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Could a string of sinister disappearances shed light on a mysterious cold case?


Corporate lawyer Ava Burch has had enough of the big city daily grind. Raised by her father in rural Texas, she moves to the town of Cuervo to spend time in the dry, rugged wilderness near Big Bend National Park. Discovering an abandoned campsite on a volunteer search-and-rescue mission, she’s perplexed, but she carefully photographs it all the same.


Grant Wycoff sees Ava as just a city slicker, who doesn’t belong on a serious team of seasoned outdoorsmen and retired cops. But when she tells him of her findings on the trail, he realises there’s more to her than meets the eye.


Ava’s discovery reminds Grant of an unsolved case – a young woman who went missing two years ago. As they look into the campsite further, another woman disappears under odd circumstances. With time running out, Ava and Grant must work against the inescapable heat from both the Texas sun – and their own electric chemistry – to solve the case.
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PROLOGUE


MOLLY DIDN’T HAVE enough water.


It was a common mistake. But that didn’t make it any less dangerous on a day when the air was like a hairdryer and the slightest trace of moisture vanished from her skin in seconds.


A horned lizard scampered across the creek bed and paused beside a rock, seeming to mock her with his natural adaptations to the environment. He darted behind a boulder, and Molly stepped into the meager strip of shade provided by the canyon wall.


The sun was almost directly overhead now, which definitely wasn’t part of the plan. She pulled her water bottle from her backpack, and her heart skittered.


Less than a third left.


How could that be?


She’d been careful, but not careful enough. The two-hour trek had taken twice as long as expected, and the sickening notion that she’d made a wrong turn was starting to take hold.


Trying not to panic, she set her pack at her feet and dug out the hand-drawn map. She’d pored over it by flashlight in her tent last night, memorizing every curve of the trail and every word of Camila’s loopy script. Studying the landmarks, the conclusion was inescapable.


She should have reached it by now.


Molly tucked the map away. She untwisted the top off the water bottle and took a tiny pull, barely enough to wet her throat. She was angry with herself. She hadn’t prepped right—everything from her shoes to her water supply was all wrong. She couldn’t afford to be so careless.


Anxiety bloomed in her chest as she dug out her cell phone. She stepped into the middle of the creek bed and powered up.


No bars, of course. She would have been shocked if she’d managed to get any. She tipped her head back and gazed at the cloudless sky. A swallow flew over and swooped into a mud nest beneath a ledge.


Molly’s breath caught. There.


She took a few steps back and stared at the twisted juniper clinging to the rocky outcropping. The tree’s tortured shape was unmistakable.


She tucked away the phone and water bottle and slung on her pack. Skimming the sloped canyon wall, she spied a faint trail.


Molly scrambled up the path, grabbing tree roots and warm rocks for balance. Thorny branches snagged her shirt, but she jerked it loose as she hurried up the trail. When she reached the top, she turned around and there it was.


Panting, she stopped and took a moment to admire the axial twist, like the double helix of a DNA strand. But this life-form was even more mysterious.


Snap.


She turned and scanned the arid landscape. Green mesquite bushes fluttered in the sunlight, and a shadow shifted near a giant sotol. On instinct, she reached for the .22 in the pancake holster at the small of her back. She rested her hand on the pistol as she surveyed the brush. Mountain lions were rare in this area, but she had an irrational fear of predatory mammals. She didn’t want to get between a mama and her kittens.


Snick.


“Hello?”


She listened closely, but the only sound was the faint whisper of wind through the scrub brush.


She turned to face the tree again. The Angel Tree. She didn’t know who had named it or why. Heart thrumming now, she pulled out her water bottle again and took a sip to calm her nerves. The sip became a guzzle. Now that she’d reached her destination, she knew exactly how long it would take to get back. She slipped off her pack and set her gear on the ground. Then she took a deep breath and approached the tree.


It was taller than she’d expected. She studied the gnarled branches and peeling bark, noting the scattered rock piles from the hikers—pilgrims—who had come before her. Tentatively, she reached out to touch the trunk.


Nothing.


She stayed totally motionless, but nothing happened. She didn’t feel a thing. A still, silent minute elapsed and then the wind gusted, kicking up a dust devil nearby. Delight zinged through her. Coincidence? Or something else? She didn’t used to believe in “woo-woo nonsense,” as her dad would have called it.


She didn’t used to believe in a lot of things.


Once upon a time, she’d been practical. Logical. Levelheaded. But desperation had a way of thwarting everything.


A warm tear slid down her cheek, and she brushed it away. Awe and reverence washed over her in a cooling wave. She took another deep breath. Now what? Should she say a prayer? Meditate? She’d never had the urge to build one of those damn rock piles, and now was no exception. But she had to do something to mark the moment.


Snap.


She whirled around.


“Hello?” she called, louder this time.


Molly squinted at the line of mesquite trees. A man stepped out, and her heart jumped into her throat. He was tall and broad-shouldered. The brim of a baseball cap cast a shadow over his face. As he moved closer, she got a better look at him, and relief flooded her.


“Oh, it’s you,” she huffed. “What are you doing here?”


Not answering, he took another step. She caught a flare of something in his eyes. Her gaze dropped to the leather holster at his side and she watched with disbelief as he slipped out his pistol.


