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  "Most hours of the dark

 feel like midnight

when you're seven."

—Ani Baker, Handsome Vanilla
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 Friday, December 1

Washington, D.C.

 Peter Gregory knew the exact moment that changed his life forever. 

The incident had been seared into his mind and had blackened his soul. The memory of that night—almost twenty years ago—constantly played in his mind. There was no way to control it. Anything could trigger it. A barista handing him coffee instead of the latte he’d ordered. A driver cutting him off in traffic. A homeless person on the sidewalk. All it took was a flash of anger, and his mind started skidding off the rails.

The horrific images had been stamped on his brain. They came full force in bright technicolor, like starting a movie at the action scene. Only in slow motion. Every detail highlighted. It played out. When it finished, it began all over again.

That incident, twenty years ago, it followed him. Haunted him. Drove him to madness. Made him the man he was today.

Standing here on the dark street corner, Gregory watched the flashing red and blue lights and listened to the high-pitched sirens. 

He did enjoy the chaos. He could practically feel the vibration through the concrete. His pulse raced. Palms and forehead were sweaty, despite the cold. Over the years, he became fascinated by why some people ran away from danger while others ran toward it.

His father had run toward it. But his mother? She couldn’t drive away fast enough.

Now, watching the urgency of the first responders had almost a soothing effect on him. It calmed the rattle in his brain. It paused the images. Maybe he could see something more horrific to replace them. And if he didn’t find anything, perhaps he could create it all on his own. 

In the meantime, he soaked in the chaos like big gulps of fresh, cold air. He reveled in the satisfaction that he’d created it. He brought all of first responders, law enforcement officers and bystanders...they were all here because of him. 

He did that.

But even with this brand new turmoil, the memory raised its ugly head.

It had been dark that night, the sky ink-black with thousands of tiny star pricks. The long drive home seemed endless, especially in the backseat. Back then, he was prone to motion sickness, and the dark only made it worse. 

If he concentrated, he could still hear the words of his parents’ argument. Most of the time, his mind played it back in a low monotone, their voices merging. The sound droned on and on. It was part of the movie he couldn’t mute. 

Noise brought his attention back to the present. Cops were pushing him and the others back, trying to keep people out of the way as an ambulance wailed through. Gregory leaned against the brick building, girding himself for the nausea, but it was too late.

Snow fell on the streets of D.C., but Gregory could smell the musty Florida air coming through the family car’s air vents. He was a boy again, sliding down farther into the backseat, ignoring the potato chip crumbs and the damp spot from where he’d spilled his soda. His mom would be mad about the new stain tomorrow. But that night, she was mad at his father. 

Why didn’t they have enough money? And why didn’t his father care?

As long as she was angry with his father, nothing else mattered.

Gregory remembered closing his eyes, but only pretending to sleep. They hadn’t paid attention to him or his brother for the last hour. And that was a good thing.

Darkness engulfed the vehicle. There were no other cars on the old country road. Trees lined both sides, so it looked like they were driving through a tunnel. Gregory squinted enough to see the blue dashboard lights. The inside of the car glowed like a spaceship. 

Back then, his imagination could get him through almost anything. He remembered turning their rundown car into a sleek spaceship being propelled through the star-studded sky. He imagined the bumps in the road were from stray meteors instead of plain old potholes. His dad’s face was washed in blue from the dashboard light, and the scowl made him look more like a comic book villain. Certainly not the captain of a spaceship.

Still squinting, Gregory stole a glance at the curled figure pressed against the other door, feet pulled up, arms crossed and hugging his body. Pretty soon he’d start crying. His brother was a crybaby. It didn’t take much, but he especially hated the yelling. Maybe he thought they were mad at him. He was a little kid. He really didn’t know better. 

A wider squint and he could see the quivering lip in the blue glow. The outburst was on its way. And the worst part? It would only make their parents angrier. The subject of this argument would be forgotten. The new battle would be which of them made their son cry. His mother’s precious golden-haired boy.

He slumped down farther but not so low his eyes couldn’t see the passing landscape. What would happen if he opened the car door and slid out? It would probably hurt. But maybe just in the beginning like when he fell off his bicycle. 

Flew off his bike was more like it. 

The scraped knees and elbows healed though he still had some awesome scars. Back then, his mom was just relieved he hadn’t knocked out any teeth, but she was pissed that the bike’s front wheel got bent.

“We’re not buying you anymore new bikes or toys or computers,” she told him when she realized his injuries wouldn’t require a trip to the emergency room. Never mind that he was still bleeding. 

“All you know how to do is break things.”

That last part stung him more than his raw knee with gravel embedded in the bloody wound. How many times could she say hurtful things and still expect him to not be crushed under the weight of those words? 

That’s when he started thinking about opening the car door. What would she say when he rolled out and actually broke an arm or a leg? He bet she’d be sorry for being so mean to him then. 

More sirens screamed on the street in front of him, but he could feel his ten-year-old fingers searching the door latch. Could he open it then tuck and tumble like he’d seen in the movies?

And what if he did break his arm? 

The thought still made him smile, twenty years later. 

How guilty would his parents feel? Or would they only be angrier because then they would need to take him to the ER? And it would cost a fortune and they were already arguing about money. Still, he imagined white bone sticking out of his skin. Would it get their attention? Could he actually steal a couple days of attention away from precious Mickey?

His mother would feel bad. Wouldn’t she? 

Or would she say, “See, you’re always breaking things and making a mess.”

