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			Chapter 1

			Tuesday, Mid-April

			“Whom do you trust, Mattie?”

			Mattie drew her knees up, hugging them to her chest. The question her therapist posed made her pause to think. Finally, she answered. “Robo.”

			From across the living room, where he was lying on his dog bed, her German shepherd cocked his head, ears pricked.

			Although the Skype image on Mattie’s laptop wavered occasionally, it was still clear enough to see the change in her therapist’s expression. The kindness in Dr. Lisa Callahan’s smile radiated warmth that could melt even Mattie’s reserve.

			When her brother, Willie, contacted her last fall after years of silence, he’d opened a Pandora’s box of repressed memories centering on her abusive father that had sent her reeling. She’d been unable to process them by herself, so she’d sought counseling with Lisa, a therapist who specialized in trauma and often worked with cops and soldiers.

			“Robo has evidently proven himself trustworthy,” Lisa said. “What does it feel like inside your body when you think about trusting Robo?”

			Every week for the past two months, they’d talked about feelings, and Mattie knew the drill—eyes closed to search inside before opening them to share what she’d found. “It feels safe. With Robo, I can let down my guard. Relax.”

			Mattie sat on her living room floor, her back to the couch, her laptop on the coffee table in front of her. While Lisa waited for her to expand on her response, she squirmed inside, but she couldn’t think of anything else to say.

			Lisa let her off the hook. “Safety is a basic human need. I imagine it’s a relief to let down your guard.”

			“Yeah.” A spiral notebook that Mattie used for assignments and journaling sat on the table beside her computer, and she flipped open the cover, picked up a pen, and wrote the word “Trust” on a blank page, underlining it twice. “Trust is a hard one for me.”

			“It’s hard for a lot of people. Let’s focus on that feeling you get when you’re relaxing with Robo. Re-establish that feeling.”

			Exhausted from months of poor sleep, Mattie tried, but a niggling twinge of anxiety had crept in and tightened her chest.

			“Think of one of your friends,” Lisa said, “and how you feel about the concept of trust with that person.”

			Mattie thought of Cole Walker, the local veterinarian, but her feelings for him were so balled up, she didn’t want to untangle them in front of her therapist. “I don’t have many friends.”

			“Colleagues then. You’ve talked about some of the people at work before.”

			Mattie shook her head. The first person that came to mind was Chief Deputy Ken Brody.

			“What?” Lisa asked, apparently in response to the expression on Mattie’s face.

			“I was thinking about Brody. I would trust him with my life, but I’d never trust him with my feelings.”

			“That’s a good observation.”

			“There’s no one I’d rather have at my back, but I wouldn’t share anything personal with him.”

			“Pay attention to that part for a moment . . . that feeling of guarding yourself. Then tell me about it.”

			Mattie needed only a second. She was well aware of this feeling—t his wariness of others. It seemed like her approach with the entire world. “There’s a sort of tightness in my muscles through my whole body. Like I’m going to need to protect myself.”

			“Fight or flight.”

			“Yeah.”

			“That’s good work, Mattie. You’re much more aware of your body’s reactions to your feelings than you were before. And I especially like how you can isolate how you feel about your colleague Brody. Let’s move on to another person you work with.”

			Instantly, Mattie thought of the departmental dispatcher, with her flowing, hippie-like garments and wide-open approach to life. “Rainbow. I guess I would call her a friend. Yeah, she’s a friend even though we don’t have much in common.”

			Lisa nodded. “How about your level of trust with her?”

			“She’s easy to be around, but I don’t share my feelings with her. Not anything important anyway.”

			Lisa used that look, the expression that meant I’m listening; keep talking.

			So Mattie did. “Rainbow is a kind person. She wouldn’t do any-thing to hurt me on purpose. I don’t think she’d try to hurt anyone. I guess I don’t tell her much because she’s the one who does the talking when we’re together.”

			“These are probably all reasons why you would call her a friend. Do you think you could share something about yourself with her?”

			Mattie rolled her shoulders. “Right now, I’m having trouble staying relaxed, and my muscles are pretty tight. But I think Rain-bow is the type of person I could trust.”

			“There are times when the brain tells you that you’re okay even when your body is guarding or holding itself ready to protect you, either emotionally or physically. Pay attention to that. That’s part of emotional self-reliance.”

			Mattie picked up her pen and wrote “Emotional self-reliance” in her notebook.

			“Let’s do this exercise with one other person . . . the woman who recently moved to Timber Creek, the detective you’ve mentioned whom you seem to like.”

			When Mattie closed her eyes, she discovered a feeling of lightness and warmth there associated with the brassy detective that surprised her. She grinned. “Stella LoSasso. She’s like a cross between a mother hen and Godzilla.”

			Lisa smiled back. “And trust?”

			“I guess I would trust her with almost anything. She’d have my back in a shootout, and she looks out for my best interests. She already knows my deepest secrets, but she doesn’t judge me. Well, I guess I could say she judges me all the time, but not in a bad way. More like she wants what’s best for me. That’s the mother hen part.”

			“Sounds like qualities you appreciate.”

			Mattie’s phone vibrated against the coffee table. She’d turned off the ringer during her therapy session but left the phone where she could see it. An emergency text told her to call the sheriff’s department.

			“I’m getting a call from the station, Lisa. I need to check in.”

			Lisa frowned. “All right, but I hate for you to miss your session. You look like you need it. How are you sleeping, Mattie?”

			“Not very well.” Flashes of memory had been haunting her for months, and sleepless nights stacked up one after another. Only when total exhaustion took over could she fall asleep.

			“It’s time to address this issue,” Lisa said. “Is there a place in your town where you can get some bodywork, like massage or craniosacral therapy?”

			Anya Yamamoto at the Valley Vista hot springs did massage, but . . . no way. “I’m not sure.”

