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NIKKI DRAKE PULLED in a cautious breath and crept closer to the hay bales, relieved they let her remain unseen. Stacked five feet high, the bales were a full inch taller than her head. She rose on her toes, craning over the hay toward the sound of laughter. Just as she feared, her sister Erin posed at the end of the aisle with the wealthy boarders, acting like she didn’t have a care in the world...or a long row of stalls to clean. She’d pushed her wheelbarrow behind a saddle rack as if hoping everyone would forget she was a lowly stable hand.

Voices bubbled as the girls spoke about their afternoon trail ride and how today’s route would take them beyond the brook and through a stand of California oaks. Erin would be delighted to be included and Nikki was relieved to hear her laugh. But it meant she’d have to clean her sister’s stalls again today.

She sagged against the hay, tired and confused. A year ago Erin had been obsessed with horses. Cleaning stalls at the local stable in exchange for riding lessons had been their dream jobs. But it seemed her sister had flipped a switch when she hit fifteen. Now all she cared about was clothes, makeup and complaining with the older girls—the ones rich enough to own their own horses, who always had their noses tilted up and dressed as if they were riding in the Olympics. 

Those girls weren’t even real friends. Friends wouldn’t whisper behind Erin’s back or make fun of people shoveling manure. But there wasn’t much Nikki could do. She needed Erin to want to come to the barn. Their mother wouldn’t drive twenty miles after work to pick up only one daughter. It was always double or nothing. And Erin was the oldest, the one who dictated their after-school activities.

Nikki adored her sister but deciphering her frame of mind was bewildering. And Erin needed constant attention, not just from their mother but from outsiders. Otherwise she moaned and sulked and descended into dark moods, and there was that time she thought she was fat and wouldn’t eat, not even when Nikki made Erin her favorite desserts.

However, their mother was worried and that only fanned Nikki’s determination to help. She’d do anything to make her sister smile, to get her best friend back, but it seemed Erin had changed when she started wearing makeup. It sucked that Nikki wouldn’t have time for her riding lesson today, something she’d worked all week to earn, but at least a trail ride would leave Erin in a good mood. And cleaning extra stalls meant Nikki would have a reason to be around the big jumpers.

Those horses were so majestic that simply leading them to their paddocks was an honor, even if they pulled too hard on their lead lines and sometimes hurt her hand. Besides, if she worked quickly cleaning the stalls she might finish up in time to practice braiding. Plaiting manes was an excellent way to make money. On show days, the boarders paid a fortune to anyone who could properly braid their horses’ manes and tails.

Time would be tight though. The shavings pile was on the other side of the barn, and the huge box stalls would each need three and a half wheelbarrows of shavings. Filling them with fresh bedding took almost as much time as mucking out the manure.

Squaring her shoulders, she hurried back down the aisle. Erin was responsible for cleaning six stalls. Five of the stalls were empty—the horses were turned out in paddocks for the day—but the sixth stall contained a towering bay mare. Despite her size, the mare needed a separate turnout or else she was picked on by the others. Even Stormy, the smallest pony in the stable, chased her around unmercifully, something that the other kids found amusing but Nikki thought was mostly sad. Nothing bothered her as much as a bully.

“Give them a swift kick,” she said, clipping on a lead line and eyeing the bay mare’s massive feet. “Bet then they’d leave you alone.”

“I bet they would too.” Justin Decker’s amused voice sounded behind her. “But size doesn’t equate to toughness. Just look at you and Stormy.”

Nikki gave a wary smile at her boss who was standing by the stall door. She’d had a little fight on her first day—not a fight, more of a dust-up really—but Justin never forgot how she’d stood up to one of the biggest boys. She used to be intimidated by Justin. He was a great instructor and could ride the wildest animals, even Diesel, who pinned his ears and shook the ground whenever he bucked.

At first she’d thought Justin was one of the privileged boarders but later learned he was working his way through university and had been around horses all his life. The stable owners trusted him completely and rarely visited the barn when he was around.

His half smile turned to a frown. “What are you doing with that mare?”

“Turning her out so I can clean the stall.” Nikki’s words came out a bit defensive but she wanted to prove she could handle the big jumpers almost as well as Erin. Sure, maybe the big horses dragged her around a bit but she’d never once let go of the lead rope, no matter how far they pulled her. And she didn’t need anyone looking out for her.

“But this is Erin’s section,” he said. “And your hands are already rope burned.” She gave a silent groan. Justin noticed everything. He’d already turned toward the sound of giggling, his eyes narrowed. Three of the four girls were boarders—they paid to keep their horses here. They could laugh and laze around all they wanted. But Erin wasn’t a paying customer. She was supposed to be working.

“I promised Erin I’d clean her stalls today,” Nikki said quickly. “And my hands are much better today so I can work really fast.”

Justin didn’t like animals standing in dirty stalls longer than necessary and always worried about the horses. He’d fired a girl for feeding an hour late, although one rumor said the real reason was because she’d shown up wearing a swim suit top.

Nikki made a mental note to keep an eye on Erin’s clothes. Lately her sister had been changing at school and wearing her riding clothes on the bus. It was weird to wear an expensive pair of breeches to shovel manure, but Erin seemed to be copying the rich girls, from their hair and makeup right down to their clothing.

But what if the boarders started wearing skimpy tops? Justin couldn’t kick out the boarders but he was in charge of barn help. And he was a stickler for rules. He was still frowning, looking back and forth from Nikki’s hands to the cluster of girls at the far end of the barn.

“They’re going on a trail ride,” Nikki explained, giving a vague wave down the aisle. “So I want to clean Erin’s stalls. And just skip my riding lesson with you.”

Justin tilted his head and for a moment she thought everything would be okay. Then his mouth firmed. “I already set up the pony jumps,” he said. “Besides, these stalls aren’t your responsibility. This is the third time this week you’ve had to clean your sister’s stalls. I’ll have another talk with her.”

