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Chapter 1 — Red Rocks and Campfires




The road into Sedona had a way of making a person feel small, and Avery Ravenscroft had decided somewhere around the third mile of winding descent that this was not necessarily a bad thing. The motor home groaned as she navigated the switchbacks on State Route 179, its wide body taking up more than its fair share of the lane, and she kept one hand loose on the wheel and one eye on the canyon walls rising on either side like the rusted walls of some ancient cathedral. She had driven through mountains and across flatlands and along the edges of the Pacific coast in the fourteen months since she had left Atlanta, but nothing had quite prepared her for this. The rock was red in a way that seemed almost aggressive, as if it had decided long ago to be the most vivid thing for a hundred miles in any direction and had simply committed to the effort ever since.

She had the windows down despite the heat, because the air smelled like juniper and sun-baked earth and something else she could not name but that reminded her faintly of woodsmoke and old rain. The radio had lost its signal twenty minutes back and she had not bothered to search for another station. There was enough noise in the world, she had concluded, and the wind through the canyon was doing a perfectly fine job on its own. A red-tailed hawk circled somewhere high above the passenger side and she watched it for a moment longer than was probably advisable given the road conditions, then returned her full attention to driving.

The campsite she had reserved was called Broken Arrow Flats, a small privately owned property on the southeastern edge of town that had been recommended to her by a woman named Dolores at a gas station in Cottonwood. Dolores had described it with the quiet authority of someone who had been giving directions in that part of Arizona for forty years, and her description had been precise: past the roundabout, left at the second saguaro that looked like it was waving, down a gravel road that would make the motor home complain but would not actually cause it any damage, and then through an iron gate that was always left open because the owner, a man named Gerald, had lost the key somewhere around 2019 and had not felt particularly motivated to replace it. Avery had written none of this down. She had a good memory for spoken directions and a genuine distrust of notes, which she associated with her former career as a prosecutor where notes had a way of becoming evidence.

She found the gravel road without difficulty, though the motor home did complain exactly as Dolores had promised. The suspension rattled and the cabinet above the sink swung open and released a can of chickpeas that rolled the length of the kitchen floor before coming to rest against the base of the passenger seat with a hollow metallic sound. Avery noted it and kept driving. She would deal with the chickpeas when she stopped. She had a system for the motor home that revolved entirely around dealing with things when she stopped, which meant that the interior was in a state of managed disorder that she found comfortable and that would have distressed anyone with different organizational preferences.

The iron gate was open, as promised, and beyond it the land opened up into a wide flat clearing ringed by formations of red sandstone that rose fifty and sixty feet into the late afternoon sky. There were three other camping spots visible, two of them occupied by small travel trailers and one by a tent setup that looked like it belonged to a serious hiker rather than a casual tourist. Avery pulled the motor home into the far spot, the one closest to the rock wall and furthest from the road, which was her standard preference. She liked having stone at her back. It was a habit she had developed during her years in the DA’s office and had never seen any reason to abandon in her retirement.

She killed the engine and sat for a moment with her hands still on the wheel, looking out through the windshield at the nearest rock formation. The afternoon light was doing something extraordinary to the surface of the stone, pulling out layers of color she had not expected, amber and rust and a deep burgundy in the shadows where the light did not reach. She had read that the color came from iron oxide, essentially rust on a geological scale, and that the formations were the remnants of ancient seabeds and river deltas deposited over hundreds of millions of years. She had read a great deal about Sedona before arriving, as was her practice with every place she stopped. Avery Ravenscroft was not a person who went anywhere without doing the reading first.

She climbed out of the motor home and stretched, her spine issuing the series of complaints it had taken to issuing around mile two hundred of any driving day. She was fifty-three years old, five feet seven inches tall, and built in a way that her late mother had diplomatically called sturdy and that Avery herself considered practical. She had close-cropped gray hair that she had stopped arguing with several years ago, and dark eyes that people frequently described as sharp, usually when they were uncomfortable. She wore canvas trousers and a sun-faded linen shirt and boots that had walked more miles than she could accurately count, and she stood beside her motor home in the red rock light and let the silence of the place settle over her like something physical.