			“That’s your assignment this week. Take a look at what’s avail-able in the area. The other thing you might consider is breath training and stretching. A yoga class could combine both.”

			“I don’t think we have yoga classes in Timber Creek.”

			“While you’re looking for a massage therapist, ask around about yoga, too. I think the running that you started as a teen has helped you with your emotions all these years. But I think you should add in more stretching, even if you do it on your own.”

			Urgency built inside her. She needed to call the department and didn’t have time for this. “I can do that. But, Lisa, I really need to sign off now.”

			Lisa gave her a look. “Okay. But think about trust and emotional self-reliance and what they mean to you, and we’ll discuss it at your next session.”

			By the time Lisa confirmed their next appointment and signed off, Mattie’s shoulders had tightened into knots. She made eye con-tact with Robo, and he lifted his head eagerly.

			“Come here.” After scrambling up from his cushion, he came to her and sat, and she hugged him close while she dialed into the office.

			Sam Corns, the night dispatcher, answered. “Mattie, we need you to go to the junior high. We got a girl missing from there. Brody will meet you out front.”

			Her thoughts leapt to Sophie and Angela Walker, Cole’s daughters. She loved those kids as if they were her own, but her feelings for their father had grown complicated. Despite her yearning to be a part of their family, she’d had to take a step back a few months ago.

			“Who is the girl?”

			“Last name—Banks.”

			Her relief turned to guilt. Someone’s daughter was missing. “Tell Brody I’ll be right there.”

			She slipped on a khaki coverall with the Timber Creek County Sheriff’s Department emblem on the sleeve and hurried to retrieve her service weapon from the gun safe mounted on the wall inside her bed-room closet. Robo dogged her tracks and then broke out in his happy dance when she went to the door. He loped to their vehicle, full of energy.

			It took only a few minutes to get to Timber Creek Junior High. She parked curbside on the street that ran directly in front of the decades-old, redbrick building that dominated the campus. A subsidiary, mobile building that housed classrooms sat next to it.

			The sun had traveled to linger above the western mountains; shadows were long, and the springtime air cool. Mattie rolled down her windows.

			“You’re going to stay here,” she told Robo, watching his ears fall. “I’ll be right back.”

			Giving Robo one last glance, she saw that he’d resigned himself to stay, watching her from the back window, and she walked up the sidewalk toward the school’s entrance. Brody and the school principal, along with a man and a woman she didn’t recognize, stood at the base of the steps that led to an ornate portico that ran along the middle of the building, its white columns freshly painted.

			“I think you already know Deputy Cobb, Mrs. Ketler,” Brody said when Mattie joined the group.

			“Yes.” The principal offered a handshake.

			“And these are Candace’s parents, Burt and Juanita Banks.” Mattie scanned their faces while they shook hands. Burt’s bloodshot brown eyes dominated his rather square face, and Mattie caught a whiff of alcohol when he said hello. He had a bushy beard and wore his dark hair slicked back from his forehead.

			Juanita Banks appeared small as she stood beside her husband. She’d wrapped a saggy black sweater around herself, clutching it in place with crossed arms. Dark circles underlined her rather narrow-set green eyes. Her straggly brunette hair appeared to have escaped the anchor at the nape of her neck hours ago, and her grip felt limp and clammy when she shook hands.

			“What’s the concern, Mr. and Mrs. Banks?” Mattie could have asked Brody, but she wanted to hear it directly from the parents. It also gave Brody a chance to hear them state the problem twice, a method commonly used with missing children.

			“Candace hasn’t come home, and she was supposed to be there three hours ago.” Despite the smell of alcohol, Burt seemed sober enough when he spoke. “We came to see if she stayed at school.”

			“We didn’t have any after-s chool activities today,” Mrs. Ketler said. “As far as I know, Candace left with the other children at the end of the day.”

			“At what time?” Mattie asked.

			“Three o’clock.”

			“Did you see her leave?”

			Mrs. Ketler shook her head. “I didn’t. I’ve contacted one of the teachers that supervised the children’s departure, but she didn’t notice Candace leave specifically. As you can imagine, we have a great deal of foot traffic out front here when the final bell rings.”

			Mattie remembered it. She’d gone to this very school herself, and she’d driven past or sat out front in her cruiser at the end of the school day many a time since hiring on with the sheriff. It was a zoo out here that time of day. But she still wasn’t sure why this girl’s failure to return home on time would warrant calling out two off-duty police officers. She looked at Brody.

			“Candace has asthma, and Mr. and Mrs. Banks are concerned that she’s gone someplace alone and had an attack,” Brody said.

			Now it came clear. Mattie looked at Juanita. “How severe is her condition?”

			“Bad.” Juanita started to say more, but her husband interrupted. “She takes medicine after school but didn’t get home to take it today.”

			Mattie looked at Burt. “And you were home then?”

			“He wasn’t.” Juanita looked down at the ground and muttered under her breath, “Even though he was supposed to be.”

			“The boys were at home,” Burt said. “They said they never saw her.”

			“Are you sure she didn’t go home, take her medicine, and go out again?” Mattie asked.

			“The boys were watching TV,” Juanita said, giving Burt a side-long glance. “They would have noticed their sister come in. She wasn’t there to fix them a snack, and that made an impression.”

			“Does Candace carry a rescue inhaler or something like that?” “She does,” Juanita said, “when she remembers it. It’s in her bedroom on her dresser today.”

			Brody nodded toward Mattie’s SUV. “I thought we’d try to fol-low her with Robo.”

			Mattie scanned the premises, imagining all those footsteps and different scent trails coming out the large, double doors of the school, crossing over the portico in a human herd, passing down the steps and spilling out into the schoolyard. Even as she stood there eyeing the area, several boys that looked to be in their early teens came onto the property and headed toward them, laughing and jostling each other. “Hi, Mrs. Ketler,” one of them called.

