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Prologue
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The hooded figure in black huddled behind the massive oak tree, waiting.

The wind howled, as if calling out a warning to the human who nervously tapped the unlit cigarette on a thigh in time with the music lofting across the water. 

“The hell it can’t. It’s perfect. I’ve done all the research. It will work,” the statement made earlier caught the midnight visitor’s memory and twisted.

“No,” the higher-pitched voice responded.

“You just need to do as I freaking tell you to do. You’re in this as deep as the mud in the Snake River,” the husky voice replayed repeatedly.

The figure shook their head from side to side, trying to clear the earlier conversation from their memory. The tapping intensified. Sweat formed on a brow and trickled down a cheekbone where it met the chin and was swiped away, leaving a trail of grime by a shaking hand. The cigarette dropped behind the tree; the empty hand shoved into a jean front pocket.

“Don’t guess. This isn’t some guessing game. You’re either in or you’re out and everyone finds out. Got it?” The words rang in memory as the hand grasped the needle and waited.

It was time.
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Chapter 1
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“The Dusty Muskie?” CJ glanced back and forth between Floyd and Pam in the bull pen of the Pine County Sheriff’s Department. Jackie, one of the day’s dispatchers, had just alerted them to a 911 call for assistance from a place on Pokegama Lake, off County Road 11.

“Did they say why they needed assistance?” CJ asked.

“The caller said they needed help removing someone.”

“What is this Dusty Muskie place?”

“It’s a supper club. And they have weddings there in the summertime,” Pam responded.

Floyd piped in, “Maybe someone is refusing to leave the drunk tank they have in the back this morning.”

“What?” CJ sputtered.

“The Dusty Muskie has a room in the back of their banquet hall where guys can hand over their keys and pick a cot to sleep it off, kind of like a drunk Airbnb,” Floyd explained.

“I need to see what a drunken bed and breakfast looks like,” CJ grabbed her jacket off the back of her chair as Floyd laughed behind her.

Pam drove as CJ pulled up her home security camera on her phone. The security system alert had chimed, notifying her of activity in the backyard. She quickly viewed her live feed and noticed her tri-colored Basset Hound sprawled out in the middle of the yard. CJ shook her head and chuckled. Pam raised her eyebrow to which CJ replied, “Bailey is currently living her best life in the fenced backyard, sunning herself like she hasn’t a care in the world.”

“That damn dog doesn’t have a care in the world. Neither does your spoiled hay burner in the pasture next to her,” Pam joked, referencing CJ’s newly acquired Sheriff’s Mounted Posse equine.

Pam carefully maneuvered her way down the 10-mph dirt track, through the slew of single-wide trailers that flanked the west end of Pokegama Lake, and pulled into a rutted dirt parking lot behind what was the Dusty Muskie. CJ shook her head and stated, “I don’t know why I’m ever surprised living out here. Remember the guy I arrested the other day for domestic assault? He was a forty-year-old dude, dating a 20-year-old girl, the same age as his daughter, who, as he put it, might be my second cousin? I don’t know how all that genealogy stuff works.” CJ rolled her eyes at the memory. She and Pam radioed their arrival to dispatch and waited for Floyd, who rolled up next to them.

“So, how do we want to do this? Do they want us to wake Sleeping Beauty? Or just trespass the guy?” Pam questioned Floyd.

“Back in the day, when I was a sergeant, we used to give the guy a ride home. Sounds like from what Jackie stated, this guy isn’t moving at all.” Floyd hoisted his duty belt up on his slim hips, adjusted the first aid kit in his hand, and strode towards the door.

“Wait for us, Old Man,” CJ called after him. 

––––––––
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* * * 

“Lenny, where is this Sleeping Beauty?” Floyd asked the proprietor of the Dusty Muskie as the trio of deputies made their way inside the long, L-shaped building. They followed a balding, middle-aged Lenny Larson to the back of the banquet hall. A wire holding Wal-Mart dark gray drapes hung across the back of the room, cordoning off the “drunk tank” Pam had previously referred to. Lenny pulled back one drape and motioned for the deputies to enter the space. The concrete floor was covered with patchwork rugs, while cots with pillows and blankets took up most of the area along the walls and the center of the room. In the cot closest to the door was a lump that appeared to be the middle-aged man, who was the subject of their call for service.

“So, Lenny, what can you tell us about the gentleman?” Pam asked as Floyd moseyed over and shook the shoeless foot at the end of the cot.