Nikki’s fingers tightened around the lead rope. Justin was already turning away, his tight shoulders showing it wouldn’t be a friendly chat. But Erin would be mortified if he chewed her out in front of the boarders. Doubly mortified because Erin had a ridiculous crush on Justin. All the older girls did.

“Wait,” Nikki called. “Don’t say anything. Don’t, please...Justin.” She stumbled over his name, hated asking for favors. Besides, pleading wouldn’t help. Justin was like a bossy older brother, and not the type to change his mind.

But surprisingly he turned, folded both arms over the top of the stall door and waited. Everyone said he could make both people and animals listen, simply by leveling his intimidating stare. He rarely used that look on her. Had always been patient, even at the beginning when she didn’t even know how to properly halter a horse.

His dark eyes pinned her now though, as if he could read every thought, and that wasn’t at all comfortable. She stilled, just like one of the horses he handled so effortlessly. Silence stretched and she began wiggling. Then the truth came out.

“It’s just that Erin feels better if everyone likes her.” Nikki’s words escaped in a rush. “This is the first time those girls ever invited her on a trail ride. It’s important to her so I want her to be able to go.”

Something flickered in Justin’s expression. He no longer looked so bossy, only resigned. “I can’t let this continue. You’ve been doing the bulk of her work. There are others who would love to have her job, kids like you who work and listen and appreciate the chance to be here. Besides, lately she’s been impatient with the horses.”

Nikki swallowed the growing lump in her throat. Everything he said was true. She hated how Erin misused her spurs when Justin wasn’t around. But she couldn’t imagine how empty her own life would be without horses. There wouldn’t be a single bright spot left.

“Erin has to stay.” Her voice cracked. “Or I won’t be able to work here either.”

The mare edged sideways, picking up on Nikki’s distress, almost squashing her toes with a plate-sized hoof.

Justin yanked open the stall door. “This isn’t a teen hangout. And don’t let that mare push you around. Make her listen or else you could get hurt.”

Naturally the horse turned stock still as soon as Justin entered the stall. Usually Nikki brushed off any help, but today she let him pry the lead line from her hand. He never let a horse get away with bad behavior. People either. And it had been a mistake admitting the truth. Justin was her boss, not a friend. She should have said Erin had a headache or a sore arm, even a painful menstrual period. Anything would have been better.

“You’re too small to safely handle these jumpers.” Justin continued to scold, his voice as disapproving as her school principal’s. “That’s why I assigned you the pony section. And you can’t do your work properly if you keep blistering your hands.”

Her shoulders slumped and she stared at the toes of her boots, guessing he was going to send her packing along with Erin. But his next words surprised her.

“Now tell me why you can’t be here without your sister,” he said. “You come on the bus, correct? Is it the drive home? Maybe I can find someone who’s going your way.”

She jerked her head up, astonished by his offer. They both knew that if Justin asked, any number of parents would volunteer to drive her home. But the good feeling vanished as quickly as it had come. Her mother didn’t trust Erin to be alone. And if Justin fired Erin, she’d need cheering up; she’d need Nikki’s company. That’s the way it always worked.

“Don’t worry,” Justin said, studying her face. “I’ll figure out the driving. But you need to accept that Erin no longer shares the same interests. It’s no big deal. It happens a lot with the older kids.”

“She likes to ride though,” Nikki said, crossing her arms. “She’s really excited about the trail ride. And if she can ride with those girls, it will change everything.”

Justin shook his head. “Trail rides take too long. And remember the rule: No working, no riding.”

“But couldn’t you let me do her stalls again, just for this week? Because I know my sister. Once she feels good about herself, she’ll be back to normal and then she’ll be even better at her job.” Nikki crossed her fingers, not completely certain Erin would ever be content mucking out stalls. But desperation left her scrambling.

Besides, it didn’t matter what she said. Judging by the set of Justin’s jaw, it was clear he wouldn’t change his mind. She’d seen that look before and it never boded well for the person on the other end. She pressed her hands over her stomach, physically sick at the thought of not being able to see her favorite pony. Knowing Stormy was waiting to greet her, ready to trot out and receive his apple, helped her make it though the boring school day.

“I can’t make exceptions,” Justin said. “It’s not fair to all the other kids who work so hard. But don’t worry. There’s no reason you can’t keep your job. I’ll make sure you have a way home even if I have to drive you myself.”

His kindness only made her gut roil again and she hated the way her eyes itched. But she felt helpless and embarrassingly close to crying. She certainly wasn’t going to admit the truth, that her older sister was acting weird and couldn’t be left alone or—and Nikki had learned to accept it as fact—that her mother loved Erin more than her.

She settled her quivering breath and raised her head, knowing she couldn’t leave here without a fight. “If you let me work out the stalls with Erin,” she said boldly, “I’ll wash and groom your horses before every show.”

She didn’t want to think of how much time that would take or how she’d ever fit in any more riding lessons. But at least she and Erin would still be able to come to the barn. 

Justin’s expression didn’t change, but she sensed his surprise. She definitely had his attention. He didn’t even notice the mare was sniffing at his pocket, a familiarity he didn’t usually permit.

“I’ll braid their manes and tails too,” she added, guessing that offer wouldn’t have much value. Justin could braid a horse in his sleep: tight beautiful plaits while hers were big and loose, and usually fell out as soon as the horse started to trot.

But he just looked at her with those dark eyes. Then he gave a little nod. “All right, Nik. But you need to put the horses in crossties and use the mounting block, not the tippy stool. And wear gloves the rest of the week. There are some extra pairs beside my tack box.”

“Really? We have a deal?” Nikki gaped for a moment then solemnly stuck out her hand, not caring about her blisters, scarcely daring to breathe until he shook it.

But this was so incredible it was hard not to jump in delight. Justin’s word was like gold. He always did what he promised and he could never be coerced. Even when a boarder’s father had demanded Nikki cool out his daughter’s fancy show pony, Justin had refused, saying it would be better if the pony moved to another stable. And when he was teaching, he never wasted time by talking to adults, no matter how expensive a car they drove.