			“Hi, Jimmy,” she called back. “Excuse me a minute. Those boys share some of Candace’s classes. I’m going to ask if they’ve seen her.”

			As the principal walked away, Mattie could almost see the woman’s scent trail mingling with all the others on the sidewalk. What Brody had in mind would be a Herculean task for Robo.

			Mattie turned to the parents. “Do you have an article of Can-dace’s clothing with you?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“If I ask my dog to search for her, I’ll need something that Can-dace wore recently, not something that’s been freshly laundered. A “There’s might be a sweat shirt in the back seat of the car,” Juanita said.

			“Wait a minute and I’ll go with you. I should be the one to handle it.”

			Juanita’s brow furrowed. “Why’s that?”

			“It keeps your scent from mingling with Candace’s. Which way is your house?” Mattie thought she’d start Robo working in the direction toward the girl’s home, out about forty or fifty feet to avoid the scent congestion here at the front door.

			Burt pointed to the west, into the older part of town, and gave her their address, a location a few blocks from her own house.

			Mrs. Ketler came back, the teenage boys drifting along in her wake. Mattie noticed an older couple who looked like they might be out for an evening stroll walking past on the sidewalk. Scent trails everywhere.

			“The boys haven’t seen Candace, and they don’t recall seeing her leave the school,” the principal said as she rejoined the group.

			“I’ll go see if we have a scent article,” Mattie said to Brody before turning to Juanita. “Let’s go to your car.”

			Juanita led her to an older sedan with faded blue paint parked near where Robo was waiting. She opened the rear door and exposed the interior. Both the seat and floor were filled with clutter: fast-food bags and wrappers, papers and receipts, jackets and sweat shirts. Juanita pointed to a turquoise hoodie lying on the floor. “That one belongs to Candace.”

			“I’ll pick it up after I get a bag from my vehicle to put it in. Do you have a picture of Candace with you?”

			Juanita opened the front door on the passenger side and pulled out a handbag. She rifled through its contents and extracted a wallet, which she opened, then searched through the plastic sleeves holding photos. “Here’s one, but it’s old,” she said, handing it to Mattie.

			It must have been taken several years ago. Candace looked maybe seven or eight years old. “How old is she now?”

			“Thirteen. I think this was her third-grade picture.”

			Mattie stored the image in her memory—curly brown hair, the same brown eyes of her father and narrow features of her mother, although not as extreme. Very cute. The girl reminded her of Sophie Walker.

			She used her cell phone to take a snapshot of the photo and passed the picture back to Juanita. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.”

			After retrieving a bag from her SUV, Mattie placed the hoodie inside and zipped it shut. She could feel Robo’s eyes drilling into her and figured he knew exactly what was going on. She told Juanita to rejoin the others and then returned to him. He began to jump around inside his compartment, making the car bounce, his energy level shooting through the roof.

			Wishing she’d had time to give him the evening exercise she knew he so desperately needed, Mattie opened up the back hatch, and Robo rushed the door. “Wait,” she told him using a stern voice. “Sit.”

			Robo eased into a hovering sit, watching her eagerly while she took out his equipment. She exchanged his leather collar for the working one made of blue nylon and put on the tracking harness they used when searching for people. He charged toward the door again.

			“Wait!” She felt responsible for setting up this energy bomb inside her partner. “Settle down. You need to listen.”

			She poured a splash of water into his collapsible bowl to moisten his mucus membranes and enhance his scenting ability. Despite his distraction, he lapped a few times.

			After strapping on her utility belt, she placed the bagged sweat shirt into one of its pockets and clipped a short leash onto Robo’s collar. “Okay, you can unload.”

			Robo leapt down and circled at her feet, barely able to contain his excitement. Avoiding getting entangled in the leash, Mattie told him to heel and led him to a tree. “Take a break.”

			She stayed with routine, although Robo barely lifted his leg before beginning to circle again. Frustrated by her dog’s lack of focus, she commanded him to heel and led him westward on the sidewalk.

			Fatigue made her body feel sluggish and heavy, but she tried to stride out and project the role of leader. Although Robo pushed the boundary between heel position and surging out front, he seemed to make an effort to do as he was told. Mattie headed to a place about fifty feet from the school, in a direction she assumed Candace would take to go home. She planned to quarter that area to see if Robo could pick up a scent trail.

			Once there, Mattie told Robo to sit while she exchanged the short leash for a longer one, clipping it onto his harness. Typically she would let him search off leash, but today it didn’t seem like a good idea.

			She opened the bag that held the scent article and let him poke his head inside. He gave it a thorough sniffing before she took it away. “Search.”

			Robo put his nose to the ground, sniffed a couple times, then raised his head to trot toward the west. Mattie let the leash play out about ten feet, keeping it slack to give Robo the freedom to go where his nose might take him. Instead, he trotted up to a tree on the edge of the schoolyard, lifted his leg, and marked the tree as his territory.

			Astonished, Mattie tugged the leash tight in a harsh correction. He’d never reacted to a search command like that before. Taking a moment to redirect his attention, she lowered the scent article for him again, but he didn’t seem interested. Mattie gave him another search command.

			He milled around the bushes and trees, sniffing and pawing, and then moved to another clump of foliage. Mattie checked each time to see what was holding his attention, but he didn’t stay long enough in an area to indicate he was finding anything. He seemed to be flit-ting from one interesting scent to another and not focusing on his job. Testing her authority.

			Growing impatient, Mattie snatched the leash in both hands and yanked Robo’s collar, pulling him back beside her at heel position. “Robo, sit. You know better. Listen to me!”

			Brody sauntered over to join them, thumbs hooked at the top of his utility belt. “What’s up, Cobb?”

			Mattie gave him an exasperated look. “He’s not finding any-thing. This is asking too much, trying to find one scent trail in a schoolyard.”