“Well, Allen is a regular. Kinda keeps to himself, but he won’t drive after drinkin’ on account he got himself a DUI ticket ’bout fifteen years ago.”

As Lenny spoke, Floyd shook Allen’s toe harder, emitting no response from the sleeping man. Finally, Floyd went up to the head of the cot and pulled back the sheet from around the man’s neck. That’s when he noticed that Allen’s ashen face, covered by a mop of raven colored hair, was cold to the touch. He was one man who wouldn’t wake again.

“CJ, come here,” Floyd commanded. She and Pam quickly exchanged looks as Pam instructed Lenny to step behind the curtained area with her. She continued to question him as he tried to sneak peeks between his fabric walls.

“What the hell, Floyd?” CJ whispered. 

“Call your boyfriend. Looks like he and Tony are needed here,” Floyd said, referring to CJ’s friend and medical examiner assistant.

“How many times do I have to tell you, he’s not my boyfriend!” CJ hissed as she pressed send on the ME’s number.

“Hey, Roscoe, how’s it going?” Eddie laughed despite his ridiculous joke referencing CJ’s basset ownership to the sheriff on The Dukes of Hazzard.

“I’m looking at a guy who woke up dead this morning. How soon can you and Tony get down to Pine City from Duluth?” She glanced over her shoulder to check the status of the proprietor. Civilians responded differently to deceased individuals, and each response ran the gamut from screaming to fainting to snapping pictures and then immediately posting them on social media. They didn’t want any of those things to happen to Lenny Larson. CJ would have fainted from surprise had he pulled out an iPhone and proceeded to snap a selfie. Lenny’s demeanor changed once he’d realized something wasn’t right with his customer. He began to suck air through the gap between his two front teeth and played with the suspenders that held up his drooping pants. Pam kept redirecting him with questions to distract him.

“So, are they coming?” Floyd raised his eyebrow.

“Yeah, he said they were finishing a final report and would be on their way,” CJ sighed as she surveyed the body. Not seeing any trauma or injuries, she added, “Poor guy. I wonder if he’d had a history of heart problems?”

“Eddie and Tony will figure that out. For now, let’s get this scene documented.” Floyd shook his head.

As CJ photographed the scene, Floyd snuck glances towards the curtain wall. Pam, her  blonde head bobbing as she listened and wrote, seemed to be keeping Lenny occupied while they worked to process the death scene. As with any suspicious/undetermined death, it was department policy to fully process the scene and send the deceased with the ME to determine the cause of death. Just as a bell can’t be unrung, a death scene cannot be reprocessed once it’s gone. 

Somewhere deep in the building, the air conditioning kicked in, stirring the air in the room and raising scents of sweat and spilled beer. The dingy walls looked like they still wore the original paint from when the place had been built.

CJ meticulously bagged every piece of garbage lying around the cot and across the room to the door frame. Lenny didn’t seem to put much stock in housekeeping duties, so her evidence bags filled quickly with pieces of fabric, cigarette butts, receipts, and other assorted wrappers. As with any case, they didn’t want to overlook anything, even if it appeared to be trash at a medical death scene.

“Ma’am, I gotta get this place cleaned up so we kin open tonight. No one’s gonna wanna sleep on them sheets after he kicked the bucket on them,” Lenny rubbed the top of his head and began to mumble incoherently. Pam decided to once again redirect his babble back to the deceased.

“Just a few more questions. You mentioned Allen Reynolds got a DUI fifteen years ago. What else can you tell me about him? Does he have any family? We will need to notify his next of kin.”

“Naw. He was a bachelor. Lived alone out back behind the tech school. He collected scrap and turned that into money. Never heard him talk about any family,” Lenny continued.

“Here’s my card. You can call the number on it if you think of anything else.” Pam offered the old man her card and re-entered the back room. 

CJ appeared and patted Lenny’s shoulder. “Go ahead with whatever you are doing. I’m going to hang out until the Medical Examiner arrives.”

“When do you expect him to be through?”

“He’s coming from Duluth and should be here shortly. It’ll be a while before he’s done.”

* * * 

CJ met the ME’s black SUV in the Dusty Muskie parking lot. Dr. Tony Oresek stepped out of the passenger door and glared at her. “According to Google Maps, this place doesn’t exist.”

“It’s a hidden treasure.”