Gerald turned out to be a lean man in his late sixties with a deeply weathered face and a pale blue baseball cap advertising a feed store that Avery suspected had been out of business since before the hat had started fading. He appeared from a small wooden structure near the gate that served as a combination office and storage shed, and he walked with the slightly forward-tilted gait of a man who had spent a great deal of his life leaning into wind. He collected her camping fee in cash, which was the only form of payment he accepted, and told her the bathrooms were behind the office and the water hookup was good but the pressure sometimes dropped after nine in the evening and that if she needed firewood there was a stack near the gate and the honor box was the coffee can nailed to the post beside it. He said all of this in the tone of a man reciting information he had recited several thousand times before and who had made peace with the repetition, and then he touched the brim of his cap and walked back to his office without asking her name or what brought her to Sedona or any of the other questions that people at campgrounds frequently felt entitled to ask.

Avery appreciated this about him immediately and completely.

She spent the next hour setting up camp with the efficient, practiced movements of someone who had been doing this long enough that it no longer required conscious thought. She leveled the motor home, connected the water, ran the electrical hookup, folded out the small awning above the side door, and set up her camp chair and the low table she used for evenings outside. She retrieved the can of chickpeas from the floor and put it back in the cabinet, which she latched with the small bungee hook she had installed for exactly this purpose. She made coffee in the small French press she kept on the counter and carried it outside and sat in her camp chair and looked at the rock formations changing color as the sun dropped lower in the west.

She was on her third cup when she heard the sound of tires on gravel and watched a battered dark green pickup truck pull through the iron gate and navigate carefully toward the camping spot to her left. The truck had New Mexico plates and a considerable amount of red dust along its lower panels and a kayak strapped to the roof rack that seemed like an optimistic choice for the desert Southwest. The driver parked and sat in the truck for a moment before getting out, and when she did step down from the cab Avery saw a woman roughly her own age, perhaps a year or two younger, with long dark hair pulled back in a braid and a wide-brimmed hat in her hand that she settled onto her head as she surveyed the campsite with an expression of cautious assessment.

Avery watched her from behind her coffee cup and did not speak first, which was also her standard practice. The woman glanced over, registered Avery’s presence without apparent alarm, and lifted two fingers from the brim of her hat in a small, economical greeting. Avery returned it with a slight nod. Satisfied, they both returned to their own business.

It was Gerald who introduced them, in his roundabout way, when he ambled over twenty minutes later to collect the new arrival’s fee and mentioned in passing, as if it were information of no particular significance, that the other woman over there had driven down from the north today and that the bathrooms had good hot water if you got there before seven in the morning. This was, Avery would learn, Gerald’s version of a formal introduction, and it was apparently sufficient, because the woman with the braid walked over with two bottles of cold water and offered one to Avery and said her name was Cecil Oñativia and that she went by Cess and that she hoped the offer of water was not an intrusion.

Avery told her it was not an intrusion and accepted the water and told her her own name and said she was from Atlanta originally but that Atlanta was fourteen months and several thousand miles behind her now. Cess said she was from Santa Fe and that she had been traveling for about six weeks, which was her first extended solo trip, and that she was discovering it was both more and less frightening than she had expected, often at the same time. She said this last part with the careful precision of someone who was still working out how to describe the experience, and Avery recognized the quality of that precision because she had heard it in witnesses on the stand: the voice of someone telling the truth about something complicated.

They talked for a while as the sun went the rest of the way down and the rock formations went from red to purple to a dark silhouette against a sky that filled steadily with stars. Cess had a quality of attentiveness about her that Avery found unusual and somewhat refreshing, a way of listening to a complete sentence before beginning to formulate a response that had become rare enough in Avery’s experience to be notable. She was cautious by nature, that much was clear, the kind of person who checked the label before eating something and who probably kept a spare key with a trusted neighbor. Avery, who had once talked her way into a guarded crime scene using nothing but a press pass borrowed from a journalist friend and a great deal of confident forward momentum, recognized the cautious type without judgment. She had learned over the years that cautious and capable were not mutually exclusive, and that careful people often noticed things that bold ones walked right past.

