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The kennel door hung open like a broken promise.

Brandy stood in the dim corridor of Paws & Provisions, her volunteer badge still clipped crooked to her jacket, and stared at the empty space where Maple should have been curled into her customary pretzel shape. The golden retriever's blanket lay rumpled in one corner, its edge soaked with water from the overturned bowl that had rolled against the chain-link gate. Muddy paw prints tracked across the concrete floor, leading toward the back exit in a pattern that suggested urgency rather than the leisurely exploration of a dog simply stretching its legs.

"Brandy?" Rosa Gutierrez appeared from the storage room, arms full of adoption packets, and froze when she saw Brandy's expression. The shelter manager was forty-something, perpetually organized, and currently looked like someone had just informed her the universe had decided to cancel order itself. "What's wrong?"

"Maple's gone."

The packets hit the floor with a papery thud. Rosa crossed the corridor in three strides, her practical sneakers squeaking against concrete still wet from the previous night's mopping. She grabbed the kennel door, rattling it as if vigorous shaking might conjure the missing dog back into existence through sheer force of will.

"That's impossible. I checked every kennel when I opened at six. Maple was here. She was sleeping." Rosa's voice climbed half an octave with each sentence. "Adoption Day starts in four hours. We have a family coming specifically for her. They drove three hours from Hartford and they're bringing their kids and they've already bought a collar with her name on it and—"

"Rosa." Brandy kept her voice gentle but firm, the tone she'd learned after two previous investigations that involved panicking people who needed calm more than they needed reassurance. "Take a breath. Tell me exactly what you saw this morning."

Rosa sucked in air like someone surfacing from deep water. "I came in through the front. Checked the logbook. Everything was normal. The overnight volunteer signed out at five-thirty like always. I did the morning rounds. Every dog accounted for. Fed them. Changed water bowls. Came back here to prep paperwork." She gestured at the scattered adoption packets, their cheerful paw-print headers now seeming almost mocking. "That was maybe forty-five minutes ago."

Forty-five minutes. Brandy crouched beside the kennel, careful not to disturb the muddy prints that led away from the gate. The mud was fresh, still damp enough to leave faint residue when she touched it. Not forty-five-minute-old mud. More like ten-minute-old mud, if she was estimating based on the kind of amateur investigation skills that had somehow become her accidental specialization over the past few months.

The mystery bookshop. The stolen bakery recipe. And now a missing rescue dog on the brink of finally finding her forever home.

Brandy was starting to suspect the universe had a peculiar sense of humor about her volunteer commitments.

"Who else has been here since you opened?" Brandy asked, still examining the kennel. The latch showed no signs of tampering, no scratches or forced entry. Someone had opened it properly, either with a key or with knowledge of how the simple hook mechanism worked.

"Just volunteers. Tess came in around seven to help with cat boxes. Marco showed up maybe twenty minutes ago to organize supplies for the adoption fair." Rosa wrung her hands, creating a nervous rhythm that matched the anxious whining coming from the adjacent kennels. The other dogs sensed something wrong, their usual morning energy replaced with uneasy pacing. "Oh god. Liability. Insurance. If something happened to Maple because of negligence, the shelter could be shut down. We're already operating on donations and grant money that barely covers vet bills."

Brandy stood, brushing mud residue from her fingertips. The trail led toward the back corridor that housed the exit to the rear alley where deliveries arrived and where volunteers sometimes took dogs for quiet walks away from the chaos of the main yard. She'd been through that exit herself during her orientation, noting the simple push-bar mechanism that required no key from the inside.

Easy exit. Easy enough for someone familiar with the shelter's layout.

"I need to see the logbook," Brandy said. "And I need to talk to Tess and Marco. But first—" She pulled out her phone and hesitated over the contacts screen, her thumb hovering between Peter's number and Detective Maeve Collins's.

Peter would come immediately, would help coordinate searches and keep Rosa from spiraling into worst-case scenarios. But Maeve was the official option, the person who could actually do something if this turned into a formal investigation.

Though calling Maeve meant admitting Brandy was once again involved in something that looked suspiciously like a mystery requiring police attention, and Detective Collins had been remarkably patient about amateur sleuths inserting themselves into official business, but that patience had limits.

Brandy compromised by texting Peter: At Paws & Provisions. Dog missing. Need help. Don't panic.

His response arrived before she'd finished pocketing her phone: Panicking. On my way.

She almost smiled despite the situation. Peter Pruit, pragmatic and dependable, who'd somehow become her partner in unplanned investigations and who treated her impulse-driven detective work with resigned affection rather than frustration. Their relationship had shifted over the past few months, moving from comfortable friendship toward something more deliberate, though neither of them had been brave enough to put a specific label on whatever "more deliberate" actually meant.

"Show me where the logbook is kept," Brandy told Rosa, whose hands had finally stopped their nervous wringing. "And then I want to look at that back exit. Someone let Maple out. Maybe on purpose, maybe by accident. But either way, they left evidence."

"Evidence," Rosa repeated, as if the word belonged to television procedurals rather than small-town animal shelters. Then her expression shifted from panic to something approaching cautious hope. "You're going to investigate. Like you did with the bookshop thing and the bakery thing."

"I'm going to look around," Brandy corrected carefully. "And then I'm probably going
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