


[image: image]






[image: image]





Copyright © 2022 Laura Griffin

Cover image © RawPixel.com/Shutterstock

Author photograph © Kathy Whittaker Photography

The right of Laura Griffin to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Published by arrangement with Berkley, an imprint of Penguin Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House LLC.

First published in the United States in 2022

First published in this Ebook edition in 2022

by HEADLINE ETERNAL

An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN 978 1 4722 7606 3

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headlineeternal.com

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Author

Praise for Laura Griffin

Also by Laura Griffin

About the Book

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Read on for a special preview of Laura’s next heart-racing thriller

Read more of the Texas Murder Files

Discover Laura Griffin’s heartpounding standalone thriller

Look out for Stone Cold Heart

Don’t miss Desperate Girls

Discover Her Deadly Secrets

Find out more about Headline Eternal




About the Author

[image: image]
Laura Griffin is the New York Times bestselling author of more than twenty books. She is a two-time RITA Award winner as well as the recipient of the Daphne du Maurier Award.

Laura got her start in journalism before venturing into the world of romance fiction. She lives in Austin, Texas, where she is working on her next novel.

Visit her website at www.lauragriffin.com and find her on Facebook at /LauraGriffinAuthor, Twitter @Laura_Griff and Instagram @lauragriffinauthor.

To hear about new releases, sign up for Laura’s newsletter at:

lauragriffin.com/subscribe




Praise for Laura Griffin’s thrilling romances:

‘Top-notch romantic suspense! Fast pace, tight plotting, terrific mystery, sharp dialogue, fabulous characters’

Allison Brennan, New York Times bestselling author

‘A stunning page-turner with the perfect balance of romance and suspense and a relentless pace that will keep you glued to its pages long into the night. You won’t be able to put this book down!’

Melinda Leigh

‘Hidden has Laura Griffin’s trademark strengths: a fast-paced twisting plot and characters you want to know in real life’

Kendra Elliot

‘Laura Griffin never fails to put me on the edge of my seat’

USA Today

‘Griffin skillfully juggles suspense and romance right up until the adrenaline-fueled final page’

Publishers Weekly

‘A gripping, white-knuckle read. You won’t be able to put it down’

Brenda Novak, New York Times bestselling author

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

Washington Post

‘Gritty, imaginative, sexy! You must read Laura Griffin’

Cindy Gerard, New York Times bestselling author

‘A high-adrenaline thriller that will keep you on the edge of your seat . . . Griffin is a master’

Fresh Fiction




By Laura Griffin

The Texas Murder Files

Hidden

Flight

Midnight Dunes

Standalones

Last Seen Alone

The Wolfe Security Series

Desperate Girls

Her Deadly Secrets

The Tracers Series

Untraceable

Unspeakable

Unforgivable

Snapped

Twisted

Scorched

Exposed

Beyond Limits

Shadow Fall

Deep Dark

At Close Range

Touch of Red

Stone Cold Heart

The Alpha Crew Series

At the Edge

Edge of Surrender

Cover of Night

Total Control

Alpha Crew: The Mission Begins

The Glass Sisters Series

Thread of Fear

Whisper of Warning

The Borderline Series

One Last Breath

One Wrong Step

The Moreno & Hart Mysteries, with Allison Brennan

Crash and Burn

Hit and Run

Frosted

Lost and Found

Far Gone




About the Book

[image: image]
Time is running out. And the body count is rising.

After a scandal derails her television reporting career, Macy Burns is looking for a change of pace in Lost Beach, Texas. She’s ready to focus on her first passion – documentary filmmaking – and has a new job working for the island’s tourism board, shooting footage of the idyllic beachside community. Her plans for a relaxing rebound are dashed when she realizes the cottage she’s renting belonged to the woman whose body was just found in the sand dunes.

Detective Owen Breda is under intense pressure to solve this murder. Violent crimes are rising in his small town, and he can’t stand to see anyone else hurt. . . especially not the beautiful documentarian who keeps showing up at the precinct.

With the clock ticking, cameras rolling, and body count climbing, Macy and Owen must use all their resources to find the killer without getting caught in the crosshairs.
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CHAPTER
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ONE

MACEY BURNS DROVE through the drumming rain, gripping the wheel until her knuckles were white.

“Are you here yet?” Josh asked.

“I’m running late,” she told him over the phone. “I hit traffic leaving town and then it’s been pouring the last two hours. I just crossed the bridge.”

“It’s—”

Noise drowned out his words.

“What?” she asked.

“It’s a causeway. No one calls it a bridge here.”

“I can barely hear you. Where are you?”

“At that bar I told you about, the one with the pool tables,” he said. “You’re going to love it.”

Macey tore her gaze away from the highway to check the clock. It was almost eleven, and what should have been a four-hour drive had taken more than five.

“Sounds good, but not tonight. I haven’t even found the house yet, and I still need to unpack the car.”

“That’s okay. I’m about to leave anyway. Where are you, exactly?”

“I think I may have missed the turn,” she told him. “I just passed a sign that said, ‘White Dunes Park, five miles.’ ”

“No, it should be coming up on your right. You’ll see it.”

Josh had been on the island all week scouting locations and already knew his way around.

“You need help unpacking?” he asked.

“I’m good.”

“So, hey, heads up. I just found out that Channel Six is down here.”

“Channel Six from San Antonio?”

