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			Chapter One

			Thursday, Mid-October

			A bead of sweat rolled down Deputy Mattie Cobb’s face beneath the plastic guard on her helmet. She tilted her head to keep the sweat from going into her eyes and caught a glimpse of the sky. Not a cloud in sight. It was unseasonably warm for October in Denver—much warmer than in Timber Creek, where forest and meadow soaked up the sun’s rays. Here, the rays hit pavement and bent back upon themselves. 

			She’d been assigned the lead on a mission at an industrial park south of Denver. A jewelry store had been robbed at Cherry Creek Mall, and patrol officers had followed the suspects to this location. Reports indicated at least two armed suspects, possibly three, had escaped and then abandoned their Dodge Intrepid in this parking lot. Mattie and her K-9 partner, Robo, were expected to track and apprehend the fugitives. 

			Three unfamiliar officers—called by code names Red, Blue, and Green—fanned out behind her as backup. The officers carried AR-15 rifles, and Mattie, a Glock 17 handgun. 

			Mattie signaled for them to gather around. “The park is laid out in a rectangle. There are four rows of three buildings each. Starting on the left, we’ll call that row one, then two, three, and four. We’ll number the buildings, starting with one, two, and three in the first row.” Mattie counted off the buildings one through twelve, pointing out each row. “We’ll go where Robo takes us. Any questions?” 

			She waited a beat. When there were no questions, she keyed on the transmitter she wore on her shoulder and spoke to the sergeant in charge. “K-9 One reporting. In place and ready.” 

			“Copy, K-9 One. It’s a go.” 

			She rolled her shoulders inside her Kevlar vest to loosen the knots that had formed. Sweat rolled down her spine. 

			Stay focused. Don’t get distracted. And listen to your dog. 

			Robo, a ninety-pound male German shepherd, stood at her side. He wore a Kevlar dog vest and his blue nylon tracking harness. “Are you ready to work?” she asked, using excitement in her voice to increase his prey drive. Robo jumped on his hind feet, careful not to paw at her. 

			She unsnapped the leash from his collar and fixed it to her utility belt. Today, she would let him search off lead. She’d grown to trust her partner’s obedience, and she knew she should allow him to follow his own instincts. Robo’s instincts were sometimes all that stood between Mattie and a life-or-death situation—not just today, but every day they were on duty. 

			She raised her hand to signal the start of the mission. “Okay, Robo. Let’s go to work.” 

			He trotted beside her as she went to the passenger side of the Dodge. After opening the front door, she gestured toward the seat. “Scent this.” 

			He whiffed briefly, his delicate lips fluttering, and then headed away from the car, nose to the ground. Mattie signaled the others to follow as she jogged behind Robo, matching his pace. He led her down the asphalt alley between rows one and two. Mattie scanned the tops of the warehouses and spotted a vent that might hide a sniper. She crouched, pointing at it. 

			Officer Green studied it through his riflescope while the other officers followed, staying in a tight group. 

			Robo led them to the end of the building, his ears moving forward and back as he monitored the sounds in front and checked on Mattie behind. He seemed to be remembering his training to keep only a short distance between them and not to run off too fast, so she could act as backup for him. His Kevlar vest looked heavy and hot, and his paws left damp prints. She hated that, but it couldn’t be helped. He needed the protective equipment as much as she did. 

			At the end of building one, Robo paused and sniffed in two different directions. Mattie noted the position. If she was reading Robo’s signals correctly, the fugitives had probably split up at this point. Robo headed down one of the scent trails, tracking the scent he picked up on the passenger seat. 

			“They split up here,” she said to the other officers. “Red and Blue, you go that way. Green, come with me.” 

			She hurried after Robo. He headed into a narrow passageway between two buildings. It was filled with air-conditioning systems, ductwork, and vents. “Robo, wait,” she said, and he stopped. 

			She scanned the area, the back of her neck tingling. She checked Robo and noticed the fur at his neck lay flat, no hackles raised. The fugitive had come this way, but he wasn’t close now. 

			“Go on,” she told him. “Search.” 

			Her dog slipped into the area with Mattie close behind. She looked back over her shoulder to check on Green. He was scanning all directions: forward, upward, and back. Doing his job. No need to instruct him. 

			Robo dodged behind a heat vent. His tail splayed on the ground behind the vent, and Mattie knew that he’d sat, 

			indicating he’d found something. She moved forward to where she could see him. He was sitting beside a bundle, and when she came around, he touched it with his nose. 

			He’d found a leather purse wedged into a crack between the ductwork, not quite out of sight but not readily apparent. If an officer gave the spot a cursory glance, he might miss it. 

			“Good boy.” Mattie picked up the purse. Opening it, she found it filled with jewelry. She showed it to Green. He nodded, taking it from her and slipping the strap over his shoulder to carry. 

			Mattie had thought the passenger might be the one to carry the stash. Pleased that she’d asked Robo to sniff the right seat, she waved a hand back toward the scent trail. 

			“Robo, search.” 

			Robo backtracked out of the narrow space and headed on beyond the next building. He’d successfully followed the fugitive into the passageway to find the stash and then picked up the trail to follow him back out. This was a significant improvement in his skill level for tracking. Her dog never failed to amaze her. 

			At the end of the building, Robo paused and circled the area for a thorough sniffing. Mattie read his movements to mean that one or more scent trails had merged with the one they’d been following. She conjured an image of two fugitives splitting off behind while the one went to hide the stash and then joining together at this point. 

			“Wait, Robo,” she said. She keyed on her transmitter. “Officer Blue, do you read me?” 

