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      A heavy thudding sound woke Trina Warren from sleep. Blinking in the dim light, she frowned, straining to listen. It took her a moment to remember she shared her house with her eight-year-old nephew, Ben. The boy was her responsibility now that her older sister had passed away from a tragic biking accident back in May. With a grimace, Trina jumped out of bed, shoved her feet into a pair of slippers, and opened the door to the hallway.

      Ben’s previously closed bedroom door hung ajar.

      “Ben? Is everything okay?” She pushed his door open, expecting to see him in bed, but the room was empty.

      A shiver of panic snaked down her spine. “Ben? Where are you?”

      No response. Moving quickly through her small three-bedroom house, it didn’t take long for her to verify that the boy was nowhere to be found.

      Her stomach knotted as she hurried back to Ben’s room. Flipping on the light switch, she scanned the room. As usual, it was a mess, but she grimly realized his shoes and favorite long-sleeved western-style shirt were missing, along with the brand-new school backpack she’d purchased for him last week.

      A sense of dread seeped into her bones. Ben had been struggling with the loss of his mother and with the move from Laramie to Cody. Her sister had lived in an apartment after her divorce from Ben’s father who had taken off when Ben was five. At the time, Trina had thought bringing Ben to live at her house, giving him a fresh start here in Cody, had been the better option.

      Now she wasn’t so sure.

      Praying he hadn’t done anything stupid, she spun around and bolted outside. At five thirty in the morning, dawn was just breaking over the horizon. Raking her gaze over the area, she searched for him. “Ben! Ben, where are you?”

      The early morning breeze rustled the leaves on the trees. Dew on the grass dampened her slippers. Her home was in the northwest corner of Cody, close to the local nature trail. Ben had looked at her in disgust when she’d suggested hiking the trail a few days ago. Maybe because of the way his mother had died in a mountain bike accident? She wasn’t sure what he’d been thinking. Ben hadn’t opened up to her. She wasn’t even sure he said much to his psychologist.

      Would he have gone for an early morning hike on his own?

      It didn’t seem likely, but she wasn’t sure where else he would have gone. Swallowing hard, she turned and ran back inside. She swapped her slippers for hiking boots and drew on a sweatshirt. Early mornings in August could be chilly. First, she’d go through the neighborhood, then check the trail. Maybe he hadn’t gone far.

      Trina grabbed her phone, then paused when she noticed one of the kitchen cabinet doors was open. Obviously, Ben had taken more than just his backpack. She turned and headed outside. Considering he’d taken his backpack, she didn’t really think he’d be in the neighborhood but forced herself to walk up and down the streets anyway. When she didn’t find him, she jogged through her backyard to the shortcut that would take her to the nature trail.

      If she didn’t find Ben soon, she would call the Sullivans for help. She’d gone to high school with the twins, Joel and Justin Sullivan. At one time, she’d harbored a crush on Joel, but the day she’d hoped to ask him to homecoming, she’d found him with Bethany, one of the high school cheerleaders. They’d made a striking pair with Joel’s dark hair and Bethany’s long blond tresses. Trina with her straight red hair and freckles looked like Peppermint Patty from the Snoopy cartoon, so she’d kept her distance after that.

      The Sullivan family was well known throughout the region for their search and rescue services. Trina walked along the path, concerned because there were points where the trail paralleled the path of the Shoshone River, which flowed rapidly enough to be dangerous.

      Especially to a child who hadn’t grown up in the area.

      “Ben!” She followed the trail to the south, hoping that was the direction he’d taken. But really, he could have gone either way.

      After ten minutes of not seeing him, she turned and ran in the opposite direction. How far could an eight-year-old walk anyway? She had no idea.

      The incline was steeper along the north path, and after a few minutes, she gave up. Her voice was hoarse from yelling his name. If Ben hadn’t stayed on the trail, he could have been anywhere.

      She pulled out her phone and called the Sullivan ranch. Even at barely six in the morning, her call was quickly answered by a female voice. “Sullivan K9 Search and Rescue.”

      “Good morning. My name is Trina Warren, and my eight-year-old nephew, Ben Warren, is missing. I—we live in Cody. I went to school with Joel and Justin and need help, fast.”

      “Of course. Joel and Royal are free to help.” The woman’s tone was cheerful yet calm. “What’s your address?”