			Brody nodded as he studied her. “Looks like he’s not even trying.”

			The truth in his observation did nothing to dampen her temper. “Give us some time,” she snapped.

			“Take all the time you want,” he said, lengthening his words in the oh-so-patient tone he sometimes used. “But let me make an observation.”

			Mattie met his gaze, narrowing her eyes at him. He was treading on her territory.

			“You’re not working together like you usually do. He’s got all the energy, and you’ve got nothin’.”

			She struggled to control her temper. Brody might actually be onto something. Her exhaustion and Robo’s lack of exercise were a bad mix.

			“Start over,” Brody said. “Chat him up like you usually do. Get yourself excited, too.”

			“Is that all?”

			Brody shrugged one shoulder. “Just sayin’.”

			“We’ll try again.” She turned away before glancing back and nodding toward the people who were gathering at the front of the school. “Can you do something about this crowd?”

			“I’ll take care of it.” Brody strode back toward the school.

			“Heel,” she told Robo, and began jogging toward the vehicle. While headed in that direction, she decided to swing wide and jog around the perimeter of the schoolyard to give her dog the exercise he craved. Robo trotted at her side, his mouth opening in a happy grin.

			I should have done this in the first place.

			Mattie completed two laps around the block, went back to her SUV, and offered Robo some water. He drank it eagerly. Then she began the patter that revved up his prey drive.

			“You wanna go to work now, Robo? Do ya?” She continued to use a high-pitched voice as she led him toward the southwest corner of the property, avoiding the west side, where he’d failed to work previously. He pranced beside her in heel position and waved his tail, his eyes fixed on her as if awaiting instruction; he appeared much more like himself—intent and on the job.

			Brody had dispersed the crowd, although a few people lingered around the school boundary, as if hoping to watch the show. Mat-tie decided to ignore them. Once she’d reached the point where she wanted to start, she asked Robo to sniff the scent article. This time he gave it his full attention and went right to work, quartering the area she directed, nose to the ground, and moving his head back and forth as he searched. She unsnapped his leash and trusted him to do his job, hurrying behind to keep up, occasionally directing him to sweep around the school perimeter in a large circle.

			When they reached the east side, Robo hesitated at the sidewalk, giving it a thorough sniffing. Then he trotted away from the school, keeping his nose to the ground. Surprised, Mattie followed.

			She glanced behind to see Brody following at a distance, alone. Before she turned her attention back to Robo, she heard Brody shout at a group of boys to stay put, and she knew he’d keep the bystanders in line so that she and her dog could focus on the track.

			Robo led her eastward for several blocks and then across the street, heading for the high school. He kept his nose down and didn’t hesitate; Mattie felt certain Candace had come this way instead of going west toward her home. Robo continued along the sidewalk toward Timber Creek High and then turned onto school property.

			He skirted the edge of the school, moving along the rough stone and metal siding of the walls toward the side doorway. His ears pricked forward, and he paused to sniff the sidewalk, circling the area outside the door, nose down. Mattie imagined the trail he’d been on mingling with all those scents left by other kids, and she feared he’d lose the track.

			But Robo kept searching, and he stayed with it until he moved off again toward the far corner of the building. From there, he picked up speed, heading up a well-trodden pathway that led to the hill at the backside of the building, which students had dubbed Smoker’s Hill even before her own tenure.

			The steep incline challenged Mattie’s tired muscles. She’d walked this trail countless times as a teen—and yes, once she’d been one of the teenage smokers the hill was named for—but it had been years since she’d been back here. Even so, nothing had changed. Same elevation rising at a diagonal toward the top, same vegetation made up of dry grasses, rabbit brush, sharp yucca and cactus, everything just beginning to green. Same boulders and outcroppings dotting the hillside, providing plenty of places to hide.

			Ambush. Something she thought of every time she followed Robo into this type of terrain. She scanned the hillside, telling her-self she was silly to worry.

			This is the hill behind the school, right here in town, for Pete’s sake. Still, she kept a watchful eye on the boulders as she climbed.

			Would she find Candace up here, casually sharing a cigarette or a joint with a friend? Surely a kid with asthma would know better than to smoke.

			Robo continued up the trail, his ears darting forward and back. About halfway to the top, he breached a rise that led into a depression surrounded by scattered boulders and rocks of all sizes. After following him down into the bowl, she scanned the area, realizing no one could see her from the bottom of the hill. Isolated.

			There were changes on the ground, torn sod and footprints, as if there’d been a scuffle. They spoke to her.

			Something’s wrong.

			The hair on her neck rose about the same time it did on Robo’s. Something bad had happened here; Robo could feel it, and so could she. She glanced behind her to see if Brody was near, but the rise blocked her view.

			She hurried to keep up with Robo, who was trotting off trail now and heading around a rocky outcropping farther up the hill-side. He disappeared behind it, and Mattie ran to keep him in sight. Sprinting uphill, she rounded the rocky area and found him sitting beside a clump of rabbit brush, staring at her.

			“What is it? What did you find?”

			She spotted something under the brush. Denim . . . jeans. The setting sun provided dim light. Shadows gradually took shape. Jean-clad legs.

			Mattie squatted beside Robo, gently pushing the brush aside so she could see what lay beneath. She heard and felt Brody come up beside her, but she couldn’t divert her gaze to look at him.

			The girl lay on her back, hands folded on her chest, eyes closed. Only the broken fingernails, blue-tinted lips, and red abrasions on her face belied her peaceful repose. Curly brown hair—no doubt it was Candace. Dead.

			Mattie sucked in a breath and slipped an arm around Robo, hugging him close while her eyes rose to meet Brody’s shocked expression.

			“Shit, Cobb,” he muttered. “What the hell’s going on in this town?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Cole Walker glanced around the dinner table and smiled with satisfaction. Both his daughters sat in their seats wearing pleasant expressions and looking happy. When his kids were happy, he was happy. Things were good.

