
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


    DEDICATION

In Memory of my sweet boys.



Duncan

August 2005 - October, 2020

and

Boomer

October 2008 - December, 2021

Rescue best friends, now eternal buddies.



And

In Memory of my boy, Scout,

(March 1998 to May 2014)


who is the true inspiration for this series.
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    "Fall down seven times,

Stand up eight."

—Japanese Proverb



Chapter 1



Monday, October 4

Central Nebraska

“You need to get out of the house!”

“Who is this?” Libby Homes didn’t recognize the high-pitched voice. It was a woman, possibly a girl. No caller ID registered. She pulled the phone away for a quick recheck. UNKNOWN CALLER.

“You need to leave. Now!”

The panic and urgency were contagious. Libby shivered before realizing her hands were shaking, too.

“How did you get this number?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Who are you?” She tried again.

“There’s no time for that. You might have only an hour. Go. Now!”

“I don’t understand.”

“I’m trying to help you.” Before Libby could ask anything else, the woman added, in almost a whisper, “He knows where you are.”

The caller didn’t need to explain who “he” was. An ice-water chill slid down Libby’s back. 

“I know because I’m running away from him, too.”

Then the line went dead. 

Libby spun around, eyes darting everywhere, almost as if she expected him to be standing behind her. Panic surged through her veins. She paced the living room, staying back from the windows, all the while straining to see out of them. Instinctively, she rushed from room to room, craning her neck, crouching and stealing glimpses without moving a curtain. Without getting too close. 

How could she be so stupid to let her guard down? Deep down, she knew it was only a matter of time before he came for her.

She needed to see as many views as possible. The driveway stretched forever. The tool shed and barn created long shadows. Behind the house, the woods were usually too thick to reveal anything except the leaves had been falling, and if she used her binoculars, she knew she could see all the way across the river. 

To the west, the sinking sun lit up the vast expanse of the cornfields, setting it ablaze in an orange glow. The stalks stood too tall and too close to see over or between, yellowish brown row after row. They could easily conceal a person. 

Suddenly, Libby realized she was racing through the house on tiptoes as if someone might hear her. She tried to catch her breath, only to find that she was holding it.

Breathe! Think! Settle down.

She gulped air, hiccupped and stopped in her tracks. She could not afford to hyperventilate. Couldn’t allow the panic to consume her.

She checked the time. Out of habit, she wondered if she should call Kristin to cover her shift. Except Kristin had covered for her last Thursday, and Libby hadn’t heard from her since. Libby believed in repaying her favors before asking for another. 

What was she thinking? There wasn’t any time for texting.

You need to leave. Now! The urgency in the woman’s voice had been genuine. The fear was palpable.

Just then, something in the woods caught her eye. There was a streak of red that didn’t belong. As quickly as it appeared, it disappeared.

She needed to get out. The panic triggered so many emotions, many of them she thought she had carefully locked away. And here they were, driving her, propelling her all over again. All her hard work and nothing had changed. She still wasn’t prepared. She was still vulnerable, a sitting duck in the middle of a wide-open expanse where no one would even hear her scream.

“Guess you’re not so smart after all, Libby,” she admonished herself. Yet another old habit seeped to the surface. It wouldn’t take long for the other destructive tendencies to rear their ugly heads.

She sneaked down the hallway to her bedroom. Staying away from the windows, she slid along the wall then flung open her closet door. She dove to her knees, pushing and shoving shoes and boxes. She had forgotten how deep the space was. Her stomach flipped with a fresh surge of panic. 

Was it gone? Had Nora found it?

She wouldn’t have taken it. She wouldn’t do that. If she found it, she’d be disappointed in Libby, but Nora would never confiscate it.

And then her fingers found a canvas strap. She tugged until the backpack came free, out from underneath the stack of folded blankets and pillows that hid it. 

Libby dragged it into the middle of her bedroom floor, still on her hands and knees, crawling alongside it. Her fingers shook as she yanked zippers back. Her hands dived in, feeling around and taking stock. She couldn’t trust her eyes alone to do the inventory, especially since they kept darting up to the windows. 

Her chest already ached, and she felt lightheaded. Sitting back on her haunches, she tried to slow her breathing. She closed her eyes and listened, straining to hear over her pounding heart, listening for sounds that didn’t belong.

Slow down, she told herself.

“You might have only an hour,” the woman had told her.

Libby made a mental checklist then stood on wobbly knees. She hated that after this much time he could still make her physically terrified just by mentioning him.

Stop it! He’ll win if you’re weak and unprepared. That’s exactly what he’s hoping to find.

Before she left the bedroom, she changed clothes and shoes. The sun would be down soon. Despite her body slick with sweat, she added another layer and stashed a few more items into the backpack. She took what she needed from her bathroom. 

A brief pause in front of the door across the hall took precious moments. She admonished herself again. There was no time to worry about respect and privacy. No second-guessing about stealing something that didn’t belong to her. 

She went into the master bedroom. She knew exactly which drawer to open and where to dig beneath the stack of T-shirts. Her fingers found the metal, curled around the grip and pulled out the gun, folding back and smoothing the clothes. 

Satisfied, she headed to the kitchen, stopping at cupboards and drawers to gather the rest of her list. Her eyes surveyed every window, every sliver between blinds and curtains. Already she was assessing from which direction he’d come. The driveway would be too easy, but she checked the road, stretching to see as far as she could in both directions.