“Yeah, Rayna and her crew. They’re reporting on that woman who went missing two weeks ago. She disappeared without a trace.”

Macey had read an article about it online. It was the type of story that normally would have captivated her attention, but she’d managed to push it out of her mind.

“We’re not here to do news,” she reminded him.

“No kidding. I just thought you’d want to know. In case you see them in town.”

Rayna had once been Macey’s fiercest rival, but that was months ago, before Macey walked away from her job and her life and the endless slog of the twenty-four-hour news cycle.

Her tires hit a slick patch, and she clenched the wheel. She didn’t want to think about her old job right now. She just wanted to get to her destination. Her shoulders were in knots from the drive, and she wanted a glass of wine and a steamy shower.

“So, are we still on for tomorrow?” she asked Josh. “Nine o’clock?”

“Assuming the weather clears. No use scouting locations in the rain.”

“It’s supposed to be beautiful,” she said. “Let’s start on the north end. We can meet at my beach house.”

Beach house. She pictured the sun-drenched deck overlooking the surf. She’d been daydreaming about it since she first found the listing.

“Sure you don’t need help with the equipment?” Josh asked.

“I can handle it.”

“Okay, well, see you tomorrow, then.”

She ended the call and squinted through the swishing wipers at the sign up ahead: White Dunes Park, 2 Miles.

A strobe of lightning lit the sky, revealing empty fields on either side of the two-lane highway. She was well past the tourist center of Lost Beach, past the hotels and restaurants and T-shirt shops.

She hit a bump, and the car jerked right. Her heart skipped a beat as the Honda fishtailed and skidded. She clenched the wheel and tried to get control, but it careened onto the shoulder with a jaw-rattling thunk. She jabbed the brakes and slammed to a halt.

Macey blinked at the windshield, shocked. Her heart raced as she tried to catch her breath. The car was tilted, and the headlights illuminated a patch of weeds and a gravelly strip of shoulder.

Macey put the gearshift in park and shoved open the door. She started to get out, but the seat belt yanked her back. Unbuckling it, she slid out. Rain pelted her as she looked around in a daze.

What the hell had happened? One second she’d been driving along and the next second it was like aliens had seized control of the car. And she’d definitely felt a bump. Had she hit something?

Glancing at the road, she saw no other traffic. She retrieved her cell phone and slammed the door. Her wet flip-flops thwacked against the gravel as she walked around the front of the Honda and checked for damage. No dents. No sign of an animal.

She stopped beside the front bumper. The right tire was flat.

“Crap.”

She switched on her cell phone’s flashlight and aimed it at the tire. Rain streamed down her face and neck. What now? She turned off the flashlight and called Josh, but he didn’t pick up, so she sent him a text:


SOS! Flat tire. Call me.



A car raced past and sprayed her with water. She yelped and whirled around, but the driver didn’t even slow. Cursing, she glanced up and down the highway. This end of the island was fairly desolate—mostly campgrounds and nature parks. She’d passed a marina, but that was a ways back.

When she’d planned her trip down here, she had wanted seclusion. After weeks of scouring listings, she’d been ecstatic when a long-term rental popped up on the island’s north end, just footsteps from the beach. The idea of being away from town, surrounded by sand and waves and the soundtrack of nature, had been immensely appealing. But now she wasn’t sure. Maybe she should have followed Josh’s advice and rented an apartment in town for the summer.

Macey shivered and rubbed her bare arms, chilled from the rain despite the warm temperature. Her tank top and jeans were already soaked through, and she was out here alone and stranded.

I can handle it.

Ha. Famous last words.

She went back around the Honda and reached inside once again, this time to pop the trunk. It was a new-to-her car, and she didn’t know the spare tire situation, but surely there was something in back. Macey had helped a boyfriend change a tire in college once. Well, maybe not helped, but she’d watched, and it had seemed pretty straightforward.

She tromped back to the trunk and slid aside the tripod and the suitcase filled with camera equipment. After finding the corner tab, she peeled back the layer of carpet.

Score! A spare tire, along with a heavy metal tool—a lug wrench?—and what had to be a jack.

But the spare seemed . . . off. She frowned down at the anemic-looking tire. Pressing her fingers against it, she confirmed her suspicion.

The spare was flat, too.

“Crap,” she said again.

Macey checked her phone. Still nothing from Josh. She hated asking a man to rescue her, but it was freaking pouring, and she was out of options.

Another lightning strobe, followed by a clap of thunder. Then a jagged white bolt zapped down from above.

She looked up at the sky, awestruck. The ferocious beauty of it reminded her of why she’d been attracted to Lost Beach in the first place. She’d been lured by the film project, of course, which would pay her bills while she got her life sorted. But beyond that, she’d been attracted by the dramatic juxtaposition of nature and people. She’d been lured by the rugged Texas coast and one of the last long stretches of untamed beach and twenty-foot dunes.

Rainwater trickled down the front of her shirt, reminding her of her plight. She stared down at the useless tire.

Her trip was off to a rocky start. She wasn’t superstitious—at least not usually—and she refused to take tonight as a bad omen. She was here for the entire summer, and no matter what happened, she planned to make the best of it.

A flash of light had her turning around. A pair of headlights approached, high and wide apart, like a pickup truck. The truck slowed, and she felt a ripple of unease.

But maybe this was just what she needed—some Good Samaritan here to help her.

The truck rolled to a stop and the driver’s-side door opened.