Eddie Paulson caught the end of the conversation and looked around at the empty parking lot, then at the rows of trailers that made up the bulk of the resort accommodations next to the bar/restaurant. “Based on the lack of cars, I’d say it’s so well hidden that no one has discovered it.”

“If you come back tonight, you won’t find a parking spot.”

The ME pulled on a pair of gloves and studied the weathered paint on the structure and the flickering Hamm’s Beer sign in the window next to the door. “What’s the draw? I think the Hamm’s brewery went out of business when I was in college.”

“I think it’s nostalgic,” Eddie suggested as he pulled a gurney out of the SUV’s back doors.

The gurney’s wheels rattled across the gravel parking lot, making conversation impossible. CJ held the banquet center’s back door open while Eddie and the ME maneuvered the cart through the door.

A gray-haired man stuck his head in the opposite door and looked at the group. “Doesn’t happy hour start at ten o’clock?”

Lenny walked over to the man and guided him back out the door. “We’re opening later today, Ralph. Come back this afternoon, and I’ll give you a shot on the house.”

Oresek stepped up to the body and studied it. Eddie whispered to CJ. “It seems a bit excessive to start happy hour before mid-afternoon.”

“You’ve got to be ready for the hardcore drinkers when they wake up from their hangovers.”

The ME knelt next to the cot and examined the man’s clothes and exposed skin. “CJ, what do we know about this guy?”

“Not much. He was drinking and decided not to drive himself home. The owner offered him a cot in the drunk tank so he could sleep it off.”

Eddie glanced at the rumpled sheets, blankets, and pillows on the other cots. “Have you interviewed the occupants of the other cots?”

CJ shook her head. “As far as we know, this guy was the only person here last night.”

“It looks like someone slept on the other ones.”

“It’s the maid’s day off. I don’t think the other cots were made up after their last occupants left.”

Oresek looked up from his examination of the body’s surface. “Eddie, make a mental note to spray this guy down for bedbugs before we load him up.”

Addressing Eddie, CJ said, “Let me guess, Dr. Oresek will not speculate on the cause of death before his thorough post-mortem examination.” 

It was Tony’s turn to raise his eyebrow. “Eddie, you really need to rein in your friend and her sarcasm. I am simply a professional doing my job.” He couldn’t disguise the chuckle in his voice.

“Hey, you always say you can’t speculate on anything until you cut,” CJ replied.

“His death appears to be natural, but we won’t know until I’m finished with the post-mortem,” Oresek retorted as Floyd joined the group.

“Care to place a bet as to his BAC level?” Floyd piped in. 

“Oh, Floyd,” Eddie replied, sniffing the combination of liquor, beer, and body odor. “That’s cheating. This guy is well over the legal limit.”

“We will cut this afternoon if you’d like to join us,” Oresek made the parting comment as he picked up his bag and tossed his gloves inside. Eddie pushed the gurney through the open back door. “Otherwise, we’ll email the results.”

* * * 

Sandy Maki, one of the senior deputies, found himself patrolling Groningen Road, east of Grindstone Lake. He whistled as he passed the Erickson Farm and the Torgersons’ place when he noticed what appeared to be a large dog in the ditch. He slowed his SUV and pulled over carefully. The dog’s tail beat rapidly when Sandy approached and bent over to check its collar. There were no tags on the ratty blue collar that had seen better days. The Great Dane, all ribs visible, gazed at him with forlorn eyes. Sandy quickly called the dog into his SUV and decided he would check with the neighboring homes for his master before taking him into town to be scanned for a chip. He pulled into the long driveway to his right. Magically, a spry elderly lady with short, curly red hair appeared at the farmhouse door. She immediately invited him in for coffee and homemade cookies in typical Pine County fashion.

“Good morning, Mrs. Christensen. I don’t mean to bother you, but I found this dog down the road, just past your hay field. Do you or Mr. Christensen know who he belongs to?” Sandy took a large bite of the proffered chocolate chip cookie as he motioned to the large grey dog occupying his front passenger seat. Ove and Louise, retired bus drivers from East Central School District and lifetime farmers, both shook their heads.

“Well, he doesn’t belong to Tom and Kathy Culsrud, nor does he belong to the Chesbroughs next door. They aren’t dog people.” Ove sipped his coffee slowly.