But he didn’t open the door that night. The boy-coward scrunched down again. His imaginary escape defeated. A quick glance at his brother told him their parents’ argument had died down for now. No more quivering lip. Mickey’s eyes were closed, and he looked like he was sleeping. He envied his brother’s ability to soar from tears to sleep. The words hadn’t left bruises on him yet.

Why couldn’t he do that? 

In his mind, he imagined his ten-year-old self dressed in an armor of steel like a superhero. Words would ricochet off the metal like bullets. The sparks igniting everything around him, but none of it affected him. None of it touched him. Not a single scratch. He’d be invincible with powers no one could stop. And he’d decide who to crush and who to save.

The car swerved suddenly, and he still felt that unexpected motion. His father had driven around a curve and on-coming headlights blinded them through their windshield. A pickup was parked on the side of the road. 

“Someone’s stalled,” his father said and slowed then braked. He pulled onto the right side of the road, tires bumping off the edge and skidding in the grass and clay.

That was where the horror movie began. It happened so quickly, yet twenty years later it always played out in nerve-wrecking slow motion.

His father opened his car door, but left the engine running. 

“They probably ran out of gas,” he said, getting out of the car and leaving the door open. 

In some versions, his mother protested. 

Sometimes he hears her scream. 

There are screams, but he’s never sure if they’d come from Mickey or his mother. But he was certain that when the man alongside the pickup started hitting his father, Gregory couldn’t believe it was real. 

It had to be a game. 

Or maybe the dark was playing with his eyes.

Later, his mother told the police officers that his father waved and yelled for her to go. They all were in danger. His father wanted them to run. Go get help. 

But Gregory didn’t remember any of that. 

He didn’t hear his father yell to her. How did she know? How could she be so certain?

But one thing he remembered clearly—remembered it the same every time since—was the last view of his father through the back window. Gregory could never forget that look on his father’s face. 

Surprise? Pain? Shock? All of that. But mostly, what Gregory saw was disbelief. His father looked like he couldn’t believe they were leaving him behind.

A police whistle startled him back to the present. Back to the cold, dark street. By-standers had gathered. Others who looked like him. Gawkers of the night. The police told them they needed to step back, again. Step away from the flashing lights. 

One of them looked directly at Gregory, never once suspecting he was the reason they were here. He was the reason for this chaos, bringing them out in the middle of a frosty, dark night. 

And he was still capable of breaking things.
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 Santa Rosa County,Florida

Ryder Creed had a bad feeling about this search. 

It started as a prickling sensation raising the hair at the back of his neck. He couldn’t ignore it even as he raced to catch up with his dog. Already he regretted not putting Bolo on a leash. 

The dog’s sleek, lean body weaved through the trees, sprinting into the woods. The Rhodesian Ridgeback had long legs that leaped and glided. He slowed to drag his nose over some shrubs. His glances back at Creed were only a courtesy to see if his handler was keeping up. He huffed as if to say, “Nope, not here.” Even then the dog didn’t stop and trotted on, this time faster.

Creed struggled to keep the dog in sight. His boots crashed through the prickly undergrowth that snagged his jeans and threatened to trip him. He could no longer hear the sheriff and deputy behind him. 

Hell, he couldn’t hear anything over the pounding of his heart and the tromping of his feet. 

When the crunch underfoot switched from snapped twigs to broken glass, his stomach fell to his knees. 

Bolo’s paws. 

Creed’s gut instinct was right. He should never have let Bolo off-leash for this search. Not here in unfamiliar territory.

Fallen leaves barely concealed the garbage dumped on the forest’s floor. Bottles, cans, plastic takeout containers littered the area. Chunks of concrete, a rusted dishwasher, a ripped-up recliner—the trash heap was deeper here. None of it slowed down his dog. 

Then suddenly, Creed couldn’t see him at all.

“Bolo!” He tried to level his tone, but the panic spilled into his voice.

A handler never sends his dog into a dangerous terrain, no matter how capable and sturdy the dog was. What was he thinking?

There was a surprised yelp. And Creed skidded to a stop. 

He held his breath, not an easy task with his chest heaving and his heart pounding. 

Another shriek. High pitched. 

But it was human. Not dog! He was certain.

It didn’t matter. Creed’s pulse began racing faster. That prickle at the back of his neck was on fire.

“Bolo, heel,” he shouted though he still didn’t see his dog.

This was not good. 

Creed tripped over a discarded microwave tangled in the brush. He caught himself before he fell. Hands outstretched to take on the impact smacked against a tree trunk instead. The stitch in his side suggested he stop. The same place where a recent knife injury was still healing. And despite the pounding that had moved from his chest to his head, he could hear his business partner, Hannah saying, “Rye, you really don’t understand what rest yourself means, do you?”

Beyond the branches, Creed could clearly see a mattress teetering on the debris pile beneath it. On the other side was the Ridgeback. Bolo stood in front of a man who had obviously just minutes ago sprung from the dirty mattress, and now was pressed up against a huge live oak.

“Bolo,” Creed called to him. His voice hitched as he sucked in air and tried to catch his breath. “Bolo...heel.” 

It wasn’t the correct command, and the dog pinned his ears as if waiting for Creed to get it right. Bolo cut his eyes toward his handler without moving the rest of his body and without taking his attention away from his target. 