Macey squinted into the glare. Nerves fluttered in her stomach as a man got out. Tall, wide shoulders, baseball cap. She couldn’t see his face, only his towering silhouette against the light as he walked toward her.

As he got closer, she saw that he was very tall—six-three, at least, and he easily outweighed her by a hundred pounds. Oftentimes Macey liked being short because people underestimated her. This was not one of those times.

“Need a hand?”

The deep voice sent a dart of alarm through her.

“I’m good, thanks.”

He continued moving toward her, and she took a step back.

“Is it your tire?”

She spied something in his hand, something black and bulky, like a club or—

A flashlight. He switched it on and approached the tire.

“It’s fine,” she said.

“It’s shredded.”

“I’ve got it handled, actually.”

He took a step toward her, and she stepped back, clutching her phone and wishing it was a tube of pepper spray. She kept one in her glove box for emergencies. She’d never needed it before, but of course now that she did, it was well out of reach.

He walked around her and aimed the flashlight at her trunk.

“Spare’s flat, too.”

She eased away from him, and he seemed to get the hint because he lowered the flashlight and stepped back.

“You need a ride?” he asked.

She stared at him. Did he seriously think she was going to climb into a truck with a complete stranger?

“My boyfriend’s coming. He’s on his way now. He’s a mechanic,” she added inanely.

The man watched her from beneath the brim of the hat. The shadows made it hard for her to make out his features, but he seemed to have a strong jaw. Beads of rain dripped from it as he stood there, looking her up and down. He was checking her out, she realized, and the back of her neck tingled.

She disappeared without a trace.

Macey’s heartbeat thrummed as they stood there in the rain. He wasn’t going anywhere. She’d told him she didn’t need his help, and he was just standing there, looking at her.

A distant glow caught her eye as another car approached. She held her breath, watching as the low headlights drew near. Josh’s ancient hatchback came into view, and she felt a rush of relief. He slowed and rolled past her, his taillights glowing as he pulled onto the shoulder.

“That’s him!” Macey slammed the trunk with maybe a bit too much force in her hurry to put some distance between them. “Thanks for stopping!”

She strode toward the Toyota as the driver’s-side door opened. Josh didn’t get out right away, and she quickened her pace. Why hadn’t he parked closer?

She glanced over her shoulder as the stranger trudged back to his truck without a backward glance.

“What the hell happened?” Josh asked as he got out.

“I had a blowout.”

“How?”

“No idea. Maybe I hit something in the road.”

Relief filled her as she took in Josh’s familiar appearance—the ponytail, the scruffy goatee, the green army jacket. She reached up and hugged him.

“You okay?” he asked, clearly caught off guard. She wasn’t a hugger.

“Fine. Thanks for coming.”

He looked over her shoulder. “Who was that?”

“Some guy.” She glanced back at the pickup as it pulled onto the highway. Shuddering, she watched it speed away.

“Shit, Mace.” Josh walked toward her little blue Honda. “It’s completely flat.”

“That’s what I told you.”

“We’re going to drown out here trying to change this.”

“We can’t.” She strode past him. “The spare’s flat, too. Here, grab a bag. You can give me a ride.”

She opened the back door and reached for one of the two black duffels.

“You’re just going to leave it overnight?” he asked.

“I don’t know yet, but I’m definitely not leaving ten thousand dollars’ worth of equipment on the side of the road.”

Together, they hauled all the luggage to his car. He popped the back hatch, and they managed to squeeze everything inside. Then she went around to the passenger seat, where she shoveled fast-food bags and empty cups onto the floor.

“This is a pigsty,” she said as she got in.

“Thank you, Joshua, for coming to get me in the middle of a thunderstorm,” he said.

She yanked the door shut. “Thank you.” She sighed. “I owe you.”

“I’ll add it to your tab,” he said, starting the car. The engine made a little coughing sound before coming to life.

Macey grabbed a Dairy Queen napkin from the cup holder and squeezed rain from the ends of her hair. Josh looked over his shoulder, but the duffels blocked the view. He used the mirrors to check for traffic as he pulled onto the highway.

“You think there’s a towing place open this late?” Macey asked.

“Who knows? You could look.”

She used her phone to do a search.

“You’re on Primrose, right?” he asked.

She glanced up. His car’s wiper blades were in worse shape than hers, but she was able to make out a street sign up ahead.

“Yes, Primrose Trail. That’s it there.”

He hung a right onto a narrow caliche road that wasn’t nearly as picturesque as the name implied. They passed a water tank and a clump of squatty palm trees, then a leaning wooden mailbox. Macey peered out the window, searching for the house that the mailbox belonged to, but it was hard to see past the overgrown vegetation.

The Toyota bumped along as they passed another mailbox. This house was closer to the road, a weathered wooden cabin on stilts. It was dark and empty-looking—maybe someone’s weekend place. Macey leaned forward, searching for anything that resembled the little white bungalow that she’d fallen in love with on the website.

“I still don’t get why you wanted to be all the way out here,” Josh said.

“We came here for the beach. I want to be near it.”

“Um, no. We came here to film commercials for the tourism board.”

“Well, when we’re not working, I plan to hit the beach.”

“You’ll burn to a crisp.”

He wasn’t wrong. With her strawberry blond hair and fair skin, she’d spent her whole life slathering on sunblock.

“Not to sunbathe,” she told him. “I’ll take pictures. Or do yoga. Or maybe take up running.”