Two hours later, she was still bouncing. No one ever negotiated with Justin but she’d done it. She and Erin had a reprieve.

Her sister had looked so happy heading out on the trail with the older girls. Of course, the three boarders had been mounted on their long-striding hunters and Erin had been on Pancho, her placid lesson horse. But her sister had worn a beautiful smile beneath her new helmet, delighted just to be included.

“I can’t believe I have the rest of the afternoon off,” Erin had whispered. “This is perfect, thanks to you!” She’d even twisted in the saddle, giving Nikki a grateful wave before disappearing in the trees.

But now the air had chilled and the day was dissolving into dusk. Nikki peered out the doorway, rubbing her arms and scanning the trail. She’d finished dumping shavings in the stalls much faster than expected and even had time to braid two manes. But now she was eager to hear about the ride. The girls should be back soon. None of the riders wore jackets and their horses would be eager for their evening grain.

At least Erin would be in a good mood after the trail ride. Crossing the brook was always fun. Justin had taken Nikki and Erin out there many times, and brook jumping was high on their list of favorite things.

Finally voices sounded in the distance, followed by the drumming of hooves. Three horses trotted out from the towering trees, with riders perched high on their backs, girls with fancy black helmets and perfect white smiles. They were talking about low-hanging branches, jumping the brook, and how hard it was to trot and get a really good selfie.

Nikki scooted from the barn. “Where’s Erin?” she asked, peering past them into the gathering gloom.

The first rider, Kimberley, looked blank then glanced around the open doorway. “Isn’t she back yet? We haven’t seen her since she didn’t want to jump the brook.”

“What do you mean?” Nikki jogged alongside the sweaty horses, staring up at the riders, stung by a prick of alarm.

“She couldn’t keep up,” Theresa, the second rider said. “So we told her she should go back to the barn. It was the best thing.”

The best thing? Nikki jerked to a stop, then turned and stared down the dark trail. Erin would be devastated. Pancho too.

She swung around, her fists clenching. “It’s never the best thing. No horse likes to be ridden alone in the woods. Even a quiet horse like Pancho. And if you don’t know that by now, you’re all idiots.”

She wanted to call them worse, but unlike Justin, her sister didn’t appreciate it when Nikki stood up to the older kids. Now though, it would be doubly hard to build up Erin’s confidence. Hopefully by the time she returned, Nikki would be able to convince her that these selfish girls weren’t worth anything but pity.

She even started rehearsing, knowing from experience what her sister would like to hear: that Theresa had a frog face, that Kimberley had been caught cheating on a math test, and—Nikki’s ace in the hole—that Justin said Erin was a better rider than all three of them.

She paced back and forth outside the barn, thinking about what she’d say and how to say it. But she never had the chance to pump up her sister. Never had the chance to help her unsaddle Pancho or reassure her about how much nicer she was than those three entitled girls. The pep talk didn’t happen.  

Because Erin never came back.
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TWELVE YEARS LATER

Nikki Drake propped her feet on her office desk and leaned further back in her chair. It wasn’t the most professional of poses but she didn’t have many drop-in visitors and never this early in the morning. Clients had to drum up their courage before hiring a private investigator, especially when it involved cheating spouses. Adultery cases were her least favorite but she had to take them to pay the rent. And to keep Gunner in premium dog food.

She reached down, trailing her hand over her Shepherd’s head. Gunner lay on his mat close to the base of her swivel chair, a position where he could watch both her and the door. Judging by the prick of his ears someone had entered the stairwell. Odds were good that the person would stop at the office closer to the steps. Sonja’s Psychic and Parties received more visitors than Nikki’s fledgling investigative company.

Sighing, she continued scanning her email, warming at the message from a recent client. Thank-you notes were rare but always motivating. 

“You deserve the credit on that one, Gunner,” she murmured. The lady’s wandering Shetland pony had squeezed beneath a fence and fallen into a deserted well. If not for Gunner’s keen nose, no one would have checked the overgrown brush that concealed the deadly hole. Not in time anyway.

Not all her cases were that simple or ended so happily. Most of them were boring, especially the snooze-inducing surveillance that came with her job. Robert Fletcher, family friend and the man who had mentored her in the business, had taught her to concentrate on insurance fraud and infidelity. That way she’d be assured a regular paycheck. But her true passion was reuniting families.

Unfortunately she never landed that type of case. And now that Robert had retired, she had to bring in her own business. But five years’ experience, three of them as a lowly apprentice, didn’t instill confidence from potential clients. Families of the missing wanted proven track records. She’d felt the same way back when her sister disappeared.

Gunner’s tail thumped, announcing a visitor and one he welcomed. She knew it was Robert by his familiar tread and the sound of humming. But breaking news at the bottom of the screen grabbed her attention. For a moment she quit breathing. A teenage girl hadn’t returned from a trail ride. And just like Erin, the horse had been found. But not the rider.

The door clicked open. She glanced up, staring mutely at the silver-haired man who’d entered her office. He balanced two cups of coffee along with a paper-wrapped dog bone in his left hand before deftly closing the door behind him.

Her gaze jerked back to the news bulletin, her breath escaping in a horrified whoosh. “I have to go! A teenage girl is missing. And it sounds like the same barn where Erin disappeared.”

“I heard.” Robert set the coffee down and settled into the visitor’s chair. “That’s why I dropped by so early. Because you need to sit back and not tear off like some vigilante.”

“But I need to get out there.” She unlocked her gun drawer, almost bumping Gunner who was sitting now, nose twitching. 

“Let’s discuss this first,” Robert said, his voice as calm and reasonable as when he’d taught her to swim. “You know the police won’t let you near the scene. Are you sure it’s  the same riding stable?”

“It has to be. They don’t identify it but there’s only one big horse barn on Quarry Road.” She laid her Glock on the desk and peered back at her screen, hungry for details. “Maybe this person took them both. That could mean Erin is still alive.”

“It’s been twelve years,” Robert said. “The probability—”

“I know.” She paused to reassure Gunner who stared up at her, alarmed by the firmness of her voice. But she didn’t want Robert to finish the sentence, even though she accepted Erin was likely dead. The details around her sister’s disappearance were just too murky.