“Now you just have another cookie, young man, while Ove and I think on this. We haven’t had a dog around this place since our old boy, Cap’n, passed from old age. We can’t seem to break them from chasing my ducks, so we haven’t replaced him,” Louise prattled on.

Sandy took another bite, smiled, and waited. Louise seemed to be the communicator of the two, so he watched her wipe off the counter and wash the cups while she contemplated.

“Could be Olsons’ dog. I know Broberg’s dog passed away last year. If you head down the road a spell towards Grindstone Lake, those two farms will be on your left. Just tell ’em Ove and Louise sent you. Oh, and be careful. You’re too nice looking of a young man to go getting yourself hurt by nasty men who break the law,” Louise patted Sandy on the shoulder as she said her goodbye at the door.

Back in the squad, Sandy gave the waiting canine a Milk Bone kept in the glove compartment for just this type of emergency. The dog tried to lick his face when he pulled out of the Christensen’s long driveway and took a right, musing on Louise’s parting comment regarding the sheriff’s department clientele.

***
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Peter and Maggs Karson were the bane of their neighbors’ existence. There were eight free-range dogs without the necessary kennel license, three Angus cattle running amok and inbreeding in a 4-acre pasture, along with six lame horses, one of which was a Belgian draft horse who ate his weight in hay. Occasionally, they checked on the giant pigs who dug and wallowed in the pasture, while their two adult registered sex-offender sons, who resided with them, fed them as the horses and cattle stared longingly at the buckets of pig feed.

A burn pile, as tall as the house and filled with everything from building supplies to animal carcasses of neglected animals who’d had the hapless luck of living near the Karsons, took up most of the backyard. Their six acres held a house, small barn, several dilapidated shelters, and rows of automobiles in various stages of decomposition. On burning days, everyone south of them knew the Karsons were disposing of Lord-knows-what. The poor souls who resided one property over closed their windows, brought their dogs inside, and locked up their barn. 

The Karsons had criminal records, and the ability to string together a story for any occasion should they receive a visit from the Pine County Sheriff’s department. Their neighbors had all invested in security systems. Though the Karsons had been evicted from rentals thirteen times in the past five years, they had yet to miss a house payment. And so, they remained, firmly rooted in the ramshackle blue house that smelled faintly of meth and dog shit.

As Sandy Maki made his way south from Sandstone, he decided to check in with them. This visit wasn’t just to ascertain possible ownership of the massive gray dog who took up the entire seat next to him; it was also a probationary “drop-in” for the two boys who just couldn’t seem to toe the line expected of probationers and registrants. He called his ‘20 into dispatch as he pulled sideways into their winding driveway. He stood next to his open door, smoothed over his buzz cut, and called out to the residents of the dilapidated house. Per usual, his greeting was met by the twin boys, struggling to get through the sagging front door frame, shoulder to shoulder, like two puppies racing to the food dish.

“Hiya, Deputy Maki, what brings you out here? Gonna say we was someplace we wasn’t?” the towhead in the green T-shirt spoke first, while his brother glanced over his shoulder, presumably waiting for reinforcement in the form of parents. He didn’t have to wait long. Like a homing device with cop radar, Peter Karson ambled his fat belly around the side of the house, while Maggs appeared in the doorway, thrust out her ample bosom, and crossed her arms over her stained pink t-shirt.

“The hell do you want? Are you comin’ to harass my boys? Cuz I kin tell ya exactly where they were whenever you say they was someplace else,” she scoffed. Emboldened by the support of their mother, the other boy in mismatched plaid crossed his arms and sneered.

“I was wondering if y’all were missing a dog—a gray, Great Dane type.” Sandy willfully ignored the jabs. Just as he motioned to the dog, now in his front seat, a twenty-something girl appeared from around back, near the ’80s Winnebago. She marched up to the squad car, spit out a stream of chewing tobacco near Sandy’s tires, and sputtered, “The hell are you doin’ here? My aunt asked you a question!” She wore a faded ’90s band t-shirt, short denim shorts, knee-high socks, and cowboy boots. Her stringy raven hair covered most of her face.

“And you are?’ Sandy answered.

“Nonyabusiness,” the girl sneered.

“Nice to meet you,” he replied. “Maggs, you know the rules. I visit, the boys show me their signed logs, then I leave.”