			Angela, who’d been through a rough patch and appeared to be coming out on the other side, sat across from him and met his gaze with her blue eyes—so like her mother’s. She wore her blond hair pulled back in a ponytail, and a few strands had fallen loose to curve around her face.

			Sophie, her brunette curls tied back with one of the gauzy scarfs she’d taken to lately—this one a brilliant turquoise and one of her many favorite colors—sat in her place on Cole’s left. Her brown eyes twinkling, she leaned over to kiss Belle, who was sitting beside the girl, watching her every move. Their Bernese mountain dog was an avid Sophie fan during mealtime. Bruno, their Doberman pinscher, sat on the floor between Cole and Sophie, waiting his turn for her attention.

			Cole absently stroked the top of Bruno’s head, where the black hair grew straight and silky between his ears, while he thought of how things had improved since last fall when he’d made the decision to seek counseling for his daughters. After their mother left them a year ago and then refused to see them, and then one of Angela’s friends had been killed last summer, the girls had been overwhelmed with grief and confusion. Mattie had encouraged him to seek professional help, and thank goodness he’d followed her advice.

			The high school counselor had recommended a therapist in Willow Springs who specialized in child and family counseling, and while at first the weekly visits had been difficult, the sessions had proven to be a worthwhile investment. Now they made the trip only as needed, and although life could still be a bit bumpy—when was life with two kids not?—things had smoothed out considerably.

			“Platz,” Cole murmured to Bruno as Mrs. Gibbs approached the table bearing a platter with roasted chicken, potatoes, and carrots accompanied by their delicious aroma. The big dog went into down position, and Cole gave him a final pat on the head. Bruno had been trained in Germany, and although he was now fully bilingual, having quickly picked up English commands, the entire family enjoyed reinforcing his German vocabulary.

			“This looks mighty fine,” Cole said, counting his lucky stars once again for their resident housekeeper. Molly Gibbs had joined them last fall, creating some rebellious turf protection from Angela, but the woman’s unflagging support and genuine concern for his children’s wellbeing had eventually won over even the recalcitrant teenager. Along with a little help from their therapist.

			Mrs. Gibbs flashed him a quick smile to acknowledge his appreciation, making the crow’s feet at her green eyes crinkle. After placing the platter in the middle of the table, she took her seat to his right, unfolded her cloth napkin, and placed it in her lap, smoothing it over her black trousers. The rest of them followed suit while Cole recalled pizza boxes, hamburger wrappers, and paper napkins from takeout during the months he’d spent trying to do everything on his own after Olivia left.

			“Angela has a fantastic plan for the school yearbook,” Mrs. Gibbs said in her lilting Irish brogue. She nudged the platter Cole’s way for him to serve. “Do you want to tell your dad about it?”

			Angie began talking about her work on the yearbook commit-tee, mentioning photo layouts and page spreads, her face and voice animated, her enjoyment of the project apparent.

			As soon as he filled Sophie’s plate, she slipped Belle a small piece of chicken. Placing a hand on her arm to get her attention, he shook his head no. She grinned, showing the small gap between her large front incisors.

			He shifted his focus back on Angela, who hadn’t paused in her monologue. Her being this chatty was a rare thing, and he was grateful for her involvement in something wholesome at school.

			Lord knows there are plenty of other things she could be involved with that could get her into trouble.

			His cell phone jingled inside his pocket. Angie narrowed her eyes when he reached for it.

			“I’ll just check to see who’s calling,” he said, knowing how much she hated for his work to interfere with their family time. He’d grown to respect that.

			He didn’t recognize the number, so he pushed the call through to voice mail. He’d hoped it might be Mattie. Although she’d shared meals with them often during the winter months, she seemed pre-occupied lately and had turned down his invitations. He missed her.

			“Go on,” he said to Angela, putting the phone back in his pocket. Apparently mollified, she continued to describe the yearbook cover. After listening and commenting for a few more minutes, Cole decided it was time to include Sophie in the conversation. It might keep her from slipping tidbits to Belle.

			“That all sounds great, Angel,” he said. “What about you Sophie? What’s going on at your school?”

			She shrugged, giving him that vacant look children get when asked to sum up their day. “Nothing.”

			“You know what? I looked at the calendar this morning and realized your birthday is next week.”

			“You shall be nine years old, dear Sophie,” Mrs. Gibbs said with a grin. She wore her gray hair short and permed tightly against her head like a cap, looking every bit the role of grandma that she seemed to be fitting into, a role that Cole’s own mother didn’t seem to want. “What shall we do to celebrate, young miss?”

			Sophie’s face lit up. “Can we have cake?”

			“Why certainly. You can choose what kind. Shall we have a party?” Mrs. Gibbs shot him a look, asking his opinion.

			“We might do that,” Cole said, although he didn’t want to have to deal with a large gaggle of giggling girls. “It depends on what you have in mind.”

			“You should have a sleepover,” Angie advised.

			Sophie’s face took on a look of wonder. “I’ve never had a sleepover before.”

			Cole realized that neither of the girls invited their friends over like they used to before Olivia left. Were sleepovers a rite of passage for girls Sophie’s age? He turned to his housekeeper. She had two daughters who appeared to be self-supporting adults; she apparently knew what she was doing when it came to raising girls. “What do you think, Mrs. Gibbs?”

			“I think it’s a fine idea.” She drew both Sophie and Angela in with her gaze. “We should keep it small, only three guests at most. We could have your favorite dinner.”

			“Hamburgers,” Sophie said.

			“Yes, and cake and ice cream. Angela and I could plan some games, and we could tell stories. So many delightful things we could do.”

			With Mrs. Gibbs taking charge, Cole was growing to like the idea more and more. “Maybe we could play charades or Pictionary.”