			“Affirmative, K-9 One.” 

			“Do you have a visual on our suspects?” 

			“Negative.” 

			“Come to the southwest end of building six to rejoin for backup.” 

			“Copy that, K-9 One. Over.” 

			Mattie waited until she spotted the other two officers rounding the end of the first row of buildings. She turned back to Robo. “Okay, Robo. Search.” 

			With his nose to the ground, he headed toward the end of the third row of warehouses, across a wide, open space dotted with several parked vehicles. As Mattie ran after him, she scanned the area, finding too many places where a fugitive could set up an ambush. She started to pull back, but Robo was hot on the trail. He darted ahead, hackles raised. Mattie reacted at once. “Robo, here. Come!” 

			Robo whirled and headed toward her. A shot fired. The bullet hit the pavement, missing him by mere feet. 

			Mattie shouted at Robo to heel, and she ran in a zigzag pattern to take cover behind a white industrial van. Green stayed with her while Red and Blue hunkered down behind a delivery truck on the other side of the parking lot. She assessed the situation. No one had been injured, and Robo stood safely beside her. 

			She opened radio contact to everyone. “Do we have a location on the shooter?” 

			Officer Red responded. “Behind the third vehicle down, gray van.” 

			She peered around the end of the van that covered her. A bullet smacked the pavement a foot away from her. She ducked back behind the van, making sure Robo stayed behind her. 

			“Red and Blue, provide a diversion. Pin down the shooter with firepower. Green and I will move forward in front of the vehicles.” 

			Mattie crept forward. “Robo, heel.” They neared the front of the van, Robo so close it was as if they moved as one. Green stayed directly behind them. 

			When she rounded the front of the van, she could see a space between the building and the fronts of the next three vehicles that would provide cover. 

			“Fire now,” she ordered. 

			Shots rang out from across the parking lot. Mattie raised a hand and gave Green the signal to follow. Crouching, she jogged down the narrow passage with Robo at heel, stopping at the last vehicle, a white utility truck with racks on the side. 

			“Are there keys inside?” she asked Green, her voice quiet and firm, hiding the fact that her stomach clenched with nerves. 

			He moved down the passenger side, staying hidden from the shooter. “Affirmative.” 

			“Can you drive this truck real slow and shield me so I can get to the shooter?” 

			His face lit up with a smile. “That’s an affirmative, K-9 One.” 

			She turned on her transmitter. “Green and I plan to flush this guy out. Provide cover. Then move forward when you can.” 

			Green opened the passenger door and disappeared inside the truck. Moments later, the truck’s engine roared to life. Mattie checked Robo. He was still latched on to her left heel, following her every move. 

			“Good boy, Robo. Heel.” She kept the utility truck between her and the shooter as Green backed it slowly out of the space. The other officers continued to fire, trying to pin the guy down and neutralize him. Green drove the truck down the parking lot with Mattie and Robo creeping alongside. 

			Within seconds, the shooting stopped from behind the gray van. A black form materialized in the van’s shadow. The fugitive ran toward the building and slipped through an open door before Mattie could draw a bead on him. 

			She spoke to all the officers. “The suspect moved into building nine.” 

			Red and Blue left their position and ran to join her. 

			“Move the truck in front of the door,” she told Green, “and take cover behind it. Watch this exit. And watch for the other fugitives. Remember, we have at least two suspects out here, maybe three.” 

			She scanned the parking lot. “Red and Blue, split up and go to the other side. There’s probably another exit. Make sure we don’t lose them that way.” 

			Robo danced from side to side on his front feet as the two officers broke away and ran in different directions. But he stayed at Mattie’s heel without her having to prompt him. Green had taken cover behind the utility truck. She sprinted toward the open door, Robo close beside her, but stopped short of the opening. Taking cover at the door’s edge, she peered into the building. The dim light inside revealed nothing. She blinked and refocused. 

			“Scent this,” she spoke to Robo quietly, pointing at the invisible scent trail the fugitive had left when he charged through the doorway. “Search.” 

			Nose to the ground, Robo entered with Mattie immediately behind him. Static erupted on her headset. 

			“Halt!” Officer Red shouted. And then she heard the sounds of his breath as he started to run. 

			“Robo, wait.” She paused and listened, her eyes scanning the warehouse she’d just entered. The place was filled with rows of containers stacked from floor to ceiling, and a skid-steer loader was parked close by. Narrow alleyways branched off between the rows. She hurried to take cover behind the skid-steer. 

			Officer Red’s voice came into her headset, loud and breathless. “K-9 One. We’ve apprehended and neutralized two suspects. Do you copy?” 

			“Affirmative.” 

			“Both suspects are unarmed. Neither one is the shooter. I repeat, we do not have the shooter.” 

			“Copy that,” Mattie said. “How many exits?” 

			“Two. Your entry and one at the north end.” 

			“Green and Blue, guard both exits. Red, come inside to back us up. Can you make that happen?” 

			“Affirmative. Hold for one minute. Over.” 

			With her heart pumping more energy than she knew what to do with, Mattie waited until she saw Officer Red appear in the doorway. He signaled that he’d spotted her. 

			Mattie lifted the face guard on her helmet and shouted toward the back of the warehouse. “You are surrounded by police! We have blocked all exits. You cannot escape. Surrender at once.” 

			Silence. 

			Pulling her face guard back into place, she directed Robo toward the scent trail. “Robo, search.” As they moved forward, she signaled Officer Red to follow. 