She stepped back and looked at his eyes again. “What do you want?” she croaked.


His mouth spread into a bone-chilling smile. “I think you know.”









CHAPTER ONE


AVA FOLLOWED THE curve of the dirt road to the string of emergency vehicles. She checked her watch and cursed. She was later than she’d thought.


“Not good, Huck.”


The black Lab nudged her arm with his wet nose.


“We’re going to have to redeem ourselves.”


Ava passed a sheriff’s SUV and squeezed her little red car between a pair of dusty pickups from the parks department. Huck whimpered with impatience as she grabbed his lead off the seat and clipped it to his collar.


“Okay, let’s do this.”


Ava slid out. Huck hopped over the console and followed her. She felt dozens of eyes on her as she popped open the back hatch and retrieved her day pack. Hitching it onto her shoulder, Ava scanned the faces. None were familiar. All were skeptical. Several of the men wore the Henley County Sheriff’s Office backcountry uniform of HCSO ball cap, navy T-shirt, and desert-brown tactical pants.


Ava spied some park rangers in olive green milling near a blue tarp that looked like operation headquarters. Beneath the makeshift tent, two rangers studied a map that had been spread out across a pair of tables.


“Help you?”


She turned around as a man sauntered over. Tall, sixtyish, paunchy. He wore a sheriff’s office cap and a sweat-soaked golf shirt. He stopped in front of her.


Ava smiled. “Are you the incident commander?”


“I’m Sheriff Donovan.”


“Oh.” Shit. She thrust out her hand. “Ava Burch, WestTex Search and Rescue.”


He shook her hand and frowned down at Huck.


“We’re here to help with the search,” she added.


“They started five hours ago.”


“Yes, I know. I was unavoidably delayed.” She sensed a brush-off coming, and she glanced around. “Do you know who the IC is on this one?”


“That’d be Mel Tyndall,” he said, nodding in the direction of the blue tent.


“Oh, good. I’ll check in with him.”


She led Huck away before the sheriff could think of any objections. She zeroed in on the park ranger who seemed to be giving orders—a wiry man with wraparound sunglasses perched atop his shaved head. Ava stepped under the tarp, and he glanced up.


“I’m Ava with WestTex SAR. Chuck Crawford said you could use a hand today?”


Dropping the name of the chief ranger in nearby Big Bend seemed to do the trick. Tyndall stepped away from the table and looked her over.


“Are you trained up?” he asked.


“Yes.”


He glanced at Huck, who wore his red work vest. “Him, too?”


“Yep. He’s logged more than a hundred wilderness searches.”


She didn’t mention that most of those had been with a different handler. But Tyndall seemed too distracted to nitpick her credentials. He checked his watch and returned his attention to the table.


“The first teams deployed at oh nine hundred,” he said. “We’re just getting started on sector D.”


Ava stepped closer to examine the map. It was a detailed topo of Silver Canyon State Park. A small red sticker near a campground marked what had to be the PLS, or point last seen. Sections bounded by natural barriers had been marked with letters.


“We just sent a team out to Lizard Creek Trail,” Tyndall said, tapping the map.


Ava’s stomach knotted as she studied the spot. Sector D was well outside of the high-probability search area. They were getting desperate.


“You up for it?” Tyndall asked.


“Absolutely.”


He handed her a clipboard. “Sign in, and I’ll brief you on the way over.”


Ava quickly jotted her info on a card and followed the ranger to one of the dusty white pickups. She stowed her pack on the floor and hopped into the passenger seat, signaling Huck to sit on her lap.


Tyndall wasted no time pulling out and maneuvering onto the pitted dirt road that Ava had just navigated. Huck pressed his head against the glass, squirming with excitement as they passed the police vehicles.


Tyndall slid on his shades and glanced over. “You’re new to the county?”


“Been here since November,” she told him.


“Done any ops yet?”


“Three this spring in Big Bend.”


They bumped along the narrow dirt road and hung a right onto an even narrower one. Ava visualized the state park in her head. She was familiar with it, but only from a few casual day hikes. She’d never been on a search team here.


“Silver Canyon is different,” Tyndall said. “It’s rugged country.”


She turned to look at him. Big Bend wasn’t exactly a golf resort. The sprawling national park consisted of more than 800,000 untamed acres. But Ava understood what he was getting at. Silver Canyon was a new addition to Texas’s state park system, and it lacked even basic amenities.


“We’ve only got one paved road,” the ranger continued. “It makes an outer loop. The interior roads are dirt, and they tend to wash out when we get a flash flood. The only cell service is near the entrance, so everything’s by radio.”


“Okay.”


“Did Chuck tell you about the op?”


“Just that it’s a child missing.”


Tyndall nodded. “A boy, three and a half.”


Ava’s heart sank.


“Noah Dumfries. He’s been missing since oh eight hundred. Wandered off from his family’s campsite after breakfast. His mom thinks he went down to the creek to brush his teeth.”


“Have they—”


“We had a canine team there all morning. No sign of him.”


Ava looked out the window at the limestone canyon baking in the afternoon sun.