He lifted an eyebrow but didn’t comment on the likelihood of her suddenly becoming athletic.

They hit a rut, and she braced her hand on the dashboard as they passed a dilapidated house on stilts, this one with a rusted boat trailer in the driveway.

An animal darted in front of the car.

“Cat!” she yelped.

Josh slammed on the brakes. “It’s a possum.”

“That was a cat.”

He shook his head as the cat-possum disappeared into a clump of scrub brush.

“Seriously, Macey, this is the boondocks. Wouldn’t you rather be in town, near all the hotels and shops and nightlife? Not to mention people?”

Ignoring him, she squinted through the rain-slicked windshield. Josh needed people; she didn’t. In particular, he needed women and bars and things to do after work. Macey wasn’t into all that anymore. She wanted peace and quiet, and a chance to get her life together after a hellacious spring.

A mailbox came into view, and she read the number.

“This is it,” she said.

“This?”

“Yes.”

He pulled into the driveway and parked.

Macey stared up at the little house on stilts. Peeling paint. Sagging gutters. A rectangular gray mark under the window where a flower box had once been. The place resembled the pictures just enough for her to know that this was, in fact, the house she’d rented for three months, for an unbelievably low rate that now seemed totally believable.

“It’s a dump,” he said.

She shot him a look. “It lacks curb appeal. So what?”

“You really rented this place? Like, you signed a contract and everything?”

“The inside is nice.”

“Right.”

“It is. I saw the photos.” Macey pushed open the door and gazed up at the house through the veil of rain. “How bad could it be?”




CHAPTER
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TWO

OWEN BREDA SPOTTED the flutter of yellow tape as he pulled into the campground. He swung toward the sand dunes, passing tents and RVs. The normally bustling campsites looked deserted, and folks had abandoned their fishing poles and campfire coffee to go check out the action.

Owen spotted McDeere near the first row of dunes, where a crowd of people had gathered. He was setting up a series of wooden barricades, which meant he’d probably been the one to tape off the scene. Owen parked beside his patrol unit and got out. The back of McDeere’s khaki uniform was already soaked with sweat, and he turned around as Owen walked over.

“Morning.”

Owen nodded. “Morning. You the first one here?”

“Emmet and Nicole are on the other side, talking to the kids.”

“Kids?”

“Teenagers.” McDeere wiped his forehead with the back of his arm. “I think the oldest one’s sixteen.”

Owen looked over McDeere’s shoulder to the twenty-foot dunes. Some of them were white as snow. Others were covered in leafy green vines with tentacles that stretched to the flat part of the beach.

“They’re in the Bowl?” Owen asked.

“Yeah. Looked like they were dune bashing when they lost control.” McDeere rested his hands on his hips and turned toward the people milling near the barricades. So far, it looked like a mix of RVers, sunburned kids, and the usual array of wade fishermen who frequented this park every weekend. Most people were just gawking and craning their necks, but a few were holding up cell phones.

“No media yet,” McDeere said, frowning at the crowd. He turned to face Owen. “Anything you want me to do?”

“Expand the perimeter,” Owen said. “Give it a good twenty, twenty-five more yards. We need to corral all these people away from the dunes.”

“Roger that.”

“Then move the LBPD Suburban in front of the gap to block the view.”

McDeere gave a sharp nod. “You got it.”

“I’ll send Emmet down to help you.”

Owen trudged across the sand. It got deeper as he neared the hills, and he felt grit invading his boots, which meant he’d be dealing with it all day. He mounted a vine-covered rise and stood for a moment to survey the scene.

Tall white dunes made a concave formation the size of a basketball arena. Known as the Bowl, the place was a favorite for snowboarders, sledders, and the occasional idiot with a pickup truck. Two summers ago, some kids had flipped a Jeep here, and one of the passengers had been crushed to death.

At the bottom of the Bowl, a black SUV lay on its side like a wounded buffalo. Sun glinted off the side mirror. About thirty yards away, Nicole stood talking to a trio of boys. None of them looked old enough to drive, and maybe they weren’t.

Owen shifted his attention to the opposite dune, where the department’s lone CSI crouched on a blue tarp, taking photographs. Emmet was with her and glanced over as Owen walked toward them.

Emmet was dressed the same as Owen, in khaki tactical pants, all-terrain boots, and a navy Lost Beach PD golf shirt, his weapon and his detective’s shield clipped to his belt.

“I hear you’re the lead on this one,” Emmet said.

“Yep.” Owen nodded toward Miranda. “How’s it looking?”

“Bad.”

Owen studied his friend’s eyes, trying to get a read. He looked again at Miranda crouched on the tarp with her camera. In addition to her typical white coveralls, today she wore a face mask, which gave Owen some idea of what they were dealing with.

Emmet nodded at the teens. “They’re scared shitless. The one who was driving just got his license last week. If they hadn’t flipped the vehicle, I doubt they would have even reported it.”

“They local?” Owen asked.

“Yep. One of them’s Marty Granger’s son.”

“The swim coach?”

“Yeah.”

Owen turned to look at Miranda.

“Chief here yet?” Emmet asked.

“He’s on his way.” Owen looked at his friend. Owen still wasn’t used to giving orders, and Emmet wasn’t used to taking them. Not from him, anyway. Hard to take orders from someone who had been your drinking buddy since high school.

“McDeere could use a hand with crowd control,” Owen said.

“Sure.”

