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			Chapter One

			Friday, Late August

			Deputy Mattie Lu Cobb liked her new partner. In fact, she was quite taken with him. She enjoyed being with him, something she’d found lacking with previous partners, and they seemed compatible. She hoped she could learn to trust him.

			She wondered what trust would feel like.

			Pulling her cruiser up to a stop sign, Mattie stole a quick glance. Born in Russia, he was a handsome guy: straight black hair, intense brown eyes, and white teeth that flashed when he grinned. Large and muscular, strong and rugged, he was the only one in the department who could outrun her in a cross-country foot race.

			In addition to all that, he could sniff out a missing person.

			He was Timber Creek County’s new police service dog, a German shepherd named Robo. Together, Mattie and Robo made up the first K-9 unit ever mobilized in the small town of Timber Creek, Colorado.

			Mattie turned right onto Main Street and accelerated, heading toward the town’s only high school. Timber Creek High sat at the end of the nine blocks that made up Main, its backside nestled against the edge of a hogback called Smokers’ Hill by students past and present. She was supposed to meet with Sheriff McCoy and John Brennaman, the school principal, to discuss setting up a K-9 inspection program for the school.

			Thinking about the meeting stirred up a swirl of dread that churned in her gut. Her meetings with Mr. Brennaman during her junior year of high school had been decidedly unpleasant. Would he remember her?

			She resisted checking her appearance in the rearview mirror. Usually, she didn’t care much about her looks. Her skin, hair, and eyes could be summed up with brown, brown, and brown. And usually, she didn’t care that her square chin made her look stubborn and belligerent. Both were true. Today she’d taken time to style her short, wispy hair so that it softened her features somewhat, and she hoped to send a message to Mr. Brennaman that she’d grown up and was now a different person.

			She looked over at Robo. He panted and yawned, his tongue forming a pink curl.

			“Whatcha think about how we look?”

			Deepening his yawn, Robo’s throat squeaked.

			“Yeah, I agree. Who cares?”

			As she drove, Mattie scanned the streets and sidewalk out of habit. She cruised slowly past Crane’s Market, its stucco walls the color of Pepto-Bismol.

			“So Robo, you’re going to school, huh?”

			Facing front with his ears pricked, Robo stood on the gray-carpeted platform that replaced the back seat of the Ford Taurus. He looked much more excited than Mattie would ever be about school. But that was Robo. He was one of those dogs that K-9 officers referred to as a high-drive alpha male. It didn’t take much to get him excited.

			She couldn’t believe how her life had changed. When drug traffic in the national forest had threatened Timber Creek, local merchants and ranchers had purchased a patrol dog for the sheriff ’s department. And Mattie had won the assignment of being Robo’s handler by beating her colleagues in a cross-country endurance test. The twelve weeks she’d spent at K-9 Academy were among the best weeks of her life. She’d loved everything about it—learning how to work with and care for the dogs, mixing with the other handlers, learning from the trainers.

			Static erupted from the cruiser’s radio, followed by the dispatcher’s voice: “K-9 One, copy.”

			Mattie noted her position. She was approaching the Water Hole Bar and Grill. She picked up the transmitter and pressed it on. “Fifth Street and Main. Go ahead.”

			Rainbow Anderson, the daughter of two hippies who’d settled in Timber Creek sometime during the sixties and the county’s improbable dispatcher, responded. “K-9 One, we need you to respond to a ten-eighty-eight in progress. Well . . . it’s not in progress this very minute, but . . . well, I guess you would call this a ten-eighty-eight that already happened. Over.”

			“What suspicious activity? Where? Just say it, Rainbow.”

			“Up Ute Canyon Road about ten miles. A forest ranger called in a request to investigate suspicious activity and a blood spill.”

			A blood spill? Hunting out of season? “I’m en route to Timber Creek High School to meet with Sheriff McCoy. What’s my priority?”

			“Oh, the meeting’s canceled. Sorry I didn’t call you, but I didn’t know you were going, too. Sheriff McCoy is heading up the canyon now.”

			“Okay.”

			“Go, code two, up Ute Canyon Road. Ten miles from Ute Canyon turnoff, look for a two-track that veers left and leads to an old hunting cabin.”

			Mattie signaled a right turn so she could head for the highway. The sheriff obviously thought this could be something important.

			“Copy. Show me en route to Ute Canyon. Over.”

			Code two meant normal response without emergency lights and siren, but she quickly brought the cruiser up to speed. Sheriff McCoy might want her to search for evidence. If so, the sooner she got there, the better, before any of her fellow deputies could unwittingly contaminate the crime scene.

			The dread she’d been feeling all morning changed to excitement. This would be her first K-9 assignment since the academy, and she couldn’t wait to get started.

			Robo huffed a quick bark. In the rear-view mirror, Mattie saw him wag his tail and shift from side to side on his front paws.

			He must have caught hold of my mood.

			“You know you’re going to work, don’t you?”

			Robo whined, licked the air, and stared out the windshield. At the academy, he’d outperformed all the other dogs. The few times he’d screwed up, it had been her fault, doing things like not paying close enough attention to his body language or not trusting his instincts. It seemed like she needed training more than Robo. Nervousness tightened her shoulders. The others would be watching. That put pressure on a dog—not to mention the handler—and it could be distracting.

