
[image: Cover: Stone Cold Heart, by Laura Griffin]


New York Times and USA Today bestselling author

Laura Griffin

“Delivers the goods.” —Publishers Weekly

Praise for TOUCH OF RED

“Scorching-hot chemistry and a happily-ever-after you’ll enjoy rooting for.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“An engrossing story full of twists, turns, and sexy interludes.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A carefully constructed mystery with high-stakes tension throughout will have readers eagerly turning the pages. Once again, Griffin delivers another top-notch thriller.”

—RT Book Reviews

Praise for AT CLOSE RANGE

“An emotional, exciting page-turner. Griffin deftly balances the mystery and the love story.”

—The Washington Post

“A compelling mystery that will grip the reader from the start . . . fiercely electric.”

—RT Book Reviews

“Explosive, seductive, and totally empowering . . . At Close Range has it all.”

—Romance Junkies

Praise for DEEP DARK

“The perfect combination of mystery, terrifying suspense, and hotter-than-hot romance.”

—Fresh Fiction

“I encourage you to check out [Deep Dark], which combines sizzling attraction with terrifying suspense.”

—The Amazon Book Review

Praise for SHADOW FALL

“An expert at creating mystery and suspense that hooks readers from the first page, Griffin’s detailed description, well-crafted, intriguing plot, and clear-cut characters are the highlights of her latest.”

—RT Book Reviews

“Great lead characters and a spooky atmosphere make this a spine-tingling, standout novel of romantic suspense.”

—BookPage

Praise for FAR GONE

“Perfectly gritty. . . . Griffin sprinkles on just enough jargon to give the reader the feel of being in the middle of an investigation, easily merging high-stakes action and spicy romance with rhythmic pacing and smartly economic prose.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Crisp storytelling, multifaceted characters, and excellent pacing. . . . A highly entertaining read.”

—RT Book Reviews (4 stars)

“A delicious read that will thrill her devoted fans and earn her legions more.”

—Lisa Unger, New York Times bestselling author

Praise for the Tracers Series

BEYOND LIMITS

“A page-turning, nail-biting thriller from the very first scene to the very last page.”

—Fresh Fiction

EXPOSED

“Explodes with action. . . . Laura Griffin escalates the tension with each page, each scene, and intersperses the action with spine-tingling romance in a perfect blend.”

—The Romance Reviews

SCORCHED

“Has it all: dynamite characters, a taut plot, and plenty of sizzle to balance the suspense without overwhelming it.”

—RT Book Reviews (41/2 stars)

“Starts with a bang and never loses its momentum . . . intense and mesmerizing.”

—Night Owl Reviews (Top Pick)

TWISTED

“The pace is wickedly fast and the story is tight and compelling.”

—Publishers Weekly

“With a taut story line, believable characters, and a strong grasp of current forensic practice, Griffin sucks readers into this drama and doesn’t let go.”

—RT Book Reviews (Top Pick)

UNFORGIVABLE

“The perfect mix of suspense and romance.”

—Booklist

“The science is fascinating, the sex is sizzling, and the story is top-notch, making this clever, breakneck tale hard to put down.”

—Publishers Weekly

UNSPEAKABLE

“Laura Griffin is a master at keeping the reader in complete suspense.”

—Single Titles

UNTRACEABLE

“Taut drama and constant action. . . . Griffin keeps the suspense high and the pace quick.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Stone Cold Heart, by Laura Griffin, Pocket]



For Ann



CHAPTER 1

Grace hurried to keep up, stumbling in her borrowed sandals. At least she managed not to fall on her face. Half a block ahead, her cousin’s veil fluttered behind her as she led the charge to the next bar.

Grace had liked the steampunk place, especially because they didn’t have a bouncer. But Bella had gotten bored and wanted to go somewhere with a band. It was Sixth Street, after all—the nightlife capital of Austin, the live-music capital of the world, supposedly.

Grace’s thighs chafed together as she race-walked to catch up with Bella’s friends, all blond and all sorority sisters, including a Sienna, a Sierra, and two Rileys. Grace had sat beside Sierra at dinner and learned that she was an intern at a B-to-B marketing firm in Dallas—whatever that meant. Grace hadn’t gotten much from the conversation. The woman had basically stopped talking once she figured out that Grace was not only underage but also a student at a podunk community college.

They reached the bar, a warehouse-style building with a rooftop deck. A guitar chord ripped through the air above them as the band warmed up. Their entourage pressed close to Bella as she neared the door. She flirted with the bouncer, drawing his attention to the BRIDE sash draped over her breasts. He smiled and waved them in.

A man bumped into Grace, jostling her sideways.

“Hey, sorry,” he slurred.

Grace stepped around him just as the Rileys disappeared through the door. Grace rushed to follow, but the bouncer grabbed her arm.

“ID?”

She unzipped her wristlet and took it out. The bouncer plucked it from her hand, and Grace held her breath as he studied it. It wasn’t bad. Actually, it was good. It had a real Texas seal and a bar code on the back. The bouncer looked from the photo to Grace and shook his head.

“Sorry.” He handed it back.

“What do you mean?”

“Can’t let you in with that.”

“But—”

“Step back.” He reached over her for another girl’s license. She looked sixteen, but she was thin and pretty. He barely glanced at her before waving her through.

Burning with humiliation, Grace stepped away from the door. She looked up at the rooftop deck and took out her phone.

Crap, what to write? She decided to go for lighthearted.

My ID didn’t work! Followed by three crying-face emojis.