			Robo led Mattie into a narrow passage between the rows of boxes, while Red covered her back. A wave of claustrophobia enveloped her as the boxes towered above, threatening to fall and crush. She focused on Robo’s back, watching the hair bristle and rise on the back of his neck. She scanned up and down the passageway, looking for signs of an ambush. 

			They reached an intersection, and Robo turned right. Mattie made the turn almost at the same time he did, her weapon held ready to shoot. Gliding down the narrow passage with his nose to the ground, Robo picked up speed. Mattie stayed close. 

			They came into an open space. Mattie spied the fugitive, moving away from her at an ungainly pace, his shape bulky in the dim light. 

			“Robo, take him!” 

			With lethal silence, Robo darted after the man. He leapt, striking the runner’s right arm. The gun hit the floor and skidded, scraping against the concrete. Robo’s growls filled the space as he used his weight to pull the man to his knees. 

			Mattie approached cautiously, signaling Officer Red to pick up the gun. 

			“Out!” the fugitive cried. “Robo, out!” 

			Robo turned more vicious, growling and giving the man’s arm a fierce shake. Mattie smiled. Robo’s tail was waving. 

			This is what he lives for. 

			A full suit of bite gear with extra padding around the arms and hands protected the fugitive from her dog’s terrible jaws. She let Robo have his fun for a few more seconds before she decided to call a halt. “Robo, out!” Mattie used a loud, firm voice to instruct him. 

			Robo broke away at once and backed up a step, tail still waving. 

			“Guard!” 

			Her dog crouched into guard position, mouth open, teeth exposed, jowls dripping. 

			“Have you had enough, Sergeant Madsen?” Mattie asked the fugitive. 

			The large man in the bite suit stayed on his knees and raised his hands in surrender. Mattie saw his smile beaming from behind the protective gear he wore on his face. 

			“You can call him off now, Deputy. I give up.” 

			“Robo, down.” 

			Robo dropped into a down position, but his posture said that he was ready to go again any time. 

			Madsen, Robo’s trainer, pulled off his helmet. Sweat glistened on his shiny, bald head and dripped down to roll across the tattoo of a policeman’s badge above his right ear. He grinned up at Mattie. “Well, he’s surely your dog now, Deputy. No doubt about it.” 

			Mattie smiled back. “He’s every bit the dog you made him, Sergeant. No one could ask for a better partner.” 

			“Congratulations. Now go play with your dog, and we’ll debrief here in a few minutes, after I get the hell out of this goddamn bite suit.” 

			Mattie told Robo to come with her as she pulled off her helmet and walked out into the sunshine. She felt the sweat drip down her scalp, and she ran her fingers through her hair, inviting the breeze to cool her head. Robo gamboled alongside, nosing her utility belt. 

			“Just wait a minute,” she told him. “Let me take off your vest first.” 

			She undressed Robo, gave him some water, and then took out his tennis ball, his reward for a successful exercise. Mattie tossed it out into the parkway. His nails skittered and caught as he turned to run after it. 

			Officer Red saluted her and gave her a quick smile before turning to uncuff his two prisoners. They all started to peel off their protective gear. The Simunition they’d used for the exercise was a form of nonpenetrating ammo, but it could still pack a punch on an unprotected body. These trainings were critical for Robo to teach him new abilities and to keep his entire skill set sharp. Not to mention how they enhanced the bond that was growing between Mattie and him as partners. 

			Mattie played with Robo, looking forward to an evening of drinks and camaraderie with her fellow trainees. She threw the ball and her dog bounded after it, bringing it back with a jaunty step and a proud look on his face. He gave it up readily and backed off, waiting for the next throw with eagerness apparent in his toothy grin. He would retrieve the ball as many times as she could throw it. 

			Her cell phone vibrated in her pocket. Pausing, she took it out, noticing the call came from the sheriff’s office in Timber Creek. “This is Deputy Cobb.” 

			Chief Deputy Brody’s gravelly voice rumbled through the receiver. “We’ve got a situation here, Cobb. We need you to come back tonight.” 

			“What is it?” 

			He paused for a split second. “Adrienne has gone missing.” 

			Adrienne Howard, Brody’s girlfriend. “She’s missing?” 

			“Yes. She disappeared yesterday afternoon. I haven’t seen or heard from her since.” 

			Mattie tried to think of what to say next. Brody wouldn’t want to hear it, but Adrienne could have left town on her own. Maybe even to get away from Brody; she doubted that any relationship with the chief deputy could be easy. 

			“She’s been missing only twenty-four hours?” 

			“Sheriff McCoy authorized filing a missing person’s report, even though it’s a day early. There’s no doubt about her status. When can you get back to Timber Creek?” 

			Mattie didn’t share his certainty, but there was nothing she could do about it. “I have one more debriefing and then I’ll leave. I should be back in about five hours.” 

			“ETA at seven o’clock this evening, then?” 

			“Yes.” 

			“Come right to the station. The sheriff or I will be here.” 

			“Affirmative. See you then.” 

			“And Cobb . . . thanks. We need your help on this one.” 

			“Sure, Brody.” 

			She disconnected the call, reflecting on the strain she’d heard in Brody’s voice. He really was infatuated with the woman. She hoped he wasn’t in for a big letdown. Right now, she’d bet that Adrienne Howard had run away from him. Even though Brody wasn’t on her best-friends list, she’d hate to see him broken-hearted. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Cole Walker, DVM, tied the last knot, picked the scissors out of the stainless steel tray his daughter Angela was holding for him, and snipped the suture. He leaned back on his heels and inspected the neat row of stitches he’d placed on the horse’s leg. 