“He’s just over three feet tall, blond hair, brown eyes. He’s wearing a red Spider-Man T-shirt with blue shorts and white sneakers.”


She glanced at him. “What about the parents?”


“Mom is distraught, as you’d expect. She’s at the campsite with her other son, who’s five, in case Noah comes back. Dad is at the ranger station. He wanted to join the search, but we convinced him to stay back.”


It was standard procedure. When a child went missing there was always the depressing possibility that the parents could have something to do with it.


“Do they have any pets?” she asked.


“No idea. Why?”


“I want to understand if he’s afraid of dogs.”


“I don’t know. I can find out, though.”


He swung off the dirt road onto what looked to be a horse trail. He bumped across the feather grass and headed for the base of a tall cliff. A wooden sign came into view.


Tyndall rolled to a halt.


“Lizard Creek Trail,” he said. “The other team deployed to the east about—” He checked his watch. “Fifteen minutes ago.”


“Do they have a dog with them?”


“No. It’s two of our seasonal rangers.”


Ava’s heart sank again as she looked out the window. “Seasonal” was code for summer interns. And she knew what Tyndall was doing here. Inexperienced volunteers were being banished to the low-probability areas while law enforcement veterans conducted the real search. Ava got it—Tyndall didn’t know her from anyone. And he didn’t know Huck. All he knew was that she’d shown up five hours late and he’d never worked with her before. But with the clock ticking and only one other dog in the search party, it was a waste to give her a crap assignment. Especially with a missing child case. Under normal circumstances, a lost kid would have pulled in resources from all the neighboring counties. But a helicopter crash in Big Bend this morning had gotten a jump on everyone’s attention, and the National Park Service had no one to spare right now.


Tyndall reached into the back of his truck cab and grabbed a radio. “How much water you have there?” He nodded at her pack.


“A gallon.”


“That for both of you?”


“Yeah.”


“Better take more.” He grabbed a bottle of water from the back and handed it to her.


“Thanks.” Huck squirmed on her lap, anxious to get started. He’d been trembling with excitement since she put on his vest.


“You and your dog are Team Six,” he said. “Check in every half hour, no exceptions.”


“Okay.”


“And it’s hot out there. Don’t forget to drink.”


“Got it.” She pushed open the door.


“You’re headed west,” he continued. “Cover as much ground as you can and meet back here in four hours.” He checked his watch. “We’ll have someone here to pick you up.”


“Got it.”


“If you see anything at all, call it in. Time is of the essence.”


“I know.”


He looked Huck over with a frown, and she knew what he was thinking. With his thick black fur, he was going to melt in this heat. But Huck was tougher than he looked. They both were.


“How old is he?” Tyndall asked.


“Four.”


“And the medal on him?” He nodded at the silver medallion on his collar.


“Saint Anthony, patron saint of the lost.” She gave a self-conscious shrug. “It brings him luck.”


“Luck, huh?” Tyndall squinted through the windshield at the sunbaked cliff. “Well, we’re going on hour six here, so we need it.”









CHAPTER TWO


MISSING CHILDREN ARE an emergency. Always. Their little bodies are less able to regulate temperature, so they’re especially vulnerable to exposure. And in a place as vast and rugged as Silver Canyon State Park, additional hazards abounded: rattlesnakes, coyotes, hundred-foot cliffs. Even the anemic little creek that Ava had been following was terrifying. A child Noah’s size could drown in a bathtub.


Ava glanced up at the relentless sun that sucked moisture out of everything beneath it. She looked ahead at Huck, who trotted back and forth in front of her in his zigzag pattern. He was working the wind, as he’d been trained, tirelessly sniffing the air with his powerful nose, which could pick up anything with human scent on it, from a candy wrapper to a dropped article of clothing.


So far, nothing.


Ava checked her watch. Two long hours since she’d left the trailhead. Sweat stung her eyes, and she wiped her forehead with the back of her arm. She paused beside a boulder and dropped her pack on the dusty ground to retrieve one of her water bottles. Huck needed some, too, but right now he was intent on his work.


She took a lukewarm sip and scanned the scrub brush lining the canyon wall. Young children had a tendency to wander aimlessly until they found a place to curl up for a nap. Some would even hide from search teams, afraid of getting in trouble for being lost. So Ava had been incessantly scanning pockets of brush.


Huck halted in front of her, his nose lifted in the air. Ava froze and watched. But then his head dropped down and he resumed his zigzags. Ava tucked the water bottle away and pushed off the boulder to continue her trek.


She watched Huck, amazed by his energy. Even in this heat, he loved working, and when he had his vest on, he didn’t have an off switch. As he bounded around in front of her, she thought of the other teams, especially the canine one. She was surprised they hadn’t found something close to camp.


Of course, the parents had been there, which might have been a problem. Frantic parents threw off a lot of scent, which could have overpowered Noah’s smell and possibly confused the dog. Also, the temperature rising in the canyon could have wafted the scent up, well above the dog’s nose. Yet another challenge here was that young children didn’t throw off as much scent as adults. And still bodies—ones that were either asleep or unconscious—threw off less scent, too.


So there were all kinds of factors in play, especially in a park this size.