			The cruiser ate up the miles, and they reached the turnoff to Ute Canyon Road in no time. Leaving the smooth highway behind, she turned onto a hard-packed dirt road covered with loose gravel. It led upward into a canyon that cut through the mountains. She slowed for sharp curves, holding the steering wheel steady as the cruiser rattled over rough areas ribbed with washboard.

			Willow and mountain juniper gave way to forests of towering pine: ponderosa with their sweeping boughs and great stands of stately lodgepole. She rolled down the front windows so she could take in the soothing forest scent to help settle her nerves.

			Robo pushed forward to sniff, thrusting his nose through the heavy wire mesh that separated his compartment from the rest of the vehicle. He bobbed his head, obviously getting a nose full. She could tell from the satisfied look on his face that Robo enjoyed the scent of the forest as much as she did.

			Mattie kept checking the odometer while Ute Canyon climbed ever upward. Five miles into the canyon, huge potholes threatened to swallow a wheel entirely. She steered around them, keeping to the middle of the road when she could. Leaving the canyon floor, the road clung to the side of the mountain and rose toward the peaks. Its edge, where there was rarely any guard rail, dropped off in a fifty-foot plunge.

			By the time the odometer indicated she’d driven nine miles from the turnoff, the road narrowed to little more than one lane. She started up a steep rise, keeping watch for a two-track road that would veer off to the left. She hoped she hadn’t missed it.

			At the top of the rise, she could see dense evergreen forest that stretched for miles and miles in an undulating mountain panorama. A hundred yards farther, she spotted the two-track winding away through the trees.

			“There it is, Robo. I think we’ve found it.”

			Robo waved his tail but kept his eyes on the view outside the windshield.

			Mattie slowed to creep forward as she directed the cruiser off the road and down into the ditch to access the two-track. When the roadbed scraped the bottom of the car, they lurched sideways, sending Robo skidding across his platform, though he remained on his feet.

			“Sorry about that.”

			Again, Robo went to the window and sniffed.

			After a couple minutes of rough driving, Mattie spotted the sheriff ’s Jeep and another cruiser parked in front of an old cabin. She’d found the right place. Slowly, she bumped over the rocks in the track and pulled up beside the Jeep.

			Sheriff McCoy stepped out of the cabin onto a plank porch, followed by a woman wearing a forest ranger’s uniform. Abraham McCoy was a big man, built solid as a tree trunk, with massive shoulders and a thick neck. He had skin the color of a Hershey bar, dark walnut eyes, and a bushy black mustache. He’d grown up in Timber Creek and attended the town high school, just like Mattie, but about fifteen years ahead of her.

			Rumor had it that McCoy could have gone to any number of universities on a football scholarship, but he’d chosen to commute to a local junior college instead so he could help his mother care for his ailing father and younger siblings. He’d been a deputy for years before the county electorate voted him in as sheriff.

			The first time Mattie met McCoy, she’d been a six-year- old kid, scared to death. Her world and family had just been shattered. He was a young deputy. She could still remember the sad look on his face as he picked her up and carried her to his patrol car. For a moment, she’d felt safe, enfolded in his arms against his solid chest. For one moment.

			She switched off the cruiser’s engine. Getting out of the vehicle, she told Robo, “You’re going to wait here.”

			He protested with a short yip.

			In return, Mattie gave him a look that apparently quelled any further urges to kick up a fuss. She walked toward McCoy, meeting him halfway between her car and the cabin.

			He introduced the ranger. “This is Sandy Benson of the US Forest Service. She called us up here.”

			Benson gave Mattie a firm handshake. She was a strongly built woman, muscular, a little taller than Mattie’s average height. A broad-brimmed ranger’s hat sheltered her auburn hair and fair skin. Her hazel eyes held a look of concern.

			“I was telling the sheriff that I saw a pickup truck and dog trailer up here last week. I stopped to talk to the guy, and he said he was doing some search and rescue training with his dogs. Seemed different, him being up here alone. Usually people train in groups. But he didn’t seem to be breaking any laws, so I left him to it. When I passed by here this morning, I noticed the same rig.”

			McCoy added a detail. “You say that was about eight fifteen this morning.”

			Benson nodded. “I went up Old Flowers Trail to clear some deadfall. About an hour later, I heard a shot coming from this direction. I started down the trail to check it out. On my way, I heard another shot. By the time I got back here, the rig was gone. I decided to take a look and found a large blood stain on the porch.” She shrugged, spreading a hand out front. “I had no idea what to think, but with the narcotics problems we’ve been having around here lately, I thought I’d better call you guys.”

			Coming from inside the cabin, Chief Deputy Ken Brody joined them. Tall, athletic, and built like a wedge, Brody had been Mattie’s biggest challenge in the cross-country test to determine Robo’s new handler. In fact, Mattie knew he could have whipped her butt if they’d been running on a track. But Brody’s center of gravity had been too high to maintain his speed going downhill. Mattie was built lower to the ground with decently muscled hips and powerful legs. It gave her an edge over the other runners.

			Brody took an aggressive stance, straightening his back, squaring his shoulders, and tucking his thumbs into his belt, his right hand cupping his holstered handgun. He narrowed his eyes, ice blue beneath black brows, and stared at Mattie.