Emmet walked off, and Owen picked his way over to Miranda. Her light brown hair was pulled back in a tight bun. She glanced his way and lowered her camera.

“Hey,” she said, lifting her gloved hand to shield her face from the sun.

“Hey.”

The wind picked up and the stench hit him. Owen stepped back.

“It’s bad, I know,” Miranda said.

“How long you been here?”

“I just got started.” She stood up and walked over, squeezing her eyes shut. “Sorry. I need a break.” She pulled her mask down and swiped her forehead with the back of her arm.

Owen looked her over with concern. Miranda had spent the first six years of her career in San Antonio. Working a major metro area, she’d seen plenty of grisly crime scenes, and the fact that she needed a break this soon put a knot of dread in his stomach.

She smiled sheepishly. “Sorry.”

“No problem. How’s Joel?” Owen asked, hoping to distract her with a change of subject.

“I wish I knew.” She sighed. “He was gone before I got up this morning. They had an early raid somewhere.”

Owen’s older brother had been tapped to join a multiagency task force targeting human trafficking in the region. Owen knew Joel liked the challenge, but the new role was causing tension with Miranda, who worried every time he donned a Kevlar vest before going to work.

Owen was happy for Joel. Before the task force, he’d been the department’s senior detective, and he’d been battling burnout. It was good for him to get a change. Joel’s absence put pressure on Owen and the other two detectives, though, and the high season was only just beginning, which always meant a spike in crime.

Owen had been hoping to get through this summer without a major case. But that hope had been obliterated—he checked his watch—eighteen minutes ago when he got this callout.

Miranda returned to the tarp and swigged from a bottle of water. “Okay.” She set the bottle down and tugged her mask up. “I’m good now. You ready?”

“Yeah.”

She crouched again, and Owen knelt beside her.

A bare arm protruded from the sand. A few inches away was an unmistakable tangle of human hair. The hair was brown and sandy, and flies buzzed around it.

Owen studied the arm. The flesh was blackened and putrid, and skin near the wrist had started to slough off. His gut clenched as he eyed the swollen fingers with glittery purple nail polish.

He turned away. “Damn.”

“I know.” Miranda gave him a sympathetic look, and Owen felt annoyed with himself.

“Any jewelry?” he asked, thinking of the description released by the sheriff’s office. Twenty-five-year-old Julia Murphy had been reported missing sixteen days ago. She was thought to have been wearing a gold shamrock necklace when she disappeared.

“Not that I can see. Of course, I haven’t touched anything. And it could be a while. I have a feeling the ME’s going to want to bring in help.”

“To remove the body?”

She nodded. “Not just remove. You’re looking at an excavation here.”

Emmet mounted a nearby dune and started trekking over. Owen stood.

“The ME’s van just pulled in,” Emmet reported.

Owen hiked to the top of the dune, where he had a view of the beachside campground with all its tents and RVs. Sun glinted off a pair of silver Airstreams parked near the police barricades. McDeere had expanded the perimeter, as directed, and he and another uniform were now standing guard and looking intimidating as onlookers continued to gawk and point. The ME’s white van slid into a space between two police units.

“Shit.” Emmet shook his head. “It’s going to be a bad day, I can feel it. A bad summer.”

“I was just thinking that.”

The ME’s assistants got out of the van and started zipping into white Tyvek suits.

Owen turned to Emmet. “We need to find the head park ranger. We need a list of every vehicle that’s been here in the last four weeks. They book reservations by car, and we should be able to get license plates.”

Emmet frowned. “You don’t think it’s the missing local woman? Julia Murphy?”

“Could be, but we can’t assume. The victim might have been someone who was camping here. Or maybe the killer was.”

“Looks like the chief is here.”

Owen turned to watch as Chief Brady’s white Suburban pulled into the campground.

“You gotta be kidding me,” Emmet muttered. “Already?”

Owen surveyed the scene for the problem. A second white van rolled into the campground, this one with a satellite dish on top. Owen bit back a curse.

“That’s Channel Six, all the way from San Antonio,” Emmet said. “How the hell’d they get this so fast?”

“I don’t know. But our bad day just got worse.”

AN UNGODLY NOISE roused Macey from sleep. She lifted her head from the pillow, wincing at the impossibly bright light in her face. She turned her head, but it was no use. The light was everywhere, and the chorus of screeches intensified.

She threw back the comforter and swung her legs out of bed. Stepping to the window, she parted the curtains to see a flock of seagulls next door, swooping and circling above the neighbor’s deck.

Macey combed a hand through her hair as she turned and surveyed the room. A disemboweled duffel lay on the floor near the door, T-shirts and towels scattered around it. Her rental cottage came furnished, but she’d had to bring all her own linens, which meant she’d been wrestling with sheets at one in the morning.

She stopped by the cottage’s cramped bathroom, where she discovered that the rust-flavored water she’d brushed her teeth with last night hadn’t miraculously improved. She avoided her reflection in the mirror as much as possible because it wasn’t encouraging. Her eyes were still bloodshot from the tedious drive, and her skin looked pasty. Months of crap food, no exercise, and too little sleep were starting to take a toll, and part of her plan for the summer was to turn all that around.

But first, coffee. She retrieved a water bottle from her backpack and padded into the kitchen. She’d brought only the bare minimum of groceries, intending to hit the store after she got settled. Because she was an optimist, she’d packed a selection of Keurig pods. Because she was a realist, she’d also thrown in a bag of ground coffee and a pack of filters. The rental website had been short on information about the house’s appliances.