Ava checked her watch again and sped up her pace, unable to shake the feeling of dread that had been settling in her stomach as the hours ticked by. Scanning the canyon wall, her gaze caught on something beige and triangular.


A tent? No.


A tarp. She climbed onto a boulder for a closer look. About halfway up the slope of the canyon was a sand-colored canvas tarp that had been stretched taut to create a patch of shade. It looked like a primitive fort—just the sort of thing that would attract a kid’s attention, and her pulse quickened as she climbed closer. Nearing the tarp, she spied a small yellow tent tucked in the shade beneath it.


She glanced around for Huck, but he was sniffing along at the base of a rockslide.


Grabbing hold of a juniper tree, Ava levered herself onto the ledge. She ducked under the tarp and paused a moment for her eyes to adjust. The little tent was unzipped. Hope ballooned in her chest as she pulled back the flap and poked her head inside.


Her hope disappeared as she scanned the interior. No sleeping child curled up in the dimness. The air was utterly still, and everything was coated with a thin layer of dust, as though no one had been there in weeks, maybe months. A pile of gear in the corner included a cookstove, a hiking boot, and a blue bedroll with a carabiner clipped to it. Attached to the carabiner was a black key fob.


A chill snaked down her spine. Who would leave their car key out here? The fob seemed odd. Ditto for the hiking boot. Where was the other one? And where was its owner?


On impulse, Ava took out her phone and snapped a couple of pictures. As part of her SAR training, she’d learned to document crime scenes. She couldn’t pinpoint why, exactly, but that was what this felt like. She ducked out and snapped a shot of the exterior. A faint bark pulled her attention back to the mission. She couldn’t afford to get sidetracked, even though this place felt creepy. She put her phone away as she skimmed the surrounding area for the missing boot, or any sign of the boot’s owner. She glanced up the canyon, looking for evidence of a fire pit or any other camping equipment.


A soft whimper had her turning around.


Huck sat beside a rock pile, his ears pricked forward and his gaze fixed on hers. Ava’s heart skittered. This was his sit alert letting her know he’d found something.


“Show me,” she commanded, and he sprang into action, bounding across the creek bed. She climbed down the rocks and jogged after him, frantically searching the clumps of trees. Huck darted around a giant prickly pear cactus and behind a line of mesquite trees. Amid the fluttering green leaves, she caught a flash of red.


“Please, please, please,” she murmured.


Huck disappeared beneath the brush and barked. Ava spied a small white sneaker and a pudgy leg.


Huck danced in a circle, drunk on success and eager for his reward.


“Good boy, Huck! Good boy! Good boy!” She filled her voice with praise, even though her heart had lodged in her throat. The little body wasn’t moving. Oh God.


But then the yellow mop of hair lifted. Relief flooded her as the boy’s eyes fluttered open. His cheeks were flushed pink and his hair was matted to his head with sweat.


“Hi there.” She dropped to her knees in front of him and tried to keep her voice calm even though she wanted to whoop with joy. “You must be Noah.”


The radio crackled, and Noah’s eyes widened as he jerked away from her.


“Base to Team Six. Team Six, check in.”


Ava hit the mike. “Team Six here.” She took a deep breath. “We’ve got him.”


DETECTIVE GRANT WYCOFF got a knot in his chest as he watched the little boy.


Seven and a half hours.


Much of that during the heat of the day.


Noah sat on his mother’s lap in the back of the ambulance near the command center. Ashley Dumfries hadn’t stopped weeping since rescue workers had brought her son back from the trail. Now she fed him orange slices and kissed his little head as the paramedic dabbed ointment on the bug bites up and down his legs.


The kid was damn lucky, and his mom knew it. Noah had wandered an astonishing nine miles from his campsite before crawling under a tree to sleep. If not for the search dog, Noah probably would have spent the night out here. Given today’s heat index and his lack of fluids, he might not have survived.


“Is that her?”


Grant turned to see Connor trudging over from the line of police vehicles. His attention was fixed on the dog handler.


“Yep,” Grant said.


“She a cop?”


“Nope.”


Connor’s Henley County Sheriff’s Office T-shirt was soaked with sweat. He twisted the top off a bottle of water and eyed the woman as he took a long swig.


“Where’d she come from?” Connor asked.


“Cuervo.”


He shot Grant a look. No one really came from Cuervo, and definitely not her. Grant turned to look at the woman. She was talking on her phone beside her shiny red Fiat, which would have looked more at home in a European city than a West Texas desert. Her long blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she wore designer jeans that hugged her curves. Her pricey leather hiking boots had red laces that matched her dog’s work vest. Coincidence? Or were they color-coordinated? Maybe coordinated. Between the car and the clothes, she seemed pretty high-maintenance.


Her dog was cool, though. The Labrador sat obediently at her feet while she talked on her cell.


“No idea where she’s from originally,” Grant said.


“What’s her name?”


“Don’t know.” Grant opened the built-in toolbox in the back of his truck. “Why don’t you go find out?”


“Right.” Connor wiped the sweat from his brow. He looked like he’d just jumped in a pool. They both reeked, and neither one of them was in any shape to hit on someone.


“So, did you hear about the wreck?” Connor asked.


“No.”


“Multivehicle collision on White Bluffs Road.”