			She straightened her shoulders and stared back, looking away only when McCoy spoke.

			“Ranger Benson recorded the licence plate number on the vehicle last week. We tried to run the plate, but we can’t connect to the internet up here.”

			“There’s nothing inside the cabin,” Brody said. “Floor’s been swept, no footprints. Seems strange for it to be so clean.”

			“Yes, that’s odd. Somebody trying to hide something?” McCoy said. “Poaching deer out of season?”

			Brody dipped his head in a barely perceptible nod, one of Brody’s macho moves that Mattie imagined he practiced in a mirror. “Maybe.”

			“I thought that might be a possibility,” Benson said, “but it seems strange for the blood to be up on the porch like that. I doubt if an animal would get shot and bleed out up there.”

			Ed Johnson, a rookie who’d joined the department while

			Mattie was at the academy, came from around the cabin, eyes

			to the ground. Still in orientation, he’d been riding patrol

			with Brody. Built like a runner, tall and slender, he had sandy

			hair and a face full of freckles.

			“Find anything out back?” McCoy asked him.

			Johnson walked up to join them. “No, nothing but dog

			tracks.”

			“Any trash? Items left behind?” Mattie asked.

			“No.”

			McCoy turned to Mattie. “I want you to take your dog and see if you can detect anything we’ve missed.”

			“Do you have something in mind specifically?”

			Brody spoke, his voice soft, his words slowly paced as though he were addressing someone of limited intelligence. “If we did, we wouldn’t need the dog to look for it, now would we?”

			Mattie didn’t bother to reply. It had to have been Brody’s seniority that had landed him the chief deputy position; she couldn’t imagine his personality ever winning him anything.

			McCoy didn’t acknowledge Brody’s comment either. “I’d like you to search for anything that could help me decide which direction to go with this. Do we have a crime here or not? Is there any detection of narcotics?”

			“I’ll get on it.”

			As Mattie walked back to her vehicle, she saw Robo dancing and grinning in the back. She knew how he felt, and when she reached the car door, she could show all her excitement and more. It was part of the job.

			“Come on, big guy. It’s time to go to work.” Mattie used a higher pitched voice, something she’d been taught that would rev up his prey drive and get him ready to search. “Do you want to go to work, Robo? Do ya?”

			She opened the door and Robo bailed out. He pranced around at her feet, tail waving and eyes watching her every move. He followed her to the trunk of the car.

			“Let’s get out your things.”

			Though it probably wasn’t necessary, she kept up a running patter while she unpacked their equipment. Already, Robo could barely contain himself. His trainer had used techniques involving reward and play to train him, and this, combined with a shepherd’s natural instinct to assist humans, made Robo love his job. Although he still received rewards to reinforce certain skills, she could tell that the work itself was probably all the reward he needed.

			Mattie paused for a moment to walk Robo over to some bushes. “Take a break,” she told him, her signal for him to relieve himself. Nothing slowed the momentum of a search like an unplanned potty stop.

			She placed Robo’s water bowl on the ground, and he slurped a few times. Moisture enhanced a dog’s sense of smell. Robo stood still while she put a blue nylon tracking harness on him and exchanged his everyday collar for one that he wore specifically for evidence detection. She clipped a short, blue leash to the active ring.

			His work collar in place, Robo’s attitude switched from happy-go-lucky to all business. It happened every time, but the abrupt change still amazed Mattie. He stood at attention, ears forward, watching her prepare.

			Typically she dressed in a khaki coverall with an arm patch bearing the county emblem. Today, for the meeting at the high school, she’d dressed in her best uniform. Not ideal, but it couldn’t be helped, and she decided not to give it a second thought. She strapped on a utility belt bearing several loops and pouches, all packed with her own equipment: a whistle, water and energy food, a compass, a portable radio, a small first aid kit, short strips of blaze orange flagging tape to mark trails or evidence, and most importantly, a tennis ball for Robo to play with at the end of a successful exercise or mission.

			Mattie tied an eighteen-inch strip of orange flagging tape to her wrist. It fluttered lightly, telling her that a mild breeze came from the south, across the face of the hill they were standing on, the same direction from which they’d come. She needed to start her evidence search downwind, north of the area in front of the cabin, so she wouldn’t contaminate the crime scene herself. She led Robo past the group of men who were still standing near the porch.

			“Go to it, Cobb,” Brody said as she passed.

			His words could’ve been construed as encouragement, but Mattie knew him better than that. She’d worked with him for seven years, ever since she’d been a rookie herself. Brody tried to appear friendly at times, but she’d learned never to trust it. She ignored him, along with the quiver that rattled her belly.

			Once she reached the spot where she wanted to start, she knelt beside Robo, forced back her stage fright, and focused on her dog. She ruffled the thick, silky fur around his neck.

			“Are you ready to work, Robo? Are you ready to find something?”

			He gazed into her eyes, and the world faded away. Mattie knew he wouldn’t let her down. He knew what to do, and so did she.

			She unhooked the leash from the active ring on his collar and transferred it to the dead ring so that she wouldn’t inadvertently give him an obedience signal. Standing, she gestured toward the ground in front of him and gave the command specifically used for evidence detection: “Seek.”