Behind him, Creed heard voices and footsteps. Sheriff Norwich and her deputy were finally catching up. The man against the tree stayed put, arms dropped to his sides. Legs spread. Eyes wide. Creed suspected Bolo had frightened him awake. He was feeling sorry for the guy until he saw the man’s arm slowly rise. 

How had Creed missed seeing the knife in the guy’s hand?

“Hey, stop! The dog’s not gonna hurt you. He’s a scent detection dog. He’s not a police dog.”

“What’s going on?”

It was Norwich. Creed could hear the snap of a holster.

“Sir, drop the knife.”

But the man wasn’t listening. He hadn’t even acknowledged their presence. Instead, he glared at Bolo, his body frozen in place. He leaned awkwardly against the tree. Without warning, he launched himself forward, swiping the knife at Bolo. 

The dog yelped, and Creed broke into a sprint. He dived over the dirty mattress between them, knocking the man backwards. The guy sprawled over a holly bush, but he hadn’t dropped the knife.

Creed struggled to get to his knees. That stitch in his side told him to wait. Bolo brushed against him, his nose lifting Creed’s arm, checking on him. But now, Bolo’s ears pitched forward. His eyes shifted to the man with only a glance back to Creed as if asking, You want me to take this guy down?

“No, Bolo. Stand down.” 

Creed grabbed the dog’s vest. He wanted to see if the knife had cut his dog, but instead, he dug his fingers around a strap, getting a tight hold and pulling back just enough to let Bolo know to stay put. 

The dog was overly protective of Creed. He was thin, but lean, all muscle and stronger than he looked. He had taken down bigger men than this guy, all in defense of his handler. But the man didn’t seem to get the message. He scrambled back to his feet. His eyes wild and focused on the dog. His hand ready to swipe.

Bolo began to tug. Hard. A low growl started deep in his throat.

“Drop the knife,” Norwich yelled.

Creed felt the deputy behind him. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the service revolver, steady and leveled at the guy’s chest, center-mass. And yet, he still ignored her. 

“Drop the knife. Now,” Norwich said, coming in closer.

The man was young, maybe early twenties. His hair flopped around his face, thick and unruly. It was hard to tell what color his dirt-gray T-shirt used to be. There was something about his eyes that Creed didn’t like. They darted around and kept skittering back to Bolo. It was more than just being startled awake, and Creed wondered if he was high on something. Which made him even more dangerous.

“I wasn’t trying to hurt nobody. I was aiming for the dog.”

Creed wanted to yell that was why he tackled him, but Norwich beat him to it.

“Well, sir, this dog is an officer of the law.” Norwich sounded calm but very much the voice of authority. The man’s eyes immediately flicked to hers, a glimpse of concern floated across his face. “Attacking him,” she continued, “is no different than attacking one of us.”

That wasn’t exactly true. Creed and Bolo weren’t law enforcement. They were independent contractors hired to conduct a search. But after dozens of searches over the years, he knew Sheriff Norwich considered him and his dogs a part of her team.

“The stupid dog attacked me. I was just minding my own business. Taking a nap. That dog attacked me.” He gestured with the knife to make his point as if forgetting it was still in his hand.

“Hold on.” Creed heard Norwich say as he readjusted his own body to protect his dog. 

It wasn’t until the sheriff stepped forward that Creed realized she wasn’t telling the guy with the knife to “hold on.” She held her hand up to her deputy in a “stand down” motion. She did, however, have her own weapon in her other hand, dropped at her side and ready.

None of this seemed to matter to the guy with the knife. If anything, it made him more anxious. Ten feet away, Creed was close enough to get cut with another lunge. Close enough, he smelled the guy’s sweat. The right side of his face twitched, and so did the fingers around the knife’s handle.

Creed could sweep the guy’s feet out from under him if he didn’t have to worry about Bolo. The dog vibrated with his own pent-up energy, but he tapped the ground with his big front paws. His approach was always a straight-forward approach. Nothing fancy. Pure and simple. Bolo was alerting, telling Creed, Here you go. I found what you wanted. 

But it wasn’t possible. This guy was definitely not the teenager they’d set out to find. Now, Creed regretted putting them in this predicament. 

Then suddenly, Bolo tilted his head. His body went rigid. He heard the incoming threat before Creed could notice. It wasn’t until he saw the top of the tall grass rustling back in the distance. 

Behind the guy with the knife. Behind the tree. Shrubs separated. Twigs snapped. Something was running toward them. And it was coming fast. 
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Sheriff!” Creed yelled and pointed.

At first Norwich didn’t see it. By now, the crashing and rustling in the dry undergrowth grew. She raised her service revolver just as someone shouted, “Gunner, stop!”

The voice was a deep bass reverberating through the woods and filled with urgency.

“Please, don’t shoot.” The man who yelled was only a blur, thrashing through the trees, arms swinging as if it helped propel him forward. But clearly, he was too far back to control the situation.

“Bolo. Sit and stay,” Creed told his dog in almost a whisper, and Bolo obeyed. He saw the young guy drop the knife to his side as he turned to watch. 

Creed got to his feet and shot a glance back at Norwich then the deputy. “It’s probably just a dog.”

Neither law officer dropped their gun. 

“I’ve seen an alligator come that quickly,” Norwich said, adjusting her stance and taking aim.

“It’s Gunner,” the young guy told them. “That dog wouldn’t attack nobody. Not like yours did.” Then he noticed their guns, and his eyes went wide. “Hey! Wait a minute. Don’t shoot!”

By now, Creed had quietly inched forward and inserted himself in front of them all.