			“Thanks, Angel,” he said, using the nickname he’d given his fifteen-year-old daughter when she was a toddler. “Now could you get that blue wrap from the counter?” 

			She turned away to retrieve it. 

			“This wound is superficial,” Cole told the owner, Garrett Hartman. “It should heal well, though it’s likely to leave a scar.” 

			The craggy rancher pushed his Stetson back on his head. “That’s okay. This fella works cows, not the show circuit.” 

			The quarter horse gelding stood steady and quiet in the stocks, a metal stanchion designed to hold horses while they were being worked on. His dark bay coat glistened in the overhead light that Angela had switched on as the sunlight waned. After dinner, she’d come out to the clinic to help Cole with this emergency while his youngest, eight-year-old Sophie, stayed at home with their new housekeeper, Molly Gibbs. Since his attempts at day help had all been tremendous failures, Cole was trying something new: a live-in housekeeper. He was desperate for this new arrangement to work out. 

			Angela handed him the wrap, her fingers pale and thin against the blue elastic bandage. She reminded him of his ex-wife, willowy and blonde, while his youngest took after him, sturdy and brunette. 

			“Leave this bandage on for two days and then take it off to check the wound. If it looks clean, you can apply an ointment that I’ll give you and rewrap it. If you’re concerned about how it looks, give me a call, but I don’t think you’ll have any problems with it.” Cole rolled the bandage over a gauze pad he’d placed on top of the sutures. “How’s Leslie doing these days?” 

			Cole noticed that Angela watched Garrett, awaiting his answer. He and his wife Leslie were the parents of one of her best friends, Grace, a girl who’d been murdered a few months ago. 

			Garrett cleared his throat. “She’s doing as well as can be expected, I guess. We’re awful lonely. You could come out and see us sometime, Angie, if you want.” 

			The girl nodded. “I’d like that. Maybe tomorrow after school?” 

			“Sure, I’ll tell Leslie.” 

			“Can Mrs. Gibbs take me and Sophie out together, Dad?” 

			“Okay,” Cole said. “Would it be all right for Sophie to visit too, Garrett?” 

			Lines crinkled the weathered skin around the corners of Garrett’s light blue eyes. It did Cole’s heart good to see his friend smile, something lacking the last few times they’d visited. 

			“Sure,” Garrett said. “Leslie will be glad to see both you girls.” 

			Angela ran a hand down the gelding’s back and then used her fingers to rub in a circular motion along each side of his spine. Cole recognized the technique Adrienne Howard had taught her for relaxing the muscles that connected to the vertebrae. The gelding’s eyelids drooped as he visibly melted under her touch. 

			Although many owners across the country were using therapeutic massage to help rehabilitate performance horses with strained muscles and injuries, Cole had to wonder if it would ever catch on with the ranchers around Timber Creek. Adrienne seemed dedicated to learning and practicing these specialized techniques, and she’d been willing to work at no charge, so several of Cole’s clients had offered their horses to help enhance her training. Only time would tell if she could turn her volunteer work into a form of income. 

			“Dad, what did you find out about Adrienne?” Angela asked as she continued to massage the gelding. “Did you call her work?” 

			“Yeah. The lady I talked to said they don’t know where she is.” 

			“What’s this about?” Garrett asked. 

			“Adrienne Howard. She works and lives out at Valley Vista hot springs. She’s a massage therapist the kids and I met about a month ago. She’s been coming to the clinic to practice massage on horses.” 

			“She was supposed to come this afternoon, but she didn’t show,” Angela said. 

			“Maybe she forgot,” Garrett said. “I seem to do a lot of that lately.” 

			Cole shook his head. “I doubt it. She had several appointments, and it’s not like her to miss them.” 

			“There’s no reason for concern, is there?” Garrett said. 

			But Cole could read the concern in his friend’s eyes anyway. And why wouldn’t he worry? After what happened to Grace, they all did. “I don’t know what to think. Anya, the therapist I talked to, told me Adrienne worked yesterday morning 

			at the hot springs, business as usual. She was scheduled to have the afternoon off, but she didn’t come home last night. I don’t know . . . maybe she just decided to take off. People do that sometimes.” 

			“I’d sure be worried,” Garrett said with a frown. 

			“Apparently her coworkers notified the sheriff’s office that she’s missing.” 

			“Have you called Mattie to ask her what’s going on?” Angela asked. 

			“No, Mattie’s in Denver today at a training exercise. She’ll be back tomorrow. I’ll check in with her then.” 

			“We need to do something before tomorrow, Dad.” Angela’s tone sounded reproachful, nothing new to Cole. He’d had a hard time pleasing his eldest lately. 

			“I’m sure the sheriff’s office is taking care of things,” Cole said, hoping that would put her mind at ease. 

			But Garrett wasn’t ready to rest easy either. “What if she’s the victim of foul play, like our Grace? We need to see how we can help find this lady. I’ll call the sheriff’s office and see if he wants to mobilize the sheriff’s posse to search for her.” 

			Cole had joined the sheriff’s posse himself after Grace’s death last summer. The group of mounted volunteers helped with crowd control at county events and rodeos, as well as search and rescue in the local wilderness area. 

			Angela was giving Cole a look that he found irritating. “It’s a big country we’ve got here,” he said, trying to explain. “I don’t know where we’d start to look. Maybe Adrienne decided to leave town on her own. We don’t know yet if she’s truly missing.” 

			“Well, we’ve got to do something to find out. We can’t just sit around and wait,” Angela said. 