      Trina rattled off the information.

      “Great. I’ll give him your contact information, okay? He’ll call when he’s on the road.”

      “Thank you.” Knowing help was on the way brought a wave of relief. After pocketing her phone, she decided to keep going up the path. After all, she knew it would take almost forty-five minutes for Joel to get there.

      Maybe she’d find Ben before then.

      She continued walking, scanning both sides of the path for any sign of Ben. Her earlier annoyance with his going off on his own had morphed into fear. What if he’d tripped, fallen, and hit his head? Her sister, Evie, had died of a severe head injury.

      She couldn’t bear the thought of losing Ben the same way.

      For a moment, she thought of Ben’s father. Brian Ashland had made it clear he had no desire to be married or tied down to a child. Evie had gotten pregnant right after high school. Brian had gotten a job in Laramie, so Evie and Ben had moved there too. They’d gotten married, but things had not gone well for the young couple. Trina hadn’t been surprised when Brian left. Evie had been glad to be rid of him, having confided that Brian’s drinking had gotten worse over the years, and when he was drunk, he slapped her around. In Trina’s opinion, Evie was better off without him.

      The one who’d suffered the most was Ben. As a five-year-old, he hadn’t understood the undercurrents between his parents. One day his father was there, the next Brian was gone.

      Her phone rang, startling her. Pulling it from her pocket, she quickly answered. “Hello?”

      “Trina? Is that you?”

      Joel’s husky voice almost brought tears to her eyes. Until that moment, she’d carried the weight of Ben’s absence alone. “Yes. Sorry, my voice is hoarse. I’ve been hiking the trail calling for Ben.”

      “Understandable,” Joel said reassuringly. “I’m on my way, should be there in fifteen minutes or so.”

      “Thank you.” He’d made good time, and she turned to head back home. There was no point in wandering around. She knew Joel’s K9, Royal, would be able to find Ben. “I appreciate your help.”

      “I’ll need dirty socks or T-shirts from your nephew to use as a scent source for Royal,” Joel said.

      “Trust me, his room has plenty of dirty clothes strewn about.” She tried to smile, but fresh tears pricked her eyes instead. “I’m heading home now.”

      “Sounds good. Don’t worry, my black lab Royal is a great tracker.”

      “I’m glad.” She swiped at her face. “See you soon.”

      “Soon,” he echoed, before ending the call. Shoving her phone back into her pocket, she picked up the pace. She was convinced Joel and his K9 would find Ben. Especially if the boy had left the trail.

      Ben would be okay. Tired, hungry, and maybe sore if he’d fallen, but he’d be fine.

      She couldn’t bear the thought of finding the young boy seriously hurt or worse.
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      Joel used his thumb to end the call with Trina. He remembered her from high school, although they hadn’t shared many classes. She’d been a quiet, shy girl who’d preferred books over people.

      He hadn’t known her nephew was staying with her and wondered if that was a temporary summer vacation kind of thing or something more permanent. Not that it mattered. A missing child was always a high priority.

      His phone rang again, but this time Lisa’s name popped up on the screen. With a low groan, he quickly hit the end call button, sending her to voice mail. This was the third time she’d called this week. It had been a mistake to give Lisa Schilling his number. The strikingly beautiful female hiker he and Royal had found and rescued over a month ago now had mistaken his concern for her welfare as something more. She’d repeatedly asked him to lunch and dinner. He’d tried to let her down gently, but she had continued calling anyway. He’d been even more concerned when she’d let him know she’d moved to Wyoming from Arizona. Again, he’d told her he was busy with SAR work, but she claimed she loved it here.

      He’d suspected she’d moved for him.

      Justin told him to block her number. And after this week, he was on board with that plan. Why was she calling him so early in the morning anyway? Was there a problem of some sort? He resisted the urge to call her back. More likely she was being persistent, accustomed to getting her way. Bethany, the girl he’d dated in high school, had been the same way. As if beauty alone was all that mattered.

      Whatever. He’d deal with her later. For now, he had work to do.

      Keeping his foot planted on the accelerator, he pushed the speed limit, hoping there weren’t any state patrol cars in the area. The sense of urgency to get to Cody was difficult to ignore.