“Mr. Creed. Norwich noticed. “That’s not a smart thing.”

“Gunneeeeer!! Stop!”

That’s when the crashing came to a sudden halt. The grass and foliage went still less than fifty feet away. Too far for Creed to see. 

The man could be heard in the distance, breaking branches and sending birds flapping. But the force charging through the shrubs had listened to him and went silent. 

Waiting now. Listening for the man’s voice.

Creed glanced back at Bolo. The big dog didn’t look concerned. He glanced at the spot where the intruder was hidden from the rest of them. His eyes sought Creed’s, but only briefly. Then his attention went back to the young guy with the knife as if to say, this is who we need to watch.

But that man didn’t appear to be a threat right now. He shifted only to get a better view of Gunner’s owner while keeping an eye on the law enforcement officers.

“Old Sully wouldn’t hurt nobody either,” he told them. 

Creed had to agree. Gunner’s owner had slowed considerably. His pace had petered out to a stumble-run. The cartwheeling arms now stretched in front of him as he grabbed onto and leaned against trees, using them to pull himself along.

“Maybe I’d believe you if you’d put that knife away,” Norwich said.

“Will you put your guns down?”

Creed looked over his shoulder. Bolo sat calmly, still watching the guy, but not with his earlier urgency. 

Norwich looked at Bolo, too, then caught Creed’s eyes. Slowly, she lowered her weapon. To her deputy, she said, “Let’s stand down. But stay ready.”

Finally, the young man folded the knife and dropped it into his jacket pocket. That’s when Creed noticed the faded denim jacket was too small on the guy. The sleeves came inches above his wrists and pulled tight across his back.

Creed looked over at Norwich and her deputy, but both turned their attention to the man stumbling his way closer.

“And who exactly is Sully?” Norwich asked. Her bangs stuck to the sweat of her forehead. The rest of her steel-gray hair was pulled back into a ponytail sticking out the back of her Santa Rosa Sheriff ball cap. Lean and nimble even after a heart attack six months ago, Norwich had a calm but authoritarian stature and approach. “Is he the owner of this property?”

“He’s one of the old-timers. He has a nice set-up.”

And he hadn’t answered her question. 

Norwich exchanged a glance with Creed, that made him almost expect an eyeroll. But she kept her face expressionless, as much for her deputy as for the young man. Both were focused on Sully, while Creed watched the spot where the dog named Gunner had gone silent. 

As its owner got closer, Creed held back a smile, recognizing the swish of grass as a tail wagging. He could see the hunched back slowly rising. A black snout poked between the green and red of a holly bush. But again, the dog waited, the grasses waving and twirling, the closer the owner got.

The man named Sully stopped and placed his hands on his knees. He wheezed and gasped for breath. Feather-white hair stuck to his scalp in a band of sweat where a hat or cap had recently been. His skin reminded Creed of worn leather, brown and creased with lines in his forehead and at the corners of his eyes. Bushy eyebrows were more gray than white. 

Creed wasn’t good at guessing anyone’s age, but the man was older than Creed expected. When his head bobbed up with the rest of his body, his chest still heaved. He looked over at them, and his eyes didn’t quite track like they should, which probably accounted for that awkward run. 

“Gunner,” he said. “Come on over here.”

The dog obeyed, and they finally got a good look at the animal. A mixture of brown, Gunner surprisingly stood a foot shorter than Bolo. Creed guessed it was a terrier mix with short floppy ears and a wiry coat that stood up on its head like the dog had just gotten out of bed. There was one other surprise. Gunner was a girl. 

She definitely attracted Bolo’s attention. The Ridgeback approached with purpose, his nose twitching and sniffing without a signal from Creed. Only now, Creed realized what drew Bolo’s interest. It wasn’t the dog. It was the bone Gunner proudly displayed, clenched in her teeth. 

Sully noticed, too. “She found that this morning,” he told them.  The man was still trying to catch his breath. Another wheeze came from his throat, and his chest moved underneath the threadbare shirt. “Been parading around with it. What’s going on here?”

Bolo had led them to the young guy with the knife, but now his nose worked overtime. He moved tentatively, sniffing the other dog, no longer interested in his initial target. He leaned so close he triggered a growl from Gunner. 

“Are we going to have a problem here, Mr. Creed?” Norwich asked.

Creed readied himself, but he didn’t interrupt. He hoped he didn’t need to. A few more sniffs, and Bolo turned back around, then sat at Creed’s feet. He waved his nose toward the bone in Gunner’s mouth. At the same time, he tapped the ground with his paw.

“Mr. Sully, where did your dog find that bone?” Creed asked.

“Somewhere out in the woods. Looks to me like a bear.”

“I don’t think it’s a bear.” Creed looked back at Norwich and gestured to Bolo sitting at his feet. “Bolo doesn’t alert to animal bones.”

He watched her do a double take, looking from the bone to Bolo, then finding Creed’s eyes. She understood.

“So, what exactly is he saying?” the deputy asked. It hadn’t quite registered with him, and he stared at his boss, waiting for an explanation.

Creed answered for her. “Bolo tracks missing people, but he’s also a cadaver dog.”


4


Washington, D.C.

FBI agent Maggie O’Dell turned the corner and immediately felt the cold slap her in the face. More snow was on the way. But there was something else in the air. A disgusting smell rode the wind. People on the street had their scarves pulled up or their hands over their noses. As usual, steam escaped from the grates in the sidewalk, but that wasn’t where the odor was coming from.