Hope for the best and plan for the worst was her motto.

Macey grabbed the grocery bag and unpacked her coffee assortment on the counter as she scanned the kitchen. Microwave. Toaster.

“No way.”

With a dart of panic, she started opening cabinets. She discovered pots, pans, and a collection of mismatched dishes. She opened the cabinet under the sink and yanked out the trash can. Nothing.

She whirled around and tried the pantry. The shelves were bare, except for a salt-and-pepper set and a half-empty bottle of steak seasoning.

With a last spark of hope, she grabbed a step stool and opened the cabinet above the refrigerator. Empty.

“Un-freaking-believable.”

What kitchen didn’t come equipped with a coffee maker?

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She could survive without coffee. Today. But now that she knew she couldn’t have any, she could practically smell it in the air. She eyed the array of pods on the counter, and her mouth began to water.

A faint ringtone sounded from the bedroom, and she stalked back there to grab her jeans off the floor. Digging the phone from a pocket, she saw that it was Josh.

“How’s your morning going?” he asked.

She swallowed a litany of complaints. He’d advised her against the beach house from the beginning, and she didn’t want an I-told-you-so.

“Peachy,” she said.

“Well, I’m about to throw a wrench in our plan. We’re going to need to scratch the White Dunes Park field trip. There’s some brouhaha going on right now, and they’ve got the access road blocked off.”

“Oh.” She dug through her backpack and found the half-finished bottle of Diet Coke she’d picked up at a gas station yesterday. Lukewarm, but at least it was caffeinated. “I was going to call you about that anyway. I have to deal with my car this morning, so we need to change the timing.”

“What happened with your car?”

“It’s at the shop.”

“You got them to tow it?”

“ ‘Them’ implies a company.” She took a swig of cola. “This is a one-man shop, Gil’s, named after the owner. Gil was kind enough to return my message at eleven fifty-five, but he informed me that anything after midnight is an extra fifty.”

“Nice.”

“Anyway, I’m supposed to pick it up at ten. Any chance you can give me a ride over there?”

“Sure.”

“Good.” She headed back to the kitchen. “So, what’s the brouhaha?”

“Some law enforcement thing. I was on the highway this morning, and I saw a park ranger and a cop turning cars away.”

She went into the living room and peered through the dusty miniblinds. Her windows had a clear line of sight to the park, which was less than a mile north. But a layer of brine covered the windows, making it hard to see anything. She walked over and unlocked the door. Stepping onto the deck, she gazed down the beach, which was empty except for a couple of kids flying a kite.

“I don’t see anything happening,” she said. “But the dunes are pretty tall over there. What’s going on?”

“No idea. But I was thinking we’d try another part of the island instead. I’ve got some ideas for Sunset Cove on the bay side. We can scope out the park tomorrow.”

“Whatever you want. You can drop me off at Gil’s at ten and we can go from there.”

“You’re assuming Gil gets it done on time.”

“Good point. Let’s make it eleven. We can check out the cove and then grab some lunch.”

“Okay, call me if you hit a snag.”

She hung up and stepped farther out onto the deck, a bit self-conscious in only her sleep shirt. The weathered deck looked out over the beach, and sunlight glimmered off the surf. She also had a terrific view of her neighbor’s deck, where a portly man in Texas-flag board shorts stood at the railing, tossing something over the side. Whatever it was had the seagulls in a frenzy.

Macey cast another glance at White Dunes Park and went inside to dress. Returning to the bedroom, she surveyed the bags strewn about the floor. She checked her watch. Eight forty-five. Now would be a great time to unpack and get organized.

Some law enforcement thing.

Curiosity gnawed at her. White Dunes Park was less than a mile away. What could be happening to make police block the access road and turn cars away? She wanted to find out.

Macey changed into the stylish new running clothes she’d just spent a fortune on—not because she had a fortune to spare but because she knew spending the money would kick her butt into gear. That was the plan, anyway. She put on her sunglasses, locked the house, and zipped the key into the inside pocket of her shorts as she went downstairs.

A rickety wooden bridge spanned the vine-covered dune separating the row of houses from the beach. The sign posted beside the stairs warned of rattlesnakes, and she cast a wary glance around as she crossed the bridge.

Nothing about the rental house lived up to its description, with the very notable exception of the view. Looking north, she could see the island’s famous white sand dunes, which stretched to the barrier island’s northernmost tip. Turning south, she could see the town of Lost Beach, with its colorful houses and high-rise hotels.

Straight ahead was the water, blue and sparkly in the morning sun. A quartet of pelicans glided down and settled on a wave.

Macey paused on the bridge to watch. The pelicans were beautiful, and she knew she should be dreaming up some clever way to incorporate them into the ad campaign for the tourism board. Approximately thirty percent of Lost Beach visitors came to check out the island’s nature preserve, which was home to more than three hundred species of birds.

After descending the steps to the beach, she stopped to stretch her quads—which made her think about the last time she’d run. It had been so long she couldn’t remember.

She took a deep breath and turned her attention to White Dunes Park. From this vantage point, she could see a distant red Suburban, which in her experience usually meant the fire department. So, police, fire, and park rangers. What was going on?

She set off down the beach, focusing on her breathing as she tried to get into a rhythm. The wind was at her back, fortunately, but that meant it was going to be tougher later. But how far was she really going to run on day one? She had all summer to get in shape. She didn’t need to go crazy.