Grace tucked the ID away and stood in the sweltering heat, waiting for Bella’s response. Would she come down and sweet-talk the bouncer? Round everyone up to go to another bar? Yeah, right. Grace wasn’t betting on it.

A text bubble popped up as Bella started to respond. Then it disappeared.

Grace bit her lip. Sweat pooled in the cups of the tight strapless bra she’d worn with her off-the-shoulder blouse. She waited a minute. Two. Three. A bitter lump lodged in her throat. She should have known this would happen.

Grace took a deep breath and texted again: no worries see you back at the hotel later!

She waited another minute, but still no response. Clutching the strap of her wristlet, she set off down the street. She held her head high, as though there was nowhere she’d rather be right now than walking down Sixth Street all by herself. Grace blinked back tears. The hotel was eight blocks away, maybe nine, and the straps of her shoes cut into her skin.

She never should have come. She didn’t know these people, and she couldn’t afford it. She’d come for Bella, but her cousin had been too wrapped up in the wedding plans to even talk to her. Now Grace had wasted not only a weekend she could have worked but thirty dollars’ worth of gas, plus her share of the hotel room.

She stopped on the corner and looked around. Where the hell was the hotel? It had to be close. She took out her phone to check the map.

An SUV pulled over, its window rolling down.

“Hey, you call for a ride?” the driver asked. He wore a baseball cap and a blue button-down shirt that matched his eyes.

Grace noted the sticker on his windshield. “No, not me.”

He smiled. “Would you like one?”

“I don’t have the app, sorry.”

He looked her over. “Tell you what, I’ll make an exception. You can pay cash. Where you going?”

“The Marriott.”

“Five bucks.”

Grace hesitated. She should walk. It couldn’t be more than a few blocks away. But thinking of her raw feet, she reached for the door.

The back seat was clean and spacious. It smelled like piña coladas and faintly of vomit. She noticed the pineapple-shaped air freshener dangling from the rearview mirror.

Grace checked her messages as he pulled away from the curb.

“You here for the festival?”

She glanced up. “What?”

“The music festival?”

“No. A bachelorette party.”

“Where you from?”

“Houston,” she lied.

A text came in from Bella. Two frowny emojis and then, ok c u soon!!

Of course, she’d waited until now to respond, when there was no chance of Grace ruining their plans.

Grace should have listened to her mom. She’d always said Bella was selfish. Well, she’d never said those exact words. But she knew what her mom thought of her own sister, and she’d said, The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree with that one.

They turned into an alley, and Grace glanced around, startled. “Um, the hotel’s on Brazos Street?”

“Shortcut.”

His eyes met hers in the rearview mirror, and Grace’s skin went cold.

She pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. “Actually, just drop me off here, thanks.”

He turned into an even darker alley beside a parking garage. Grace’s throat went dry as he rolled to a stop.

She lunged for the door, but it wouldn’t open. Her heart hiccuped as he turned in his seat and reached back.

Pain blazed through her, and she reeled sideways. She couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. She tried to lift her head.

Another jolt fired through her body, this one bigger and brighter, like grabbing a live wire. White-hot pain seared her. She couldn’t move or hear, but she tasted blood and smelled her clothes burning.

And then there was nothing.

Nothing, nothing, nothing, only black.



CHAPTER 2

It was a beautiful wedding, as weddings went. Quaint country church. Polished wooden pews. Antique stained glass, with thick beams of light shining through. But the best thing about it was its brevity. Barely an hour after the first organ notes, Sara Lockhart was standing under an oak tree at the Magnolia Bistro ordering a glass of wine.

“Buy you a drink?”

Sara glanced up as her lab assistant stepped over.

“Thanks, but it’s an open bar,” she said.

“I’m kidding.” Aaron turned to the bartender as Sara collected her wineglass. “Shiner Bock.”

The bartender popped the top off an icy bottle, and Sara stuffed a tip into his jar. Careful not to snag a heel, she led Aaron across the cobblestone patio to a patch of shade under an awning.

“So, where’s the happy couple?” Aaron swigged his beer.

“My guess? Still stuck at the church taking pictures.”

Sara sipped her wine and looked Aaron over. At six-two, he was a head taller than she was. His spiky hair had been tamed with gel today, and he wore a navy suit that hung loose on his lean frame.

Aaron was Sara’s assistant at the Delphi Center Crime Lab, where they worked in the forensic anthropology department, fondly referred to as the Crypt. Aaron typically wore jeans and T-shirts or dusty coveralls if they were out in the field.

“What?” he asked.

“You clean up nicely.”

“You’re surprised?”

“Not at all. I’m just not used to you in a suit.”

“You clean up pretty nice yourself,” he said. “Don’t think I’ve ever seen you in a dress before.”

She looked down at her short black wrap dress. She’d heard it was bad luck to wear black to a wedding. But it had been this or the gray suit she wore to court, and she couldn’t bring herself to show up to a party looking like an attorney.

She glanced up. Aaron was watching her steadily, and she reminded herself that they were coworkers. No flirting. Of course, that applied to every man she knew here, so she was in for a dull evening unless she wanted to mingle with the groom’s friends. Which she should. Definitely. The whole point of coming was to meet people.

The conversation lagged, and Sara eyed the door, wishing for the bride and groom to appear. The sooner they arrived, the sooner festivities could commence in earnest, and the sooner she could sneak out.

A buzz emanated from Aaron’s pocket. He looked relieved for the interruption as he pulled out his phone.

“Sorry. Mind if I . . . ?”

“Go ahead.”