She slipped by a bookcase, and her eyes caught on a framed photo. There was no time to be sentimental, and yet she stopped. She grabbed the frame, worked the back and slipped the photo out gently, tucking it into a side pocket of her backpack. She returned the frame to its spot, leaving its glass down. 

At the side door, she took one last look around at the one place that had truly felt like home. She tightened the backpack across her shoulders and swept a long, measured glance over the back property. 

Then she took in a deep breath and left.


Chapter 2



Tuesday, October 5

Ryder Creed had grown used to driving by yellow cornfields and green pastures. There was something very soothing about this landscape. Geese filled the big blue sky. Tall cranes feasted between the rows of the few harvested fields.

The paved two-lane needed repair. The white-line edges crumbled away with the broken asphalt. Gold and rust-colored grasses filled deep ditches. It was mesmerizing how the tall grass moved, almost as if something hidden inside was alive and raced alongside his Jeep.

“We’re definitely not in Florida anymore,” Creed said, glancing into the rearview mirror. 

The Jack Russell terrier’s ears flapped in the breeze. Grace sat on the center of the bench behind him so she could see between the front captain's seats. She loved the half-rolled windows. Her nose poked at the scents flooding the Jeep’s interior. The Nebraska air was cool, crisp and dry. Yesterday morning, when they left the Florida Panhandle, it had been a sultry eighty-five degrees. 

Creed recognized the farm a quarter mile away. It wasn’t difficult. A variety of law enforcement vehicles filled the front yard. Ten feet in, a sheriff’s department SUV blocked the driveway’s entrance.

He glanced at the rearview mirror again. Grace already recognized that they were close to their designation. Her eyes focused forward, and she sniffed the air with purpose. 

“Almost there, girl,” he told her. 

Creed and his friend, Hannah Washington, owned a fifty-acre facility where they rescued, housed and trained scent dogs. Grace had become more than Creed’s favorite. She was his partner, eager to learn and excited to work. Together, they tracked the missing and the dead. She sniffed out hidden explosives and drugs. She could detect C. diff and the bird flu. Whatever Creed asked, Grace searched and found. Today would be a first for both.

The deputy wore mirrored aviator sunglasses and moved his hands to his hips when he noticed Creed’s Jeep slow down. By the time Creed pulled into the driveway, the man had pushed his shoulders back. His right hand inched closer to his holster. He waved at Creed to back out and move on. Creed shifted into park and rolled down his window, but he knew better than to get out of the vehicle.

The deputy approached. He wasn’t happy.

“You need to move along,” he told Creed. “Nothing to see here.”

Creed held his ID wallet out the window, keeping his other hand on the top of the steering wheel.

“I’m a K9 handler. Your guys are expecting me.”

The deputy cocked his head to the side, not to get a look at the ID but to examine the front of the Jeep. The state of Florida required only a back license plate. Creed was used to the blank front, but sometimes it threw off law enforcement in other states.

Finally, the man came in closer, bending enough to get a glimpse of Grace sitting on the back bench. That probably didn’t help. Creed could see his skepticism even without getting a look at the deputy’s eyes. Most people still expected a big dog: German shepherd, Labrador or Golden retriever. Typically, Jack Russell terriers weren’t viewed as scent dogs. Hardly any of Creed’s dogs fit the standard description, so he was used to the scrutiny.

Up close, the deputy looked young, clean-shaven, with pockmarks from a recent bout of acne. His hair was military short, his uniform pressed and clean.

“Who did you say you are?” he asked, now taking the ID wallet from Creed’s extended hand.

“Ryder Creed. I’m with K9 CrimeScents.” He pulled the bill of his ball cap down in case the deputy hadn’t noticed the logo imprinted across the front.

“Hey Archie, he’s good.” A deep voice yelled from the front yard, and the deputy’s head jerked in its direction. A guy in a black ball cap, black T-shirt, blue jeans and shoulder holster waved a “come on” gesture. “He’s with me. We’re waiting for him.”

“Oh sure. Yes, sir.” He handed Creed back his ID wallet without a word or a glance and headed to his SUV. He gave Creed a liberal berth, edging his own vehicle into the tall grass that lined the driveway.

Creed couldn’t help smiling. Tommy Pakula had an air of confidence and authority even before he was promoted from Omaha homicide detective to special investigator for Nebraska’s Human Trafficking Task Force. It was almost a year ago that Creed met Pakula. If it hadn’t been for the man’s gut instinct and dogged tactics, they might have never found Creed’s sister, Brodie.

Pakula met him as he parked the Jeep under one of the huge cottonwoods. As Creed opened the tailgate and started getting his gear, Pakula greeted Grace.

“You drive all night?”

“We stopped in Omaha. Got a room, some rest, some breakfast.”

“Next time, let me know,” Pakula told him. “You can crash at my house, if you don’t mind a houseful of women.”

He remembered Pakula had three or four daughters.

“Already used to that,” Creed assured him. At home, women usually outnumbered him.

“How’s Brodie doing?”

“She’s good.”

“She’s a tough young woman.”

“That’s what she keeps telling me,” Creed said. 

He opened his daypack and found a handful of yellow-wrapped candies scattered on top. He swiped a hand over his jaw. 

Brodie. 