			“We might not have a choice.” Cole finished wrapping the gelding’s leg and stood. “I tell you what. I’ll call Sheriff McCoy and see if they know anything yet. Why don’t you go ahead and load this guy, Garrett. Maybe by then we’ll have some answers.” 

			Cole released the end of the stocks and swung the side bar wide, so Garrett could back the gelding out. Its shod hooves scraped the concrete floor as it moved out of the equine treatment room. Angela followed Garrett and the horse outside, leaving Cole alone as he pulled out his cell phone and scrolled to the sheriff’s office phone number. The trouble with drug traffic through town last summer had made him cautious, and he’d placed both Deputy Mattie Cobb and the sheriff’s office on his contact list. 

			A woman answered the phone. “Timber Creek County Sheriff.” 

			Cole identified himself. “I’m a friend of Adrienne Howard’s, and I’m worried about her. I’m wondering if I could talk to Sheriff McCoy.” 

			After only a brief time on hold, Cole recognized the sheriff’s voice immediately. Its deep, rich timbre was unmistakable. “Hello, Cole. I understand you’re calling about Adrienne Howard.” 

			Cole explained the relationship he had with Adrienne and how she’d missed her appointment earlier in the day. “The kids and I are worried about her, so I thought I’d call and see if anything had changed.” 

			The sheriff hesitated, as if choosing his words carefully. “We’re taking her absence seriously, Cole. I’m concerned enough that I’ve authorized a missing person’s report.” 

			“I don’t know Adrienne very well, but it seemed out of character for her not to show up today. Is there anything I can do?” 

			“What time were you expecting her?” 

			“At three o’clock. She schedules horse clients at my clinic.” 

			“That’s good to know. We need to interview people who worked with Adrienne. Can you make a list of clients that she’s seen in the past few weeks? We’ll need names and phone numbers.” 

			“We have some confidentiality issues that would prohibit me from doing that, but I’ll do my best. Angie and I can make a list tonight and get permission for you to call. I don’t anticipate any problems with that. We’ll have it for you as soon as possible.” 

			Garrett and Angela came back into the treatment room, Garrett’s eyes searching out Cole’s. The grief that lingered in his friend’s face caused an icy tingle to run up Cole’s spine, giving him a bad feeling. 

			“I have Garrett Hartman here at the clinic with me, Sheriff. If you get a lead that calls for a search party, let us know and we’ll activate the posse.” Cole hesitated but decided to go ahead and ask. “When do you expect Deputy Cobb to return?” 

			“She’s on her way right now. We expect her around seven.” 

			It seemed odd, but knowing Mattie would return soon made him feel a little better. 

			Cole said good-bye and disconnected the call. He shared the details he’d gleaned from the sheriff with Garrett and Angela. Anxiety pinched his daughter’s face. She’d formed a bond with Adrienne while they worked together here at the clinic. Angie had been through a lot lately. First his divorce, then Grace’s death, and now this. The strain was beginning to show. 

			“Come here, Angie,” Cole said, sheltering her under his arm and bringing her close for a one-arm hug. “The sheriff wants us to make a list of Adrienne’s clients. That gives us something we can do to help.” 

			“You and your sister are still welcome to come out after school tomorrow,” Garrett told her. 

			Angela nodded. “Tell Leslie hello for me.” 

			Garrett’s face lightened somewhat. “I surely will. She’ll be happy to hear from you. I’d better get on the road now.” 

			Cole and Angela followed him outside and watched him drive away, down the lane that led past the house and then out to the highway. Cole put his arm around Angela’s shoulders while they stood, and she seemed to take comfort from the gesture. 

			“Let’s clean up and get started on that list. I need to call everyone before we turn it over to the sheriff, and I’d like to get it to him tonight.” 

			“Okay.” 

			As Cole followed her into the clinic, he thanked his lucky stars that his own daughters were here with him, safe at home. If he lost one of them, the way the Hartmans had lost their Grace, it would kill him. The girls’ mother had checked out of their lives last spring and seemed to have turned her back on them. He still couldn’t understand what Liv was thinking. He may never. Didn’t she know what she was doing to her kids? 

			While he cleaned up the treatment room, he thought of Adrienne. She was dedicated to her profession and was a bundle of energy. Did she have a mother that worried about her? A father? He knew very little about the woman except that she was kind, caring, and had a gift for easing tight muscles in people and horses. 

			He hoped that everything would be all right and that someone would hear from her soon. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Shortly before seven, Mattie drove past the lane that led to Cole’s clinic. The new Ford Explorer the county had purchased for the K-9 unit had eaten up the miles between Denver and Timber Creek, so she’d made excellent time. She glanced down the lane but could see nothing, shrubs and trees blocking her view of both the house and the vet clinic. The property felt familiar. Since meeting Cole Walker and his daughters last August, they’d become friends. 

			She started to call Cole to tell him she was back in town but decided that would be silly. Although they shared dinner once in a while and spent occasional evenings sitting on his front porch with his kids—watching Robo and the Walkers’ dog, Belle, play and talking about everything from dogs to stars and constellations—it wasn’t like they were a couple or anything. Nothing like that. They were friends; that was all. 

			Mattie wished she’d been able to at least catch a glimpse of him. 

			Within minutes, she pulled up in front of the Timber Creek County Sheriff’s Department, parked her SUV, and unloaded Robo from the back. He’d slept most of the way, and now he trotted beside her at heel, waving his tail, fresh and sassy. She, on the other hand, felt like it had been a very long, hot 

			day. She wished she had time to go home and shower, but it couldn’t be helped. She’d promised Brody seven o’clock, and now she would deliver. 