He stepped away to take the call, and Sara turned her attention back to the courtyard filling up with guests. Even with the misters going, it was hot. Texas-in-July hot. Most of the men had already tossed their jackets over chairs and rolled up their sleeves.

From her meager slice of shade, Sara scanned the patio. Mason jars filled with red, white, and blue snapdragons dotted the tables. In a nod to the upcoming Fourth of July holiday, every centerpiece included glittery red-and-blue sparklers. Sighing, Sara wished again that she could leave soon. It wasn’t the heat or the standing-alone part that made her uncomfortable; it was the wedding. The nuptials. The promise of wedded bliss, forever and ever, amen. After running out on her own wedding and dealing with the aftermath, she felt cynical about the entire ritual. Usually, she kept her feelings buried, but today’s festivities had brought everything bubbling to the surface. Subtly, she checked her watch. She wanted to chug her chardonnay and take off, but she forced herself to stay put and paste a smile on her face as she watched the crowd.

A man caught her eye from across the courtyard. Mark? Mitch? He worked in the DNA lab, but they’d never been introduced. And crap, he was coming over.

Her phone chimed, and she whipped it from her purse. “Hello?”

“Dr. Lockhart?”

“Speaking.”

“I’m—” Noise drowned out the voice as the bride and groom made their big entrance. Brooke looked radiant in her fitted ivory gown, and cheers went up from the crowd as Sean pulled her in for a kiss.

“Sorry,” Sara told the caller. “Just a sec.”

She ducked around the side of the restaurant and found a narrow walkway near a back door. Through a window, she saw waiters and cooks rushing around the kitchen.

“I’m sorry, go ahead.”

“I’m Detective Nolan Hess, Springville PD.”

Sara’s pulse quickened at the tone of his voice, and she dug through her purse for a pen.

“I’m at White Falls Park,” he continued. “That’s on the outskirts of—”

“I know where it is. What can I do for you, Detective?”

“A couple of hikers discovered some bones this evening. The ME gave me your number. We could use your help out here.”

“Which ME?”

“Doc Froehler over at the Travis County ME’s Office. They handle our cases.”

“Okay. Are you sure they’re human bones? People often mistake—”

“There’s no mistake. How soon can you be here?”

“You mean tomorrow?”

“Tonight.”

She glanced at her watch again. “Well, we’ve only got a few hours of daylight left.”

No response.

“I could make it if I left now.” No pen in her purse. Only a lipstick, damn it.

“Sounds good. What’s your vehicle?”

Sara gritted her teeth. She didn’t mind leaving the wedding, but his pushiness was another story. Then again, she had yet to meet a detective who wasn’t pushy when he wanted something. Which was pretty much always.

“I drive a black Explorer,” she said. “Why?”

“I’ll tell Tom, the park ranger. We shut the park down early. You know the way?”

“I can find it.”

“Come to the west entrance, off Route Twelve.”

“West entrance. Got it.”

“Oh, and Doc? Bring sturdy shoes. You’ll need them.”

•  •  •

She took the interstate north from San Marcos, then cut west toward Springville, which had been a farming community before the fast-growing city of Austin began to encroach. Scattered farms gave way to trailer parks, then modest neighborhoods with names like Oak Grove and Shady Creek. Then the real money kicked in, and she passed a series of subdivisions with dramatic entrances. Saddle Ranch. Belmont Hills. Churchill Downs. There wasn’t a horse in sight, or even a pasture, but luxury cars abounded. Sara navigated half a dozen congested traffic lights before the highway narrowed and she spied a sign assuring her that White Falls Park was only ten miles ahead.

She was losing daylight. She nudged up her speed and glanced at the quiet cell phone on the seat beside her. Nolan Hess had been determined that she come tonight. She could only guess why. Depending on the age of the hikers who discovered the bones, he might be worried about word leaking out on social media, which would cause headaches for his investigation.

Was that the only reason, though? She’d never worked with Hess before, but he’d been confident the bones were human. Sara was keeping an open mind. The Delphi Center forensic anthro unit got all sorts of bones. She’d known veteran law-enforcement officers who’d sent in remains they insisted were human, only to be told they belonged to a cow or a deer or even a raccoon.

A rural sheriff’s deputy bringing bones to the lab was one thing, and it happened all the time. A police detective calling Sara on a Saturday and insisting that she drive a hundred miles to view bones in situ was another. Nolan Hess was adamant, and he was in a hurry.

Sara scanned the rolling hills. Away from sprinkler systems and lawn crews, the ground was brown and thirsty. Oaks and cedars dotted the landscape, along with the occasional herd of cattle. The cows took shelter wherever they could, under trees and near fence posts, waiting listlessly for the temperature to dip.

Sara turned onto Highway 12 and soon spotted a sign pointing to the west entrance of White Falls Park. She took the turn, trading smooth asphalt for a pitted road that was several decades past needing attention. After a few jaw-rattling potholes, she reached the west gate. A rusted swag of chain blocked the way.

No gatehouse. No attendant. Cursing, she shoved her Explorer into park and got out to look around. She walked over to the chain, examined it a moment, then unhooked it from the metal pole. After driving through, she got out and reattached the barrier, not that it provided much of a deterrent.

She proceeded through a parched valley flanked by steadily rising cliffs. The terrain here was rugged. Hard. She was glad she had her hiking boots with her. She still needed to change clothes, but she hadn’t wanted to take the time to pull over.