			Mrs. Gibbs nodded at him, and he felt a glow at being included in their camaraderie. These instances when his family clicked were rare and something he treasured.

			His cell phone jingled again. When he checked caller ID, he realized it was the same number from earlier. “This is the same caller. Someone might have an emergency. I’ll be right back.” As he excused himself from the table, he checked in on Angie, glad to see that she seemed too excited and involved with planning Sophie’s party to be miffed with him.

			He connected the call. “This is Dr. Walker.”

			A male voice boomed in his ear, making him pull the phone away. “Hello. Dr. Walker?”

			“Yes, this is Dr. Walker.”

			“Gus Tilley,” the man fairly shouted.

			Cole had done work for Gus before, although it had been quite some time since he’d last seen him. “Hi, Gus.”

			“I got a problem.”

			There was a long pause. When the man didn’t go on, Cole filled the gap. “What’s wrong?”

			“It’s Dodger. You remember Dodger?”

			“Your dog, right?” Tan and white, mixed breed, neutered male, medium size, friendly with strangers. He could conjure the dog better than an image of Gus. But then, that wasn’t unusual.

			“Yep. He’s got somethin’ in his ear.”

			“Can you see it?”

			“His ear?”

			“No, I mean the thing inside his ear. Have you taken a look?” “I can’t see anything, but he’s holding his ear funny, and he keeps scratching at it.”

			Cole thought of a grass awn, a wiry seeded-out stem that worked its way into a dog’s fur or crevices and could cause an infection after it burrowed in. The dog probably needed his attention, but it didn’t classify as an emergency.

			“It could be a grass awn, Gus. I could take a look at him in the morning.”

			“I . . . uh . . . I don’t know. Can you look in there tonight?”

			“The office is closed. Emergencies only. Do you feel like this is an emergency?”

			He answered quickly. “Yes, it is. He needs us to help him tonight.”

			Gus was a bachelor who lived up Soldier Canyon Road in a log cabin that sat on a small acreage near the national forest. He kept a few head of cows and a horse, which he’d called Cole out to work on for routine things like inoculations. Though an odd man, he seemed quite fond of his dog and the posse of feral cats that lived in the barn.

			The distress Cole heard in Gus’s voice tugged at him. “I’ll see him tonight if you think it can’t wait. How soon can you get here?”

			“I’m at the edge of town at the gas station. A few minutes.”

			So Gus had already driven the half hour into town from his home. No wonder he insisted on being seen. “I’ll meet you at the clinic.”

			Cole disconnected the call and went back into the kitchen, where the three women in his life were involved in a lively discussion. Mrs. Gibbs had picked up pad and pen while he’d been gone and was taking notes. Perhaps this simple party had become an extravaganza while he’d turned his back, and he hoped things hadn’t gotten out of hand.

			“Sorry, but I have an emergency at the clinic. Should only take twenty or thirty minutes, and then I’ll be back.” He scanned the three faces tilted his way and decided they all appeared okay with the news. He was in the clear. “You girls want to come with me?”

			“I’ve got homework, Dad,” Angie said. “Better not.”

			“I’ll go.” Sophie jumped up from the table and carried her dishes to the sink.

			Cole cleared his own dishes, thanking Mrs. Gibbs for dinner. He heard Angie offer to help load the dishwasher, but Mrs. Gibbs declined and told her to go ahead and do her schoolwork.

			“Grab a jacket, Sophie,” he said. “Real quick. Gus will be here any minute.” In fact he heard the sound of a vehicle rattling past as he stepped into the garage and opened the door. Sophie trotted through the kitchen, dragging her jacket with one arm through a sleeve and Belle dogging her tracks.

			“Belle, you stay here,” Cole told the dog, making her stop in stride. The big dog sat and gazed longingly at the door with her ears low.

			“We’ll be back soon, Belle,” Sophie reassured her in a lilting voice as she followed Cole, shutting the door firmly so that Belle wouldn’t be tempted to challenge their decision.

			“Load up into the truck,” Cole said. “Gus just went by.”

			The clinic was only about two hundred yards farther up the lane, so Cole and the girls usually walked the short distance, but he didn’t want to keep Gus waiting. He opened the near door of his truck, which carried a mobile vet unit in the bed, and hoisted Sophie up into the driver’s seat, where she scrambled over to the passenger side.

			At the clinic, Cole recognized Gus and Dodger standing out front, waiting. One of Dodger’s perky ears was lopped over and rolled back, and even while Cole helped Sophie down from the truck, the dog sat and carefully dug at the inside of the ear with his hind paw.

			Gus had changed since Cole last saw him. The tall, lanky man had grown even thinner, and his pale-blue eyes were sunken in his gaunt face. He’d let his sandy hair and beard grow long, both streaked with gray. Cole might not have recognized him if he’d met him on the street.

			As they approached, Cole introduced his daughter. “This is Mr. Tilley, Sophie. Gus, my youngest, Sophie.”

			Gus cast his eyes toward the ground and took off his battered and stained felt hat. Fingering the brim, he murmured a how-do-you-do, while Sophie chimed in with her friendly hello. Then the man slouched into an anxious-looking heap as he examined the area in front of the clinic, keeping his gaze on anything but Sophie.

			As Cole took in the man’s sagging clothes, shaggy beard, and sunken eyes, he wondered if he’d been sick. He turned to unlock the clinic door. “How have you been, Gus?”

			“I’m fine, Dr. Walker. You?”

			“Can’t complain. Let’s bring Dodger in here to the exam room.” Cole held the door open for the man to enter and then went to swing the exam room door wide as well. Sophie skipped across the lobby, following Gus and his dog and looking pleased with her evening adventure. She went to the far side of the room, grabbed a pair of latex gloves, and pulled them on, getting ready to work. Cole suppressed a smile.