“Boys, go git yer papers,” Maggs commanded. They spun around and pushed their way back inside. Sandy struggled to keep the disgust from his face as he waited and watched the three remaining Karsons. That was one thing about this clan. They traveled in a pack. If one was there, they all were, and a deputy always watched his or her back around them. Sandy kept focusing on the door and windows facing the front of the house. He didn’t want to get blindsided by one of the Bobbsey twins toting a gun.

Just as quickly as they had departed, the two heads reappeared. They shoved their paperwork into his outstretched hand. 

Sandy glanced at the dates and noted the signatures. He nodded, backed into his seat, and put the squad into reverse. He called out, “Have a nice day,” and sped out of the driveway, garbage and body odors lingering as he drove.

“I’m gonna need a shower, ol’ boy. Those people are disgusting.” He patted the dog’s head and was rewarded with another attempt at a kiss from his front-seat passenger.

As they watched him depart, a burner phone appeared.

WHAT THE FLIP? The 5-0 got the dog!

The sender waited for a reply.

It never came.

* * * 

Later that afternoon, rookie deputy Riley Sanders sauntered into the bullpen. CJ, Pam, Sandy, and Floyd were in mid-sentence, discussing the enormous gray dog, who was attempting to make himself comfortable on the basset hound’s vacant bed. 

“Where’d he come from?” Riley motioned towards the drooling dog whose tail started wagging when they all looked in his direction.

“Found him out on Groningen Road. I asked around up there, and no one knew who he belonged to. I even stopped at Karson’s place to see if he was one of their shabby pack. Thought it was best to bring him back here and have the vet scan him for a chip. Apparently, his owner didn’t have the money to invest in one. I was going to take him to animal control after I posted these missing dog alerts on the department’s social media. Try as I might, I just can’t make up funny ones, like they do in Chisago County. I think it’s Sergeant Puelston who makes them. He’s freaking hilarious. He gets tons of views and shares,” Sandy continued.

“Oh, yeah. He needs to make a TikTok page so we can do all those law enforcement challenges,” Riley piped in.

At this point, Floyd, who was flirting with sixty-two, scrunched up his face, shook his head, and left the room in disgust.

“Don’t piss off the old man with that Gen Z shit,” Pam admonished. “He doesn’t understand it, nor does he see the value in it.”

“Okay, mister. What are we gonna do with you?” CJ crouched down to the dog’s level, which wasn’t far, and scratched him behind the ears. She was grateful for the distraction the dog provided. If she were honest, she needed some canine emotional support. There were times when CJ’s PTSD flashbacks would come after a death scene, and she needed to clamp down on her symptoms to continue to do her job. Bailey, the Basset Hound, and her horse, Clover, kept them at bay.

“I could take him home with me, but I don’t think Bailey would be up to sharing her fenced yard with a Great Dane. She isn’t going to like smelling him on her bed here, either,” she continued.

“Well, I could take him home,” Riley volunteered. “Mom wouldn’t mind. If he doesn't sit on the couch with her while she’s watching her soaps. Mom will tolerate him, but not on her couch.” His hopeful, childish features were hard to say no to.

“Okay, he can stay here until the end of your shift, and then you can take him home... well, if it’s okay with the Chief Deputy,” Sandy joked, referring to Floyd.

“I’ll ask him. I think he will be okay with it if I don’t mention any TikTok crap. Oh, did I tell you that our old neighbor lady passed away the other day? She was in hospice, so I just waited for the deputy coroner, and then the mortuary people came and got her. Delilah was a funny old lady. Had diabetes bad. Mom used to take her the low-calorie stuff she baked. She’s taking her death kind of hard,” Riley trailed off.

“Then the dog will be a welcome distraction for her,” Sandy piped in. CJ and Pam had already retreated to their computers and were finishing up paperwork.

* * * 

Bonnie and Phillip Sanders were hard-working members of the Rock Creek community. They hadn’t been blessed with children until very late in life. Riley was the “Oops” baby they thought they could never have. So, when he arrived home after his shift, sporting a black eye from an accident with his car door and a giant Great Dane, his sweet, elderly mother clucked her tongue and hurried to get them both some supper.

“Mom, uh, we found this dog today. He was wandering around by Grindstone Lake, so Sandy brought him in to see if he was chipped. He wasn’t, so I volunteered to take him until his owner is found. We are doing a social media campaign to find them. He won’t be here long, and I promise he won’t sit on the couch or in Dad’s chair. I thought maybe he would be good company for you while I’m gone working all these hours,” Riley’s words tumbled out of him like a running faucet. His father, Phillip, had only been gone for a year and a half, and he could tell his mother was lonely. He had been the backbone of their family, the strong, silent one, who took care of everything and doted on his mother. She felt the empty void left daily, and Riley, who had started out arrogant, had been cut down to size in both his job and life over the immense loss of the past year.