			She expected Robo to put his nose down and start working a grid. They’d done it before in training.

			But he didn’t.

			Robo raised his head, sniffed the breeze, and then turned to stare at her, his body rigid, his ears pricked.

			Mattie’s heart rose to her throat. Was Robo refusing her command? Dismay immobilized her for a few seconds.

			“Good dog you got there, Cobb.”

			“Back off, Brody,” Sheriff McCoy said. He nodded at Mattie. “Take your time, Deputy.”

			She started to reissue the seek command, but swallowed the word when comprehension hit her. Robo wasn’t being disobedient. He was showing her a full alert.

			But a full alert for what? Drugs? Something in the forest?

			Should she force him to walk the grid like she’d intended, and he could indicate what he’d found when they came to it?

			Robo must have known what she was thinking. He walked to the end of his leash and looked south, upwind into the forest. He turned to look at her, his posture stiff and ears forward, his eyes drilling into hers.

			Now what the hell do I do? Lead or follow?

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			During training at the academy, Mattie had experienced an exercise that taught her a valuable lesson.

			She and Robo were supposed to practice finding a missing person. Robo’s trainer, Jim Matson, a retired police sergeant who trained police service dogs, set up a track for Robo to follow. Jim left the area and headed east, downwind on a heavilyforested slope. Mattie and Robo waited an hour for Jim to get well away and hidden.

			When the time came for Mattie to start Robo on the trail, she put him in his tracking harness, gave him some water, and let him sniff the scent article. Robo immediately turned toward the west and tried to lead her in the direction opposite the one Jim had taken. Mattie corrected Robo, forcing him back to the initial track. Robo tried to go the wrong way again. They wrestled with “who’s the boss?” for a few minutes until Robo gave up and took the eastward track, throwing her a disgusted “if you insist” look over his shoulder before putting his nose to the ground.

			Halfway into the exercise, Mattie realized she’d made a mistake. Robo was leading her in a huge circle. After a mile and a half of tracking through rough terrain—over deadfall, through streams, around huge boulders—Robo led Mattie to

			Jim. She knew her face was flushed with embarrassment as

			well as heat from the trek.

			They found Jim sitting on a boulder about one hundred yards from the starting point, shaking his head. Earlier, he’d circled around and positioned himself upwind. Through a pair of binoculars, he’d watched the entire fiasco from the start of the exercise. If Mattie had listened to Robo, who was catching Jim’s scent through the air, they would have found him in only a few minutes.

			Jim had said, “Now play with your dog and tell him he’s a good boy. And tell him you’re sorry you didn’t listen to him. Always listen to your dog.”

			Later, Mattie discovered that she’d been the only rookie handler set up with this exercise. Finally, by the end of her training, she got up the nerve to ask Jim why.

			In his slow country drawl, he replied, “Deputy Cobb, you are a fine officer. But I can tell that you always want to control things. I can tell by the way you shine your boots every night, and I can tell by the way you try to manage this dog. This is one of the best dogs I ever trained. If you don’t learn to trust him, you’ll never be any better than a human cop can be. But if you learn to listen to him and trust that he knows what he’s doing, you two can be the best damn K-9 team in the country.”

			Mattie vowed she would do better.

			Always listen to your dog.

			Mattie heard Jim Matson’s words as if he were standing beside her. The back of her neck tingled. She glanced at Sheriff McCoy. “He’s alerting to something in the woods.”

			“Probably a deer,” Brody muttered.

			For an instant, the comment threw her. Could it be true?

			But Robo’s unblinking gaze continued to bore into her, erasing her doubt. She walked up to him, leaned forward, and unsnapped the leash from his collar.

			A more experienced handler might send Robo into the woods off lead, but she didn’t yet trust their relationship enough for that. From a loop on her utility belt, she took a thirty-foot-long leash and attached it to the ring on Robo’s tracking harness.

			“Okay, Robo,” she said, “we’ll do it your way.”

			Not knowing what they were after, she decided to use the tracking command. “Search.”

			Robo bolted toward the edge of the woods. The thirty-foot lead whipped through her fingers, making them sting. She grabbed onto the end and followed, knowing she’d have to run like hell to keep up.

			Rabbit brush and felled timber marked the edge of the clearing. Robo hit it at a dead run, coming to the end of his lead at the same time. Mattie sprinted after him, giving Robo enough slack to keep moving forward.

			“Good boy. Search.”

			Robo darted between two pine trees, entered the forest, and headed downhill. Mattie swept through the boughs, eyes to the ground, jumping over ankle-turning stones, stepping carefully between tufts of buffalo grass and scattered granite rocks. Each footfall jarred as she charged over the rough terrain. Still, she wasn’t fast enough to keep up with her dog.

			Robo slowed to accommodate her pace. His ears shifted forward and back, monitoring the environment up ahead and then checking on Mattie’s progress behind. As they continued downhill, weaving between trees and around boulders, Mattie heard the crack of tree branches and the thud of someone running behind her. At least one of her colleagues was following, but she didn’t dare take her eyes off the rugged terrain to check.