			She was surprised to see Rainbow sitting at the dispatcher’s desk. Her shift should have ended hours ago. Relief crossed the dispatcher’s face when Mattie and Robo came through the front door. 

			“Oh, Mattie,” Rainbow said, quick tears welling, her voice almost breathless. She brushed a strand of blonde hair back away from her face. “Thank goodness you’re here. I know you were supposed to have the weekend off, but we need you. Adrienne disappeared, and I think something bad has happened to her. You know how you get that feeling in your gut sometimes, that feeling of dread? Well, I’ve had it all day. You know what I mean, don’t you?” Rainbow paused for a breath, searching Mattie’s face with reddened eyes. 

			Rainbow had made friends with the hot springs crowd early last summer, and evidently she’d become close friends with Adrienne Howard. 

			“I know what you mean,” Mattie said. “But why do you feel that way? Maybe she’s just decided to leave town for the weekend, to take a break.” 

			Rainbow shook her head. “No, Adrienne would never do that. She would never go away without telling someone—she knows we’d worry. Besides, she loves her life. She was unhappy before she came here, but she loves what she’s doing.” Rainbow glanced at Brody’s office, and Mattie followed her gaze. His door was closed. Rainbow continued in a near whisper. “She loves Deputy Brody, too. She would never leave him. He’s about to go crazy with worry, you know.” 

			“What do you think happened to her?” 

			“We don’t know.” Rainbow’s voice caught. “I think she went on a hike yesterday afternoon and something happened. Maybe she fell or twisted her ankle.” 

			Brody’s door opened and he came through it. “Cobb. How long have you been here?” 

			Mattie couldn’t believe how bad Brody looked. Shadow darkened his unshaven jaw, and his icy blue eyes appeared bloodshot and tired. She guessed he’d not slept since Adrienne failed to show up last evening. “I just got in.” 

			Brody started toward the briefing room. “Come with me. Rainbow, notify the sheriff that I’m starting to brief Deputy Cobb.” 

			“I will,” Rainbow said, reaching for the phone. “Do you want him to come back to the station?” 

			“That’s his decision. He told me to let him know when Cobb arrived.” 

			“Got it.” 

			“He went home for dinner,” Brody said to Mattie as she followed him into the briefing room, Robo at heel. Her dog seemed to love that heeling position, the lesson they’d reinforced during the training exercise today, and he chose to stick by her side without being told. 

			The dry-erase board had been wheeled to the front of the room, an eight-by-ten blow-up of what looked like Adrienne’s driver’s licence photo posted at the top. Mattie recognized her: pretty face, blonde shoulder-length hair, gray eyes, and a happy smile. She also recognized Brody’s handwriting on the board. He’d summarized the investigation to date. Evidently, he didn’t share her suspicion that Adrienne left town of her own free will, and it was obvious that Rainbow didn’t either. And both of them knew the woman much better than she did. 

			“Sit,” Brody said, gesturing to a chair. 

			Robo sat at Mattie’s heel. 

			She glanced down at him and suppressed a smile. He was panting slightly, his deep brown eyes meeting hers as if anticipating her next wish. He was being such an obedient guy today. 

			“I’ll stand. I’ve been sitting for hours. What do you have so far?” she asked. 

			Brody pointed to the top of the board where yesterday’s date was written. “Missing since Wednesday afternoon. Worked at Valley Vista hot springs yesterday morning, took the afternoon off. Presumably went for a hike. Took her car. Left her purse, money, credit cards at home.” 

			That last detail influenced Mattie’s opinion: no one ran away without money and credit cards, unless they’d established a secret bank account somewhere and wanted to disappear without a trace. Could Adrienne have done that kind of planning? And if so, why? 

			“Deputy Johnson and I have driven over half the county last night and today, checking places I know she likes to hike. Covered Ute Canyon, Butterfly Pass, Old Flowers Trail, and the others listed here.” Brody waved a hand down a long list of hiking trails near Timber Creek. “Her car isn’t parked at any of the trail heads.” 

			“Have you issued a BOLO on the car?” Mattie asked. 

			“Yes. This afternoon.” 

			The door behind her opened. Mattie turned to see Sheriff McCoy enter the room. A large African American man, Abraham McCoy exuded quiet confidence. His serene expression countered Brody’s anxious one, and she appreciated the calming presence the sheriff carried with him. 

			“Welcome home, Deputy Cobb,” he said. “Thank you for coming back early.” 

			“Not a problem. I hope I can help.” 

			“We anticipate needing Robo to search as soon as we locate Miss Howard’s car.” McCoy took a seat at a table. “Go ahead, Chief Deputy,” he said to Brody. 

			Mattie turned her attention back to the board. Brody indicated the next point: Mother—Velda Howard. 

			“Velda Howard is Adrienne’s mother, but they’re estranged. I contacted her this morning to see if she knows anything. She lives in Hightower.” Hightower was only about thirty miles from Timber Creek. “She hasn’t talked to Adrienne for six years. Had no idea that she moved here. She says Adrienne left home for California six years ago with her high school sweetheart, Kevin Conrad. She hasn’t heard from her since.” 

			“Why are they estranged?” Mattie asked. 

			“Mother didn’t approve of her choice of boyfriends.” 

			Mattie nodded and looked at the next point: Kevin Conrad. 

			“I found the old boyfriend today. He’s still living in California. Spoke with him on the phone. He and Adrienne split up five years ago. Said he didn’t know where she moved, didn’t talk with her after she left.” 

			Brody had literally covered a lot of territory; no wonder he looked so exhausted. 