      As if sensing his tension, Royal pressed his nose against the wire mesh of the crate. Joel glanced at the dog using the rearview mirror. “Soon, boy. We’ll be there soon.”

      Royal’s tail thumped against the bottom of the crate in response.

      Trina’s home was a small ranch with light-green siding that looked as if it may have been there for decades. The yard was neatly tended. Flowery bushes framed the front door, and a water hose lay on the ground nearby. He pulled into the driveway and killed the engine. The front door opened as he slid out from behind the wheel, hitting the button to release the back hatch.

      “Hi, Joel, it’s good to see you again.” Trina’s expression was strained as she approached. She held a plastic bag in one hand. She stepped forward to envelop him in a friendly embrace. “Thank you for getting here so quickly.”

      “Of course.” He hugged her back, then stepped to the side so Royal could jump down. He turned to face her. “Trina, will you please come closer?”

      “Sure.” She eyed him warily as she did so.

      He knelt beside Royal and took Trina’s hand. “Friend, Royal. Trina is a friend.”

      Royal sniffed her hand, then his tail wagged from side to side. Trina’s expression softened as she stroked the lab’s soft, glossy black fur with her free hand. “You’re a good boy, huh?”

      “Yep.” He smiled and rose to his feet. “As I said, Royal is very good at finding lost people. Is that Ben’s clothing?”

      “Yes.” She handed the bag to him. “Dirty socks and T-shirts.”

      “Perfect. Give me a minute to get Royal ready.” He pulled a fluorescent vest from the compartment beneath the crate and slipped it over Royal’s torso. Then he filled a bowl with water and offered it to his K9.

      Royal lapped the water, then lifted his head to stare up at him with large, expectant brown eyes.

      “Are you ready? Huh, boy?” He injected enthusiasm into his tone to excite his dog. Searches were viewed as a game. The higher the play-and-prey drive in a K9, the better they performed. Shoving the collapsible bowl into the backpack, he shouldered the pack and opened the scent bag. “This is Ben. Ben! Search Ben!”

      Royal buried his snout in the clothing, his tail wagging from side to side with anticipation. Then the lab whirled and began sniffing along the sidewalk.

      “Ben’s been living here with me since June,” Trina said. “My sister passed away.” Her brown eyes filled with grief. “I’m going through the process of formally adopting Ben, but he’s not exactly thrilled to be here with me.”

      He nodded, his heart going out to her. It couldn’t be easy to have a young boy dropped in your lap. “If he’s not familiar with the area, he probably took a walk and got himself lost along the way.”

      “Maybe.” She chewed her lower lip. “But I think he may have run away. He took his new backpack with him. When I was gathering his dirty clothes, I noticed some other things were missing, like his favorite handheld video game. The cabinet door was open, too, so he may have grabbed a snack.”

      “I see.” He gestured toward Royal who sat at the front door and barked. “That’s Royal’s first alert. I need to reward him before we keep going.”

      Trina glanced at her watch, gnawing on her lip again. “Okay. But Ben’s been gone now for over an hour.”

      “We’ll find him.” Joel empathized with her concern. He and his twin had run wild when they were eight, but that was because their parents had too many kids to watch them like hawks. And growing up on the dude ranch had given them free rein to do what they wanted. Yet he knew that wasn’t how parents handled their kids these days. He was sure Ben had rarely been out of Trina’s sight.

      He hurried over to reward Royal with his stuffed beaver. The dog leaped into the air to catch the beaver and ran around with the toy in his mouth. After a moment, he called the dog back and held out his palm. “Hand.”

      Royal regurgitated the stuffed beaver into his palm. Then he stared up at Joel, waiting for the next command.

      “Search! Search Ben!”

      Anxious to please, Royal turned and began sniffing around the yard. When the dog trotted around back, he quickly followed. Trina caught up, her gaze hopeful as she watched Royal work.

      It didn’t take long for Royal to head for the gap between the trees along the back of the yard. He glanced questioningly at Trina, who nodded.

      “Yes, this is the shortcut to the hiking trail.” She swallowed hard. “I checked both directions, calling out to Ben, but he didn’t respond.”

      “Royal is on the scent.” He wanted to reassure her they’d find Ben alive and unhurt, but he couldn’t. He’d done too many of these search and rescue missions to know the outcome wasn’t always positive.