Another sign appeared, offering a choice between WHITE FALLS LOOP or PARK HEADQUARTERS. Sara opted for headquarters, taking a road that made a gentle ascent to the top of a plateau. She came to another sign—yet another decision point, but this time she had help in the form of a red-and-blue flicker on some distant cliffs. Pointing her car toward the emergency lights, she followed the road through some scrub and brush and turned into a gravel lot where vehicles were parked haphazardly. A dusty white pickup, several old hatchbacks, a green Suburban with the logo for Allen County Parks District on the door. Sara pulled into a spot beside a police cruiser where a uniformed officer sat talking on his radio. He didn’t spare her a glance as she got out.

Sara zeroed in on a woman with blond dreadlocks seated on a railroad tie near the trailhead. The woman swiped tears from her cheeks as she talked to a shirtless man crouched beside her. He wore cargo shorts and climbing shoes and had a brown pouch attached to his belt.

“Park’s closed, ma’am.”

Sara turned to see a man in an olive-green park ranger uniform striding over.

“Hi,” she said. “I got a call from Detective Hess with Springville PD.”

He stopped and looked her over, frowning. “Who are you?”

“Dr. Sara Lockhart from the Delphi Center Crime Lab.” She reached into the car and grabbed her wallet, flipping it open to show him her official ID, because her little black wrap dress wasn’t helping her credibility. “Are you by chance Tom?”

“Tom left,” he said, resting his hands on his hips.

“Okay. And where is Detective Hess?”

“At HQ.” He looked her over again, glaring hard at her shoes. “Stay here.”

With that, he trudged up the hill toward a small brown building.

Sara looked at the sky as the last flicker of sun disappeared behind the cliffs. The canyons around her shifted from warm yellows to cool grays. The cool was an illusion, though, and the day’s heat radiated up through the thin soles of Sara’s patent-leather heels.

She surveyed the scene, taking note of the emergency workers. A man dressed in hiking gear and a red T-shirt handed the dreadlocks woman a bottle of water. He eyed Sara across the parking lot, looking not exactly hostile but skeptical.

Sara walked to the trailhead, where a map behind plexiglass told her she was at the top of Rattlesnake Gorge. Beside the map was a litany of prohibitions: overnight camping, campfires, alcoholic beverages. The list went on.

A coil of blue climbing rope sat on the ground nearby, and she stepped over for a closer look. Heeding the numerous warning signs, she stayed a safe distance from the cliff’s edge.

Boots crunched on gravel behind her—the man in the red shirt.

“Who set up this rappel?” she asked.

“I did.” He offered her a handshake. “Bryce Gaines. I’m with ACSAR.”

“ACSAR?”

“Allen County Search and Rescue. I heard you say you’re from the Delphi Center. So you’re here about the body, I’m guessing?”

Interesting word choice. Sara nodded at the couple across the parking lot.

“Are those the hikers who found it?”

“Climbers, actually. But yeah.” He combed his shaggy brown hair from his eyes. “They were down there in Rattlesnake. Boyfriend was in the lead. He was halfway up the wall when she spotted the body. She tried to climb out, but then she got panicked and froze up on a ledge. Boyfriend called for help.” Bryce nodded at the rappelling station. “We went down after her, got her in a harness, and hoisted her out of there.”

“You and . . . ?”

“Guy from my team. By the time we got her up, the police were here, the rangers, everyone wanting a statement. Word travels fast.” He shook his head. “We had a hiker go missing a while back. Guess they’re thinking it might be her.”

“And did you see the remains when you were down in the gorge?” She didn’t want to use the word body at this point. It would only fuel rumors.

“I didn’t stop to explore. Just got her tied in and out of there. I was worried she might have another panic attack, and that’s a long drop.”

Sara looked at the woman again. “Is she injured?”

“Nah, just freaked out. Evans—that ranger you met—he won’t let them leave yet. Think he plans to slap them with a fine for illegal climbing.”

Bryce’s phone buzzed, and he pulled it from his pocket. “Sorry, I have to take this.”

“Sure.”

He stepped away, and Sara looked at the climbers. The man had a Mayan sun god tattooed on his arm. No longer looking so distraught, he and his girlfriend were busy with their cell phones. Posting about their adventures? Ordering a pizza? Who knew. She’d let Hess worry about that. Right now, she had work to do.

She retrieved the duffel she kept in the back of her Explorer and ducked into the bathroom near the trailhead. After changing into her blue Delphi Center coveralls and hiking boots, she returned to her SUV and made some selections from her evidence kit: gloves, tweezers, several glass specimen jars. She didn’t have a headlamp, so her mini-Maglite would have to suffice. She loaded everything into a black zipper pack and clipped it around her waist, then grabbed her digital camera and looped the strap around her neck.

Sara walked to the cliff’s edge and crouched to examine the rappel setup, ignoring the drop-off just inches away. The anchor consisted of two bolts, which would distribute the load, both drilled directly into the rock face.

Bryce ended his phone call and walked over.

“These are expansion bolts?” she asked.

“That’s right.”

“Mind if I borrow your harness?”

“Depends,” he said. “You know what you’re doing?”

“Yes.”

“You realize there’s a trail that goes down there, right? Moderate grade.”

“I saw the map. Two-point-six miles.” She nodded at the rope. “This is faster.”

He picked up the harness and handed it to her. “You want a helmet?”

“Any chance you have one with a headlamp?”

“Absolutely.”

He trekked off to a green hatchback, and Sara shifted her attention to the hardware, checking for fissures in the metal.

“It’s bombproof,” Bryce said, returning with the helmet. “Nothing’s going anywhere.”

Sara stepped into the harness and buckled it around her waist. Bryce checked the fit and nodded.

“Hey!”