Erin’s horse had been found by the brook, tied to a tree bordering the clearing. The lead line had been safely attached to the halter beneath Pancho’s bridle. The knot had been a proper quick release. A horseperson would never tie a horse by the bridle reins, but the average abductor wouldn’t know that. The stirrups had also been raised so they wouldn’t get caught on a tree or thump Pancho’s sides.

Accordingly, police had concluded Erin dismounted, made sure her horse was safe then walked out of the woods on her own. So they probably hadn’t searched the area as thoroughly as they should have. Nikki’s belief there’d been a less-than-proper search still nagged at her.

The disappearance of a second girl changed everything. Maybe a predator was holding the girls in an underground bunker. That area was a perfect place to hide. The woods were so thick that both riders and hikers stuck to the trails, with the brook serving as a natural boundary.

Or maybe there hadn’t been an abduction. Maybe there was an abandoned well, just like the one that had trapped the Shetland pony. Searchers had concentrated on the wooded area between the stable and the clearing where they’d found Pancho, but maybe Erin had walked in the opposite direction, too hurt and embarrassed to return to the barn after being dumped by her pseudo friends. She could have fallen into a concealed pit.

Nikki gripped the sides of her desk, tortured by thoughts of Erin dying—slow and alone—at the bottom of an overgrown hole. Her sister had always hated to be alone. She reminded herself that Erin’s phone had never been found, and Erin wouldn’t have hesitated to call Nikki. Maybe not the first half hour but she wouldn’t have left Pancho tied to a tree any longer than that.

She would have asked Nikki to walk to the clearing and collect him...unless her phone was smashed. Falling into a hole could have done that, which would explain why the police had never been able to trace it. 

Nikki pried her fingers off the desk, her thoughts crystallizing. Robert’s advice was always sound and she knew it was prudent to slow down and process this development. In her most optimistic scenarios, her sister was living on a Caribbean island, in the arms of a wonderful man who had whisked her away from mean girls, mucking out manure, and a stubborn little sister who’d just wanted Erin to keep liking horses.

But with this new rider missing, it seemed more likely that Erin had been abducted. And Nikki didn’t have to process any more. She certainly wasn’t going to sit back and wait. Because if that predator were still out there, she intended to find him.

Robert was busy removing the wrap from the dog bone, and she didn’t want to waste time arguing. He’d been the best man at her parents’ wedding and was always supportive, more like a father figure than anyone else. Once Robert realized she’d never give up looking for Erin, he had mentored Nikki in his office, insisting she put in the hours and earn a proper investigative license.

He’d even sent her to Japan to strengthen her aikido training and though he’d retired his license three years ago, he was always available for a consult. He was one of the few men Gunner trusted, although any dog would adore someone who kept a supply of meaty bones on hand. She didn’t always follow Robert’s advice, but she always gave him the respect he deserved.

Tamping down her impatience, she watched as Gunner lifted the bone from Robert’s outstretched hand. He lay down on his mat, the bone between his paws and then stared up at her, asking for permission.

“Okay,” she said, waving a hand. She’d let him enjoy the bone for a few minutes because Robert was correct about one thing. The police would never let her near the scene. Robert had worked for the force for twenty years before becoming an investigator. He knew how they operated. As a result, so did she.

“How would you handle this?” she asked, ostensibly putting away her Glock and picking up a pen.

“Wait,” Robert said. “See what the police turn up. The girl’s name is Savannah Whynot. If she remains missing, the family will be more open to hiring their own investigator. I have a friend who’s checking into their finances. Remember, you can’t afford to take any more cases without pay.”

She doodled on a sheet of paper, pressing the pen much harder than necessary. They both knew she had her own views about compensation and further discussion would only waste time. She hadn’t entered this profession to become rich. Her goal was to help, and she especially wanted to help families like hers, ones who couldn’t afford an investigator. She’d been paid well for finding the pony so she had enough in her bank account to cover this month’s expenses. She certainly had enough gas to drive out to Quarry Road. The area adjoining the west side of the property was state-owned and too big for the police to block access. And nothing was going to stop her from searching for this girl.

“I’ll check with my contacts,” Robert said. “Hopefully they’ll find her before the day is out. But if they don’t, and it turns out to be the same stable...” He gave a slow head shake. “This could be our breakthrough. We just have to be patient.”

She nodded, trying not to glance at the computer as he went on to speak about the perils of working personal cases. She’d heard his warnings so many times, knew firsthand how hard it was to remain objective. Admittedly, patience wasn’t her strong suit, especially when Erin might still be out there.

“So you see,” Robert added, “it’s easy to miss critical details when you have such a personal stake. Best to let the searchers do their job. When I get back, I’ll make some calls. Find out what they know and we can work from there. In the meantime, I had an inquiry from someone who wants security for a silver anniversary party. Sounds like the perfect gig for you. I asked him to forward all the details.”

He rose and nodded goodbye, murmuring about an early tee time. In the far corner, Gunner gnawed on his bone, his tail thumping contentedly as Robert strode from the office.

“Leave it.” Nikki shot from the chair the instant Robert’s steps faded. Tossing her pen aside, she scooped up her gun and backpack. Robert was methodical and experienced and she valued his advice, but he was much too plodding. There was no way she was going to sit back and twiddle her thumbs. Not when this new disappearance might be related to Erin.

Besides, she might be able to help find Savannah. She didn’t have a trained police dog by her side when her sister disappeared. Now she did.
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“HERE’S A COFFEE FOR you,” Nikki said, as she stepped into the adjacent office, although office was hardly the proper word for the exotic space Sonja had created. Even Gunner seemed intimidated by the crystals, candles and hint of incense. 

“And that is why you are my most favorite person in the world,” Sonja said, gratefully accepting the cup and waving at a cushioned wicker chair. “Do you have time to sit? My next client cancelled.”