Recently, she’d learned how to order from the Internet. The Butterscotch candy was one of their grandmother’s favorites. Every visit they’d find her crystal candy dishes filled with something different: lemon drops, Bit-o-Honey, brightly colored jelly beans, and assorted flavors of taffy. He imagined he’d find others at the bottom of his bag.

Two months ago, Brodie had earned a paid position at their training facility. Hannah insisted, and Creed agreed. Brodie had taken on not only helping with the kennel chores but was now doing water training exercises with their working dogs. Hannah was teaching her how to manage her new bank account, but it was interesting to see the items she chose to spend money on. Socks, books, dog and cat treats and most recently, Butterscotch candy because they reminded her of their grandmother.

Creed wasn’t used to reminiscing. Of course, he wasn’t. He’d spent his teenage years on the road with his mother, searching for Brodie, going from city to city following a sighting or a tip and always hoping to find her. In later years, he hoped only to find answers. 

But it made him smile when Brodie helped him remember good memories, shoving the horrible ones to the back of his mind. Slowly, she was teaching him that not all of their past, their family history, had to be mired in pain and regret.

This operation, and returning to Nebraska, was something Creed insisted he be a part of. It was his way of giving back, donating his time and Grace’s expertise. Last year, this operation and Tommy Pakula helped find his sister. This time, maybe he could help another family find a missing loved one.

“I’m hoping your girl can do her magic,” Pakula said with a tilt of his chin to the clapboard farmhouse. “Name’s Freddie Mason. Seems like an ordinary guy. Nice place. Never ceases to amaze me how they can blend into a community and hide in plain sight.”

“What have you found so far?” Creed asked. It helped to know what devices had already been recovered and from where, in case Grace could still pick up their scent.

“His laptop was on the kitchen counter. Cell phone was in his back pocket. Neither have diddly squat on them. Of course, our cyber guys will dig deeper into them. Right now, he’s in the backyard, out of our way. O’Dell’s been sweet-talking him, playing good cop to my bad cop, but so far, we can’t seem to crack him.”

“O’Dell” was FBI agent Maggie O’Dell. She and Pakula had worked together before. Actually, the three of them had been a part of the same operation that ultimately saved Brodie.

Creed and Maggie went back almost three years. They had worked together enough times that the two of them had developed a friendship. No, that wasn’t even close. It was more than a friendship. It was complicated, sometimes frustrating, but lately he realized he couldn’t imagine not having her in his life, no matter the limitations. 

They talked and texted frequently these days, but he hadn’t seen her since June. That was the part he didn’t like. She lived in Virginia. Creed had a home and a successful business in the Florida Panhandle.

“So let me get this straight,” Pakula said, interrupting Creed’s thoughts. “Grace might be able to sniff out any external hard drives, jump drives, SIM cards? We’ve already searched through drawers, cabinets and boxes. You name it. And we’ve found zilch. These things are so small it’s literally like looking for a needle in a haystack.”

“This is a first for her. For both of us, but she’s done great in our training sessions.”

She stood before him on the open tailgate, wagging. She knew they were talking about her, but she waited patiently for him to put on her working vest. Dogs were creatures of habit, so Creed tried to take advantage of that. For a multi-scent dog like Grace, he used a particular vest or collar for each scent. 

He also made sure he had a specific name or command for each scent he wanted her to find. He used “fish” for drugs, because it was less likely to cause dealers to run in a crowded airport or through a border stop if they believed the dog was only searching for agricultural contraband instead of drugs.

But sometimes, because Grace was a multi-scent dog, she couldn’t help but alert to other scents present at the scene. Other scents she’d been trained for, even if it wasn’t the one Creed had asked her to find. Last time he was in Nebraska, she was supposed to lead them to a body buried in a pasture. Instead, she had tried to alert them to the explosives planted over a grave of roadkill. A deputy lost his hand. Creed was lucky, with only a few broken ribs.

“O’Dell’s sources believe this guy has a catalog,” Pakula was telling him.

Creed glanced over his shoulder. Pakula’s eyes looked off toward the back of the house where cornfields stretched as far as you could see. Did he expect the suspect to bolt? How easy would it be to get lost inside the row after row of tall corn?

“And you think he has it stored on an electronic device?”

“Nobody keeps something like that in the Cloud.”

Weeks ago, when Maggie talked to Creed about being a part of this operation, she was already calling it Operation Fallen Stars. Before she explained, he knew she meant “fallen stars” represented the missing, some of them children. They hoped to recover as many as possible before all leads burned out. But when Pakula mentioned a “catalog,” Creed immediately felt a knot tightening in his gut. What the hell was wrong with people?

Times like this he tried to be grateful that Brodie hadn’t fallen into a human trafficking ring, though she had come close. Her captor, a woman named Iris Malone, had grown tired of Brodie constantly trying to escape. Just days before they found her, Brodie had been exiled. He didn’t like to think about how close she had come to being lost forever in that hidden world. Not that what she had endured for sixteen years wasn’t bad enough.

“You okay?” Pakula asked.

Grace licked Creed’s hand, and only then did he realize he’d stopped. “Hard to imagine someone puts together a catalog.”

“People think human trafficking is about the border and coyotes smuggling women and children over. They don’t realize how many locals go missing. Teenage runaways, drug addicts, kids trying to escape abusive home lives only to find themselves trapped in a worse nightmare. If that isn’t bad enough, we’ve got parents selling their own kids. There certainly are some messed up people.”