Ranger Evans was back now, his face reddening as he charged across the parking lot. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Going down there.” She snugged the helmet on her head.

“That scene’s off-limits. Authorized personnel only.”

“I’m a board-certified crime-scene investigator.” She tightened her chin strap. “Did you tell the detective I’m here?”

“Yeah, but—”

“If you’ve got a problem, take it up with him.”

“But you’re not authorized—”

“Springville PD summoned me to this location. It’s their jurisdiction. I need to examine this scene before nightfall, and we’re burning daylight.” Sara stepped around Evans and clipped the belay device into her harness. She double-checked the system and made sure her carabiners were locked.

The ranger stalked away, and Bryce shook his head. “Guy’s a prick,” he muttered. Then he looked Sara over. “Everything locked?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, it’s a hundred-forty-foot wall. Slight overhang at the top. Ledge about two-thirds down, case you need to stop.”

“I’m good.”

She approached the edge and turned her back to the abyss. Holding the brake strands in her right hand, she leaned back until the rope was taut, positioning her body as though sitting in an invisible chair. Her heart thudded as she adjusted her grip.

First a long, deep breath to help her focus. And then she took the most unnatural of steps—backward off the cliff.



CHAPTER 3

Sara used the rope like a brake as she walked down the wall and reached the overhang Bryce had mentioned, a distinct curve as the rock sloped inward. Her stomach clenched as she dipped her foot down and felt nothing but air. It was a leap—part faith, part science, but always nerve-racking—as her leg dangled and she leaned into the void. She fed more rope through the belay device until her toes touched stone. The wall curved again, and she was able to press the soles of her boots flush against the rock.

Sara looked straight ahead, studying the striations in the limestone as she walked down, nice and easy. Weeds and saplings clung stubbornly to the rock face. She didn’t look down. Instead, she focused on the honeycomb texture and felt the residual heat coming off the rock. Sweat slid down her temples. She concentrated on her breathing and on keeping her fingers away from the sharp teeth of the belay device as the rope slid through. Sweat beaded at her temples, and not only from the heat.

Sara had been on a volunteer search-and-rescue team when she was in grad school. She hadn’t rappelled in years, but she remembered the basics, and the details were coming back to her—such as that tight, sickly feeling in her stomach as she gripped the brake strands, slowly feeding the rope through. She was more than one hundred feet up, and as a forensic anthropologist, she knew what that sort of fall could do to the human body.

The gorge was narrow here—only sixty feet across, give or take, so more than twice as deep as it was wide. After several long minutes, she reached the ledge where Bryce had rescued the stranded climber. It was a small outcropping, barely a ledge at all, and she noticed the faint shoe prints in the dirt there. She didn’t stop.

Down, down, down. Her pulse pounded. Her mouth felt dry and cottony. The space around her grew cooler and dimmer, and she peeked over her shoulder to survey the gorge’s shadowy floor.

A great gust whipped up. Startled, she lost her grip on the brake strand and dropped abruptly, then jerked to a halt. A black cloud whooshed around her, swooping, flapping, squeaking, and she hunched forward and squeezed her eyes shut.

Bats. She clenched her teeth as thousands of little winged mammals swirled around her. Seconds ticked by. Minutes. When the air was still again, she opened her eyes and gazed up at the black cloud curling against the lavender sky.

Deep breath.

Peering over her shoulder, she searched the base of the wall and spotted the dark maw of a cave. Her heart did a flip-flop.

Not much scared her. She wasn’t afraid of snakes or rats or creepy-crawly insects. She could handle musty bones and decomposing flesh. But tight spaces got to her. And she desperately hoped the remains she’d come for weren’t tucked back in that hole.

She continued down the wall, alert now for more surprises, such as a loose rock tumbling down on her head. At last, the wall sloped toward her, and her feet touched ground. Relief flowed through her, and her stomach muscles relaxed. She unhooked herself from the rope and unfastened the harness.

“Off rappel!” she called toward the top.

Bryce hollered down and gave the rope a tug.

Sara stepped away from the wall and did a slow three-sixty, taking in the setting. She paused to listen. No flap of bat wings. No hiss of a rattler. The gorge was silent, and for a moment, she simply stood there, surrounded by the hot summer breeze and the pungent smell of guano.

Two hours ago, I was at a wedding, she thought. Some days, her job was surreal.

Sara pulled out her flashlight and beamed it in all directions, trying to get a sense of where the climber might have been standing when she spotted the bones or the body, whatever had sent her into a panic.

Dropping into a crouch, she aimed the flashlight across the ground at an oblique angle. White rocks of all shapes and sizes made up the floor of the gorge, but the terrain was too uneven to expect much in the way of footprints. Sweeping her beam over to the wall, she spotted some initials scratched into rock: JM & CL. She shone her light on the wall nearby. Metal glinted. Someone had hammered pitons into the stone—a definite taboo in a park where climbing was prohibited.

Sara stepped closer, scanning the rocks. Was this where they’d started their ascent? She looked around for more clues.

A flash of white caught her eye. She moved closer, switching on her headlamp. Fabric fluttered in the slight breeze. She made her way across the floor of the gorge, and with every step, her stomach tightened with dread.

A cranium protruded from the dirt.

As she reached the spot, Sara’s mind kicked into gear with a long list of tasks. At the top of that list was documentation.

Shoot your way in, shoot your way out. The CSI mantra had been drilled into her. After removing the lens cap, Sara lifted her camera and took the first of what would be dozens, maybe hundreds, of pictures tonight.