“Can’t.” Nikki shook her head. “Heading out on a job. Don’t even have time to drink the coffee Robert brought.”

“I assume this job is something in the woods.” Sonja’s nose wrinkled as her eyes swept over Nikki’s T-shirt and tight ponytail. “You’d have more men than Robert in your life if you ditched the jeans and hairy dog.”

Nikki grinned. At first she’d been wary of Sonja. They had completely opposite tastes in clothes, politics and pizza. And Sonja’s impassioned talk about energy and free will was always disconcerting. However, the woman’s flamboyant style hid an insightful intelligence and love of animals that Nikki appreciated.

“It’s hard to work in a skirt and heels,” Nikki said.

“Not if you’re doing insurance jobs. I thought you were going to focus on clients who actually paid their bills. I don’t want you losing your office space.”

“That won’t happen.” Nikki spoke firmly, shutting down the subject.

Sonja pursed her lips but said no more. And despite her joke about Gunner, she was already reaching into a glittering crystal bowl, something she kept filled with treats ever since “the hairy dog” had protected her from an abusive visitor. Reality was Sonja had plenty of hairy critters of her own. She even looked after Gunner on her hobby farm when Nikki had out-of-town jobs and a couple times had dressed him up as a lion for her psychic parties. Though neither woman fully understood each other’s profession—nor wanted to—they had developed a genuine friendship.

Sometimes Sonja’s flare for clothes reminded Nikki of Erin. Maybe that’s why Nikki had let Sonja break down her customary reserve. Robert, however, remained less than enthused that a psychic had moved into the adjacent office.

“It makes your PI business look unprofessional,” he’d said. “Sonja’s just another self-proclaimed expert. I don’t believe in all that hokey pokey stuff.”

Neither did Nikki. Although only six months ago she’d thought she spotted Erin working the streets and was so convinced she’d agreed to have a psychic reading. Sonja had squashed her fear that Erin had been forced into prostitution, but made it infinitely worse when she’d stated Erin was dead and that Nikki wouldn’t be happy until she let go of her self-blame.

That had put a chill in their relationship that had lasted weeks. Now Nikki politely declined any offers of psychic services, even something as simple as a tarot reading. She valued their friendship too much.

“Can’t you sit down for five minutes?” Sonja pleaded. “Surely your client can wait that long.”

“It’s not a client,” Nikki said, keeping a firm hand on the door handle. “It’s personal. See you tomorrow.”

Gunner looked similarly disappointed that they weren’t staying but Sonja tossed him a dog treat. He caught it in the air, devouring it in a crunching bite as he followed Nikki out the door.

They circled around the building to the back alley where Nikki usually jammed her car. Already the smell of freshly baked pizza filled the morning air, mingling with shampoo and soap from the adjacent barber shop. The tattoo parlor was still locked, but the owner of the consignment shop gave Nikki a cheery wave. This was a blue collar area, occupied by a motley range of businesses. Robert had suggested she take over his office in a more established part of the city but the rent had been astronomical, and she didn’t want to owe him anything more than she already did. Besides, this area and the people suited her. It also had a spot filled with grass and hardy dandelions that was excellent for dog breaks.

Gunner jumped into the back of her Subaru and forty minutes later, they’d escaped the city traffic and turned onto the pitted blacktop toward Quarry Road. She slowed, peering through the windshield for familiar landmarks. This area was a mix of farm and woodland, never densely populated, and the bumps that had rocked the school bus had deepened.  

She veered around a jagged pothole that would have shredded her tire then checked on Gunner who was sprawled behind her on the fold-down seat. His head rested on his paws, but his eyes and ears were alert, studying the grazing animals with interest.

He seemed equally at home in the country as the city. While Sonja kept a variety of rescue animals on her farm, Gunner hadn’t been exposed to horses much, at least to Nikki’s knowledge. She’d stopped riding the day Erin disappeared.

Those first years had been rough. Her mother had withdrawn into a shell, alternating between stony silence and accusations, followed by weepy apologies. Nikki’s guilt had twisted into anger. She’d spent more time fighting in school than learning. Robert had done all he could, dropping off groceries, paying for therapists and trying to help them manage their grief. However, he hadn’t been able to help her mother. 

Nikki’s fingers tightened around the wheel and she glanced back at Gunner again, comforted by his solid presence. He was staring at something to his right, and she followed his gaze, surprised she’d almost driven past the stable.

The barn looked smaller, the white rail fences not as tall or impressive. It was definitely the search hub though. Trucks, trailers and all-terrain vehicles clogged the parking lot. From this distance it was impossible to see if there was a K-9 unit on site. Media vans were parked on the shoulder of the road but a deputy blocked the driveway with his car. The whole thing was sickeningly familiar and her gut clenched with foreboding.

She forced her sweaty hands to loosen and continued past the gravel driveway. The deputy scowled, probably labeling her as rubber-necking sightseer. Obviously she wouldn’t be allowed entry. But the presence of empty all-terrain trailers confirmed the search was still active. One positive, at least.

Besides, she didn’t need to use the front entrance. A network of public trails crisscrossed the land adjacent to the stable, and she’d ridden on many of them. It would be impossible for police to block every trailhead.

She passed four pickups manned by solemn volunteers in yellow bibs who motioned for her to continue driving. They were obviously positioned to keep trails clear from contamination in case this turned into a crime scene. They’d done the same thing when Erin had disappeared, although it hadn’t helped. The theory that Erin had tied Pancho, then walked out to the road and left in a vehicle had never been substantiated. There’d been too many tire tracks and the ground had been too dry to provide any supporting evidence.

Nikki drove another pensive mile, weighed down with thoughts, theories and dark memories. The blacktop changed to gravel, the road empty now of vehicles. But there used to be a narrow bridge where the brook cut Quarry Road and marked the perimeter of public land. If she could find the brook, she could gain access.

She slowed, scanning both sides of the road, searching for the bridge and the game trail that used to follow the east side of the brook. The path had been too narrow for big horses but a plucky pony like Stormy had no problem fitting between the trees. She’d ridden the trail often, delighting that she could go where no one else could follow, pretending she was a pioneer in the wilderness, just her and a rather cantankerous pony.