Macey’s breathing fell into a rhythm. She started to feel grit in her socks and veered closer to the water, where the sand was firmer. Setting her sights on the red Suburban, she plodded toward the park, going through scenarios as she jogged. People were definitely congregating. As she caught sight of several orange police barricades, her pulse picked up and she felt the familiar stirring of adrenaline.

A brawny cop in a khaki uniform stood with his arms folded over his chest beside one of the barricades, like a bouncer at a nightclub. Texas beaches were public and therefore open to foot traffic. But they weren’t letting people through.

Macey noticed a flash of yellow crime scene tape, and her pulse picked up some more. Then she saw the windowless white van with the county seal on the door.

The ME was here.

Macey stopped and looked around, picking up details as her reporter’s instincts kicked into gear. Local police, local fire, plus park rangers and county officials. She scanned the crowd, which looked to be mostly people from the campground and some beachcombers who’d wandered up.

Her gaze snagged on a cap of red hair.

Rayna.

The reporter had pinned her hair up in a futile effort to keep it in place amid the wind gusting off the Gulf. She wore the TV reporter attire known as “business on top, party on the bottom,” which in this case meant a white blouse and black blazer over jeans and flip-flops. She held a microphone in her hand as she read from a notepad and talked to her cameraman, Ron. They were between takes, apparently.

Macey scanned the scene again. The bouncer was at the other end of the crowd now, talking to a park ranger. Without really making a plan, Macey hurried to the end of the row of barricades. She cast a furtive glance over her shoulder and then skirted around the barrier. Nerves flitted in her stomach as she darted around a sand dune and scampered up a rise. The sand was deep here, and her sneakers instantly filled. The low hill led to a taller one, and she knew this campground marked the beginning of twenty-four miles of sugary white dunes. Most of that area was protected, and only the south end of the park was frequented by people. She spied a gap between dunes and walked through, picking her way over the carpet of leafy vines and purple morning glories. She found herself staring at a vast bowl of sand.

Macey stopped and caught her breath. The white hills surrounding her looked otherworldly. The sand bowl was empty with the bizarre exception of an overturned sport-utility vehicle. Tracing her gaze along the nearby tire marks, she deduced that the driver had essentially been skiing along the dune—which was no doubt illegal—when the vehicle flipped. Had someone been killed, hence the ME?

A flash of color caught her eye. She walked farther into the bowl. Up at the top of a dune was a blue tarp. From her low vantage point, Macey didn’t have much of a view, but people in coveralls and face masks crouched together. The row of big white buckets beside them sent a chill down Macey’s spine.

Buckets meant sifting. Not good.

Macey stood there in the sweltering heat, watching them. Sweat trickled down the back of her neck. She rubbed it and realized she’d forgotten sunblock.

“Hey.”

She whirled around.

A tall man strode toward her. He was a cop, judging from the badge and gun at his hip, and he didn’t look happy.

“This is a restricted area.”

She opened her mouth to respond, but nothing came out. He stopped in front of her, blocking out the sun with his wide shoulders. Frozen in place, she tipped her head back to look at him as he frowned down at her.

“What are you doing back here? Didn’t you see the barricade?”

“I—” She didn’t want to lie to a cop, so she focused on the first question. “I was just out for a run.” She gestured casually toward the dune. “I noticed some people up there, and I wanted to see what the fuss was about.”

Macey saw her smiling reflection in his aviator sunglasses. She couldn’t tell whether the clueless-tourist act was working.

“This whole area is restricted.” He peeled off the shades, giving her the full effect of his stern-cop look.

The effect was powerful. His vivid blue eyes pinned her in place, and she couldn’t think of a reply.

“Are you camping here?” he asked.

“No.” She cleared her throat. “I’m renting a beach house, actually.”

“You run every morning?”

She blinked up at him. He was questioning her now like a witness, not someone trespassing on a crime scene.

“Whenever I can,” she said.

He hooked the shades into the collar of his navy golf shirt, and she noticed the Lost Beach PD crest on the front. He also wore sand-colored tactical pants and boots—very military-looking—and she figured this was his police uniform, modified for the island’s rugged terrain.

“What’s your name?” he asked, pulling out a notepad.

“My name?”

“Yeah.” He flipped open the pad. “We’re canvassing the area, interviewing people.”

“Macey Burns.” She watched his eyes. If he recognized the name, he didn’t show it.

“You see anything suspicious in the park lately, Ms. Burns?”

“No. What happened, exactly?”

“I can’t comment on that.”

“I saw the ME’s van. Was there a homicide?”

He glanced up, pinning her again with those blue eyes.

“I can’t comment.”

“I read about that missing person’s case, so I was wondering if it might be related.”

His brow furrowed. “Are you a reporter?”

“No. I just thought it might be related. Is it?”

OWEN STARED DOWN at her. Macey Burns was getting on his nerves, and he was pretty sure she knew it.

The last time he’d seen her she’d been rain-soaked and skittish. Now she was flush-cheeked and pushy, asking a bunch of questions that he wasn’t about to answer.

She gazed up at him with those big green eyes all wide and innocent, like he hadn’t caught her snooping around an active crime scene. He could have arrested her, or at least threatened to, but he had about a thousand other things that needed his attention right now. Which made him wonder why the hell he was wasting his time standing here in the blazing sun.

“How’s your tire?” he asked.

Her eyebrows arched. “My tire?”

