of urgency to find Wendy Evers before it was too late.

      He scanned the horizon, wondering if the guy was still out there. Doubtful, but as soon as more officers arrived on scene, he’d spread out to do a search.

      And that gave him an idea.

      “Alexis? Can Shane come out with Bryce
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