Pakula paused, and Creed followed his eyes. Maggie came from around the back of the house with a short, thick-chested man walking a pace in front of her.  

Grace’s tail wagged right at the same time Creed noticed the uptick in his pulse. Maggie looked their way and lifted her chin, a subtle gesture acknowledging their presence but serious and focused, not daring to take her attention off of the man. He was as tall as Maggie, but stocky with bowed legs that made his walk look more like a wobble from side to side. He was barefooted, causing him to step gingerly through the patchy landscape that took the place of his lawn. It made Creed check the ground around the Jeep. Sure enough, some of the yellow-brown tufts had sandburs.

“These scumbags all know each other. They look out for one another,” Pakula said. “But that’s changing. Lately, there appears to be a turf war brewing. We hit a place outside of North Platte yesterday. A car dealership. By day, the owner is an upstanding guy in the community. By night, he’s just another one of these scumbags. Delivering used cars for Johns to test drive, and sometimes—surprise, surprise—there’s a girl along for the ride.”

Creed shook his head.

“Anyway, that guy led us here. Gave up his buddy pretty easily.” Pakula rubbed his jaw. “This one feels too easy.”

“You think you’re being set up?” Creed asked. 

“We were here early.” He glanced at his watch. “If something was going to happen, I think it would have by now. Maybe they’re looking at ways to knock each other out of business. One more reason we can’t afford to screw up. I’m glad you and Grace are here.”

“We’ll check the house.” 

Creed finished packing his daypack.  Grace was getting antsy. She wanted to greet Maggie and was pacing along the Jeep’s windows for a better view. He realized he was anxious to see Maggie, too. She looked good. She always looked good. Her FBI ball cap was pulled down low over her brow. He could see the flash of auburn ponytail. She wore a black T-shirt like Pakula, hiking boots, and blue jeans. And yes, she looked good in blue jeans.

Suddenly, Freddie Mason became agitated as Creed lifted Grace from the Jeep to the ground. 

“Get that frickin’ dog out of here,” he yelled, his arm swinging up, his finger punctuating the air. 

The wobble became a trot, ignoring his bare feet. He hurried across the yard. Maggie caught up to him quickly. She grabbed his arm, and he shoved her off. 

Big mistake. 

The next time she grabbed his arm, she twisted it up behind him, and the man instantly dropped to the ground. She placed a knee in his back then looked up at Pakula and Creed. She lifted her chin at them again, but this time, she was smiling.


Chapter 3



In Afghanistan, Creed and his fellow Marine K9 handlers often called their dogs truth detectors. He remembered one incident in particular, a dusty, sunbaked afternoon. They were searching a village for an informant who had mysteriously disappeared. 

They told Creed they had shown a photograph of the man, but the villagers shook their heads without taking a glance. The unit had been there for almost an hour before Creed and Rufus arrived. The presence of the big Labrador stopped people in their tracks, widened their eyes, and refreshed their memories. It was as if the dog were a magic talisman that could read their minds.

So Creed wasn’t surprised that Freddie Mason didn’t want Grace inside his house. He hadn’t resisted law enforcement officers from the county sheriff’s department, state patrol and FBI. He figured he had fooled all of them. But a dog, even a small Jack Russell terrier like Grace, Freddie knew enough to be worried.

“You can’t bring that dirty mutt into my house,” the man still protested, grunting the words out. His face had gone red and twisted in pain as Maggie kept his arm behind him. Creed noticed Freddie didn’t challenge or resist the vice-grip as much as he was resisting Grace.

“We have a search warrant,” Pakula reminded the man.

“It doesn’t give you a right to bring a mangy dog into my house.”

“You’re forgetting, Freddie. I’ve already been inside your house. You can’t be worried about this clean, well-behaved dog messing it up. We’ve already done that. If anything, I might need to be worried the dog doesn’t catch something being exposed to your filth.”

“I don’t want that dog in my house.”

Pakula gestured to a deputy who had come out the front door when he heard the ruckus.

“Deputy Trent’s going to help you calm down,” Pakula told Freddie as he nodded to the deputy then pointed to the handcuffs on his utility belt.

Freddie was still yelling and arguing with Pakula about calling a lawyer as Maggie led Creed and Grace into the house, letting the screen door slam behind them.

“How was your drive?” she asked with a touch of her hand on his arm. 

The entrance was small, boxed in, and secluded. Up close, he could see she had hardly broken a sweat from the ruckus with Freddie, but Creed got a distracting whiff of her coconut shampoo. Before he could answer, Maggie squatted down to pet Grace.

“It was a good trip. I forgot how nice and cool the weather is up here.”

She stood back up, facing him now and smiling. “Don’t get used to it. There’s a cold front moving in.”

He wanted to kiss her. Something in her eyes told him she was thinking the same thing. It had been too long since he had stood this close to her.

“And snow,” a man said as he came around the corner.

“Snow?” Creed asked, pretending the guy hadn’t just interrupted an intimate moment. He and Maggie had never really discussed it, but both of them had been careful to keep their professional lives separate from whatever it was they were feeling for each other. “I haven’t seen snow since I was a teenager.”

“You haven’t missed much,” the man told him. He pushed his fingers through a thick mop of silver hair. He wore a crisp navy blue shirt with the shirtsleeves rolled up, blue jeans and worn leather work boots. “It’s white and cold and can make a mess of things. You must be the K9 handler.”