He smiled. “You don’t recognize me, do you?”

Her mouth fell open. Then her eyebrows made a V. “That was you?”

“Yeah.”

Her cheeks got pinker and she looked offended. “You’re a cop.”

“I know.”

“Why didn’t you say so last night? You scared me half to death!”

His smile faded at that. He’d meant to help her, not scare her.

“Did everything work out? You seemed to have it handled.”

“I did.” She folded her arms over her breasts. “Gil gave me a tow, so, you know, it’s fine now.”

He looked her over, taking in the running shorts, the shoes. Her strawberry blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She was in very nice shape, but if she ran regularly, it had to be on a treadmill, because her pale shoulders hadn’t seen the sun lately.

“Breda.”

Owen glanced up. Emmet stood at the top of the hill, waving him over.

He tucked his notebook into his pocket and pulled out a business card.

“Where are you staying, Ms. Burns?”

“Down the beach.” She watched warily as he wrote on the back of the card. “Why?”

“Where down the beach?”

“Right before the Easter egg houses.”

He glanced up. “Easter eggs?”

“The pastel-colored beach mansions. I’m the neighborhood just north of that. Primrose Trail.”

“In answer to your question, we’re investigating a suspicious death.”

She looked surprised that he’d volunteered this information, but he wasn’t telling her anything that wouldn’t be all over the news in about five minutes if it wasn’t already.

He handed her the card. “If you remember anything you may have seen here in the area that could be suspicious, give me a call. My number’s on the back there.”

She glanced down at the card. “You’re a detective?”

“That’s correct.”

She looked up at him.

“Call me if you think of anything,” he said.

“I will.”

“And be sure to lock your doors.”




CHAPTER
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THREE

THE STATION HOUSE was typically busy on a Saturday, but today they were especially slammed. Owen made his way past the crowd of reporters milling near the flagpole, ignoring questions lobbed in his direction as he pulled open the door.

The reception area was crowded, too, with wilted-looking people occupying the line of chairs along the wall. The receptionist was on the phone, and she caught Owen’s eye as he walked in. Owen glanced through the glass partition that divided the reception area from the rest of the station.

“He in?” Owen asked Denise, knowing she’d understand he meant the chief.

“Conference room,” she said and buzzed him in.

Owen entered the bullpen, which was noticeably cooler than reception and a good thirty degrees colder than outside. A quick scan of the cubicles told him the team meeting had already started. Still, he took a second to swing by his desk and grab a protein bar from the drawer. He hadn’t eaten since a soggy sandwich five hours ago.

McDeere was at his desk on the phone, but he looked to be on hold.

“When’d they start?” Owen asked as he walked by.

“ ’Bout fifteen minutes ago.”

Owen chomped into the protein bar and ducked into the break room to snag a bottle of water from the fridge. He wolfed down his snack before stepping into the conference room.

Emmet, Nicole, and Miranda sat around the table with the chief. Everyone looked sunburned and tense.

Nodding at the chief, Owen pulled out an empty chair at the end.

“So, that’s it,” Emmet was saying. “Nothing jumps out, but I haven’t run through the list and done any background checks yet. I can get started on that tonight.”

Chief Brady listened silently, his arms folded over his chest. He had a white buzz cut and the leathery skin of a man who spent as much time as possible on his fishing boat.

“You get three weeks’ worth of records?” the chief asked.

“Four.” Emmet turned to Owen. “No white Volkswagens registered at the campground recently.”

Julia Murphy drove a white Volkswagen Jetta that had been missing since her disappearance. Owen hadn’t really expected to find a record of it at the campground. He’d been thinking more about the vehicle of her killer. The vehicle list was going to require some research.

“How’s it going at the park?” Brady asked.

“They just finished.” Owen checked his watch. “The ME’s team packed it in about twenty minutes ago.” As Miranda had predicted, they had taken one look at the crime scene and decided to call in help. A total of four people from the medical examiner’s office had spent almost eight hours excavating the body and sifting through endless buckets of sand from in and around the grave site.

Miranda had taken photographs and helped bag evidence. Even with a tent for shade, it was a hot and tedious task. Not to mention smelly.

“What happened with the drone?” Nicole asked Owen.

Brady frowned. “What drone?”

“There was a camera drone hovering over the crime scene,” Nicole told him.

“When?”

“Late this afternoon. It crashed into a sand dune.”

“Don’t tell me it was from one of the TV stations.” Brady shot Owen a look.

“Doubtful,” he said. “This thing looked pretty cheap to me.”

“We were waiting to see who might come retrieve it,” Nicole said. “Was it still there when you left?”

“Still there. A park ranger has got an eye on it. He’ll let us know if someone comes to get it.”

They still had the scene taped off and park rangers stationed there to keep the tourists out until they were certain there was nothing left to recover. It would end up being a judgment call—with a wide-open outdoor crime scene, there was no way of knowing for sure.

“Okay, anything else from the park rangers?” Brady asked Emmet.

“That’s it for now.”

He turned to Miranda. “Tell me about the forensic evidence.”

Miranda took a deep breath. “As I mentioned earlier, no clothing on the body. There were some items recovered near the grave site—a sandal, some fabric remnants—but it’s unclear whether they belong to the victim.”

“What do you think?” Brady asked her.

It was a high compliment. Brady didn’t ask for opinions from people he didn’t respect. Miranda had come to Lost Beach PD from one
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