They built a small fire in the ring near Avery’s camp chair and ate separately but in comfortable proximity, and afterward they shared a bar of dark chocolate that Cess produced from a pocket of her jacket and that Avery accepted with the genuine gratitude of someone who had not thought to buy chocolate at the last supply stop. The desert cooled quickly once the sun was gone, the way desert always did, and the fire was welcome. Somewhere out in the darkness beyond the rock formations a coyote called once and then went quiet. The stars over Sedona were extraordinary, dense and close and unspoiled by the light pollution that had erased them over most of the cities Avery had spent her working life in.

Neither of them noticed, in the comfortable ease of that first evening, the pair of headlights that appeared briefly on the ridge to the north and then cut off. Neither of them saw the dark shape that sat without moving among the rocks above the camping area for nearly an hour before slipping away into the desert. The fire crackled and the stars wheeled slowly overhead and the two women talked quietly about roads they had taken and roads they were still planning to take, and the night settled over Broken Arrow Flats like a held breath.
Avery woke before sunrise, which was her habit and had been since her years as a junior prosecutor when the only quiet hours in a shared apartment near the courthouse had been the ones before five in the morning. She lay still for a moment in the narrow bed at the back of the motor home and listened to the desert the way she had learned to listen to it over the past several months of traveling through the Southwest, distinguishing the sounds that belonged from the sounds that did not. Wind in the juniper scrub. The faint, dry tick of the motor home’s metal skin contracting in the cold. A bird she had not yet learned to identify calling from somewhere high on the rock face above the campsite. These were the sounds that belonged. She catalogued them and found nothing else and got up.

She made coffee and took it outside and sat in her camp chair wrapped in the heavy wool blanket she kept on the hook beside the door for exactly this purpose. The sky was the particular deep blue that exists for perhaps twenty minutes before the sun clears the horizon, not black anymore but not yet light, and the rock formations around the campsite were dark shapes against it, enormous and motionless and vaguely ceremonial in the way that large natural formations often seemed to her in the half-dark. She had grown up in Georgia, where the landscape was green and soft and the horizon was usually obscured by trees, and the openness of the desert Southwest had taken several weeks to stop feeling faintly alarming and several more to start feeling like a specific kind of freedom.

She was on her second cup when the light began, and she watched it the way she watched most things she found genuinely interesting, which was with complete attention and without trying to translate the experience into words or photographs. She had a phone with a decent camera and she used it rarely. Her memories were good and she trusted them more than images, which had a way of replacing the actual experience rather than preserving it.

Cess emerged from her truck camper at half past six with her hair still in the braid from the night before and a thermos of tea that she had apparently prepared inside before coming out. She was wearing a fleece vest over a long-sleeved shirt and she moved with the slight stiffness of someone sleeping in a truck bed, which was a different kind of stiffness than the motor home produced but not obviously better or worse. She lifted her chin in greeting and Avery returned it and they sat in their respective chairs in comfortable silence for a while, which was the kind of silence that Avery had found was either immediately possible between two people or never possible between them, with very little middle ground.

“How long are you planning to stay?” Cess asked eventually, wrapping both hands around her thermos.

“Four or five days,” Avery said. “Maybe a week if the place warrants it.”

“I’m thinking three days,” Cess said. “Though I’ve thought three days before and it’s turned into ten.”

“Where did that happen?”

“Taos. And before that, a place outside Moab that didn’t even have a name on the map, just a cattle grate and a dirt road.” She paused. “Some places don’t let go easily.”

Avery looked at the rock formations. “I have a feeling this might be one of those.”

They decided over breakfast, taken separately but with their chairs angled toward each other in a way that had developed naturally and without discussion, that they would spend the morning exploring on foot. Cess wanted to find the trailhead for the Bell Rock Pathway, which she had read about in a hiking guide she kept in the door pocket of her truck. Avery wanted to walk the perimeter of the campsite and the surrounding area first, which was something she did in any new place and which she did not bother to explain because the explanation would have sounded either paranoid or professional and she was not sure which was less convenient at this stage of an acquaintance.