She showed her badge to the officer standing guard at the first barrier to the crime scene.

“Is that a sewage leak?” she asked him as she lifted the yellow tape and slipped underneath.

“Dumpster.” He gestured back behind him. “City maintenance dozer plowed into it. Knocked it so hard it tipped over on its side.” He rolled his eyes and added, “Last week, one of them picked up a homeless tent with someone still in it.”

“I heard about that.”

“O’Dell.” Julia Racine waved at her. 

The detective already looked perturbed and impatient. And it was only ten in the morning. But that was Racine. Maggie knew much of her abrasive behavior was for show. Even her stance—legs set at shoulders-width, arms crossed—telegraphed her tough-as-nails reputation. She was finishing up with a young man who looked like he was enduring a reprimand. He would have been taller than Racine if his narrow shoulders weren’t slouched up almost to his ears trying to defend himself from the cold and snow.

“Special Agent O’Dell, this is Detective Sheldon,” Racine introduced them.

He nodded at Maggie, then to Racine, he said, “I’ll get that taken care of right away.” And he left in the direction Maggie had just come from. 

“Does the Dumpster have anything to do with the crime?” Maggie asked. The smell only seemed to get worse.

“The asshat who dumped it found the body.”

“Asshat?” Maggie raised an eyebrow. 

“Yeah, I know. It’s disgusting how much my language has been sanitized. That’s what happens, O’Dell, when you give in and live with someone’s munchkin. You were smart to dump your doctor.”

Racine was referring to Dr. Benjamin Platt, although he and Maggie had never been in an actual relationship. Ben had a daughter once upon a time and wanted someone who wanted to have kids. That wasn’t Maggie. Racine’s significant other had a daughter. Maggie couldn’t remember the girl’s name, but knew she was still in elementary school. 

“So, she’s a good influence,” Maggie said.

“She’s a horrible influence.” Racine glanced around before she continued. “You know how hard it already is as a woman to be taken seriously in this job. Now, she has me saying things like ‘rats’ and ‘OMG.’ It’s just not right.”

“I think you’ll survive.”

“I heard there’s a new guy in your life.” 

Maggie and Racine weren’t friends. But they’d worked enough cases together over the years, and they had a history. In Racine’s mind, that made her think they were. Maggie, however, preferred to keep her private life private. 

When she didn’t answer, Racine continued like a response wasn’t necessary. “Sounds like you’re trading in your doctor for a dog handler.” She gave Maggie a sidelong glance, then added, “Not a bad idea.” Racine being Racine weighing in with her unsolicited opinion didn’t stop there. “I heard he’s hot.”

Maggie wanted to ask where the information was coming from, but to do that would only make Racine believe the topic was open for discussion. It was not. Certainly not with Racine.

“Are you lead on this case?” Maggie asked, attempting to steer Racine back to business.

“Yes. And it’s getting stupid-crazy fast. That’s why my boss is anxious to offload it.”

Maggie guessed “stupid-crazy” was one of the new alternate phrases. “Victim was homeless?”

“Not homeless, O’Dell. Unhoused or unsheltered are the politically correct terms. How is that any better? As far as we can tell, he was living on the street. My officers are still talking to people. And these people are the worst at sharing information.

“Even when they do talk, we have to be careful. They’re very good liars. Seriously, the CIA should be recruiting from the streets. Guy can be knifed in the tent right next to them, and they claim they haven’t seen or heard a thing. 

“To be fair, some of them are so zoned out, stoned or drunk they might not have seen a thing. They aren’t even plugged in to reality. And those who do still know what’s what, they frickin’ don’t want to get involved.”

Maggie restrained a smile. It was weird listening to Racine without her using the f-word.

“Chances are, they wouldn’t have even reported it,” the detective continued. “Took the Dumpster crasher to notice. Probably why he plowed into it in the first place. He’s young. A little shocked. Not used to seeing dead guys.”

“You said on the phone this is number two?”

“Ten days ago. Three blocks away. Similar MO.”

“Victim was also homeless?”

Racine nodded. “I know the holidays bring out the homicidal maniacs, but I sure as hell didn’t expect a serial killer.”

“What do you know about the killer? Anything caught on video from ten days ago?” Maggie’s eyes darted under the awnings of the small businesses dotted along the street. At the end of the block was a three-story brick building. She made a mental note to check for surveillance cameras.

“Preliminary search didn’t tag anyone suspicious or out of the ordinary. In fact, I was starting to think he might be homeless, too. Possibly mentally ill. Maybe it was revenge for something trivial. Happens, you know. They have belongings and can be very possessive of their stuff.”

“Weapon?”

“Weapons. Neither one has been recovered. Last week’s victim had blunt trauma to the back of his head. M.E. said it looked like a ball-peen hammer. But it wasn’t the cause of death. May have been used to incapacitate him. There were no defensive wounds. He was stabbed. Double-edged blade. Three to five inches.”

“That one happened at night, too?”

“Early morning. M.E. doesn’t think he died immediately, so if we back up from approximate time of death, we’re looking at midnight to three or four in the morning.”

“No one noticed him bleeding on the street?”

“Actually, he was inside his tent. Makeshift tent. Basically, a blue tarp draped over a cardboard box. It wasn’t until he crawled partially out that someone saw him. Called 911.”

“And today’s victim?”

“We think he was sleeping against the lamppost, close to the sidewalk grate to keep warm. About five feet away from the Dumpster. Looks like the same MO. Hit on the back of the head. Then stabbed.”