* * * 

As CJ made her way home that afternoon, her cell phone rang. Without even checking the caller ID, she answered abruptly, her mind still on the death scene from that morning.

“This is CJ.”

“Uh, I need help, CJ,” a deep male voice responded.

“Travis. What on earth is wrong?” CJ demanded. Travis was Pam’s husband. A tough Army veteran turned Carlton County Assessor, who never asked for help.

“I, uh, sort of won Noah a pony in a 4-H raffle, and you can’t tell Pam ’cuz she’ll kill me,” he rambled.

“A WHAT?!”

“A pony. You know, like the mini version of your horse, Clover.”

“I know what a pony is, dumbass. Do you have a death wish? I know for a fact you’ve not discussed this with Blondie; otherwise, I would have heard all about it today. Come to think of it, I haven’t heard a peep about a pony any day this week.”

“I just found out. But see, here’s the deal, I was trying to support the 4-H club. I bought a raffle ticket at the hardware store in town and BOOM, I won,” Travis rushed on.

“And BOOM, you won? What the hell, Travis?”

“I know, I know. I tried to tell them I would take the snow blower and leave the pony for a farm family. We really could have used the snow blower. That was second prize. The pony sort of needs a place to live, and well, I thought Clover needed one of those emotional support animals,” Travis rushed on.

“I just bet you need my trailer, too.” CJ referred to her two-horse bumper pull trailer, parked out back of her pole shed. She smacked her forehead with the palm of her hand.

“Um, well, he could fit in the back of my pickup with the topper on it,” Travis laughed nervously.

“No. You will NOT haul a pony in the bed of your truck. Come get my trailer, and you can figure out how you’re going to tell your wife, cuz I sure as hell ain’t gonna do your dirty work for you,” CJ snorted. 

“Thanks a million, CJ. You won’t regret this,” Travis replied.

“Au contraire, my friend. I already do.” CJ blew out air and hung up.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Chapter 2 
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The next morning, when CJ arrived at work, an email from Dr. Oresek’s office was waiting for her. She found it odd that Eddie hadn’t called her with a heads-up about Reynolds’ cause of death, but assumed there hadn’t been any red flags in his post-mortem. As she started the Keurig, her phone rang.

“Well, speak of the devil,” CJ teased.

“Did you get my email?” Eddie laughed.

“I was just going to read it when you called,” she replied.

“Do you want me to summarize it for you? Save you from having to read it? Tell Floyd there really was no contest. The guy’s blood alcohol was .125. His official cause of death was heart failure with cirrhosis of the liver as a contributing factor. That guy’s liver was as pickled as a herring,” Eddie stated.

“Gee, that wasn’t surprising at all,” CJ replied. “So, what’s going to happen to him? We haven’t been able to track down any next of kin to do a death notification.”

“Well, he will hang around here for a while. It gives you some time to find one. All we need is a long-lost niece for Mr. Reynolds,” Eddie laughed.

“Yeah, well, we’ll do our best,” CJ responded. They said their goodbyes and hung up.

Pam walked in just as she ended her call. CJ eyed her up, trying to determine if Travis had spilled the beans about the pony yet. She appeared to be her normal, jovial self, so CJ figured she hadn’t heard the good news yet. Just then, Riley walked in. His hair was all askew, his uniform wrinkled.

“What the hell happened to you, Sanders?” CJ questioned.

“It’s that dog. He howls. All night. At everything.” He rubbed his head and collapsed in an empty chair.

“So? The Basset chirped and howled every night until she settled in. Just give him time. He will be okay...in a few weeks.” She snorted and got to work.

“So, the death at the Dusty Muskie was natural, huh?” Pam stated as she closed the email from the Medical Examiner.

“Yep. Eddie would like us to find a ‘long lost niece’ if we can free up a spot in their morgue. I guess Mr. Reynolds really was an old bachelor,” CJ replied. “I’m sure you have nothing else to do but check Ancestry this morning while I’m out on patrol, right?”