			Within minutes, Mattie reached that familiar physical place where her body warmed and her breath came and went in rapid cycles. She knew she could maintain this pace forever—well, at least an hour or so—if she had to. The noise behind her fell away, and she kept going.

			Robo lifted his head, nose to the breeze, and she knew he was trailing the scent through the air. Whatever he’d found, they would come upon it suddenly, since there was little visibility. The forest had become dense, and there were no worn pathways to speak of. Dried branches scratched her arms; pine needles pricked her face and hands. Once again, the thought of Robo chasing a wild animal began to tickle her insecurities.

			She was thirty feet behind Robo now, the full length of the leash, and occasionally she lost sight of him as he charged around thickets of squaw currant bushes or prickly rose. After a few minutes, they reached the bottom of the hill and leveled out into a dry creek bed. Without pause, Robo surged across it and up the steep bank on the other side with a half-dozen leaps.

			As Mattie scrambled up the hill behind him, her leather boot sole slipped and she fell to one knee, cracking it against a sharp rock. She sucked in a breath. “Shit!”

			Robo paused and looked back at her over his shoulder. She could swear he had one eyebrow arched as if asking, “What?”

			“It’s okay,” she said, rubbing her sore knee as she got up. “Go on. Search.”

			Moving on with a limp, Mattie could feel warm blood trickle down her shin. Robo slowed his pace for her, staying close as he continued. In the back of her mind, she plotted their course, realizing they had charged downhill parallel to the road she’d driven up. Now they seemed to be heading up the next slope, still parallel to the road. She began to wonder if Robo had scented something when he’d sniffed outside the vehicle’s window on their way up the mountain.

			Despite the pain in her knee, Mattie quickened her pace. Robo responded by moving ahead to the end of his lead. Although it felt like much farther, Mattie gauged they’d covered about a mile since leaving the cabin. Once again, they headed downhill.

			Disappearing from sight, Robo entered a thick stand of juniper surrounded by scrub brush. Mattie heard a deep growl, followed by a snarling bark.

			Robo’s lead went slack.

			He’d come to an abrupt halt inside the thicket, out of sight. Stories she’d heard about dogs tracking armed criminals and leading their handlers directly into an ambush made every hair rise on the back of her neck.

			Reaching for her Glock 9mm with one hand and holding onto Robo’s leash with the other, Mattie hit the ground and rolled to shelter behind the trunk of a large ponderosa. She sat with her back to the rough bark, her heart pounding.

			She rose to her knees, hugging the tree trunk. She knew only one thing for certain: she wanted her dog beside her. But if he’d engaged a bad guy, she might endanger Robo’s life by calling him off. He’d been trained to bite and hold an arm bearing a weapon. Releasing that arm could free up the weapon to be turned against him. Careful not to expose herself too much, she peered around the tree trunk and tried to get a visual on her dog.

			He was trotting out from among the junipers, a happy grin on his face.

			To her amazement, he came right up and bumped his nose against the pouch that held his tennis ball, his reward for successfully completing a find. He sat down at her feet, an expectant look on his face, tail waving, ready to play.

			She grabbed Robo’s harness and hauled him in close, trying to shield him with the tree trunk while keeping herself hidden. “Stay,” she told him.

			What the hell? She tried to size up the situation. Robo must have found something in the thicket. But what?

			A dope stash, maybe, but that was unlikely. Dope was usually wrapped up tight against the elements, which impeded scent release. Not a person with a gun either. If someone was armed or threatening, Robo would have engaged him. An unarmed human, then?

			She looked at Robo, wishing he could speak. He met her gaze without waver. He looked alert now, his playfulness set aside. She supposed he’d noticed that she’d drawn her weapon and had decided his work was not done after all.

			Still worried about ambush, Mattie peered around the tree trunk, her handgun ready. “Police! Throw out your weapon!”

			From inside the thicket came a deep, menacing growl followed by a ferocious bark.

			Christ! There’s another dog inside there.

			Robo had trailed another dog. And if that dog was all alone, unaccompanied by a human, there’d been a serious breach in his training. He’d been trained to track humans and to ignore other dogs.

			From somewhere behind her, Mattie heard the crack of rocks colliding and branches breaking. The others must have crested the hill and were now headed down toward her, probably at a distance of about half a football field. But the trees were too dense for her to see them.

			She assumed the one closest would be Brody. “Brody! Hold up. Take cover.”

			“What’ve you got?”

			“Unidentified party hidden in some juniper.”

			“We’ve got your back.”

			At least now, the person in the thicket knew he had more than one cop to deal with. But on the down side, if she and Robo had failed, they now had a witness.

			She pushed on. “Throw out your weapon and show yourself,

			or I’ll send in the dog!”

			Robo stood up. With ears pricked forward, he leaned around Mattie’s legs to stare at the stand of juniper.

			Mattie knew the threat of a dog usually put the fear of God into the heart of a fugitive. If someone was in there hiding, that ought to bring him out.

			Teeth bared, a huge black dog charged a few feet out of the thicket, uttering a deep-pitched growl. Suddenly, it whined and dropped down to a crouch. When it turned to slink back into the bush, Mattie could see its haunches were covered with dirty, matted fur. It had revealed itself for only a few seconds, but long enough for Mattie to recognize it as a Bernese mountain dog. And it appeared injured.