			“Was the split amicable?” She was wondering if foul play from an ex could be involved. 

			“Yes, according to him. He’s married now and has a kid.” 

			“And were you able to confirm that he’s actually in California, both today and yesterday? He hasn’t been here in Timber Creek?” 

			“Yes. He gave me the name of his employer. I confirmed the phone number from a public source. He was at work both days. It’s legit.” 

			Brody’s hand moved to the next point: Residence/ Employment—Valley Vista Hot Springs. “Dean Hornsby—what a piece of work that guy is—won’t give permission to search the yurt where she lives or the one where she does massage. And Judge Taylor won’t issue a search warrant until Adrienne’s been missing forty-eight hours.” 

			Hornsby, the owner of the hot springs resort, had been a suspect in the Grace Hartman case. Detective Stella LoSasso, who’d helped with the case, had dubbed the ineffective and soft-looking man “the tampon king of Arizona.” He’d sold an inherited personal products business prior to moving to Timber Creek and investing the proceeds into Valley Vista hot springs, hoping to turn it into a popular, yet rustic, health spa. No, the man wouldn’t be willing to assume the risk and responsibility for permitting an unwarranted search. But maybe Anya, the other massage therapist, could provide information. 

			“Have you talked with Anya Yamamoto yet?” Mattie asked. 

			“Yes. She confirmed Miss Howard was missing this morning,” McCoy said. “She believes that Adrienne went hiking yesterday afternoon, which is also Deputy Brody’s opinion.” 

			Rainbow’s too, Mattie thought. 

			Brody pointed to the next item: Massage Therapy Clients— Cole Walker. This point surprised Mattie. She didn’t know Cole was involved at the hot springs. 

			“Adrienne has been working with Walker at his clinic, doing massage on horses,” Brody said. “She was scheduled to be there at three o’clock this afternoon, and he called in after she didn’t show. We don’t know for sure yet, but this means she might’ve gone on a stable or farm call yesterday afternoon instead of a hike. Adrienne keeps her own horse client schedule, and no one else seems to be privy to it. Walker is putting together a list of clients for us to contact. We’ll follow up to see if she had an appointment with any of them or if she mentioned where she might be yesterday afternoon to anyone.” 

			“When will we have that list?” Mattie asked. 

			“Any time now. He planned to call each one to skirt around confidentiality issues.” 

			Mattie nodded. “Maybe we can get someone at the hot springs to do the same. We should interview all of Adrienne’s clients. Who knows what they discuss during a session? Maybe one of them will have a lead.” 

			“I’ll call Anya Yamamoto and suggest it,” McCoy said. 

			Brody added Massage Therapy Clients—Hot Springs to the board. 

			Mattie thought of something else. “What about her cell phone, Brody?” 

			“I’m not sure where it is. She always keeps it with her.” 

			“I’ll see if Ms. Yamamoto can find it at the hot springs,” McCoy said. “Any other ideas for next steps?” 

			“I have a few more trailheads to check for her car,” Brody said. 

			“Have you alerted the forest rangers on that BOLO? Sandy Benson and her crew were the ones who found Grace Hartman’s car for us,” Mattie said. 

			“Yes, I spoke with Ranger Benson,” McCoy said. “They’re on it.” 

			Mattie looked at Brody, taking in his haggard appearance. “With all due respect, it’s important for you to get some sleep tonight, Brody. Tell Benson where you want the rangers to search and then go home. Once we find that car, we’re going to need you on the ground. Not everyone can take on those hiking trails, you know. You and Johnson are the only ones who can keep up with Robo and me.” 

			Brody straightened and stared at her hard. She stared right back at him. 

			“Deputy Cobb’s right,” McCoy said. “We need to employ all the help we’ve got, and the rangers can take over searching the trailheads into the wilderness area. Now, is there anything else we should discuss?” 

			The thought crossed Mattie’s mind that there was still a possibility that the woman had decided to rabbit on her own, but she kept it to herself. It appeared she was the only one in the room who had doubts. Sheriff McCoy took the utilization of resources seriously, and his commitment appeared to be 100 percent. She remained silent. 

			“Deputy Cobb, call Dr. Walker and see if he has some people you can interview,” McCoy said. “Let’s get started on that list.” 

			“I’ll call Benson,” Brody said. 

			“You need to go home, Deputy Brody,” McCoy said. “We’ll notify you if we get a serious lead.” 

			Brody didn’t respond. Instead, he turned to write Cell Phone on the dry-erase board. 

			“Tomorrow I’m going to establish a tip line and run it through the front desk. The weekly paper will run the ad in the morning,” McCoy said. 

			Mattie nodded and prepared to leave, looking down at her partner. During the discussion, Robo had lain near her feet and followed their conversation with pricked ears. 

			“You ready to roll, Robo?” she asked. 

			He scrambled to his feet and followed her out to the lobby where Rainbow still sat at the dispatcher’s desk, her reddened eyes dark with fatigue. 

			“Why are you working the night shift?” Mattie asked her. 

			“Sam Corns couldn’t come in tonight.” 

			“You can turn it over to the answering service, can’t you?” 

			Rainbow shook her head. “I can’t take that chance. Someone might call in about Adrienne. Unless it’s an emergency, we wouldn’t get the message until morning.” 

			Mattie paused and took a long look at her friend. Usually perky and dressed in flowing garments, today she wore a T-shirt and khakis, her blonde hair scraped back in a ponytail with wispy strands falling down. Rainbow had brought Mattie soups and casseroles while she was recuperating from an injury she’d sustained when making a dangerous arrest last August. If there was any woman in this town she could call a friend, Rainbow would be the one. 