He thumbed over his shoulder as two uniformed deputies came around the corner, excusing themselves without introduction as they headed out the front door. 

“They’re clearing out,” the man said. Creed moved Grace into the arched doorway of the room the deputies had just exited. Still, the entrance was tight enough they had to squeeze past with their equipment, evidence bags and collection kits.

When the screen door slapped behind them, Maggie made the official introduction. “Ted, this is Ryder Creed and Grace. Ryder, this is Ted Spencer. He’s the Clay County Sheriff. He’s part of Pakula’s team.”

“Hey there, Grace,” Spencer said as he offered his hand. “Agent O’Dell’s been telling us a lot about you.” Then to Creed he said, “We’ve tossed the place. Flipped ceiling tiles. Checked heating vents. Pipes under the sink. Toilet tank. Even ran an electronic gizmo. Battery died after three false readings.”

“The one thing about Grace,” Creed said as he glanced down at her impatiently shuffling, “her battery never seems to die.”

“Hold on a minute,” Spencer raised his hand and grabbed for his back pocket. He glanced at the cell phone. “I need to take this.” He walked a few steps down the hall as he tapped the screen.

“Are you doing collection?” Creed asked Maggie, wanting to get started but not wanting her to leave.

“I think Pakula will insist on bagging anything you find,” Maggie said. “I’ll go change places with him. Besides, Freddie was just warming up to me before he saw Grace.” She said this last part with an uncharacteristic grin. With her back now to Spencer, she put her hand on his arm again and said, “It’s really good to see you.”

“Sorry about that,” Spencer said, marching back while he slipped the phone in his pocket. “My wife.”

“I’ll go get Pakula,” Maggie told Spencer, and she headed out the door.

Creed thought maybe Spencer would follow her. Maggie knew he liked to work a scene without an audience.

“My wife worries too much,” Spencer said, still referring to the phone call. “We took in a young woman about six months ago. Apparently, she didn’t come home last night after work. I keep telling Nora she’s not a kid, you know. But my wife worries.”

Creed nodded, glanced out the door after Maggie. He never understood how some people shared their private lives with complete strangers. He had a difficult enough time sharing details of his life with those closest to him.

Spencer rubbed a hand over his face like maybe he recognized Creed’s sudden discomfort. But he didn’t make a move to leave.

“So, I’ve seen how cadaver dogs work,” he said instead as he crossed his arms and took a good look at Grace. “I know it’s the decomposition smells that they’re trained to find. But I don’t quite understand how they can sniff out electronic devices. Agent O’Dell said your dog might be able to find something as small as a microSD card? Those things are less than a millimeter thick. Smaller than a postage stamp.”

“All electronic devices that have memory storage capacity have a chemical coating,” Creed told him. “It’s called triphenylphosphine oxide. That’s a mouthful, so we call it TPPO. The coating prevents overheating. The chemical is cheap. It’s effective and all companies use it for everything: microSD cards, thumb drives, smartphones, computers, external hard drives and even smart watches. It’s the smell of that chemical that Grace has been trained to sniff out.”

“And it’s strong enough to smell even on those tiny cards?”

“Dogs can detect odors in the parts-per-trillion range. We know they can smell thresholds of chemicals that different technologies can’t even measure.”

“Do you mind if I watch?”

Creed did mind. But Grace didn’t, and she was getting antsy. There was something about Ted Spencer that Creed liked, even if he was a bit too willing to share how much his wife worries.

“As long as you stay back and stay quiet.”

“Sure, sure. No problem. It’s just that we spent the last three hours searching. I really can’t imagine her finding anything.”

Creed leaned down and snapped the leash off Grace’s vest. Her nose was already up, sampling the air. To Creed the house smelled with a mixture of fried bacon and the scent of stale marijuana smoke. But Grace’s nose could go beyond those.

“Grace, show me Tippo.” It was a lot easier to say than garbling the acronym TPPO.

She raced across the living room, zigzagging around shoes left where they were taken off and a coffee table littered with takeout containers.

“I’m surprised she—” Spencer stopped himself before Creed shot a warning glance.

Without being distracted by any of the clutter, Grace went directly to a floor-to-ceiling bookcase. It was built into the wall, real hardwood, maybe walnut. At one time, it probably matched the crown molding that had been painted over several times and removed in some spots.

Freddie Mason didn’t look like a reader to Creed, but he had an eclectic library that included blockbuster bestsellers along with the classics and some old textbooks. On closer inspection, Creed could see the markings on the spine. They looked like old library books.

He glanced back at Spencer, who only shrugged, trying to abide by the rules of keeping quiet.

Grace sat at Creed’s feet. Her nose poked the air. Her eyes met his.

Ordinarily, he’d never train his dog to alert by touching the target scent. But this was different, and Grace understood that this was an exception.

He picked her up in his arms. A few inches over six feet tall, he could lift her to the top shelf. That wasn’t where her nose was going. She was straining to the right and focused down. He leaned her to the place she wanted, and almost immediately, she tapped her nose to the spine of a thick blue cover.

Creed put Grace back on the floor. He tugged a pair of latex gloves from his daypack. Without looking, he could feel Spencer had edged closer to this side of the room and now stood just feet away. With a gloved hand, Creed pulled the book carefully from where it was squeezed in. He held it up for Spencer to see.

“Did I already miss something?” Pakula asked from behind them as he came in the front door.