Snap. Snap. She inched closer, studying the scrap of fabric and the partially buried bones. Snap. Snap. Snap.

She lowered her camera and knelt in the dirt, and a familiar mix of pity and outrage washed over her.

Nolan Hess had been right. The remains were human.

But this was no missing hiker.

•  •  •

“Is it her?”

Nolan trekked down the steep slope, surprised he was still getting reception. “Don’t know,” he told the police chief over the phone.

“Did the anthropologist ever show?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, what’d he say?”

“She just got here. And I haven’t talked to her yet. She’s down in the gorge.”

Hank Miller cursed. Nolan scanned the trail for loose rocks, but it was hard to see in the dimness.

“I need something, Nolan. Sam Baird’s been ringing my phone off the hook since seven o’clock.”

“Mine, too.” Looking ahead, Nolan caught a flicker of light through the trees.

“And the mayor’s calling me. I want an update tonight.”

“You’ll know something soon as I do,” Nolan told him.

The flicker moved back and forth like a pendulum, and Nolan stopped to wait, turning on his flashlight so he wouldn’t spook her.

“Call me later,” Hank said. “I’ll be up.”

“Will do.”

Nolan slid his phone into the pocket of his jeans as Sara Lockhart hiked up the path. According to Evans, she’d shown up dressed for a cocktail party. Now she looked like a miner coming in from a long day. She wore a helmet with a lamp attached—either she’d switched it off, or it had run out of juice—and the knees of her coveralls were brown with dirt. Even with her sleeves rolled up to the elbows, she had to be suffocating in this heat.

She stopped in front of him. “Detective Hess?”

“Call me Nolan.” He offered his hand, and she gave it a firm shake.

“Sara Lockhart.”

She pulled off the helmet, and honey-colored hair spilled around her shoulders. In the stark glare of the flashlight, her eyes were an impossible shade of green. Nolan tried not to stare.

He cleared his throat. “Thanks for coming. So, what have we got down there?”

“Human remains.” She wiped her brow with her forearm. “Advanced decomposition.”

“A skeleton?”

“Not quite. There’s still some desiccated soft tissue.”

He waited for more, but she just looked at him.

“Male? Female?”

“I don’t know yet,” she said. “But based on the personal effects I could see, it’s probable we’re dealing with a female.”

Nolan sighed as he thought of Sam Baird and the raw pain he’d heard in the man’s voice message.

“Again, that’s unconfirmed,” she added.

Lightning flashed, and they both looked up. Thunder rumbled in the distance.

“I didn’t know it was supposed to rain tonight,” Sara said.

“It’s not, at least not according to the forecast.” Nolan looked around at the arid landscape in the rapidly falling darkness. Ten more minutes, and it would be black as tar. He looked at Sara. “Flash floods can be deadly out here, though. I don’t recommend we spend any more time in the gorge tonight.”

“I wasn’t planning on it.”

She stepped around him and continued up the path. Surprised, he trailed behind her. She wasn’t tall, but she had long strides, and her hiking boots had seen plenty of use.

“This is a delicate recovery.” She looked over her shoulder at him. “I’ll need people, equipment. I won’t be able to get everything on-site until tomorrow.”

He hoped to hell she meant morning, but who knew how long it would take for her to get people and gear all the way from Delphi? Nolan had never visited the world-famous crime lab, but he knew it was in San Marcos, a good two hours away. The Delphi Center sat on several hundred acres of ranchland that had been converted into a forensic anthropology research center, also known as a body farm.

They reached the top of the trail, and she stopped to look around. “Did Bryce leave?”

“Who?” he asked.

“The search-and-rescue guy.”

“Gaines. Yeah.” They were on a first-name basis already. “ACSAR cleared out about half an hour ago. Weekends are busy for them.”

Sara nodded and surveyed the parking lot. The hatchbacks were gone, leaving only Nolan’s truck, the park district Suburban, and a black SUV. Sara pulled some keys from her pocket, along with a cell phone.

“Bars! Hallelujah.” She smiled up at him. “I wasn’t getting any reception down there.”

“Yeah, it’s like being in a cave.”

Her smile faltered, and she looked down at her screen. “Let me just get a message to my assistant. I need to give him a heads-up about tomorrow.”

Nolan watched her nimbly work her phone with one hand while with the other she popped the locks and opened the cargo space of her vehicle. A breeze swept over them, and he caught the scent of her perfume—something soft and feminine, totally at odds with her grimy coveralls and rugged old boots. Nolan watched her, impressed by her brisk confidence. She’d only just arrived, and already she’d taken charge of the scene. After finishing her message, she tucked the phone into her pocket and tossed her helmet into the back.

“So this recovery,” he said. “How long will that take?”

“Depends. Could be as quick as a day. Maybe two.”

Two days? Nolan bit back a curse. “Any idea how long she’s been down there?”

“The sex is unconfirmed, Detective.”

“That’s Nolan. Any idea how long the bones have been down there?”

She unclipped the pack around her waist and added it to the growing pile of gear. “Again, I can’t be sure yet, but I’d say six months, at least, possibly more.”

Six months or more. So, the remains might belong to Kaylin Baird, and then again, they might not. Nolan raked a hand through his hair.

She grabbed a bottle of water and offered it to him.

“No, thanks.”

“I won’t be able to tell you anything for certain until I’m back to the lab.” She twisted the top off the water and took a gulp, watching him. “These aren’t the sort of remains you just pick up and zip into a pouch. They’re partially buried. We’re talking about an excavation.”

“I get that.”