			“Let me take a look at you, Dodger,” he said, holding out his hand for the dog to sniff. They’d met before at his place, and the dog seemed as friendly as he’d been on his own turf. “Can we lift him up to the exam table, Gus?”

			“I can do it.” Gus easily lifted the dog onto the table and held him steady in a light grasp. Dodger opened his mouth and panted. Nervous.

			“So it’s this ear, right? Can you hold his head for me, like this?” Cole demonstrated how he wanted Gus to secure the dog’s head, and then picking up his otoscope, he held the ear firmly so he could take a thorough look. The ear was reddened where the dog had been scratching, but he couldn’t see any foreign objects lodged in it. No grass seed or stem, no ticks, no mites. Nothing but the irritation.

			He reached for some antiseptic ear cleanser. “His ear looks irritated, but there’s nothing in there that I can see. I’ll clean his ears out for him. Maybe he once had something in it, and he’s gotten it out on his own. Or he reacted to some grass or something.”

			Cole squirted a small amount of cleanser into Dodger’s ear, set down the bottle, and rubbed the liquid into the ear canal. As soon as Cole set down the ear wash, Sophie moved forward to pick it up. She stood beside him, holding the bottle ready so she could hand it to him for the next ear. “I don’t think there’s anything in there now, Gus, but I’ll send this home with you so you can clean his ears out daily for a few days. If it doesn’t get any better, call me and I’ll take another look.”

			Gus watched Cole demonstrate how to clean and then wipe out Dodger’s ears. Using a low, conspiratorial tone, he asked, “Do you think somebody put something in his ear and then took it out?”

			The question surprised Cole. “Why would someone do that?” “Maybe they wanted to make him sick.” Gus shifted his eyes away from Cole, giving him a sidelong glance.

			“I don’t know why anyone would want to do that. Do you?” “To get at me.”

			“Why, Gus? Are you having trouble with someone?” Cole was thinking of a neighbor dispute. They weren’t unheard of out in the woods. People squabbled over boundaries, water rights, fences, you name it. “A neighbor?”

			Gus shook his head, his gaze darting away from Cole’s each time he tried to hold onto it.

			“Do you think someone did something to Dodger’s ear?” Cole asked.

			“I’m not sure,” Gus said, and he appeared to be backpedaling. “Probably not.”

			“Because if you do, we could have someone from the county humane society investigate. There are laws about injuring an animal on purpose. You don’t have to put up with it.”

			Gus shifted his feet. “I don’t know. Don’t want that.”

			Cole had finished washing Dodger’s other ear. “Let me take one more look in that ear and make sure we didn’t dislodge something when we cleaned it.” Both ears were bright pink after the cleaning, and Cole still found nothing.

			Gus lifted his dog down to the floor, both of them looking relieved to end the procedure. Following the two into the lobby, Cole went to the backside of the reception desk to enter the visit into the computer and settle up the charges. He could hear Sophie begin spritzing the exam table with antiseptic spray, cleanup being her favorite part of working at the clinic. He knew she would wipe the table until the stainless-steel top shined.

			After paying his bill, Gus turned to leave, leading Dodger across the lobby to the front door.

			“Let me know how he’s doing tomorrow, Gus. Give me a call sometime in the morning.” Cole followed him outside.

			“I will, Doc. I’ll keep an eye on him tonight.”

			It looked like Gus needed rest more than Dodger needed some-one to worry over him. “Just get some sleep. Dodger will be okay.” After following Gus outside, Cole watched him load the dog into his truck cab and drive away. The lop-eared Dodger took his seat on the passenger side, his silhouette in the back window.

			Gus seemed stressed or nervous or . . . something, Cole thought. Something seemed off, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.

			. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Her arm still around Robo, Mattie knelt beside the girl’s body taking in the details. She let herself slump forward, sharp pebbles digging into her knees. This was the third dead body Robo had found in less than a year. If their mission was to reduce crime here in Timber Creek, they weren’t doing a very good job.

			Brody’s knees popped as he squatted beside the girl’s head. Neither of them touched the body. “Blue lips. Suffocation?”

			“Asthma attack? Or something worse.” Mattie gestured toward Candace’s face and then her hands. “Several scrapes on her face. Something abrasive against it. And look at these fingernails. Broken. Scrapes on her hands, too. She fought.”

			A pit opened in Mattie’s stomach. Someone killed this kid.

			“Yep. Better treat this one as a homicide,” Brody said, his voice pitched so low, it was a growl.

			“What about this posing?” Mattie said, nodding toward the girl’s hands crossed upon her chest.

			“Someone who knew her.”

			She wondered if it could be more than that. “Someone who might have cared about her?”

			“Maybe.”

			Mattie roused herself and scanned the area. The rocky out-cropping surrounded them, blocking sight from all directions but skyward. It gave her a hinky feeling. Someone could be hidden, watching. “Do you think the killer is still around?”

			Brody stood and scanned the area. “Doubt it.”

			“Robo could probably find his trail, see where he went.” Brody nodded. “Do it.”

			Mattie stood and gestured away from the girl’s body, encouraging Robo to sniff the perimeter around the site. “Can you find the bad guy, Robo? Find the bad guy. Search.”

			Patrol dogs didn’t always need a scent article to track someone, especially if the target was fleeing the scene of a crime. The guilty often emitted a sweat that left an odor dogs could pick up readily, and Mattie hoped that would be the case here.

			“Do you need backup?” Brody called to her as she followed her dog downhill.

			“You’ll have to stay here until the others come.” Mattie threw the words over her shoulder. “Follow me when you can.”

			Robo showed no hesitation, putting his nose to the ground and trotting away from the gravesite, telling Mattie that whoever left Candace under the brush must have also left a strong scent trail. Maybe this wasn’t a stone cold killing. Maybe Candace’s death had horrified the person responsible. Someone who knew the child and cared about her enough to pose her in that peaceful way. The thought made her nauseous, and she focused her full attention back on Robo.