“Shakespeare,” Creed told him. 

He waited for Pakula to join them. Then he let the book fall open in his hands. He flipped a few pages to where he could see a slight bulge. Two microSD cards were tucked deep into the middle of the book.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Spencer said.

Pakula glanced at the other books still on the shelves. “Do we need to go through all of these?”

Creed was already reaching into his daypack for Grace’s reward. She had alerted specifically to just the one volume, but it wouldn’t hurt to lift her up again.

“Let me ask Grace,” he told Pakula. 

When Creed looked down, Grace was gone. He could hear her toenails clicking against tiles in another room.


    Chapter 4

    
    Inside the kitchen, the scent of bacon was strong enough to make Creed’s stomach growl. Pakula’s team had obviously interrupted Freddie’s breakfast. Butter pooled in the middle of the toast. Scrambled eggs coated the cast-iron skillet. And on a paper towel, slices of crispy bacon were left untouched.

But none of these smells distracted Grace.

It was one reason Creed didn’t use food as a reward for any of his scent detection dogs. Most handlers didn’t. When he decided to add electronic storage devices to Grace’s repertoire, he was surprised to find many ESD K9s were trained with food as their reward. Some recommended that the dog didn’t get to eat unless it found the requisite hidden device each day. Creed questioned the method, but was told it encouraged the handlers, as well as the dogs, to keep training every day.

That made sense. But to Creed, it seemed cruel. Many of the dogs that found their way to K9 CrimeScents had been discarded or abandoned by their previous owners. Some, like Grace, had been on their own for long enough that they were skin and bones, scraping for what food they could find. To make their daily meal a reward for work rendered was something Creed would not even consider. Every dog in his kennel, whether working or not, deserved to be fed.

Still, it surprised him when Grace could ignore and put aside the heavenly scent of bacon. Instead, she sniffed around the closed doors of cabinets until she came to one at the end of the counter. She stopped and looked up at him over her shoulder.

Creed felt Pakula and Spencer close behind him. He still had his latex gloves on and reached for the cabinet doorknob.

“Hold on,” Pakula told him. “Let me check that out first.”

Creed stood and backed away. He gestured for Grace to do the same while Pakula dug in a small duffle bag his team had left on the far counter. He pulled out a handheld monitor and squeezed past Creed and Grace. As Pakula swept the tool over the edges of the cabinet door, Creed recognized the gadget. It was an ion mobility spectrometer, a detection device that could identify residues associated with explosives. He watched Pakula hesitate at the hinges, and instinctively, Creed scooped up Grace and moved to the other room. 

One of the scents Grace was trained to sniff out was explosive material. It took little to remind him of that last trip to Nebraska. The scavenger hunt for dead bodies had ended in an explosion. It was Creed’s fault that he didn’t read his dog. Grace had done everything she could to warn him.

“We’re safe,” Pakula said from around the corner.

Even now, Creed fought the knot in his stomach. He needed to be more careful. He should have been the one to think of the possibility. His partner, Hannah, had been nagging him to take some time off. Maybe he needed to consider it before he got someone hurt again...or killed.

Pakula was watching him. From what he knew about the man, nothing much got past him. His eyes caught Creed’s, and he only nodded. Spencer didn’t notice the exchange. His attention focused on the contents displayed inside the cabinet.

Two shelves were stacked with different boxes of cereal. Creed couldn’t help thinking these looked similar to the books in the living room bookcase.

He put Grace on the floor, and she wiggle-hurried to the opened cabinet. She swiped her nose back and forth, then without hesitating she tapped her nose to a box of Cheerios. 

“Is that the one, Grace?”

This time she nudged it, deliberately touching only the Cheerios’ box and not the Fruit Loops or Corn Flakes on either side. Then she sat down and stared up at him. 

Creed glanced back at Pakula.

“My favorite,” Pakula said. “Although I like the honey nut ones better than the plain.”

The investigator leaned over and grabbed the box with gloved fingers. He opened upper cabinet doors until he found a big plastic bowl. Then he slipped the tab free at the top of the box and gently separated the bag inside from the cardboard outside. There was nothing between the two. Nothing could be seen inside the translucent bag, either. 

Taking his time, Pakula parted the opening at the top of the bag and started spilling cereal into the bowl. It didn’t take long for a square object to thump free. The cell phone was wrapped tightly in saran wrap.

Pakula said with a smile, “Grace, I owe you a box of kibble.”

But Creed already had her dancing for her pink elephant. He tossed it to her. She caught it in mid-air and immediately began squeaking it.


Chapter 5


Clay County, Nebraska

Anne Brown had finished her rural postal route and decided to take a shortcut back. She had a late afternoon hair appointment at The Strand in Lincoln. It wasn’t just a haircut. Dan Macke, the owner, made the thirty minutes feel like a therapy and spa retreat. And boy, did she need it today.

Snow was forecasted, but the morning had been warm and sunny. The leaves had just started to turn colors, and the ditches were filled with tall red and gold grasses. Football season had barely started. 

Snow wasn’t unusual in October, but as Anne liked to say, “This is Nebraska. If you don’t like the weather today, stick around for tomorrow’s.” 

But she hoped the weather forecasters were wrong, not just because it was a bear to drive in and took her twice as long to do her route. Snow this early didn’t just mess up the roads. Farmers, including her brother, Ed Rief, hadn’t started harvesting yet. 