She gazed up at him, unapologetic about the delay. He shouldn’t have been surprised—she was a scientist.

“Look, Nolan, I understand you have a million questions. I work with investigators all the time, so I know how it goes. I’ll get you answers as soon as I can.”

He liked that she was using his first name. He didn’t like that she was holding out on him. He was one-hundred-percent certain she knew more than she was saying.

She looked at her watch, a chunky, masculine thing much too big for her small wrist.

“And now I have a question for you.”

“What’s that?”

“Any chance this town has a motel?”



CHAPTER 4

“Did we cover everything?” Sara asked.

“I think so.”

“Thanks again, Aaron.” She pressed her phone against her shoulder as she rummaged through her duffel bag. “And sorry to drag you away from the wedding.”

“I was leaving anyway. Brooke and Sean already took off.”

“Okay, see you tomorrow, then. And text me if you have trouble finding it.”

They hung up, and Sara tossed her phone onto the bed with a sigh. It sounded like Aaron was leaving the party alone, which was too bad. He was one of the few people at work who had even less of a social life than she did. Aaron avoided happy hours and always seemed perfectly content to eat lunch at his desk. Sara knew the feeling.

She went into the bathroom and unwrapped the tiny bar of soap beside the sink. Despite the worn carpet and faded bedspread, the Morningstar Motor Lodge was reasonably clean, which was all she ever hoped for in a cheap motel.

She scrubbed her face and arms, then eyed her reflection in the mirror as she dried off with a towel. Her hair—which she’d so carefully styled this afternoon—was messy and windblown, and she twisted it into a knot. Her growling stomach reminded her she hadn’t eaten in hours, and she wistfully recalled the cocktail shrimp and wedding cake she’d planned to have for dinner tonight. She checked her watch: 11:45. If she hustled, she could probably still get a bite before everything closed for the night.

She grabbed her purse and her room key. Stepping into the oven-hot air, she counted only five other vehicles in the motel lot. The front office was dark, along with the diner next door. Sara glanced across the street and saw the grocery store was dark, too, and its parking lot completely deserted.

“Crap.” She sighed and looked around.

A dusty white pickup turned left at the intersection. It swung into the motel lot, and Sara’s nerves did a little dance.

Nolan Hess. The detective was tall and powerfully built. He had warm brown eyes and an easygoing smile, but underneath all that was an edge. The man had that hyperalert attitude that Sara always associated with cops.

He glided to a stop in front of her, and something about his arm resting on the door of his truck sent a warm flutter through her stomach.

“Settling in okay?” he asked.

“Yes. Actually, no. Is there a drive-through still open where I can get something to eat?”

“Not a one.”

“Maybe a Walmart?”

“Nope.”

She sighed. “What about a convenience store?”

“I know a gas station that’s probably open. Hop in.”

She stared at him. She’d grown up in the city, where you didn’t accept rides from strange men, badge or no. It was an ironclad rule, drilled into her by her overprotective father, who was a commander in the Coast Guard.

Screw it, she was hungry. She walked around and climbed into the passenger seat.

“Thank you.”

“No problem.”

She fastened her seat belt, suddenly self-conscious about her filthy coveralls and dusty hair. Nolan pulled out of the lot quickly, and she looked at his hand on the steering wheel. No wedding ring, but she’d noticed that already.

He glanced at her.

“I talked to my assistant,” she said. “We’re all set for tomorrow.”

He nodded. “What can we do?”

“Keep people out of the park, mainly. Bone recovery sites tend to attract onlookers. And sometimes treasure hunters.”

“We’re on it. Tom barricaded the gates, and we’ve got officers patrolling tonight to make sure things stay quiet.”

“Good.” She only hoped Tom’s idea of a barricade was something more than a rusty chain.

“So, how’s it look so far? I assume we’re dealing with a homicide?”

“We shouldn’t jump to that conclusion,” she said.

“So . . . suicide? Accidental fall?” His voice was skeptical.

“Until we’ve done a full excavation, I won’t have sufficient evidence to make that determination.”

“But you’re experienced,” he said, clearly opting for flattery. “What’s your gut so far, based on what you’ve seen?”

“I don’t know yet,” she insisted. “I won’t have conclusive answers for you until I get the bones to the lab.”

He fell silent, as though letting it go. For now, at least. But his impatience was palpable.

She stole another glance at him. He had prominent cheekbones and a square jaw—an undeniably attractive combination. Some women swooned over big muscles, but Sara was a sucker for good bone structure.

Not that he was lacking in the muscles department. He had wide shoulders, and she liked the way his big hand rested casually on the gearshift. Simply driving his truck, the man exuded confidence.

He pulled into a gas station, and Sara immediately spotted the CLOSED sign posted on the door.

“Damn it,” she muttered. Was a day-old hot dog and a toothbrush too much to hope for?

Nolan parked and shoved open his door. “Come on.”

Sara slid from the truck as he walked over and tapped his knuckles on the door. A fiftyish woman in reading glasses looked up from behind the cash register, and Nolan gave her a wave. She walked around the counter to unlock the door.

“Evenin’, Mary Jo.”

“Nolan.” She smiled and held the door open. “Working late tonight?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He stepped inside, and Sara followed him into the air-conditioning. “Any chance you got some of that coffee?”

“I was just about to pitch it. Want me to make a fresh pot?”

“I’ll take whatever you got left. Mind if we have a look around?”

“Of course not.” She looked at Sara over her reading glasses. “Help you find anything, hon?”

