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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. As the subject matter deals with criminal investigation, and in some cases the may involve non graphic death or violence, the subject matter alone maybe offensive to some—Please Be Advised. 
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PROLOGUE
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The desert stretched endlessly, a vast expanse of golden sand and jagged rocks shimmering under the merciless sun. The highway cut through the barren landscape like a scar, its asphalt cracked and worn, whispering tales of travelers who had come and gone, some never to return. The wind howled, carrying with it the faint scent of dust and despair, as tumbleweeds danced across the road, their movements erratic and wild. ​
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Sheriff Brody stood on the edge of the ridge, his steely blue eyes scanning the horizon. The weight of secrets hung heavy on his shoulders, but his face betrayed nothing. ​ He adjusted his hat, the brim casting a shadow over his weathered features. Behind him, the cabin loomed, its dark windows hiding truths too sinister to speak aloud. ​ The air was thick with tension, the kind that made the hairs on the back of your neck stand on end. ​
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Far below, a family sedan rolled to a stop in the gravel lot of a cinderblock diner. ​ The neon sign buzzed faintly, its letters flickering in the heat. Inside the car, a boy with sandy hair bobbed his head to the rhythm of a song only he could hear, headphones clamped tightly over his ears. His parents, weary from the road, stepped out into the oppressive heat, leaving him behind with a promise to return soon.
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But promises are fragile things in a place like this. ​As the couple disappeared into the diner, the boy’s music drowned out the world. He didn’t hear the crunch of boots on gravel, didn’t see the shadow that loomed outside the cracked window. ​ By the time he looked up, it was too late.
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The desert swallowed him whole.
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When his parents returned, the car was empty. ​ No sign of struggle. ​ No footprints in the dust. ​ Just a pair of headphones, coiled neatly on the back seat, and the suffocating silence of a world turned upside down. ​
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Nick Harris stood frozen, his heart pounding in his chest, his mind racing with questions. ​ How could this happen? He had locked the doors. ​ He had checked. ​ He had done everything right. And yet, his son was gone. ​
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As the sun dipped lower in the sky, casting long shadows across the desolate landscape, Nick made a silent vow. He would find Jamie. ​ No matter the cost. No matter the danger. He would uncover the truth buried in the sands of this unforgiving place. ​Even if it meant confronting the darkness that lurked behind Sheriff Brody’s blank stare. The hunt had begun.
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THE STORY
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The sedan was already the color of old bone, but the last six hours on I-80 had crusted it with an extra layer of Nevada's best silt. The heat in the air shimmered like cellophane stretched over the horizon. Every so often a triple-digit gust caught a tumbleweed and flung it sideways across the road, leaving another thin scratch of grit on the windshield.
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They pulled off the highway at a sign advertising coffee, gas, and “World Famous Pie.” Jamie had started humming through his teeth about twenty miles ago—a sign that he was either hungry or ready to throw himself out the window. Nick eased the car into the gravel lot beside a cinderblock diner. The neon above the roof buzzed and flickered: EATS. A single S sputtered, on the edge of giving up entirely.
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“You want to come in?” Sandra had already unclipped her seatbelt and was eyeing the entrance, assessing the shade situation.
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“Can I just stay here?” Jamie’s headphones hung around his neck, one earpiece pressed to his ear with a knuckle. “I’m at the good part.”
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Nick cut the engine. The sudden silence felt like a weight in the chest. He twisted around in the seat. “You sure? I’ll grab you a soda.”
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“Sprite? With crushed ice? Not the other kind.” Jamie shot him a pleading look—the look Nick recognized from every Harris boy since the invention of family road trips.
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“Alright. You’re on security detail.” Nick tossed him a wink. “Doors locked, music low, eyes up every five minutes. Deal?”
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Jamie rolled his eyes but gave a thumb’s up. Sandra leaned across the back seat and planted a kiss in Jamie’s mop of sandy hair. “You text if you need us,” she said, her phone already halfway out of her purse.
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“Love you too,” Jamie mumbled, but the smile was genuine.
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Nick and Sandra stepped out together, instantly enveloped by desert heat so fierce it seemed personal. Sweat pooled at the small of Nick’s back before they reached the diner’s entrance. He turned, checked the car—Jamie inside, doors locked, window cracked just enough for air. The boy didn’t look up, already lost in whatever drum solo had taken possession of his inner world.
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Inside, the place was dim and cool and smelled faintly of scorched bacon fat. The air conditioner over the entrance rattled like an old dog dreaming. Sandra made a beeline for a booth beneath the windows; Nick scanned the counter, the exits, the lone old-timer hunched over a cup at the far end. Nobody here looked like trouble, but old habits didn't die.
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The waitress materialized with two laminated menus and a smile that cost her effort. She looked to be about fifty, but the creases in her face had been baked in for decades.
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“Afternoon, folks. Got a few specials left if you’re hungry.”
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Sandra ordered the grilled cheese and tomato soup. Nick went with the burger and black coffee, making sure the waitress knew the coffee should be strong.
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He watched Sandra as she fussed with her silverware, lining up the fork and knife just so, as if it might anchor her in the moment. She looked tired but was still trying to spin this trip as an adventure.

––––––––
[image: ]


“Three more days,” she said, reading his thoughts. “We could make it in two if we push.”
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“Jamie’ll mutiny,” Nick said. He didn’t say that every mile west felt heavier than the last. He didn’t say that he’d only agreed to the California job because Chicago winters had started to feel like drowning.
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“He’s tougher than he looks,” Sandra said. “And he loves the playlist you made. Even if he pretends not to.”
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They lapsed into silence, the kind that’s familiar after years of marriage. The waitress reappeared with their drinks. Two booths over, a pair of ranch hands in matching denim were sharing a plate of fries and not talking. A man in a suit, out of place and sweating through his collar, scrolled endlessly on his phone.
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Sandra reached across the table and squeezed Nick’s hand. “He’s alright out there, you know. You don’t have to keep checking.”
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“Reflex,” Nick said, but he kept his eyes on the window anyway. The car was just visible past the glinting EATS sign, Jamie’s silhouette bobbing to some internal rhythm.
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They ate quickly, paid, and ducked back into
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