      Not that he had any intention of telling her that. Best to stay upbeat and confident. If the eight-year-old had decided to run away, by now he was probably tired, hungry, and more than ready to return home.

      Royal turned north on the trail, his tail waving back and forth as the lab followed the scent. The trail went up a steep incline but eventually leveled off. He glanced at Trina. “Have you and Ben come this way before?”

      “Never.” She wrinkled her nose. “I suggested hiking, but Ben looked at me as if I had two heads. His mother died of a mountain biking accident, which might be part of the reason he turned me down. He’s still grieving over his loss.”

      “Of course he is,” Joel agreed. “It wasn’t easy losing our parents when we were adults. It must be ten times harder for a child.”

      “I have him in counseling, but he tries to weasel out of attending his sessions.” She sighed. “He makes me feel bad for insisting he go. I know it’s for his own good, but he gets so angry with me.”

      “Yeah, well, anger is part of the grief process too.” He looped his arm around her shoulders in a casual hug. “He’ll come around.”

      “Will he?” She frowned and leaned against him for a moment, then pushed her hair from her face. “Sorry, it’s just hard to know if I’m doing the right thing for him.”

      “You are.” He squeezed her again, then released her. He watched as Royal continued on the path, then as he abruptly turned to the right. His K9 sniffed near a park bench, sat, and let out a sharp bark. “That’s his alert!”

      Trina broke away and ran toward Royal. “Ben? Where are you?”

      Joel examined the park bench area, noticing there were blue and white sprinkle crumbs embedded in the dirt. “Do you think Ben took cookies of some kind?”

      Trina frowned, spotting the sprinkles. Then her expression cleared. “Blueberry Pop-Tarts. He wanted them from the store, and while they’re not exactly healthy, I gave in. The cupboard door was open this morning. I hadn’t taken the time to see what he’d grabbed.” She rubbed her eyes. “I’m glad he ate something.”

      “I agree, finding sprinkles is reassuring. Good boy, Royal! Good boy!” He tossed the stuffed beaver again. Royal sprinted after it.

      “Your dog really can track his scent,” she murmured. “I honestly wasn’t convinced.”

      “A lot of people say that.” He was used to the skeptics. “But our K9s are the real deal.”

      A faint smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Thanks. I owe you big time.”

      He waved that off. “The fee is a bag of dog food, if you can afford it. If not, don’t worry, we tend to let the dog food fee slide when kids are involved.”

      “I can afford it.” She raked her fingers through her hair again. “I write books, which surprisingly do pretty well.”

      “Really?” He hadn’t known that. He opened his mouth to ask more, but she held up her hand to stop him.

      “Before you ask, no, I’m sure you haven’t read any of them. I write cozy mystery books set in a small Montana town. My readers are mostly women, although I do have some male fans. But I’m sure they’re not your type of story.” She sighed, and added, “I was so glad I had a job that enabled me to work from home so I could be around for Ben, but that obviously hasn’t worked. Ben still took off without telling me.”

      “It’s not your fault.” He could tell she believed it was. She was right that he wasn’t a big reader, but he filed the information away for later. He didn’t mind a good mystery. But now it was time to get back to work. “Here, Royal.” He called his dog over and held out his hand for the beaver. “Search. Search Ben!”

      Royal lowered his nose to the ground, but this time, rather than following the path, he trotted into the woods. Joel glanced at Trina, then followed his K9.

      “This is why he got lost,” Trina muttered. “Why didn’t he stay on the path?”

      “Maybe he saw an elk or deer.” They weren’t that far from the Absaroka Mountains, home to all sorts of wildlife. “Kids that age are curious.”

      “Maybe.” Trina didn’t look reassured.

      Royal continued moving along a curvy path through the woods. He could easily imagine an eight-year-old taking this route, around trees and over fallen logs. His K9 didn’t hesitate or backtrack, so he knew Royal was still on the scent.

      The longer they walked, the deeper the worry lines became etched in Trina’s face. She gestured to a break in the trees. “The river isn’t far from here. What if he fell in the water? I don’t even know if Ben can swim! He has swim trunks, but that doesn’t mean he can survive falling in the river!”

      “Easy,” he cautioned. “Royal will help us find him. Trust the process, okay?”