With leaves still on the trees, snow could gather and stack up, causing enough extra weight to crack branches. She still remembered a Halloween storm from years ago that snapped huge branches off one hundred-year-old cottonwoods and river maples. Many of those branches also brought down power lines, snapping them like rubber bands. Electricity had been out for over a week.

Gravel pinged against the undercarriage of her brand new, charcoal colored Jeep. She slowed down. Anne was one of the last given the allowance to buy and use her own vehicle, and it pained her to hear the new Jeep get battered.

The shortcut was rougher than the last time she had taken it. On either side, the cornfields grew tall enough to block her view. If she hadn’t slowed down, she probably would have never seen the patch of white in the red grass.

There weren’t any driveways or houses for almost a mile, maybe two, but Anne’s first thought was that it could be a package or mail that may have gotten blown into the ditch.

She stopped and backed up. Too far. She couldn’t see it anymore. There was no other traffic, but she still pulled to the side. She left the engine running as she got out to take a look.

These back road ditches could fool you. The tall grasses betrayed how deep they were. But there had been no rain, so at least she wouldn’t end up with mud and water in her shoes.

She backtracked, keeping her eyes focused on the ditch. Now she wondered if it could have been an animal. White or gray, possibly a possum. The grasses waved and rolled back and forth. Just when Anne convinced herself she was wasting time, she saw it. 

Something white with black plastic bunched up and flapping around it. The white moved, too. It looked like a piece of clothing. Maybe a bag of garbage someone had thrown from their car.

She turned around and headed back to her vehicle.

What if it wasn’t just a bag of garbage?

Her brother, Ed, and her husband, Keith, read a lot of mysteries and thrillers. Keith would probably give her a hard time later that she didn’t take a closer look. Interstate 80 was only twenty miles away and ran parallel with this old gravel road. Maybe some drug runner threw out his stash. There had been bank robberies in the state before. Though she would have already heard about it.

Anne stopped and shook her head. Okay, now the curiosity would drive her crazy. 

She went back. The slope into the ditch wasn’t as steep as she first expected, but she watched her feet and took baby steps, one after another. Without warning, she found herself standing over the bag. This close, she could see a white shirt or jacket had come loose from the black plastic garbage bag. 

Something else had fallen out, too. At first glance, it looked like... No, that wasn’t possible. She bent down to get a better look, then jerked backwards. She slipped and skidded, losing her balance and sitting against the ditch’s incline in the middle of the tall grass. And now she was close enough, there was no denying what she saw.

Fingers! Someone’s hand was reaching out of the bag.

It had to be an early Halloween prank, and yet, at the same time she knew it wasn’t. Her stomach retched. She gasped and pushed herself away, digging her heels and elbows into the dirt to climb up the ditch. Still, she couldn’t peel her eyes away.

The hand wasn’t reaching out of the bag. Instead, it had fallen out. Cut at the wrist, it was clearly no longer attached to a body.


Chapter 6


Walmart parking lot

Lincoln, Nebraska

David Ruben sat behind the steering wheel of the piece of crap SUV. His girls were getting sloppy or lazy. Neither was acceptable. But the junk vehicle was minor to the big frickin’ mistake they’d made last week. Perhaps he should take comfort in the fact that they wanted to make up for it.

Before he could mention a fitting punishment, they had started plotting and planning their redemption. He liked that. He had taught them well. They just needed a bit more experience. Deep down in their souls, Ruben knew the darkness existed. The trick was how to trigger it. And he had become a wizard at triggering darkness.

He pulled the bill of the Huskers’ ball cap lower until it tapped his Ray-Ban sunglasses. The sunglasses were a nice surprise. He’d always wanted a pair. Finding these in the glove compartment made up for the crappy SUV. With another glance in the rearview mirror, he had to admit; he looked pretty cool in them. The cap was stupid, but it made him fit in with the locals.

The passenger door opened almost exactly at the same time as the back door on the same side. Two young women slid into the vehicle. He didn’t bother to look at either of them. His sunglasses stayed straight ahead. It was always a good idea to make them think he was still disappointed. 

“We’re taking care of things,” the woman beside him said.

He gave a curt nod. She smelled good, but different from when she’d left the vehicle. Those big purses came in handy. He was always interested to see what she had lifted this time. She could afford anything she wanted in the Walmart store. Ruben had made sure of that. But the stealing was an instinct. One of his first lessons—survive or die. It was also one of the best ways for him to find new recruits. He’d walk the aisles watching. He knew how to be invisible. When he’d see a young girl lift something, he’d follow her all the way outside to the parking lot. They never noticed him until he was there, right beside their car.

“I saw what you did.”

Their reactions were almost always the same. “Oh my God! Are you a cop?”

In the flood of their relief he’d reel them in, flatter them about their technique. 

“How would you like to get paid for what you just did?”

“For real?”

“For real.”

It helped that he would have one or two girls with him that looked like them. Funny, they seemed to think that made it safer. It never occurred to them that maybe they should be more afraid of someone who looked like them. More afraid of them than the ordinary, fifty-something-year-old guy who was a little overweight and balding.

He actually liked that they didn’t think he looked menacing. They didn’t fear him. Instead, they wanted to please him. Sometimes they even asked for their punishment if they knew they’d disappointed him. But Ruben admitted, these two were exceptional students. Some of his finest.