			“Great, Cobb. Your dog found another dog.”

			Mattie glanced behind her and saw Brody about twenty feet back, partially shielded by another large pine. He had drawn his weapon and was holding it down beside his leg.

			“I’m going in with Robo,” Mattie told him. “Cover us.”

			She unsnapped Robo’s lead. She didn’t want it hampering his ability to move. “Robo, show me what you found.

			Show me!”

			Robo sprang up and darted into the scrub oak. Staying low to the ground, Mattie crashed in close behind him, weapon pointed straight ahead. Growling and snarling filled the thicket.

			In the middle of the stand was a small space, relatively clear. Once inside, she could see that the Bernese had been digging. Mounds of dark earth were piled between Mattie and the dog. Robo lay at the base of the nearest mound, teeth bare and growling. The Bernese stood in a depression on the other side, hackles raised and snarling, filtered light glinting off great white teeth. It looked as if the Bernese might attack Robo at any moment.

			No humans present. Heart sinking, Mattie tried to diffuse the dogs’ standoff. Robo was already in a down position, the position he used to indicate his find. She stayed motionless and spoke to the other dog, hoping to soothe it.

			“It’s okay. It’s okay.”

			The Bernese stopped snarling. Anxiously, it shifted its gaze from Robo to Mattie and then back. Clearly, the dog seemed most threatened by Robo. She knew that if she called him out of his crouch, the Bernese might attack; a single move on Robo’s part could start a full-blown dogfight.

			“Robo, quiet.”

			The growl rumbling in Robo’s chest ceased.

			The Bernese wore a red nylon collar with tags dangling at its chest. The tag on top bore white letters with the dog’s name. Mattie could just make it out: Belle.

			“Belle, down.”

			The Bernese threw another worried glance toward Robo but hunkered down, peering over the mound of dirt to watch Mattie.

			This dog was obviously guarding something. Mattie tried

			to see over the dirt mound.

			“This is interesting,” Brody said with sarcasm, making his way through the juniper.

			McCoy materialized through the brush off to the side, his breath heaving in noisy gusts. “What is it?”

			Johnson followed Brody, sucking air, sweat gleaming on hi 

			freckled cheeks.

			“Stay still,” Mattie told the others. “Let me get a leash on this dog.” She knew Robo wouldn’t budge until she released him. Edging up to the Bernese, Mattie spoke in a soothing tone. “It’s okay, Belle. Stay. Good girl.”

			Belle whined once. Head lowered, she peered up at Mattie, white rims showing at the base of brown eyes.

			With relief, Mattie saw that the dog had decided to submit. She holstered her weapon and reached for the short leash stored in her utility belt. With slow, deliberate movements, she approached the dog. “Good girl. Let me help you.”

			As she moved to the other side of the dirt mound and snapped the leash onto Belle’s collar, she discovered what the dog had been guarding. It snatched her breath away.

			Belle had uncovered the head, chest, and arms of a girl, her waxy face smudged with mud where the dog had licked it.

			Dark hair, pert nose, and a bloodstained shirt. Dead.

			“What is it, Deputy?”

			Mattie faced McCoy. “We’ve got a body.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			As Timber Creek’s one and only veterinarian, Cole Walker had endured many a sleepless night, but none had exhausted him as thoroughly as the last. And this time, he had nothing to show for it. No recovering animal, no grateful client. All he had was a manila envelope from yesterday’s mail, his final divorce papers stuffed inside. They’d haunted him throughout the night.

			The struggle to change Olivia’s mind was now officially over. No more mulling over what he should’ve done, what he should’ve said. It was over. She’d left for Denver three months ago, moved in with her old college roommate, and filed for divorce. Said she needed to “find herself.”

			Cole hadn’t even known she was lost.

			Now, after working the longest day of his life, Cole’s limbs were heavy with fatigue. He shuffled over to the gray mare he was treating for colic. She stood quietly in the stocks, used to hold horses so they wouldn’t hurt themselves or the people trying to care for them. Her eyelids drooped from the analgesic he’d administered earlier, and Cole thought she looked as worn out and dejected as he felt.

			He’d already passed a tube into her stomach to inject about a half gallon of mineral oil, and he’d inserted an IV into the mare’s jugular vein. Now he was pushing fluids through the IV, trying to rehydrate the colicky horse.

			Feeling as if he was moving in slow motion, Cole put on his stethoscope and leaned forward to place it over the mare’s heart. He rested against the side of the stocks, the metal rail cold against his face, while he listened to the rapid thump in her chest. He counted the beats. Around seventy per minute, indicating severe pain . . . but still, improvement over a half hour ago.

			Tess Murphy, his assistant, stuck her head through the doorway to his clinic. She’d arrived at work that morning with some kind of goo in her red hair, making it stick out every which way. Just another of the experiments she always seemed to have going on with her hair.

			“Sheriff ’s office called,” she said. “They’re sending in a dog with a gunshot wound.”

			Cole sighed. Would this day never end? “When?”

			“Not sure, but within the next half hour.”

			“Get the clippers, and set up for surgery.”

			“Already done. But I have to leave now.”

			“So soon?”

			“Remember, I told you this morning. I have to pick up my boys early. The sitter has a doctor’s appointment.”