      “I can’t lose him,” Trina whispered in a low, agonizing tone. “I just can’t.”

      “Have faith in God,” he encouraged. When she frowned, he realized she wasn’t a believer. “I have faith, Trina. I believe God will watch over him.”

      “The way He watched over my sister, Evie?” Bitterness laced her tone. “Yeah, no thanks.”

      He decided to let it go. This wasn’t the time to have this conversation. He kept his gaze focused on Royal’s progress. He understood how difficult it was to get past anger and grief after losing a loved one. He and his eight siblings had struggled after losing their parents five and a half years ago. It was only after his parents had died in a plane crash that the siblings had gotten together and turned the former luxury dude ranch into a search and rescue operation.

      They all lived on the ranch now, taking over the ten guest cabins. They each had their own space, but the siblings were also close at hand if needed. And their faith had grown stronger over the years.

      Royal made another abrupt turn, this time heading away from the river. Joel reached over to grab Trina’s hand when she stumbled while trying to keep up. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine. I didn’t expect that.” She waved at the dog. “I was convinced he was heading to the river.”

      “This is why we stay back and let our K9 take the lead.” He held her hand for a long moment, before releasing it. “We don’t do anything to influence the dog one way or the other. Royal is following Ben’s scent.”

      “I believe you, Joel, but where is he?” Trina sounded frustrated. “I don’t see Ben anywhere.”

      He wasn’t sure what to say because she was right. The hour was still early enough that there were no kids in the area. He saw a female jogger and an older man wearing a cowboy hat and using a walking stick, but even with the tourist season in full swing, the trail wasn’t busy.

      Then he saw a car driving past. There was too much foliage to see much, but he had to assume there was a road up ahead.

      His spirits sank when Royal headed straight through the brush. When they came out on the other side, he saw the road. It appeared to lead to another subdivision.

      Royal trotted faster now, sniffing along the side of the road.

      “Auntie Trina!” The young voice came from around the corner of the street.

      “Ben?” Trina sprinted forward. “Ben! I’m here!”

      A young kid appeared around the corner, running toward them. Royal lifted his head and sniffed the air. Joel was about to call off the dog when a sharp crack of gunfire echoed through the area.

      “Ben!” Trina pulled Ben close, curling her body over the boy, half carrying him to the shelter of the trees. Royal let out a sharp bark, either in warning to the gunman or to alert on his find.

      Joel leaned over to grab Royal’s vest, pulling the dog to the woods too. He crouched in front of Royal, Trina, and Ben and scanned the area. Long seconds turned into a full minute. Had that been a random gunshot?

      Or were Trina and Ben in danger?
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      “Who’s shooting?” Trina stared at Joel, trying to ascertain what had just happened. “Did you see him?”

      “No.” Joel scowled. “But stay down for a while, okay?”

      She hugged Ben close. “It’s okay. You’re safe now.”

      Ben turned his face into her chest. Feeling the dampness of his tears tugged at her heart.

      “I’m going to check the area,” Joel said.

      “Wait.” She grabbed his arm. “What if the gunman is still out there?”

      “It’s been quiet.” He shrugged, then rose to his feet. “Royal, search! Search for gold!”

      Gold? She wanted to ask what that meant, but Royal lifted his nose to the air and trotted out of the woods with Joel hot on his heels.

      “I’m sorry,” Ben whispered. “I shouldn’t have run away.”

      She closed her eyes, relieved he was okay, then pressed a kiss to the top of his head. “I’m so glad you’re not hurt. But, Ben, you can’t just take off like that without telling me.”

      He lifted his tearstained face to hers. “I dreamed about Mom. I miss her so much . . .”

      “Oh, Ben. I know you do.” She pulled him close. “I miss her too. Please don’t run away like this again. I’m here for you, Ben. We’ll get through this together, okay?”

      He nodded against her. “Okay.”

      She leaned back, looking down at him. The gunshot was concerning. “Did you see anyone while you were walking around?”

      His slender shoulder lifted in a shrug, and he sniffled loudly. “A couple people. I didn’t want them to see me, so I runned into the woods.”

      She nodded. Easy to see how his mind worked. He’d run away and hidden from people, only to get lost. Joel had been right about that part.