“Fatalities?”


“Not sure.”


Grant sure as hell hoped not. He tossed his SAR bag into the toolbox, then added his empty hydration pack. He’d been called out at six this morning on the helo crash, and he’d been running nonstop ever since. He hadn’t even been by the office yet and it was almost five.


Connor eyed the dog handler again. “Well, I’m headed back to Henley.”


“Need a lift?” Grant asked.


“I’m good.”


“Keep me posted on that crash.”


“Will do.”


Connor pitched his empty water bottle into a recycle bin and walked away.


Grant pulled off his rubber boots. He’d spent five straight hours combing the banks of Lizard Creek, and he’d never been so grateful to have wasted his time.


He turned to look again at the canine team that had found the boy. The handler was off her phone finally, and Grant watched with interest as she strode up to the sheriff.


“I wrote down those coordinates for you.” She handed Donovan a slip of paper. “Of the campsite?”


Donovan looked distracted as he slid the paper into his pocket.


“If you’ll give me an email address, I can send along the pictures, too,” she said.


“Pictures?”


“The photographs.” She held up her phone. “I took a handful, just in case.”


The sheriff frowned down at her. “Just in case what?”


“Just in case, you know, you guys end up needing them.”


“For what?”


“An investigation.”


“We won’t.”


She blinked up at him. “How do you know?”


The sheriff looked past her, scanning the cops and emergency workers milling along the road. Grant knew what he was looking for. A TV reporter from San Antonio had been sent out to cover the helicopter crash and then gotten wind of the lost-child story and turned up at the search headquarters. Donovan never missed an opportunity to get in front of a camera, especially when the news was good.


“Sheriff?”


“We get abandoned gear out here all the time,” he said.


“What about abandoned car keys?”


Donovan glared down at her, annoyed that someone had the balls to argue with him, especially a woman.


“Talk to the park rangers,” he said.


“But—”


“I’m running a law enforcement agency, not a lost and found.”


He walked off, leaving her in the middle of the road with her phone in her hand. She muttered a curse, and Grant had no trouble reading her lips.


He smiled and slammed his toolbox. She glanced over at him, and her gaze narrowed. She was probably lumping him into the same category as the sheriff. She stalked back to her shiny red car and yanked open the door.


“Come on, Huck.”


The dog hopped inside, and she slid in after him.


Grant retrieved his work boots from the back of his truck cab as the Fiat pulled out. He watched it speed off as he shoved his feet into his shoes. Then his phone buzzed.


“Wycoff,” he said.


“Hey, you left yet?” Connor asked him.


“I’m leaving now. Why?”


“White Bluffs is a mess. I just got the call. There’s a fatality.”


“Shit.”


“You and I are on it.”


THE TOWN OF Cuervo had one stoplight, two RV parks, and three bars. Four if you counted the BBQ joint that had a beer garden in back. The town’s economy had originally been based on mining and ranching, but that heyday was long gone, and Cuervo had spent the last fifty years languishing under the Texas sun.


Cuervo’s fortunes were changing, though. With an uptick in tourists headed to Big Bend, more and more people were stopping in Cuervo overnight, and what had once been practically a ghost town was now a quirky way station conveniently located at the gateway to three big parks. The town’s residents were an eclectic mix of river guides, rock climbers, artists, and other wandering souls who had visited the area and decided to stay. With each passing year, Cuervo attracted more people who wanted an escape from city life—or so they claimed. It was Ava’s observation that most of the people who came here brought their laptops with them and were addicted to their phones. They were junkies, really, and Ava recognized the signs because she had once been one of them.


Ava rolled to a stop at the light, and Huck whimpered from the back seat as a pair of women in yoga clothes crossed Main Street with a blue-eyed husky in tow.


“Colorado,” Ava said.


Huck whined and pressed his nose against the glass.


“No? Okay, Wyoming.”


It was a running game she played, trying to guess where people were from. Dogs were a good indicator, and the long-haired ones almost always came from the Rockies or New York.


They cruised through town and passed the pink brick building where Ava rented an office. As if on cue, her phone vibrated in the cup holder with a call from her business partner.


“Hey,” she said to Jenna. “Are you at work?”


“Just about to leave. How’d it go?”


“The callout or the hearing?”


“You had a callout?” Jenna asked.


“It came in around ten. Of course, I didn’t even know till I was on the steps of the courthouse and turned on my phone.”


Judge Chadwick and his absolutely-no-ringtones-or-you-will-be-in-contempt-of-court policy was presenting a challenge to Ava’s SAR work. She was going to have to come up with a workaround.


“What happened?” Jenna asked. She was always intrigued by Ava’s SAR calls.


“A three-year-old boy went missing out at Silver Canyon State Park.”


She gasped.


“We found him,” Ava said. “But he was gone for more than seven hours. Huck found him curled up under a mesquite tree.”


“Oh my God, is he okay?”


“Dehydrated and sunburned. But fine otherwise.”


“Poor thing must have been terrified.”


“I think the parents were more terrified than he was.”


Jenna had a four-year-old, and Ava knew she could relate.


“Well, thank God you found him. Those poor parents.”