“I’m fine, thank you.” Sara turned down an aisle, leaving Nolan to chat up the shopkeeper as she looked for a few necessities. She found a travel toothbrush kit, a box of granola bars, and a cellophane-wrapped turkey sandwich. She’d skip the beverages and make do with the water she had back in her room.

Glancing over the row of shelves, she saw the shopkeeper was now deep in conversation with Nolan. The woman turned to look at Sara, and her serious expression let Sara know they were talking about the bone discovery. Springville was a small community, and the news was probably all over town by now.

Sara made her way to the front and set her items beside the register.

“It’s on the house,” the woman said with a wave.

“Oh, I couldn’t.”

“I insist.” She looked at Nolan. “Y’all take care now. Say hi to your folks.”

“Thanks for the coffee.” Nolan nodded and lifted his cup as he pushed open the door.

“She didn’t have to do that,” Sara said as they walked to the pickup. Nolan went around and opened the passenger door—a display of manners that left her speechless.

“She wanted to,” he said. “She knows why you’re here, and she wants to help.”

“Still, I feel bad.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

They drove back to the motel, which was on the far west side of town, and Sara took in the view. All the storefronts were dark, which seemed unusual for a Saturday night.

Sara wasn’t used to small-town friendliness or gifts from strangers or men opening doors for her. But Nolan seemed at ease with all of it.

She looked at him. “Did you grow up here?”

He nodded. “Grew up, moved away, came back.”

“It’s a nice town. Quaint.”

He made a noncommittal sound.

“You don’t think so?”

“Looks can be deceiving.” He glanced at her. “Crime is on the rise. Meth labs, human trafficking, sexual assault. We’ve got everything.”

“Less than the city, at least.”

He lifted an eyebrow but didn’t comment, and a silence settled over them. Sara looked out the window again, tearing her gaze away from him. Everything about him was so masculine, and she kept catching herself staring at his mouth, his neck, his hands. She had to stop it. She was here to work, not to flirt.

“Thanks for doing this,” he said. “I understand we pulled you away from a party?”

“A wedding.”

He winced.

“It’s okay.”

“Family?” he asked.

“A colleague of mine. And it’s not like we’re best friends or anything. Really, it was a courtesy invitation. I moved here not long ago, so I’m the new girl at work.”

“Moved here from . . . Maryland?”

She blinked at him. “Rockville. How’d you know that?”

“Your accent.”

“Damn. I thought I got rid of that.”

He shrugged. “My grandmother’s from Bethesda.”

He turned into the motel parking lot and pulled up to the sidewalk. “It’s not exactly the Ritz, but the diner next door does a good breakfast.”

“The manager told me.” Sara gathered her items and looked at him across the dim truck cab. And for the first time, she noticed the creases around his eyes and the shadow along his jaw. He’d had a long day, as she had, but still he seemed energized. She wondered about the coffee he’d picked up and whether the officers patrolling the park tonight included him.

“We’ll start early tomorrow,” she said. “Before the heat sets in.”

He nodded. “Up with the sun.”

The expression caught her off guard. It was one of her dad’s favorites, and Sara suddenly missed his voice. Maybe she should call him tomorrow. Catching up with her parents would take her mind off the lonely motel room. They’d be full of news about her brother and her nieces, which was sure to take her mind off tomorrow’s grim task, too.

“What’s wrong?” Nolan asked.

“Nothing. Thanks for the ride.” She opened her door.

“Thank you for coming out tonight.”

“No problem.”

Another nod. “Good night, Sara.”

She felt his gaze on her as she walked to her door and slid in the key card. He waited until she was safely inside before pulling away.

•  •  •

Nolan thought about her as he returned to the police station.

Sara Lockhart was smart. Headstrong. And those big green eyes were going to be a distraction from what he needed to be focused on right now—leading a murder investigation. Because no matter how cagey Sara acted, Nolan knew in his gut that they were dealing with a homicide, and this case had the potential to rock his community to its core. According to Mary Jo, news of the bone discovery in White Falls Park had already spread like brushfire.

Nolan’s thoughts went to Sara again. She was beautiful, no getting around it. She was assertive, too, and she refused to be pressured, which was good and bad. Bad because he was impatient. Good because when he finally did get her conclusions, he felt confident they’d be the result of careful study. He had to respect her methods. Having seen more than one major case fall apart at trial due to sloppy lab work, he knew the importance of precision and accuracy.

Nolan spotted a familiar gray truck as he neared the police station.

“Shit,” he muttered. Instead of parking in his usual space, he pulled up alongside the truck and gave the man behind the wheel a nod before getting out.

The driver’s-side window was down, and Nolan walked over.

“Evening, Sam.”

“Nolan.”

The man’s eyes were bloodshot. He’d been crying or drinking, maybe both.

Sam leveled a look at him. “I heard about the bones.”

Nolan nodded. “Want to come in for some coffee and we can talk?”

“I don’t need coffee. I need you to shoot straight with me.”

“All right.” Nolan stepped closer. “I’ll tell you what I know. About five o’clock, two hikers discovered some remains in Rattlesnake Gorge.”

Sam’s gaze didn’t waver.

“We got an expert out there, a forensic anthropologist, and she confirms the bones are human. They’ll be excavated tomorrow, but so far, we don’t know whether this is a male or a female, and there’s nothing to indicate ID yet.”

Sam looked ahead. The man was fifty-one, only fifteen years older than Nolan, but the past year had added a decade. Losing a child took a brutal toll. Nolan had been working for a year to find the family some answers, but so far, he’d failed, and that failure ate away at him every day. There was no getting away from it. In a town this size, the reminders were everywhere.
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