The ground around Broken Arrow Flats was red sand and loose rock, scattered with clumps of prickly pear and the occasional brittle remains of last season’s grasses. Avery walked slowly and looked at the ground as much as the scenery, which was a prosecutorial habit she had never entirely shed. The earth around the campsite held the stories of its recent traffic in the way that dry desert soil always did, tracks and marks and the compressed imprints of things that had been set down and picked up again. She could see the tire tracks from Gerald’s daily rounds and the footprints of the tent camper, who had apparently paced the area in front of his setup several times during the night in the random, slightly frantic pattern of someone with insomnia. She could see the clean parallel lines where Cess had pulled her truck into her spot and the deeper gouges her own motor home had left coming in.

She walked the full perimeter of the flat area and then moved out toward the base of the nearest rock formation, where the ground changed from sand to the harder, more compressed surface close to the stone. There were marks here too, but older, less distinct, and she was studying them with the unfocused attention she brought to things she was not yet sure were relevant when Gerald appeared from the direction of his office and stopped a few yards away and watched her with the mild, unperturbed expression of a man who had seen a great many unusual things at his campsite and had long since stopped ranking them.

“Something interesting?” he said. It was not quite a question.

“Probably nothing,” Avery said. “Old habit. I used to work in law.”

Gerald nodded as if this explained everything and perhaps it did. “Get that sometimes,” he said. “Had a retired FBI agent stayed here last spring, spent the whole first morning walking the fence line. Didn’t find anything either.”

“What was he looking for?”

“Didn’t say.” Gerald squinted toward the rock formation. “We do get people out in the desert at night sometimes. Usually just hikers who don’t know the rules or teenagers being teenagers. Occasionally someone cuts through the property on their way somewhere else.” He paused. “Occasionally someone who maybe doesn’t want to be seen on the road.”

Avery looked at him. “How often is occasionally?”

Gerald considered this with the deliberateness of a man who weighed words before committing to them. “More often in the last year or so than before,” he said finally. He touched the brim of his cap and walked back toward his office, which she was beginning to understand was his standard method of concluding a conversation.

She thought about what he had said while she walked back to the campsite, turning it over without forcing it toward any particular conclusion. More often in the last year or so. It was the kind of remark that could mean many things, and she had learned early in her legal career that the mistake was always in deciding too quickly what something meant. Evidence had a way of being stubborn about the shape of the truth, and the truth had a way of being more complicated than the first available explanation.

Cess was ready to walk by the time Avery returned, with proper hiking boots and a daypack that had the organized, well-considered look of someone who had done this enough times to know what she actually needed versus what she only thought she needed at the start of a trip. She had a water bottle in each side pocket and a folded paper map tucked into the outer zip compartment, which Avery noted with approval because she had been in enough situations in enough remote places to understand that paper maps did not lose signal.

They walked out through the iron gate and north along the road toward the main trail system, and Sedona revealed itself gradually as they walked, the town appearing in glimpses between the rock formations, its low buildings and the occasional gleam of a car window catching the sun. The tourist infrastructure of the place was considerable but not overwhelming, the kind that had grown up around genuine natural beauty and still acknowledged, at least partially, what it was there to serve. There were crystal shops and vortex tours and restaurants with names that gestured toward the spiritual significance the area held for various traditions, but there were also working locals going about ordinary mornings, and the smell of breakfast from a small cafe they passed was entirely without pretension.

Cess stopped to read a historical marker near the trailhead and Avery stood beside her and read it too, because she was constitutionally incapable of passing an information source without at least glancing at it. The marker described the geological history of the area and mentioned the various Native peoples who had lived in and moved through the region over thousands of years, including the Sinagua, and before them groups whose names and full histories were still being recovered by archaeologists. There was a photograph on the marker, black and white and old, showing a group of people standing in front of a cliff dwelling that had been built into a natural alcove in the rock face several hundred feet above the desert floor.

“I read that there are dozens of those in the area,” Cess said. “The cliff dwellings. Most of them aren’t accessible to the public.”

“Why not?”

“Some for preservation. Some because they’re on private land. And some because they’re just too remote and too difficult to get to safely.” She traced the edge of the photograph with one finger without touching it. “There are apparently some that haven’t been fully studied yet. Or even fully found.”

Avery looked at the photograph for a moment longer and then they walked on. The trail was good and well-marked and the morning was cool enough to make the walking easy, and they moved at a pace that allowed for conversation without demanding it, which was the ideal pace for two people still learning whether they were genuinely compatible or merely temporarily compatible in the way that strangers in beautiful places sometimes were. Avery was reserving judgment, which was also her standard practice.