CJ was running radar off State Highway 123, near Sandstone. It was a small town named after the rock mined in the quarries along the Kettle River. In fact, the old high school was built entirely of the local sandstone. The locals still referred to it as The Rock. Many alumni spoke fondly of the huge staircase and large windows in the massive building that one group or another was fervently trying to conserve and restore. Sandstone was also home to the Federal Correctional Institution (FCI), run by the Bureau of Prisons and home to 1,200 male inmates. CJ recalled a story told to her by a local woman, who grew up west of the prison on a farm. There was an old shack out in her parents’ woods where she and the neighbor girl decided to spend the night. Her sister and cousin caught wind of their plans and decided to give them a scare. They went to the old shack, tossed rags stained with red food coloring and empty shell casings all over, making it appear to have been used as a hideout by an escaped inmate from the FCI. The girl and her friend took one look around and high-tailed it home, never once looking back. CJ chuckled at the memory. 

It was then that she noticed a girl, no more than 13, walking barefoot in a torn T-shirt along a side road that connected with 123. As the child neared her squad car, CJ could tell she had been crying. Her face was dirt-stained, and one eye appeared to be blackening. CJ slowly exited her vehicle, careful to keep the noise to a minimum. Like caution used when approaching an injured animal, CJ softly spoke to the girl as she approached her.

“Hi there,” CJ said just above a whisper. The girl looked up, startled, as if she hadn’t expected a person to appear.

“Hi,” she responded.

“Can I help you find someone?” CJ asked.

“Uh, my friend, Lincoln, was supposed to meet me at the Casey’s. He was gonna get me some food to take back to my mom,” the girl whispered. She refused to make eye-contact. CJ caught her glancing at the gold star on the left side of her chest as she spoke.

“Are you and your mom hungry?” CJ asked.

“Um, her boyfriend was supposed to bring us some food, but uh, Mom fell into a door and knocked me over with her. He didn’t leave us anything. He usually brings ramen once he gets paid, but alls we got was a bag of Skittles,” the girl finished.

“Well, let’s get you something to eat and drink. Then we can help Mom out, okay? First, my name is CJ. What’s your name?”

“Crystal. Like the ball,” the girl responded. She watched CJ’s hands as she mumbled her name.

“What’s your last name, Crystal?” CJ asked as she slowly grabbed an unopened water bottle from the floor of her front seat.

“Jessup. I’m twelve,” she took a long drink from the proffered water bottle, then wiped her mouth on her t-shirt bottom. CJ noticed there were a few small bruises on her abdomen.

“Can you tell me where you live?”

“Out back behind Chris’ Foods,” the girl responded as she took another drink.

“Well, that means we can stop and grab some lunch for you and Mom on the way home. Let’s get my front seat cleaned out so you can have a seat.”

CJ glanced at the girl’s bare feet and went to the back of her squad car. She had impulsively purchased a new pair of flip-flops from the dollar store the day before and thought they might fit the girl. Once Crystal was settled, she casually handed her the flip-flops, careful not to make direct eye contact with her. She knew she needed to get the child some food and check out the welfare of her mother as quickly as possible. She called in her location and status to dispatch as 10-12 with a civilian, then headed to Chris’ grocery store.

Her cell phone beeped. It was a text from Pam. She parked, then read the text.

10-12? Do you need some help?

I’m fine. Have a 12-year-old kid with me. Going to get food for her and the mom. Checking her welfare. Will call in when I have an address. Head to Sandstone by Chris’ Foods.

10-4.

CJ quickly smiled at her passenger as she turned off the engine. They walked into the deli and grabbed a rotisserie chicken, Jojos, bottles of water, and some napkins. CJ swiped her card and then hustled her juvenile companion back out to her squad.

The girl stared hungrily at the deli bag. “Is that for us?”

CJ nodded and offered the JoJo potatoes to the girl. “Okay, kiddo. I need an address,” she glanced at the girl who was trying to simultaneously shove a Jojo in her mouth and buckle her seatbelt.

“Um, 5603 Minnesota Street.” 

CJ called dispatch, saying she was 10-8 en route to that address and asked Pam to join her. Crystal didn’t seem to notice her on the radio, which CJ appreciated. She wanted to keep the child calm. She ate like she hadn’t had a meal in a few days. They drove a few blocks and pulled into a run-down duplex that had seen better days. The light blue paint was peeling while the weeds outnumbered the grass in the postage-stamp lawn. The front door was wide open, with the screen door hanging from its top hinge.
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