Maggie scanned the area. Cars parked on this side of the street would have given a limited view of anyone asleep on the sidewalk. Two- and three-story brick buildings were broken up by a few businesses. A nail shop, deli and grocer, a coffee shop interspersed, all with several concrete steps up to the front doors. Some with canvas awnings. None had entrance doors at ground level. Not that any of them would have been open at the time of the murders.

“Tell me about the victims,” Maggie said.

“Both male. This one looks to be in his thirties. Last one was older. Maybe forties. No ID on him. Prints didn’t register. No hits from NamUS.”

NamUs was a national database for missing, unidentified and unclaimed cases from across the United States.

Racine pointed to an area where a CSU team was still working and said, “This morning’s guy was found tucked in over there. Like I said. Not far from the Dumpster.” 

But the body was gone. Maggie wished Racine had called her sooner. Examining the crime scene with the body would have been helpful.

“Is there a shelter nearby?”

“Where’ve you been O’Dell? Shelters can’t keep up. Besides, a lot of these people don’t like rules to begin with, so getting clean, sober or finding Jesus is not on their to-do lists. The city keeps moving them off the streets. They just show up somewhere else. Don’t even get me started.”

Maggie decided she needed to get it off her chest. “Why didn’t you call me before they moved the body?”

“Hey, I’ve got orders to clean things up and clean them up quick. I’m not sure if the powers-that-be were more upset about another homeless body or the overturned Dumpster. When I mentioned calling in the Feds on account of the similarities, I could literally hear my boss’ sigh of relief.”

“My team’s going to want all the evidence you collected along with today’s.”

“Not a problem. Glad to hand over whatever you need. So, can I tell him you’re on board?”

“One other condition.”

“Name it.”

“You learn something new. You call me immediately.”

“No problem.”

“I’m serious, Racine. I should have been here before the body left the crime scene.”

“You’re right. My bad.” She put up her hands in surrender, and Maggie couldn’t help wondering if this was a newly learned behavior that came with the language clean up.

“Detective Racine.” One of her officers called out. He was in hazmat coveralls and standing in the middle of the garbage pile. “We might have found something.”

Neither Racine nor Maggie hesitated. 

As they got closer, Maggie could see the plastic bag he held in his gloved hands. It opened enough to show a piece of fabric. The blood looked fresh. The bulge at the bottom suggested there were other items in the bag.

“Now, this is interesting. Did he really think we wouldn’t go through the Dumpster?” Racine asked.

“Maybe not today,” the officer told her. “It was pretty full. Coffee shop owner said pickup is normally before noon. If it got dumped before we got here, it’d be a nightmare to track down and go through.”

“Do you think the killer knew that?” Racine asked Maggie with an intense look that expected the profiler to be worth the early morning visit to her crime scene.

Maggie glanced at her, but her eyes stayed on the bag dangling from the officer’s hand. “He may have known and took advantage of the disposal. Or...”

“Or what?”

“Or he simply didn’t care.” Maggie’s gut instinct told her it was the latter.

“Either way,” Racine said, “it looks like that young asshat who crashed into the Dumpster may have given us a lucky break.”
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Santa Rosa County, Florida

“No way! That’s a human bone?” Deputy Greer seemed a bit freaked out, and Creed wondered how long he’d been in law enforcement.

“Gunner, drop that.” The man named Sully bent over his dog and pointed to the ground. 

She relinquished the bone as he dug deep into the pocket of his baggy pants and brought something that looked like the corner of a dried out sandwich. Whatever it was, Gunner reluctantly made the trade. Sully picked up the bone with no hesitancy and handed it to Norwich.

From her daypack, the sheriff yanked out a pair of latex gloves. She pulled them on and dug in the pack again until she found an evidence bag. In the meantime, Creed started to retrieve Bolo’s reward toy. The dog may not have found what his handler had asked for, but he did alert to a scent he’d been trained to find. 

Before Creed fingered the toy, he noticed Bolo had repositioned himself to face Hogan. His nose twitched, pointed up, and sniffed directly in the man’s direction. Hogan had his back to the dog and focused on the exchange of the bone from Sully to Norwich. But Bolo was no longer interested in the bone. Instead, he inched forward until his nose almost touched the hem of Hogan’s jacket. 

The final snort got everyone’s attention, especially Hogan’s. He wheeled around, almost losing his balance. But Bolo was finished. He patted the ground at Hogan’s feet, then look over his shoulder to Creed, making sure his handler noticed.

Just as Hogan started to dig in his pocket for the knife again, Norwich stopped him, putting up her gloved hand. “Hold on.” Then to Creed, she said, “Looks like your dog is still trying to tell us something.”

“I didn’t do nothing wrong.”

“Hush up,” Sully told the younger man, and it was clear this was finally someone Hogan would listen to.

Before Creed responded, Norwich addressed the two men now casually without letting on that they were squatting on private property.

“Mr. Creed and his scent dog are here helping us find a missing teenager. A witness claims the boy ran behind the Red Roof Inn and into the woods early this morning.” 

She paused, as if sealing the evidence bag required her full attention. But Creed knew Norwich was studying the men’s reactions. Hogan’s eyes darted to the old man, but he had been acting strangely since they arrived. Sully, to his credit, didn’t flinch. 

Norwich continued, “His parents are awfully worried about him. He’s only fifteen. Kind of small. Maybe five three, five four. Dark hair. Blue eyes. His name’s Caleb Monroe.”