They drove by the gas station, and Huck knew they were headed home. He whimpered softly and rested his paws on the console.


“So . . . how was the hearing? I’m almost afraid to ask,” Jenna said.


“Surprisingly good, actually. Chadwick granted our motion.”


“No way.”


“Way.”


Ava was representing a new client in a property dispute with a neighboring ranch. Less than a year ago, it was the sort of small-potatoes case that Ava would have pawned off on a first-year associate at her law firm. But her life had taken a dramatic turn since then, and this was exactly what she’d signed up for when she accepted Jenna’s invitation to go into business together. They now had the sole law firm in Cuervo, which was one of only three law firms in all of Henley County.


“I can’t believe he granted it,” Jenna said. “He’s always such a hard-ass.”


“So, speaking of locals,” Ava said, “what do you know about Sheriff Donovan?”


“Jim Donovan? He’s a blowhard.”


Ava sighed. That had been her impression, too.


“Why?” Jenna asked.


“I don’t know. I met him today and he was kind of a prick.”


“Yeah, well. He’s a good old boy. But he keeps getting reelected, so he must be doing something right.”


Ava wasn’t sure she agreed with that.


“I can’t believe it about the hearing. How come you’re not excited?” Jenna asked.


“I am excited. I’m beat, though. It’s been a long day.”


Not to mention stressful. When she’d seen that lifeless little body . . .


“Well, I’m glad you found the boy. It’s freaking hot today.”


“Tell me about it.”


“Go crack open a beer and put your feet up.”


“That’s the plan.”


“I’ll see you tomorrow.”


The road curved west, and Ava flipped her visor down as she squinted at the sinking sun. She passed a wide gate with a wrought iron M on it. Then she passed the Stoney Creek RV Park, which had been part of the McCullough family ranch until Jenna’s parents got into financial straits and sold off twenty acres abutting the highway. Ava turned onto a dirt driveway and crossed a cattle guard. Huck squirmed excitedly as she navigated the familiar ruts and neared a limestone cottage. This bit of land was still part of Jenna’s family’s ranch, and the caretaker cottage was now a rental property.


Ava parked and got out. Huck scrambled out behind her and sprinted down the slope leading to the spring-fed creek. Ava collected her gear from the back and went inside. The place was dim and cool, but not nearly cool enough. She crossed the little living area and switched on the window AC unit. Then she went to the sink and filled a plastic pitcher with cold water before grabbing a beer and going out to the back porch.


Huck was already frolicking in the shallow creek.


Ava poured water into his bowl and lowered herself onto the porch steps. In the evenings, the cottonwoods cast shadows over the cottage and cooled things down, and Ava liked to sit here and watch the fireflies come out. She untied her boots and tugged them off, along with the thick socks that were still damp.


Huck sprinted up to her and shook water all over her legs.


“Thanks.” She popped open her beer. “I needed that.”


Huck scrambled up the steps to his bowl and lapped up water. Then he shook himself off again, and Ava pulled him into a hug.


“You did good today.”


She kissed his wet fur and picked out some sticker burrs, then checked for ticks. It would take a good half hour to check him thoroughly. Sensing what was coming, Huck ducked away and raced back to the creek.


Ava took a long, cold swig. She tipped her head back to look at the pinkening sky. Not a cloud anywhere. The sun had been fierce today, and she felt a pang of guilt as she thought of Noah’s sunburned arms. What if she’d been stuck in court another two hours and hadn’t checked her phone? Just the thought made her queasy.


Music drifted over, reminding her that it was Thursday night. The RV park would be full by tomorrow, with tourists from Houston and Dallas and even Oklahoma and Colorado crowded around the fire pits. Another weekend. Another load of work to make up because she’d canceled the back half of her day.


Her gaze fell on her dusty hiking boots perched neatly on the step. Thinking of the lone boot inside that tent, she got a knot in her stomach. The boot bothered her. The car key, too. Something was off.


She got up and went inside. Her laptop sat on the dropleaf breakfast table that she used as a desk. Ava powered it up and clicked into her email. She’d sent herself the photos from her phone, and she opened them up now so she could enlarge the images on a bigger screen.


The boot was a Salomon—not cheap—and it was probably a woman’s six or seven. An animal could have come into the tent and dragged off the other boot. But why were they left there anyway? And what about the car key?


I’m running a law enforcement agency, not a lost and found.


Sexist jerk. The sheriff had been condescending toward her all afternoon, and under normal circumstances she would have simply ignored it, but his blowing off her concerns about the campsite pissed her off.


Ava hit print. Then she opened the other two photographs and printed them as well. She kept a box of office supplies in the bedroom, and she rummaged through until she found a legal-size manila envelope—very official-looking—and slipped the printouts inside. She wrote the sheriff’s name across the front, then added the word EVIDENCE and drew a box around it. She’d go to Henley tomorrow and deliver the photos herself. He couldn’t ignore the evidence if she put it right under his nose.


At least, she hoped not.









CHAPTER THREE


GRANT PULLED INTO the parking lot and slid into the empty space beside the red Fiat crossover. He studied the car as he got out. Texas plates, which he’d noticed yesterday. A parking decal, which he hadn’t. The sticker was for space number 424, but there wasn’t a four-story parking garage within a hundred miles of here.