Thinking of Stormy made her smile. He’d been so naughty, few children wanted to ride him, but at one time he’d been her best friend. She was so wrapped up in her memories she would have missed the bridge if not for the crunch of gravel over planked wood and the changing vibration of her tires.

Sobering, she jammed her vehicle onto the narrow shoulder and yanked open the back door.

“Let’s go, Gunner,” she said, grabbing her backpack and clipping on his leash.

They scrambled into the overgrown ditch, ducked beneath a rotting tree and then were instantly slowed by a prickly wall of brush. Twice she had to stop and untangle Gunner’s leash and she began doubting her memory.

Was this the wrong spot? There didn’t seem to be any sort of path. However, the brook couldn’t have changed and the game trail had followed it to the road. She remembered her mother picking them up by the bridge when they owed money for Erin’s riding gloves. It had been a week before payday and her mom hadn’t wanted to drive by the owner’s house.

So Nikki pushed on, punching through an endless stretch of bramble that grabbed at her clothes and pricked her skin. 

Finally she found it—a narrow mossy path that snaked alongside the brook. The spot where Erin’s horse had been found was still miles away but that was only if one stayed on a groomed bridle path. As a crow flew, or a little pony walked, the clearing was much closer.

She didn’t like to think about that clearing. Or what might have happened there. But it seemed history was repeating itself, and she was determined to help. Maybe a predator who knew girls rode alone in these woods had built an underground lair. Perhaps he’d taken Erin but after more than a decade was bored, wanted a replacement and had grabbed Savannah.

So Nikki inched forward, checking bushes, tree roots, old stumps, searching for a ventilation hole, the depression of a trap door, vegetation beaten down in an odd way, anything that would reveal a hidden human presence. It took ten minutes to travel thirty feet and when Gunner gave her hip a questioning nudge, she realized she was letting emotion cloud her focus.

This was about Savannah. It was just as likely the unfortunate girl had fallen off her horse and needed medical attention—nothing related to Erin or secret bunkers or scum who preyed on solitary women.

But she couldn’t stop her shiver. Because this was definitely the perfect place to stash a victim. Few people would willingly push through these claustrophobic bushes, not without good reason. She certainly couldn’t imagine any normal person choosing to hike here.

Gunner stiffened, his head raised, his ears marking a sound only he heard. Moments later, she heard something too.

“Quiet,” she whispered, dropping to her knees and placing a warning hand over his muzzle.

Gunner’s attention was locked on a rustling less than a stone’s throw away. A rabbit or mouse? Perhaps another searcher? But legitimate searchers wouldn’t be in this area and they’d be moving in a grid, calling Savannah’s name. These sounds were subtle, like someone who preferred not to be seen and was accustomed to moving silently.

Keeping her eyes glued toward the sound, she slipped the pack off her shoulders and reached inside, searching by touch. Rubber ball, pepper spray, gun. She pulled out her Glock, comforted by its familiar weight, hoping it was him. For years, she’d yearned to punish the man who had taken her sister. 

But this was a prime spot for an ambush, his advantage, and her heart thumped with adrenaline and fear. The surrounding brush was so thick he could be on her in an instant. She couldn’t unleash Gunner. Not yet. Her dog could move much faster than her and she didn’t want him facing danger alone. Fortunately she could depend on his keen nose to tell her the direction of the man’s approach, and she’d rather have Gunner beside her than anyone else. Her dog was loyal, smart and ever suspicious.

An ant crawled across her hand and overhead a blue jay screamed. But she kept her attention locked on Gunner, relying on his instincts. He would never be fooled by someone posing as a hiker, and all she needed to do was follow his lead. But her eyes widened at his odd reaction. Gunner wasn’t growling. His lip hadn’t curled. Even his hackles didn’t rise. 

Only his tail moved. And it was wagging.
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NIKKI GAPED IN DISMAY. Gunner was always suspicious of men and this was a bad time to turn friendly. But he was wiggling with such delight, he resembled an overgrown Lab pup rather than a reserved police dog. Then realization struck. She’d thought she’d evaded the police by coming in by the old bridge, but there would be no fooling this particular cop.

A branch moved and Justin Decker stepped out. He’d filled out over the years, and he seemed even taller today, especially since she was kneeling on the ground. No sense trying to bluff, pretending she was just out walking her dog. Not with Justin. He knew her too well.

“Hello, Detective,” she said, quickly slipping her gun back in her pack.

“You shouldn’t be here, Nikki.”

His greetings were often terse but at least he wasn’t calling his officers to escort her back to her car. He, of all people, would understand why it had been impossible for her to stay away. Erin’s disappearance had impacted his career choice as surely as it had her own. But policing suited him. He’d risen quickly in the ranks, from beat cop to top detective. And though it was probably prudent to make up an excuse, she’d never been able to lie to him.

“I wanted to help,” she said, rising to her feet, ignoring the dirt that clung to her jeans. “And I didn’t cross any police lines. I didn’t think anyone knew about this trail.”

“Your pony trail?” The left side of his mouth twitched, making him look much more approachable. “I knew.”

She tilted her head, remembering the time someone had chopped up a fallen tree too big for Stormy to jump. She’d never known who had walked all the way out with an axe, only that she’d been grateful her secret trail was no longer blocked. And if Justin knew about this path, he would have known about its accessibility by the bridge.

“Do you know if this area was thoroughly searched?” she asked. “Back then.”

His mouth flattened and he looked at Gunner, his way of letting her know he was in charge of the questions. He had an effective deadpan and his dark sunglasses made it hard to read his expression. Of course, Justin was always difficult to read.

“Gunner looks good,” he said. “Still using the same commands?”

“Most of them.” She glanced down at Gunner who lay obediently on the ground. The only thing not still was his tail. It has been Justin who had brought her Gunner when the dog turned two. He’d flunked out of police training so had been free to a good home.