“I didn’t see no runaway boy this morning,” Sully offered. 

“Are there others staying out here? In the woods?” she asked, again casually, no recriminations or accusations.

Sully shrugged. “Sometimes. It’s hard to find a quiet place where people won’t bother you. Gunner and me try not to bother anybody in return.” The dog looked up expectantly at the sound of her name. Sully waited, not backing down and holding eye contact with the sheriff. “Are we in trouble, Sheriff?”

“Some of this land is private property,” she told him and paused. Sully only nodded. “Right now, I’m only looking for the boy.” Then Norwich lifted the evidence bag. “And you’ll need to show me where your dog found this bone.”

“Sure, sure. I can do that.” He fingered his chin, already trying to remember.

Hogan fidgeted, and the deputy stood stock-still, his weapon holstered but his hands on his waist as if he might need to be ready to draw again.

During this whole exchange, Bolo hadn’t moved. When Creed glanced down at him, the dog tapped his paw again and wagged his snout in Hogan’s direction. He looked up at Creed. Another tap as if to say, Why aren’t you getting this? 

“Sheriff,” Creed said. “Do you know what Caleb was wearing the last time anyone saw him?”

Norwich glanced over. She noticed Bolo, his nose back up, sniffing and all but pointing. Then she took a hard look at Hogan. 

“That jacket seems a bit small for you.”
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"I didn’t steal it!” Hogan tugged at the jacket, pulling it together over his chest, trying unsuccessfully to make the sides come together. 

“But it’s not yours?” Norwich asked.

He teetered on the balls of his feet, and Creed thought he might run. He looked even younger now with this fresh panic. His eyes darted between Bolo and Deputy Greer, who had his weapon unholstered again.

“I found it,” Hogan said too loudly and pointed. “It was right there on the mattress. Nobody else was around. I didn’t see no teenager. And I found the jacket tossed in the middle of that mattress. Somebody threw it away. People throw away really good stuff.”

“Slow down, Hogan. Sheriff,” Sully stepped forward. “I can vouch for this young man.” Despite the gravelly, deep voice and the eyes that didn’t quite focus, the old man sounded like a gentleman diplomat, if you discounted the worn-out cargo pants and the stained T-shirt. “I can tell you, as long as I’ve known him, he’s never taken anything that hasn’t been left behind.”

Left behind. It was an interesting phrase.

Creed glanced at his dog. Bolo seemed content. 

As Norwich questioned the two men, Creed couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right. He’d asked Bolo to find Caleb Monroe using a sweatshirt the family had given Sheriff Norwich. They started the search from the entrance to the woods behind The Red Roof Inn’s parking lot. Someone at the Waffle House next door claimed to see a teenager matching Caleb’s description walk across the lot and into the woods.

He tried to remember how far they’d walked before Bolo caught the scent and took off. It wasn’t in the parking lot. Not at the edge of the woods. But Bolo led them directly to Hogan. Well, not Hogan, but the jacket he was wearing. Caleb’s jacket.

Now Hogan was repeating himself and over explaining why he’d put it on.

“People throw away some really good stuff,” he told Norwich.

Creed tuned out their conversation. He didn’t care if Hogan was lying or not. Instead, he tried to figure out why Bolo led them to the jacket and stopped. If Caleb took the jacket off and left it on the mattress, where did Caleb go from here?

Creed scanned the woods, then his attention came back to the mattress. Trash spilled out around it. In fact, the mattress itself appeared to be lopsided and seesawing on top of whatever was underneath. 

Suddenly, a cold shiver slid down Creed’s back. He turned and examined his dog. 

Trust your dog. It was a phrase he drilled into his handlers. 

Was it the jacket Bolo had originally alerted to? Or was it the mattress? Had Creed missed it? Was it possible that Caleb Monroe’s body was the lump underneath?

He tamped down his suspicion and tried to keep his pulse from ticking up. Bolo was watching him, concerned that his handler was starting to smell like panic. Or was he simply waiting for him to turn over the mattress?

“Sheriff,” Creed said, interrupting a conversation that had gotten drowned out by his argument with himself.

Norwich looked over and immediately was concerned. “What is it?”

“Probably nothing,” he told her, his hand automatically flattening at his side to tell Bolo everything was fine and to relax. “I’d feel a lot better if we had a look under this mattress.”

The color drained from the sheriff’s face, and instinctively, everyone else stepped back.

“Deputy Greer,” Norwich instructed. “Can you carefully flip that mattress over?”

Creed moved to assist, but the deputy quickly stopped him, purposely stepping in front of Creed as if to make a point. “I’ve got this.”

“Wait!” Hogan became agitated again. “You think that kid is hiding underneath there?”

The others ignored him, all focused on the dirty, ripped mattress, but Creed kept an eye on him. Hogan was either still flying high, knew more than he was telling, or maybe just a little slow. Creed glanced at Bolo. He hadn’t moved. If anything, the dog looked bored. 

Deputy Greer stalled, pulling on latex gloves, then planted his feet and squared his shoulders. He looked like he was preparing to deadlift a loaded barbell from his gym floor. The flimsy mattress would be an awkward grab, but not heavy. Creed wondered how many dead bodies the deputy had seen. He wanted to reach around the guy and simply flip the damned thing over just to stop his churning stomach. 

“Deputy Greer.” Norwich was getting impatient, too.