      “You didn’t see anyone familiar?” She tried to sound casual, but ever since hearing the gunfire, she’d wondered about Joel’s father, Brian. Had her ex-brother-in-law changed his mind about being a father to Ben? It didn’t make sense, but she didn’t want to discount him from being involved either.

      “No.” He wiped his nose with his sleeve. “I’m hungry and thirsty.”

      “We’ll get something to eat soon.” She turned to see where Joel and Royal were. She felt certain the gunman was long gone but decided against moving from the shelter of the trees.

      A moment later, Joel and Royal strode toward them. He wore a grim expression and had something tucked into his hand. He nodded at her. “I think the shooter is gone. We can head back to your place.”

      “What did you find?” She stood. Ben wiped his nose again, then stood too. She gently removed the backpack from the boy’s shoulders to carry it for him. Ben glanced up at her, then eyed Royal curiously.

      Joel hesitated, then said, “A shell casing.”

      Gold, she thought. That must have been what he meant by searching for gold. “Ben, this is Mr. Sullivan.”

      “Hi. Can I pet your dog?” Ben asked.

      “Of course. Why don’t you call me Joel.” Joel knelt beside Royal. “Give me your hand, okay?”

      Ben edged closer, extending his grimy hand. Joel brought the small hand to Royal and addressed his K9 the same way he had with her. “Friend, Royal. Ben is a friend.”

      Royal sniffed the boy’s hand, his tail wagging. Encouraged, Ben stepped closer and ran his fingers over Royal’s glossy fur. “He’s soft.”

      “Yes, especially behind his ears.” Joel smiled gently as he knelt beside Royal and Ben. “Did you know Royal was following your scent? He was about to find you when you came rushing toward us.”

      “Really?” Ben’s brown eyes, so like hers and Evie’s, widened in amazement. “He can do that?”

      “Yep. He’s a very smart dog.” Joel rose. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

      Trina was more than ready. She looped Ben’s backpack over her shoulder and fell into step beside Joel. The gunfire continued to nag at her. Ben stayed close to her side, so she was afraid to say too much. “Any idea who fired the gun?”

      Joel shook his head. “We’ll talk to the Cody PD when we get back.” He glanced down at Ben, then back at her. “Know of anyone who might be carrying a grudge?”

      “No.” She would have to explain about Brian later. “I’m sure it was some kid goofing around.”

      “Maybe.” Joel’s noncommittal response did not make her feel any better. He held up the small baggie containing the shell casing. “I’m hoping there will be fingerprints on this.”

      Seeing the brass up close made her shiver. What if this had been a targeted attempt to harm Ben? No, she couldn’t believe that. Why would Brian or anyone want to hurt a child?

      “Is there anyone in your life who may be upset with you?” Joel asked.

      Her? She belatedly realized that possibility made far more sense than someone going after Ben. “I—no. Not really. I’m not seeing anyone now. Robby Rawlings and I broke up a few months ago.” When Joel’s blue eyes flared with keen interest, she shook her head. “No. Trust me, he found someone else. I hardly think he’s upset with me.”

      “Who ended it?”

      She flushed. “I did, but like I said, Robby has found someone else.” She didn’t want to mention the heated shouting match that had prefaced their breakup. Robby had a temper, but he’d never hit her the way Brian had struck out at Evie.

      And she couldn’t imagine him firing a gun at her, especially when Ben was close by. It would take a truly callous individual to do that.

      Or someone foolish as to not understand the possible outcomes of their actions. Guns were everywhere in Wyoming. It was the rare person, like her, who didn’t have one.

      She personally didn’t see the point. And she was glad she’d refrained from buying one now that she had Ben living with her.

      “Who is Robby seeing?”

      Joel’s question interrupted her thoughts. “I don’t know because I don’t care.” She shot him an exasperated look. “It’s a moot point. We’re not together, and he’s not responsible for what happened back there.”

      “It’s best to consider all possible theories.” Joel clearly was not convinced. “What about other guys?”

      She barely refrained from rolling her eyes. “You really expect me to name each of my three boyfriends? Seriously?”

      “Yep.” Joel arched a brow. “I told you, we need to cover all bases.”

      “Whatever.” She put her hand on Ben’s shoulder. “What would you like for breakfast?”

      “Eggs and bacon?” Ben looked up at her hopefully, then his face fell. “I ate a Pop-Tart.”