			Until recently, Mattie had believed friendships were like baggage, and she’d preferred to travel light through life. Lately, though, she’d allowed a few people to breach the walls she’d put up around herself. She cared about Rainbow and hated to see her so distressed. 

			“Notify the answering service to call me if anything comes in,” Mattie said. “Then go home and get some sleep. We need you on the day shift. Sheriff McCoy says a tip line will be advertised in tomorrow’s paper.” 

			A tear slipped down Rainbow’s cheek. She blotted it with a tissue she held ready and looked away. “I just can’t keep myself from imagining her out there in the forest somewhere, hurt and suffering. I’m so afraid for her.” 

			Mattie reached out and put her hand on Rainbow’s arm. “Worrying like that isn’t going to help. Being here to answer the phone tomorrow will.” 

			Rainbow dabbed her eyes, looking down at her lap. “You’re right. I’ll make sure the answering service knows to call you on your cell phone.” 

			“Perfect.” Mattie withdrew her hand. 

			“I promise I’ll stay on this until we find her, Rainbow. Robo and I will do everything we can to bring Adrienne home.” 

			Rainbow gave her a thin smile. “I can’t tell you how much better I feel, just knowing you’re back home. If anyone can find her out there, you two can.” 

			The K-9 unit’s reputation for tracking had been elevated last summer. Mattie hoped that under these new circumstances, Rainbow’s confidence in them wouldn’t be misplaced. 

			After saying good-night, she went to the staff office to call Cole. She swiped to her contacts list and tapped on his number. 

			“Hello, Mattie,” he answered. “I heard you were coming back tonight.” 

			He sounded happy to hear from her, and something gave her heart a squeeze. “And I heard you’re helping us get leads on people who might know something about Adrienne Howard.” 

			“Angie and I are working on that right now. Almost done.” 

			“Good. I want to get some names and numbers from you so I can get started.” 

			“All right. Here goes.” Cole dictated the first part of his list while Mattie recorded the information. 

			“I didn’t know that Adrienne was working with you,” she said when they finished. 

			“She’s working with some of my clients’ horses. Volunteering for now, but I think she plans to expand her career in that direction eventually.” 

			“Do you think she was seeing a client yesterday afternoon?” Mattie asked. 

			“So far every client I’ve called has told me ‘no’ to that question. I don’t track her schedule, though, so I don’t know.” 

			“Her friends think she might have gone hiking.” Mattie wondered how well Cole knew Adrienne. “Do you know anything about where she might have gone?” 

			“No, I’m sorry I don’t. I know very little about her beyond her massage skills for horses. I don’t know anything about her personal life.” 

			Mattie felt a vague sense of relief but stayed focused on her own business. “Deputy Brody has searched several trailheads for her car. We also have the rangers looking.” 

			“Good.” 

			She paused, deciding to venture into territory that he’d already shared. “How are things going with Mrs. Gibbs?” 

			“Well, the jury’s still out. So far the verdict seems split.” 

			She smiled, thinking he might be speaking in code, since he was working at the clinic with Angela. “Let me guess. Sophie for, Angie against.” 

			“You’ve got that right.” His voice reflected the smile that Mattie could picture, soft with a little sideways quirk. She heard a lighter voice murmur in the background. “Angie says to tell you she knows we’re talking about Mrs. Gibbs.” 

			Angela was a hard one to slip past. Mattie’s smile widened. “Oh.” 

			“She wants to talk to you.” 

			“Sure. Pass me over to her.” 

			Angela’s voice came into the receiver. “Mattie?” 

			“Hey.” 

			“Hey.” The teen’s voice sounded tight and stressed when she continued. “I’m worried about Adrienne.” 

			“We’re on it, Angie. We’re doing what we can to find her.” 

			“Do you think someone shot her and buried her in the mountains like Grace?” 

			Mattie’s breath caught. The poor girl. No teenager’s mind should have to conjure that image as her number-one fear. “We have no evidence whatsoever that would point to that, Angie.” 

			“I’ve just been thinking, you know.” 

			“I know what you mean. Sometimes we can’t help but think of the worst. Especially when such a bad thing happened so recently. But nothing indicates that Adrienne could be a victim of foul play.” She tried to soothe the girl. “We hope she’s out in the high country, took a wrong turn or something, and she’ll either show up soon or we’ll find her. Once we find her car, we’ll know where to look. And the rangers are helping us with that.” 

			“Okay, that sounds good. Can we help you search if you find her car?” 

			“Maybe, but the last thing we want is for people to get lost. We have a list of volunteers we can turn to who are familiar with the wilderness area around here if we need them.” 

			“I want to help.” 

			“I’ll write you in at the top of my list to call if the right job turns up.” 

			“Thanks, Mattie.” Again there was a voice in the background, this time much deeper. “Dad wants to talk to you again.” 

			“Okay.” Mattie and Angela exchanged good-byes. 

			“So you’ll let us know if there’s anything more we can do?” Cole asked. 

			“Yes. I’ll stay in touch.” 

			“Thanks.” He paused, and she wondered what else he wanted to say. “Be careful, Mattie.” 

			“Always. Good luck on the other thing—Mrs. Gibbs.” 

			She could hear his smile in his words. “Thanks, I’ll need it.” 

			As she said good-bye, she realized how even the sound of Cole’s voice seemed to relax her. 

			Setting her personal life aside, she refocused and picked up her phone. It was eight o’clock, and she had a lot of calls to make before it grew too late. She hoped someone would know something that could turn up a lead. 
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