			“Oh, yes.” Cole couldn’t remember anything about it, but he’d be the first to admit he’d been preoccupied all day. “Forward the office phone to my cell then.”

			Tess turned to go back inside.

			Cole stopped her. “What time is it?”

			“Almost four.”

			“Would you do me a favor on your way out?”

			“Sure.”

			“Leave a note at the house for my sister. She’s bringing the girls home today, and I doubt I’ll finish before they get there. Tell her to come here to the clinic when they get in.”

			“Sure, I’ll tape the note to the front door.”

			After Tess left, Cole used the stethoscope to listen to the mare’s belly. Quiet. He’d hoped to hear some bowel sounds, a gurgle indicating the mare’s gut had started moving again, but there was nothing. Resting one hand on the mare’s warm back, Cole leaned against the stocks and let his eyes close for a minute. A dull ache throbbed behind his eye sockets. Needing a distraction, he walked over to the counter that ran down one side of the room and turned on the radio, already set on his favorite country and western station. Kenny Rogers crooned a song about his wife Lucille leaving him.

			Cole switched it off.

			Turning over a bucket, he sat down on it so he could keep an eye on the mare while he waited for the wounded dog. The gray appeared comfortable at the moment, her eyes closed, her lips hanging loose from the analgesic.

			Should he tell his daughters about the divorce being final when they got home? He supposed there would be no reason to get into it tonight, but he knew he’d have to tell them sometime.

			It had been hard on the kids all summer. It seemed like their mother was divorcing them, too, since she didn’t want to see any of them. Liv had checked out of their lives at the end of May and hadn’t checked back in once. Cole snorted a short derisive sound. Try explaining that to two daughters who love their mom.

			And since his plan to bring Liv back to them had failed, what would he do with them now? Who would keep track of them while he worked? And now that school was about to start, he couldn’t keep shipping them off to Denver to stay with his sister. He supposed Angela could take care of herself at fifteen, but Sophie was only eight, too young to be left alone all day. And when it came right down to it, he wasn’t sure he wanted Angela left to her own means all day, either. School started next week, but that only took care of part of the day. It wasn’t unusual for Cole to start work well before eight in the morning and finish up well after eight at night.

			Hearing gravel crunch in front of the clinic, Cole hauled himself off the bucket and walked over to the window. He saw his sister’s car parked out front, so he went back to the mare to make sure her lead rope was tied securely to the front of the metal stanchion. She was still under the effect of the drugs and wouldn’t be going anywhere soon. Satisfied that all was safe for the moment, he hastened through the clinic’s back door and toward the lobby.

			Jessie had been a lifesaver, keeping the girls with her most of the summer. But he missed them when they were gone. He missed Liv. Hell, he missed everything about his old life.

			“Dad-dy!” Sophie’s girlish voice lilted. She came running into the lobby, colliding with Cole’s legs as he braced himself. Sophie was built like a small half back, short and stout.

			Cole bent down and picked her up, hugging her solid body against his chest. “Sophie! You’ve grown a foot,” he said, leaning back to look down into her face.

			Sophie’s amber eyes danced, a grin bunching her freckled cheeks. Her dark curls were gathered back and held with a silky red scarf, no doubt a souvenir from Jessie’s wardrobe.

			“Aunt Jessie said maybe we could go eat at Clucken House. Can we, Dad? Can we?” Sophie paused for a breath.

			“Hold on a minute, squirt. Let me give your Aunt Jessie and your sister a hug.” Cole met Jessie’s hazel eyes over Sophie’s shoulder. It never failed to amaze him how well his kid sister had turned out, her hair styled and highlighted and her designer clothes immaculate. Letting Sophie slide to the ground, he continued to hold her with one arm while he reached to give his sister a quick hug. “How was your trip?”

			“Just fine. The girls were eager to get home.” Jessie slipped an arm around Angela’s waist, drawing her forward from where she’d been hanging back.

			Cole swept an observant gaze over his oldest. Fifteen-year-

			old Angela wore her typical aloof expression, but when he smiled at her, she returned it. With her pale blond, shoulder-length hair; smooth white skin; and eyes the color of cornflowers, Angela was the image of her mother. The resemblance struck Cole harder than usual, leaving him with an empty feeling around his solar plexus.

			“Hey, Angel,” Cole said, using the childhood nickname he’d given Angela years ago. “Can I have a hug?”

			“Hi, Dad.” She stepped forward without hesitation, reaching up to encircle Cole’s neck with her arms. She even gave his cheek a quick kiss, showing that she must be in a good mood. When she’d left a week ago, she hadn’t been nearly so friendly. In fact, she’d been moody all summer. Not surprising, but certainly a challenge to deal with.

			Cole drew a deep breath and gazed around the group. “To answer your question, Sophie, yes, you can go to Clucken House for dinner tonight.”

			“Yay!” Sophie jumped in excitement. Then she sobered. “Did Mom call while we were gone?”

			“No, Sophie-bug. I haven’t heard from her.”

			Sophie’s eyes filled, and her face worked to keep from crying. “Oh, okay.”

			Her resignation hurt Cole as much, if not more, than her tears could.

			Damn it, Liv, didn’t you think about your children before you

			decided to leave?