Now inside the cheap-ass SUV, he waited, pretending to watch the assortment of shoppers coming and going. Many of them had their carts piled with bags. 

The girl sitting in the back leaned against the front seat. She extended her hand over and jangled a clump of keys. Without moving his head, Ruben slid his hidden eyes up to the mirror. She was grinning as she kept the keys hanging to his side.

“We just need to drive around and find it,” she told him.

He glanced at the key fob between her fingers. There were four or five other keys attached to the key chain. She squeezed the “open” button and from somewhere close by Ruben heard the “beep-beep” of a vehicle unlocking its doors.

She did it again, and this time he could see the rear lights blink along with the “beep-beep.” The SUV was parked on the end, one aisle across from them. He couldn’t tell what model or make, but it looked fairly new, a glossy maroon with chrome bumpers washed clean. It was definitely an upgrade.

They’d need to drive it somewhere else to replace its license plates. They still had a spare set from a vehicle in the long-term parking lot of Lincoln’s airport. It was best to stick with plates that matched the state. Less of a reason to stand out. Little things mattered. Made a huge difference. It paid out in the long run, and he’d been getting away with stuff like this for a long time.

He allowed a hint of a smile, a one-side upturn of his mouth that his girls recognized. He was feeling better already. Maybe even a little proud, so he rewarded them with, “Good job.”


Chapter 7


Clay County, Nebraska

Creed opened the windows of his Jeep while Grace had a snack and lapped up water. She knew she was finished for the day, but she still glanced out the windows before she settled down.

She had found one more microSD card upstairs in Freddie Mason’s closet. It was in plain sight, too, stuffed into the toe of a brand new pair of hiking boots. The shoes were still in their box. The price tag was hanging from the undone shoestrings. 

Grace’s finds had given Pakula’s team enough to take Freddie in. He kept his distance and Grace away from the man. If Mason had been upset about a dog in his house before, he was now enraged that she had discovered his stashes. 

It seemed like a long way to come for only a few hours of work. For Grace, it didn’t matter. She loved the game of search and find in exchange for her reward toy. Actually, Creed knew she’d do it just to please him. Grace didn’t place different values on the scents she found. Creed praised her with the same level of excitement as any of her other alerts, but he had to admit, these ESD discoveries fell flat with him. They were certainly anti-climatic compared to finding a missing person or recovering a body. Still, he hoped that maybe one device or a memory card would contain the catalog Pakula mentioned.

Catalog. 

Creed shook his head. This trafficking stuff was hard to wrap his mind around. 

Pakula had handed him directions and a confirmation code for a room at the same hotel the rest of the team was staying. He warned him that there might be some downtime. Pakula’s experts needed to review the information they had confiscated from the car dealer and Mason’s residence before they decided if, when, and where they did another raid.

Sitting back and waiting was definitely not in Creed’s DNA, but he reminded himself that this trip was all about paying back a favor. 

Maggie and Pakula waved to the rest of the team as, one by one, they turned their vehicles around and headed out. Spencer was the only one left, pacing the dirt-patched lawn while talking on his cell phone.

“She did real good,” Pakula told Creed as he and Maggie joined him at the side of his Jeep. “Did I understand this was her first electronic device search?”

“That’s right. But she’s a special dog. I think she could learn to detect and find just about anything I asked of her.”

Maggie went around back to the open tailgate and petted Grace. “Can I take her for a short walk?” she asked.

Creed saw Grace had her leash in her mouth.

“Sure,” he said and smiled. He waited until they were out of earshot before he turned to Pakula. “I owe you an apology for not checking first for explosives.”

“Oh, hell no you don’t. You brought an ESD dog to the scene. It was our job to make sure everyone was safe. We did a preliminary search. They may have even wanded the cabinets, but it’s better to be safe than... Well, you know.”

“I do. Thanks.”

“We’ve got a couple of hours,” Pakula said, looking at his watch. “Get settled into your room. How about we meet in the lobby around six? O’Dell and I found a great restaurant last night. I wouldn’t mind an encore.”

“Tommy,” Spencer called out, interrupting.

Creed and Pakula turned at the same time to see the sheriff jogging over. The man’s silver hair was plastered to the sides of his head and forehead from sweat. His face was red. He held his cell phone up and kept checking it as he made his way to them.

“What’s going on?”

“A postal carrier,” he said, almost out of breath. “She called in a suspicious garbage bag in a ditch. One of my deputies is on his way.”

“Suspicious how?” Pakula asked.

“It’s not far from here,” Spencer continued. His jaw twitched, and Creed noticed his eyes darted back and forth. “Off on one of the rural gravel roads. She thinks she saw a human hand.”

“Inside the bag?”

“What’s going on?” Maggie and Grace came up from behind them.

“Someone may have found a body in a ditch,” Pakula said.

“A hand. It spilled out of the bag,” Spencer told them. “It wasn’t attached.”

“What makes her think it’s real?” Pakula asked. He yanked off his ball cap and rubbed a hand over his shaved head. Then he pulled the cap back on.

“She got a close look. It might be worse,” Spencer said. There was a panic in his voice that Creed didn’t like. Only hours ago, the man seemed cool and calm. “The young woman staying with my wife and me since Easter didn’t come home last night. She didn’t show up at her job yesterday afternoon either. Nora just checked and her car’s still in the shed. That girl doesn’t go anywhere without her car.”
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