“What did he fail?” she had asked.

“Ladder climbing or something,” Justin had said. She’d been dubious about dog ownership—both the attachment and the responsibility—but as usual, Justin had been right. She’d fallen in love with Gunner, and his training had helped her in countless situations. And that was probably her best card to play before Justin sent her packing.

“I thought Gunner could help look for Savannah,” she said, hiding behind a confident tone. “He found a pony last week and he’s had a lot of practice tracking animals on my friend’s farm.”

“He always had a good nose,” Justin said. “No one ever argued that.” He keyed his shoulder mic, his thoughtful gaze on her dog as he spoke to someone called Tony.

At least she hadn’t been banished. And he was letting her listen to his conversation with the command post. Obviously Savannah hadn’t been found yet. Based on his questions, a chopper was in the air, equipped with a heat sensor. A K-9 team was working the horse trails but it sounded like that dog was miles away and moving in a northwest direction.

Justin clicked off the radio, his eyes sweeping her pack. “I assume you have Gunner’s tracking harness in there. Put it on and let’s see what he can do. I’ll have someone meet us at the clearing with a piece of Savannah’s clothing.”

Nikki gave a grateful nod. However, she’d been hoping for a general search, one where Gunner might alert them to a possible predator. But if Gunner was told to find Savannah he’d likely ignore any other scent, even if they walked over an underground bunker.

“This area is so isolated,” she said, reaching into her pack. “It’s probably best to have Gunner search now. I really think that would be best.”

“Best for whom?” Justin said. “This isn’t about your sister. Savannah is the one we need to find. There’s a better chance she’s alive.”

His blunt words left her fumbling with the harness. She’d accepted the police had moved on. Robert and Sonja also believed Erin was dead. But hearing a similar thought from Justin twisted something deep in her chest. She bent over Gunner, hiding her vulnerability, hating the way her fingers trembled. The snap was too stiff or too small, and she couldn’t force the damn thing over the metal ring.

Justin reached out, his arm pressing against her thigh, his warm hand covering her fingers. He didn’t say a word, didn’t even clip the snap. He was just there. Emotion swamped her: anger, frustration and something else she felt whenever he was close, a sharp level of attraction that she kept buried. 

“Today has to be about Savannah,” Justin said. “But I’m still looking for Erin. Like you, I’ll never stop.”

Her breath came out in a grateful whoosh. Everyone thought Erin was dead. The police rarely returned her calls now and when they did, it was with a hint of impatience. She’d thought becoming a licensed investigator would give her an inside edge. But there had been no suspects, no witnesses, no evidence. Even Robert had given up. To have Justin still solidly on her side made her feel much less alone.

He understood her pain and guilt. Privately she might admit her sister was never coming back. However, it wouldn’t be the cold hard truth until they found a body. And deep down she craved justice. She needed to see Erin’s abductor punished. 

Her throat thickened and it was tempting to turn and tuck her head against Justin’s chest. To close her eyes and curl up in a ball and let him comfort her, as he had that horrible day when Erin hadn’t returned.

“But you have to think of another missing girl now,” Justin went on. “Gunner won’t be able to do his job if he senses you’re upset. And I’ll be wasting my time with you, valuable time that Savannah can’t afford.”

Nikki jerked back, horrified to think she was wasting precious seconds. Justin always knew how to motivate her. And she appreciated his dose of realism. Her sister was a cold case while Savannah might be able to go home to a warm bed. She wanted to make that happen. So badly. Perhaps in the process she’d see something that would uncover the mystery of what had happened to Erin.

Squaring her shoulders, she tightened her grip on the tracking rope, aware Gunner would pick up every nuance of her voice and body. “We’re ready,” she said firmly. “Let’s go find Savannah.”
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THE BRUSH WAS THICK and dense and while Gunner was able to push through, Nikki and Justin were forced to move much slower. The long lead kept tangling, consuming more precious time. And Gunner still hadn’t picked up the scent.

When she’d first shown him Savannah’s shirt, Gunner had stuck his quivering nose in the cotton and bounded off, delighted to have a job. But now his enthusiasm waned and he kept glancing back, his eyes a question. Judging by his behavior, it didn’t appear that Savannah had been anywhere in this section of the woods. But Nikki tamped down her negative thoughts. This was Justin’s show, and she was grateful he was letting her help.

“Hold up,” Justin said, his voice as even as if he was sitting behind a desk. “Take a break and I’ll radio in our coordinates.”

Nikki nodded, relieved to give Gunner a break even though it was obvious Justin didn’t need one. However scent dogs could easily hyperventilate since their noses were working overtime. She pulled out a bottle and a collapsible bowl then sat beside Gunner while he noisily lapped the water. Heat and perspiration glued her shirt to her skin. It felt as if they’d covered a lot of ground but progress was frustratingly slow.

It was easier to pick up a scent if Gunner could run in an open field and spiral out from the center as he did at Sonja’s farm. Sometimes he detected it in the air rather than following a trail. But if Savannah was being held underground—and Nikki couldn’t push the bunker idea completely from her head—it was unlikely Gunner would pick up the girl’s scent unless he was very close.

She twisted the cap back on her water bottle, trying to keep thoughts of Erin from bleeding into this search. But as usual, it was impossible to stop thinking of her sister.

Justin was still talking on the radio, his voice deep and composed, even though he must be similarly frustrated. She could hear the conversation and it wasn’t reassuring. The helicopter hadn’t spotted any sign and the K-9 team had turned up nothing. Just like Erin twelve years ago, Savannah had vanished into thin air.

Justin clicked off the radio. “How’s Gunner feeling?”

It was typical of him to worry about animals, but in this case even more practical. A tired or hurting dog might ignore a scent.

“He’s good,” she said. “With a break every twenty minutes or so, he can continue.”

“What about you? Feeling okay?”