Grant crossed the sidewalk to the Henley County Sheriff’s Office, a low brick building that had been built in the seventies. It had narrow windows and boxy brick planters. The planters had probably looked good on some architectural drawing, but Grant had never seen them filled with anything but dirt.


The building’s front door swung open, and the Fiat owner stepped out. She was overdressed again today, this time in a tight black skirt and a loose white blouse that tucked into a wide leather belt. She wore black sandals with skinny heels, and her blond hair was up in a bun.


She stared down at her phone and cursed, and once again Grant had no trouble reading her lips.


He walked over. “Hi there.”


She looked up. Recognition flickered in her eyes, and she glanced down at the badge clipped to his belt.


“Hi. You’re . . .”


“Detective Grant Wycoff, Henley County Sheriff’s Office. I was with the search yesterday. You’re Huck’s mom.”


She smiled, as he’d hoped she would.


“Ava Burch.” She dropped her phone into her purse and held out her hand. Grant shook it.


“Everything all right?” he asked.


Her eyebrows tipped up. “Why do you ask?”


“People don’t usually come to our office just for fun.”


“Oh. Well.” She glanced over her shoulder. “I had something for Sheriff Donovan. I’d hoped to catch him in person but he’s in a meeting.”


Grant smiled.


“What?” she asked.


“It’s noon.”


“And?”


“And he’s in a meeting every weekday from noon to one thirty.”


She rolled her eyes.


“You could come back,” he suggested. “He’ll probably be in after lunch.”


“I can’t. I have a deposition in Cuervo in”—she checked her watch—“thirty minutes.”


“A deposition. So, I take it you’re a lawyer, then.”


The side of her mouth quirked. “You sound disappointed.”


“Nope. I just didn’t know Cuervo had any.”


“Only two, me and my law partner.” She smiled, and he felt it right in his sternum. Ava Burch was beautiful, and he didn’t even care that she was probably from Dallas or Houston or some other big city.


“Who’d you leave it with?” he asked.


“What’s that?”


“The thing you had for the sheriff.”


“Oh.” She glanced over her shoulder again. “Someone named Hildie? She seemed very”—she appeared to be searching for a word to describe their superefficient receptionist—“in charge.”


“She is. He’ll get it.”


Hildie ran a tight ship and never misplaced a message. And she’d probably already done a search on Ava Burch’s name to see who the heck she was.


Grant gazed down at her, trying not to stare at the plump pink mouth that looked especially good when she was cursing.


The phone in her purse chimed, and she pulled it out.


“Sorry. I have to take this.” She stepped away, already putting the phone to her ear. “Good to meet you, Detective.”


“It’s Grant. And likewise.”


AVA ROLLED THE windows down as she sped toward home. She’d stayed later than she’d intended, and the shadows were already long across the arid landscape. Passing the RV park, she noticed they had the NO VACANCY sign posted.


It was going to be a busy weekend. Schools were letting out now, and people were hitting the road for their summer vacations. She was about to find out whether renting a house a stone’s throw away from an RV park was a good idea. Most likely she’d regret it, but she’d been charmed by the little limestone cottage nestled beside the creek. Plus, Jenna’s mom had offered Ava a friends-and-family discount on the rent. And when Huck had taken that first running leap into the water, Ava had thought of her dad and her heart had melted a little.


She turned onto the dirt road and surveyed the parched land around her. A trio of cows vied for shade near the fence, as close as they could get to the cottonwoods along the creek.


She parked and gathered her computer bag. It was stuffed with contracts she needed to read this weekend. But for tonight she planned to toss everything into the bedroom and not think about work. Maybe she’d fire up the Weber and grill something for dinner. And then maybe curl up with a good movie.


Rummaging for her key, she eyed the front door as she mounted the steps. No barking. No scratching. She unlocked the door and stepped into the dim, quiet house.


“Huck?”


He walked over to greet her, wagging his tail as usual. But there was no mistaking the guilt in his eyes.


“What did you do? What?” He watched her as she stepped over to check the kitchen. “Don’t lie to me, Huckleberry.”


She peered into the bedroom. A trail of tissues littered the floor. The wastebasket lay on its side, and half a dozen shoes were strewn across the rug.


“Huck!” She snatched up a Ferragamo pump. “No! We do not eat shoes!” She spied another pump peeking out from under the bed. She grabbed that one, too.


Her favorite court shoes, shredded. Somehow, he knew.


“No, sir.” She pointed a shoe at him. “Bad.”


Should she put him in time out? Scold him more? Guilt needled her because this was partly her fault. Her meetings had run long. She’d been away for six hours, and he was accustomed to going with her to the office when she needed to be out that long. But she’d had a hectic schedule today, so she’d decided to leave him home, which he’d obviously hated.


Part of her wanted to give him a pass. But her father wouldn’t have—not in a million years.


Which was probably why she wanted to.


Huck sank to the floor and rested his chin on his paws.


“Not working. You’re in trouble.” She righted the wastebasket and tossed the mangled shoes in, then scooped up all the tissue shreds.