			Smoker’s Hill was a bare hogback with its sloping side nestled up to the high school and a ridge running along the top. Robo headed down but away from the school, farther south beyond the area where she’d observed signs of a struggle. Skirting around cactus, yucca, and sagebrush, he continued downhill while Mattie jogged behind, keeping an eye on the terrain at her feet while glancing ahead to spot a possible ambush. Chances of someone lying in wait seemed slim; she supposed the fugitive she was tracking would have tried to put as much distance as possible between him and the girl’s body.

			It didn’t take long for Robo to reach the bottom of the hill, and he came to a stop at a rusty barbed wire fence that ran along the barrow ditch beside Highway 12, the major highway in and out of Timber Creek. When Mattie joined him at the fence, he crouched and began to crawl under the bottom strand. She pulled it up to give him more space below the sharp barbs. Once he was clear, she pushed the strand down-ward so she could squeeze between it and the middle one. A barb poked her in the back and caught her khaki coverall as she scooted through. She pulled away from it, hearing the fabric rip. No matter. She was used to getting tears in her uniforms while following Robo, and Mama T, her foster mother, helped her mend them.

			Robo went along the road with his nose to the ground, stopping ten yards away and sniffing in all directions. Then he came back and sat at the edge of the highway. Dead end.

			The guy must’ve parked his vehicle here. If he’d parked right, he’d have entered the driver’s side. But who knew? Speculation wouldn’t get them very far.

			But the tire tracks left at the side of the road might.

			“Good boy.” Mattie patted Robo firmly on his side while he leaned against her legs. He raised his head and bumped his nose on the pocket of her utility belt, the one that held his treat for completing a mission—a yellow tennis ball.

			She heard a car coming toward them on the highway, so she pulled Robo into the barrow ditch to watch it cruise past. White four-door sedan, Buick, two passengers—a man and a woman. She made a note of the license plate number in her pocket notebook, despite knowing there would probably be no need to follow up. They were most likely just travelers on the road, not killers. Though traffic on this road was typically sparse, the body up on Smoker’s Hill made her more cautious about people passing through town. She would keep an eye out.

			“What’s up?” Brody asked as he made his way down the slope to the fence.

			“Dead end. But I’m certain the person we want got into a vehicle right here. Maybe on the driver’s side, which could mean he’d left it here during the time of Candace’s death. We found some tire tracks.”

			“Let’s secure this area. Detective LoSasso is calling in the crime scene unit from Byers County, and they can take a mold of this track.”

			Robo nudged her utility belt again. Having learned how much his routine meant to him and how important it was to give him what he expected, Mattie leaned forward to pat him on his side. “I need to throw the ball for Robo.”

			“I’ll put up the tape. Check back when you’re done.”

			Mattie led Robo a safe distance from the highway to a grassy area near an abandoned adobe building, him dancing at her feet while she pulled out his tennis ball. With her heart breaking for Candace, Mattie began to play with her dog.

			Robo wore a silly grin as he loped back toward her with the ball locked between his sharp white teeth. He’d finished growing since they’d become partners and had fleshed out, now tipping the scales at about one hundred pounds. He was the most handsome German shepherd she’d ever seen, his glossy black coat lush and thick, high-lighted with tan markings.

			Her stomach churned as she thought about the posed corpse, suggesting that whoever did it had cared about the dead child. Someone like a parent.

			Burt Banks smelled of booze. And he wasn’t home with the kids like he was supposed to be. So where was he? It made her sick to think a father might kill his own child, but this guy had to be their number one suspect, at least at this moment.

			She threw the ball until Robo’s interest flagged and then stored it back in its pocket. After leaning over him, ruffling his fur, and giving him a long hug, she told him it was time to go back to work. He trotted beside her at heel, tail waving, and looking for all intents and purposes ready to go. It seemed that his boundary testing, some-thing common with these intelligent dogs, had ended—at least for now.

			Brody had stretched crime scene tape from the fence posts to a spike he’d placed near the asphalt, creating a boundary to protect the tire tracks. While she’d been playing with Robo, she’d noticed several locals stopping to talk to him, and he’d waved them all away. She’d also noticed he’d written down license plate numbers as they drove off, telling her his radar was operating on full alert like hers.

			Reminding Robo to heel as they crossed the road, Mattie joined Brody on the other side. “I want to take Robo back along the scent trail and flag any footprints we can find,” she told him.

			“Sounds good.” Brody extracted his cell phone from his shirt pocket. “I’ll inform Sheriff McCoy. He and LoSasso are at the gravesite, and I’ve told them about the tracks here. When the CSU gets here, they’ll work the gravesite first. Garcia’s on his way to stand guard down here, and I’ll come up as soon as he arrives.”

			Mattie nodded and led Robo back to the wire fence. After crossing through, she began the patter to rev him up and then asked him to search for the bad guy, so he would lead her back along the scent trail. She’d never tried this kind of challenge before, asking Robo to go over a scent trail twice, but it was similar enough to one of his other skills—backtracking a thief’s trail while searching for evidence—that she hoped he’d know what to do.

			Robo took the command in stride, putting his nose to the ground and taking her back uphill. In the dimming light, she found several prints and partial prints that she marked with orange flagging tape on short metal spikes. Large size, flat sole, rounded toe and square heel. Maybe a work boot, probably too large for a woman. But again, assumptions could be misleading.

			Halfway up the hill, Robo darted off to the left and sniffed under a dense clump of rabbit brush. He stretched forward, his neck lengthening in the pose he used to touch something with his mouth. Then he turned to sit and stare at her.

			“What did you find?” Mattie squatted beside him, putting one arm around him to brace her tired body, and peered beneath the plant. A black thermal cap rested against the base of the brush. It looked clean, like it hadn’t been there very long.

			Did the killer drop this on his way down the hill?
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