“I’m great.” She wasn’t tired, but the backs of her heels were rubbing and soggy socks meant blisters were inevitable. She should have detoured home and grabbed her waterproof boots. However, she’d been in too much of a hurry. She’d never imagined she’d be allowed to join the official search. Had anticipated scoping the area beside the brook or, at the very most, to be checking the game trail outside the perimeter. And for this unexpected opportunity, it was no problem blocking inconsequential pain. All she had to do was think of Savannah’s family and the agony they were enduring.

She started to rise but Justin placed a hand on her shoulder. “Stay down,” he said. “Rest for another minute. Want something for your blisters?”

She peered up and caught the amused twitch of his lip. “How did you know?”

He tossed her some band-aids then crouched down and pulled a bramble from her pony tail. It should have hurt, but his fingers handled her hair as deftly as when he used to plait a horse’s mane. She tilted her head, giving him better access, accepting she didn’t always have to act tough, at least with him. 

“That feels nice,” she said, blowing out a pleasurable sigh.

He instantly dropped his hand. “I just don’t want you slowing down Gunner.”

They both knew brambles and blisters wouldn’t slow her down. But lately Justin didn’t seem to want to touch her. He’d already moved away, putting more distance between them. And Gunner had his head on his paws, watching them both with concern. He lived to please, knew that if he was successful she’d pull his red ball from the backpack and they’d have a fun play. So far though, he hadn’t been able to pick up any scent to run a track. Of course, Savannah had been mounted for all or most of the time.

“Where did they find Savannah’s horse?” Nikki asked as she ripped open the band-aids and stuck them on her heels. “Is it possible she fell off over one of the cross-country jumps on the north side?”

“Her horse galloped back to the barn so we don’t know where he came from. And those old hurdles are gone. The stable is full of endurance riders now.”

Nikki grimaced. Now she understood why the searchers seemed to have no idea of Savannah’s route. With a big horse, typical of the jumpers, the rider would stick to groomed trails where it wasn’t necessary to duck beneath branches. But the endurance riders sought out more challenging terrain; their horses were smaller and more nimble. A good horse could travel a considerable distance in four hours, unrestricted by obstacles such as water, thickets and steep hills. Hopefully Savannah hadn’t been on a good endurance horse.

“Savannah’s horse was an Arabian, 14.2 hands high and very fit.” Justin spoke as if reading her mind. “When she rode out yesterday, she was headed toward the brook. Her cell phone was found in her bag, attached to her saddle.”

Nikki grimly tightened her boot laces, praying that Savannah had fallen off and not been abducted. Justin had always insisted riders carry their phones on their person so that if they fell off, the phone didn’t disappear with their horse.

When Erin had vanished, police tried to trace her cell but it appeared as if the chip had been removed. That was another bothersome detail. Erin never would have dismantled her cherished phone, even if she knew how to do it. But in Savannah’s case, it made sense she hadn’t called for help—her horse had carried the phone back to the barn.

“Maybe the dogs should be tracking the horse, not the person,” Nikki said.

“One team already tried that. But there’s too much scent. The barn wasn’t closed for riding until late last night and the K-9 kept getting sidetracked. He couldn’t discriminate between the horses.”

“Gunner might lock onto the Arabian though. He spends a lot of time at Sonja’s farm tracking her goats and llamas. We make a game of it and he always finds the right animal.”

Justin scrubbed a skeptical hand over his jaw. “That’s asking a lot. Especially since Savannah’s horse is standing in his stall. His scent will override all his older trails.”

“But what if they brought us the horse’s saddle pad?” Nikki scrambled to her feet, galvanized with fresh hope. Even Gunner whined, affected by her energy. “We’ll stay far away from the barn,” she said. “I bet he can pick up the scent from the back end. At least enough so we can narrow down the search area.”

Justin looked at her, then at Gunner. He must have seen the confidence in their expressions because he gave a little nod. “Okay,” he said, reaching for his radio. “It’s worth a shot.”
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NIKKI WAITED AT THE edge of the clearing, too far from the officials to pick up much of the conversation. Justin was doing most of the talking. Occasionally a word or two drifted her way as they discussed GPS markers on a deployment screen. This area was the hub for the searchers, although she didn’t see any other scent dogs. 

Gunner sat close to her hip, alert but untroubled by the air of urgency. His composure was reassuring. If he’d acted too aggressively, she doubted Justin would let him participate. She took him so many places, in such a variety of situations that Gunner wasn’t aware he’d soon be occupying center stage.

It was her own composure she was battling. This was the same clearing where Erin’s friends had deserted her, where Pancho had been found tied to a tree. The area had been a favorite spot for riders because it had fresh water, green grass and even a couple apple trees. A deep-banked brook bubbled in the background, three feet wide at its narrowest spot. A quarter mile downstream was a sandy approach where more cautious horses and riders could wade across. But not here. In this spot, the only way to cross the brook was to jump.

Erin had stood in this same clearing, alone and abandoned. But why had she dismounted? Had Pancho acted up when the other horses left? Had she been afraid to ride him back to the barn? Or simply too proud? Those questions plagued Nikki. If only Erin had texted her. Justin would have given her permission to take Stormy out to join Pancho. He always worried about safety, emphasizing that horses were herd animals and therefore calmer with others.

She remembered his concern when she told him that Erin and Pancho hadn’t returned, and that she wanted permission to ride out to find her. It had taken about ten minutes to locate him and she’d still been incensed at the boarders. No doubt, Justin had regretted letting Erin leave her chores and go on the trail ride. But he hadn’t snapped or complained. He just studied Nikki for a moment, as if assessing her anger.

“Stay here, kid, and calm down,” he’d said. “I’ll be faster on Diesel.” He hadn’t wasted any time tacking up. Instead, he’d grabbed a rope and halter, swung up on the horse’s back and galloped off. Even then, she hadn’t been too worried. She’d been angry at the girls and felt bad for Erin, but at that moment she’d mostly been impressed at how well Justin could ride bareback.

Gunner shoved his nose in her hand, his worried eyes on her face. He had no idea why she hated this clearing and the stable, or that they were the reason for her recurring nightmares. But he always picked up on her turmoil. She gave him a reassuring pat, aware she had
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