Sighing, she dropped her computer bag and purse onto the bed. She fished out her phone and—for the hundredth time today—checked her messages. No voicemail. No email. Not that she’d expected anything. But she’d clipped her business card to the envelope as a professional courtesy.


Which of course, Jim Donovan had ignored.


I’m running a law enforcement agency, not a lost and found.


Fuming all over again, Ava stripped off her work clothes and grabbed her boots from the floor of the closet.


Huck jumped up and started wagging his tail.


“This is not a reward,” she said. But he was already practically dancing in little circles around the bedroom.


She pulled on jeans and a T-shirt and her favorite socks. She slid her feet into her boots and laced them up tight. Sunblock? No. Even her freckle-prone skin was probably fine this time of day.


Huck was trembling with glee as she retrieved her day pack from the closet and went into the kitchen. She grabbed a slice of leftover pizza from the fridge and chomped into it as she checked her supplies. She added several water bottles. Then she grabbed her phone and slid it into her back pocket as she finished off her food. Huck waited eagerly by the door, watching her every move.


It was official. She was the worst dog handler ever. He’d spent the day eating her shoes and she was rewarding him with his second-favorite activity.


She turned on the porch light, so she’d have something to come home to, and set her backpack at her feet as she locked the house. A grumbling noise had her turning around.


A black F-150 bumped up the road. Ava recognized it. Her pulse quickened as the truck rolled to a stop beside her car.


Grant Wycoff slid out. Huck barked and scrambled down the stairs.


“Stop!”


Huck halted in his tracks.


“Sit.”


He sat. Of course, now that they had company, he was being an angel. Ava went down the steps to join him.


The detective smiled as he walked over, and Ava’s heart gave a wild little thump. Broad shoulders, powerful build. Grant Wycoff was attractive in a badge-wearing-alpha-male kind of way—if you were into that. Which she definitely wasn’t.


“Evenin’,” he said with a nod. He held his hand out for Huck to sniff as he stopped in front of her.


“Hello.”


She watched him curiously as he peeled off his sunglasses. His eyes were a deep, dark brown, and he had that sharp look of someone who noticed everything. In jeans and hiking boots, he appeared to be off duty, but she saw the bulge of an ankle holster above his boot.


“How’d you know where I live?” she asked.


“Stopped by your office just now. Your law partner said I might find you here.”


Of course. Jenna had been trying to set Ava up ever since she’d moved to town. Jenna did go for badge-wearing alpha types and had never understood Ava’s aversion.


Huck thumped his tail as Grant leaned down to scratch his ears.


“You heading out someplace?” he asked.


“Yes, as a matter of fact.”


“I won’t keep you. I just had a few questions about those photos you brought in.”


She tried to mask her surprise. “Donovan showed them to you?”


“Not exactly.” He straightened and rested his hands on his lean hips. “It’s about the car key you saw. The one in the picture.”


“What about it?”


“You remember what it was?”


“What, you mean like the make of the car?”


He nodded.


“No.”


Disappointment flickered in his eyes.


“It was black. I remember that.”


“You have any more pictures besides the ones you gave the sheriff?”


“No.” She pulled her phone from her pocket and scrolled through. When she reached the two photos of the tent’s interior, she tried to zoom in on the key fob for a better look, but the angle was bad. She wished she’d taken additional shots, but the search for Noah had been more urgent.


She glanced up. “I just got the three. Sorry.”


“No problem. You remember the shape of the key fob?”


“Rectangular, I think?”


Interest sparked in his eyes. Clearly, this wasn’t just an idle question.


“You could see for yourself, you know.”


He nodded. “I plan to. You happen to have those GPS coordinates handy?”


“The sheriff didn’t give them to you?”


“No.”


She tamped down her annoyance. Donovan had probably thrown away the slip of paper she’d given him.


“Well, I recorded them on my phone,” she said. “The location is about a quarter mile off the trail in Lizard Creek Canyon.”


“I’ll give you my number and you can text me the coordinates.”


“Sure. Or we could just come with you.”


His eyebrows shot up. “Come with me?”


“To the campsite.” She nodded down at Huck, who was still sitting obediently at her feet. “We were on our way there, anyway, right when you pulled up.”


“Why?”


She shrugged. “Just following up.”


He looked skeptical of this explanation, but he didn’t pursue it. He checked his watch.


“It’s pretty late to get started,” he said.


“Late is good. It’s less hot.”


“I appreciate the offer, but I can find it.”


“Don’t be so sure. The spot is hard to see. You’re liable to miss it.”


“Not if I have the coordinates.”


“Even then. Trust me. I was actively searching for anything noteworthy in that canyon for hours, and I almost walked right by it.”


Ava crossed her arms and stared up at him, unwilling to back down. There was some sort of battle going on in his mind. He clearly didn’t want company—especially the civilian kind. But he also clearly wanted to get a look at that tent. He’d seen her pictures, and now he wanted to see it in person, which told her she’d been right. There was something suspicious about the campsite, and this detective knew it.


She nodded at Huck, who stared up at her eagerly, tail thumping.


“Look at him,” she said. “He thinks he’s going hiking. I can’t disappoint him now.”


His jaw tightened, and she knew she’d won.


“Fine.” He slid on his shades. “But I’m driving.”
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