      “I know. Royal found the park bench where you sat to eat. We also found blue and white sprinkles on the ground.”

      “Wow.” Ben looked at Royal with admiration. “Can I share my breakfast with him?”

      “No, Ben, you can’t,” Joel quickly interjected. “People food isn’t healthy for him. And he won’t eat anything unless I give it to him.”

      Ben frowned. “Why?”

      “Because it’s safer for our dogs if they don’t eat anything they come across out in the wilderness,” Joel patiently explained. “What if someone put spoiled food out and Royal ate it and got sick? We wouldn’t want that, would we?”

      Ben’s eyes widened with horror. “No, I don’t want Royal to get sick.”

      Joel nodded. “It’s better if you play with him, instead of feeding him. Royal loves to play.”

      “Can I play with Royal, Aunt Trina?” Ben looked up at her with a gleam in his eyes. His fear over getting lost had eased. She was relieved he seemed to have survived the incident relatively unscathed.

      “Yes, after breakfast.” She glanced at Joel. “You’re welcome to stay.”

      Joel’s expression softened. “I wouldn’t mind. I fed Royal but left without eating anything other than a breakfast bar.”

      She was touched by his willingness to drop everything to help her find Ben. “Thank you, Joel.”

      “This is what we’re trained for.” He nodded toward Ben who had run ahead. “And finding Ben safe is all the reward I need.”

      “He apologized for running away, mentioned he’d dreamed about his mom.” She sighed. “I wish there was something I could do to make this easier for him.”

      “Kids are resilient.” Joel caught her hand, giving it a squeeze. “He’ll come around. Starting school in a few weeks should help.”

      “I hope so.” She thought about how Joel had mentioned having faith and believing that God would watch over her nephew. “I’ve been trying to get out more, to meet the neighbors, especially kids that are Ben’s age. There’s one boy, Mitch, who lives a few blocks from us. I’ve arranged for a few playdates but need to find other kids too.”

      “I can imagine meeting the local kids wasn’t part of your routine before now.” Joel smiled. “I agree it’s good to keep Ben busy.”

      “Yeah. Oh, good we’re almost home.” She gestured to the opening between two large trees. “I can’t lie; my feet are killing me.”

      His low, husky chuckle sent a shiver of awareness down her spine. She tried to ignore it. This wasn’t a good time for her old crush to resurface. Especially since she had Ben to worry about. Not only did she not have time for a relationship, but even if Joel was remotely interested, she suspected it wouldn’t take him long to move on. He could get any girl he wanted. Her life was beyond boring.

      Besides, Ben didn’t need that sort of upheaval in his life. She had no intention of exposing him to a short-term relationship. The boy was dealing with enough as it was.

      As they crossed through the trees to cross her backyard, Ben broke into a run. “Come play, Royal! Come play with me!”

      “Go on, Royal.” Joel gestured to the boy. The black lab quickly bounded after Ben.

      Listening to Ben’s laughter made her smile, lifting the heavy cloak of despair that had fallen over her while she’d searched for him.

      She glanced up at the blue sky, wondering if maybe God had been watching over him after all.
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        * * *

      

      Joel grabbed a tennis ball from his pack and handed it to Ben. “Throw this for him, he loves playing fetch.”

      “Okay.” Ben threw the ball. It didn’t go far, but Royal took off after it anyway. His K9 brought it back, dropped it at Ben’s feet and looked up at the boy expectantly. Ben picked it up and threw it again.

      Satisfied the boy would be preoccupied for a few minutes, he hastened to follow Trina inside. The house was nice, bigger than his cabin. She set Ben’s backpack on the floor in the living room, then headed into the kitchen. As she pulled food items from the fridge, he crossed over to join her.

      “Let’s talk while Ben’s outside. We need to call the Cody police, but I need to know about Ben’s father.” He held her gaze. “I assume he’s not in the picture?”

      “Correct. Brian and Evie divorced three years ago when Ben was five.” She grimaced. “I don’t think he paid any child support, and Evie didn’t push the issue because she wanted sole custody. I can’t imagine why Brian would show up here now, much less fire a gun at us.”

      “Maybe he’s upset about you getting custody?”

      “Why would he care? It’s not like Evie had money or anything. There was barely a
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