			“I tell you what,” he said. “I have to wait for a hurt dog to come into the clinic, but why don’t you guys go ahead and eat?” He reached for his wallet. “Here, Angela, you take some money with you to treat your Aunt Jessie. I’ll come there when I can. I just don’t know how long I’ll have to wait for this dog.”

			Angela leveled her cool, blue gaze at him, and Jessie gave him a frown. He realized he’d said something wrong.

			“We just got here, Dad,” Angela said.

			“I’m not trying to get rid of you, Angel. I just thought you must be hungry.” He turned to Sophie and drew a red bandana from his pocket to wipe the tears that had trickled down her cheeks.

			“Come on, squirt, don’t be sad. If you’re not too hungry, could you stay here and visit with me for a little while?”

			Sophie sniffed. “Yes.”

			Cole sat down in one of the lobby chairs, taking Sophie onto his lap. “What did you girls do this week?”

			“I took them into the office a couple times to rearrange files,” Jessie said. “I needed to move the old ones out to storage. Angela took over and completely restructured my system.”

			Cole met his daughter’s eyes. “Way to go, Ange.”

			A smile of satisfaction softened her face. “It was Aunt Jessie’s idea.”

			Jessie said, “But you carried it out. I could’ve never done all that by myself.”

			“Did I help?” Sophie said, the plaintive tone coming back into her voice.

			“You sure did,” Jessie said.

			“Yeah, right,” Angela countered, spoiling everything.

			“That’s not nice,” Sophie whined.

			“The truth hurts.”

			A muscle tensed in Cole’s jaw, leaving a sore spot.

			“I’m starved,” Jessie chimed in. “I could eat a whole steer, but I’ll settle for a Clucken burger.”

			Cole threw her a grateful look.

			Angela rolled her eyes. “You and Dad always eat hamburgers at Clucken House. How can you go there without eating chicken?”

			“Oh, I don’t know,” Jessie said. “We were raised on beef, I guess.”

			“Beef. It’s what’s for dinner,” Cole said, wiggling his eyebrows at his daughters.

			Angela didn’t miss a beat. “Beef. It’s what clogs your arteries.”

			Cole clapped a hand over his heart. “Angel . . . say it ain’t so.” Smiling now, Sophie bounced off his lap and headed toward the door. “I’m having a hamburger, too. Just like Aunt Jessie and Daddy.”

			Cole walked them out to the car, opening doors on the passenger side for his daughters, getting Angela settled in front and Sophie in back. When he finished, Jessie signaled to meet her by the trunk. In a hushed voice, she said, “Cole, you look like hell. What’s going on?”

			It was easy to tell that Jessie made her living as an attorney; it had taken her very little time to pin him down.

			Cole spoke in the same low tone. “We’ll have to talk later, after the girls have gone to bed. Do you think you could stay here tonight instead of going out to Mom’s?”

			Jessie gave him a probing look. “All right. I’ll call and tell her something.”

			He watched Jessie and the kids drive away before going back to check on the horse. She looked about the same. He listened to her heartbeat, noting the rate had increased. Removing the stethoscope’s earpieces, he straightened and observed her for a moment.

			She wasn’t out of the woods yet.

			The mare stood as she had before, gray head resting against the front bar of the stocks, eyelids lowered, lips slack. When he pressed and released the pink membrane of her gums, it blanched and stayed white for too long, indicating poor capillary infusion. The mare was going into shock.

			Apparently, his treatment had supported her for a short time, restored her fluids and diminished her pain, but it hadn’t solved the problem. He’d known this was more than a simple colic and now he suspected a torsion.

			He reached for the bottle of analgesic, inserted the needle, and pulled ten cc’s into the syringe. Grasping the buffalo cap at the end of the IV tubing, he jabbed the needle through it to deliver the pain medication into the mare’s bloodstream. He hoped he could make her more comfortable.

			After rolling open the double door at the back of the room, Cole released the stocks and untied the mare. He made a clicking sound with his tongue, and she backed out, her shod hooves scraping against the concrete floor. He decided to put her in one of the runs under the shed, so that if she died, he’d be able to get a tractor in to move her body out for the knacker man to come haul away.

			He needed to take a moment to call the mare’s owner and give him a progress report. If he waited any longer, there might not be anything positive to say. And now that he thought about it, there weren’t a whole lot of positive things he could say about his own life right now either.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			After calling the mare’s owner, Cole began to clean up the equine treatment room. Soon he heard a car pull up in front of the clinic. Glancing out the window, he saw a silver-and-blue patrol car marked Timber Creek County Sheriff parked out front, parallel to the building, offering him full view of the driver’s side.

			He watched as a female deputy opened her door and stepped out, a grimace crossing her face as she straightened. When she moved to close the door, Cole could see that she must have injured her right leg. Her khaki trousers were torn and bloody at the knee, and she was walking with a limp. In general, she looked a bit worse for wear, brown hair tossed, face scratched, clothing smeared with dirt.

			A black-and-tan German shepherd, mouth hanging open in a pant, rode in the back part of the vehicle. At first, Cole thought this was his patient. But the woman went around to the passenger side to open the front door, and when she came back around front, Cole could see that she was leading a Bernese mountain dog.
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