He gripped the edge and flung it, upending a cloud of leaves and dirt and garbage. Something small and alive scurried out from the debris pile and into the grass. Bolo’s and Gunner’s ears pitched, but neither dog pursued. 

A musty scent filled the air, mixed with a rancid tang. Creed drew in a sigh of relief almost at the same time as Norwich. One thing was certain. The smell didn’t include human decomp. 

The garbage dump consisted of fast-food wrappers, bulging plastic bags, bottles, cans and foam takeout containers scrambled together with mounds of decaying leaves and brush. No dead body.

Hogan’s bunched up shoulders finally relaxed. Deputy Greer wiped sweat off his forehead with the back of his gloved hand. Norwich nodded to the men.

Creed was relieved his dog had done a good job. But something still bothered him. How did Caleb Monroe come down into these woods, discard his jacket on this mattress, then disappear without leaving a scent?


7



Washington, D.C.

Snow began to fall, and Maggie pulled her ball cap down tighter. Her eyes tracked along the buildings as she walked, searching for surveillance cameras. 

The collar on her FBI jacket was already turned up, but wet flakes still slid down her neck. It was only December, and she was tired of the cold. It felt like she couldn’t warm up ever since getting caught in an early October snowstorm back in the middle of Nebraska.

Other than instilling a bone-deep chill, that blizzard had revealed a lot of things for her personally. Her friend, Gwen Patterson, often said a crisis pushed people to show their true selves. It churned up and sifted out what was trivial, then brought to the top all that was real—what mattered most. A sort of push-come-to-shove analogy. 

For Maggie, that storm and what was lost in it, forced her to admit some things to herself. It wasn’t until she’d almost lost Ryder Creed that she realized how very much she needed him. That was a hard pill to swallow considering she’d spent the last ten years convincing herself she didn’t need anyone else.

Two months later, she still wasn’t comfortable with that admission.

“You FBI?” a woman’s voice called out from behind Maggie.

When she turned around, it took her a minute to find the woman. She had tucked herself alongside the concrete stairs to a small coffee shop. An awning over the entrance protected her from the snow. It looked like she was wearing every piece of clothing she owned. Her small face scrunched between a pink scarf and a knit cap. 

“Yes, I am,” Maggie told her.

“You don’t look FBI.”

“Sometimes that helps.”

The woman didn’t smile at Maggie’s attempt at humor, but she nodded like she understood exactly what Maggie meant.

Since she made no effort to move, Maggie backtracked until she was a few feet in front of her.

“You working with those other cops? Cause all they wanna do is move us out. They don’t care where we go as long as we’re not in their way. They don’t even care about Danny. They just dragged him out of here in that bag like he was nothing.”

“Did you know Danny?”

The woman’s eyes flicked to the side, and she pursed her lips together. Mentioning his name may have been a slip of the tongue. If Maggie remembered correctly, Racine’s team didn’t even have a name connected to the victim, yet.

“I don’t know anything about nothing,” she said, shaking her head and crossing her arms over her bundled chest.

Despite the slip, she’d called out to Maggie. Maybe she just needed prompting.

“It’s really cold out here. You want to get a cup of coffee?” Maggie gestured to the door on the left and three stairs up from them. Morning rush was over. From what Maggie could see, there were plenty of empty tables.

“They don’t allow us in there.”

“I doubt they’ll say anything if you’re with an FBI agent.”

The woman looked up and held Maggie’s eyes, studying her as if searching for a trap. 

“I can’t leave my things.” She pointed to a battered canvas tote and a plastic garbage bag tied up in a way to leave a handle at the top.

“Bring them along.” Maggie moved to the front of the stairs, leaving the railing side for the woman to join her. She was tempted to help carry her things, but stopped herself. She didn’t want to look pushy or worse—anxious about whatever information she had.

When the woman stood, she was barely five-foot tall, but she knew how to leverage the bags over her slumped shoulder and under her arm. She followed, one step then two, stopping to look up and examine Maggie again. Her head swiveled back to the street, checking if she’d missed a setup. Even as Maggie held the door open for her, she came through slowly, eyes now darting to the employees, expecting someone to shout and tell her to leave.

The man behind the counter simply nodded when he realized the two were together. Maggie chose a table in the corner where no one was in earshot. And there was extra space for the woman to deposit her bags and keep them close.

Maggie shrugged out of her jacket and sat down. The woman didn’t remove a single piece of clothing, but she pulled down the scarf beneath her chin.

“I’m Maggie, by the way. What’s your name?”

“Years ago, they called me Vanessa. Now I go by Nessie.”

“I’ll get us a couple cups of coffee. How do you like yours?”

“Hot would be nice.”

Maggie smiled and waited. Then she realized she was serious. That was her only request. All Nessie cared about was that the coffee be hot.
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Maggie kept Nessie in her peripheral vision while she ordered. The woman watched out the window but glanced at the door. Was she worried someone might see her with an FBI agent? Maybe she was having second thoughts and considered bolting.

Maggie brought a tray with the coffees, along with a plate of freshly baked doughnuts and assorted pastries. 

“I wasn’t sure what you’d like,” she explained, “So, I got a few of each.”

She saw something flicker across the woman’s face that surprised her. Something childlike. The tight line of her mouth eased and almost curved up. She clapped her mittened-hands together before she caught herself. Though she still hadn’t taken off any of her outer wear, she now carefully pulled off the thick mittens. She set them aside, her eyes not leaving the freshly baked goods, as if she expected them to vanish as easily as they appeared. 
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