They had been walking perhaps forty minutes when Cess stopped and turned to look back the way they had come, in the direction of the campsite.

“Do you ever get the feeling,” she said carefully, in the voice she used when she was not entirely sure she wanted to say what she was about to say, “that you’ve arrived somewhere at an interesting time? Not randomly interesting. Specifically interesting.”

Avery looked at her. “Sometimes,” she said. “What kind of specifically interesting are you feeling?”

Cess was quiet for a moment, looking back toward the flat ground where the motor home and the green truck sat small and distant below the red rock walls. “I’m not sure yet,” she said. “It’s just a feeling. I’m probably wrong.”

“What does the feeling feel like?”

Cess thought about it with the characteristic care she brought to precise descriptions. “Like something is already in motion,” she said finally. “And we’ve walked into the middle of it.”

Avery turned and looked back toward the campsite with her. The morning was clear and bright and entirely ordinary in its appearance. The hawk from the day before, or one very like it, was circling again above the same rock formation. The light was clean and the air was still and there was nothing in the scene that would have alarmed anyone. She looked at it for a long moment with the eyes she had spent twenty years training to see past the surface of things, and she did not tell Cess that the feeling was nothing or that she was probably wrong, because Avery Ravenscroft had learned a long time ago that the specifically interesting feeling was almost never wrong.

“Let’s finish the walk,” she said instead. “And then I want to talk to Gerald again.”

They turned back toward the trail and the red rocks rose around them enormous and silent and very old, holding whatever they held in the patient way of stone, and the morning continued its ordinary appearance without giving anything else away.

They returned to the campsite a little after eleven, warm from the walk and carrying the particular kind of comfortable tiredness that comes from moving through beautiful country at a pace that allows the body to do its work without protest. Cess refilled her water bottle at the hookup near her truck and Avery ducked inside the motor home and made two cold glasses of water with lemon from the small refrigerator and brought them outside and they sat under the awning in the shade and let the morning settle around them. The tent camper had gone out while they were walking and his site was empty and neat, his gear secured with the practiced efficiency of someone who expected to be out all day. The two travel trailers were quiet. Gerald’s office showed no sign of activity. The flat was theirs for the moment, or felt that way.

Avery drank her water and thought about what Gerald had said that morning. More often in the last year or so. She had not been able to let it go entirely during the walk, the way she could not let certain things go when they snagged on something in her mind that she had not yet named. It was not the remark itself that held her attention so much as the manner in which it had been delivered, that particular combination of specificity and deliberate vagueness that she associated with people who knew more than they were saying and had made a considered decision about how much of it to release. Gerald struck her as a careful man. Careful men did not make that kind of specific observation casually. They made it because they wanted it heard.

“I want to ask you something,” she said to Cess.

Cess looked up from the bandana she had been folding and unfolding with the repetitive, unconscious motion of someone whose hands needed to be doing something while their mind was elsewhere. “All right.”

“That feeling you described on the trail. That something is already in motion. Has it gotten stronger or quieter since we got back?”

Cess considered this without apparent surprise at the question. “Stronger,” she said. “Though I couldn’t tell you why. Nothing has changed.”

“What does stronger feel like specifically?”

“Like when you’re in a room and you can hear a sound you can’t quite identify, and you keep turning down the conversation around you to try to locate it. Like that.” She set the bandana down on her knee. “You think I’m onto something.”

“I think you’re paying attention,” Avery said, which was her honest answer and also a more careful one. She had learned not to validate instincts prematurely because the validation sometimes shaped what the instinct subsequently found, and she wanted Cess’s perceptions to remain her own for now.

She went to find Gerald after lunch, walking across the flat to his office with her hands in her pockets and her shadow short beneath the high noon sun. She knocked on the open door frame and Gerald looked up from a ledger he was writing in with a ballpoint pen and waved her in with the same economy of gesture he brought to everything.

The office was small and dim and smelled of old wood and machine oil and the particular dusty sweetness of papers that had been accumulating in the same space for many years. There was a large topographical map pinned to one wall, heavily marked with what appeared to be Gerald’s own notations in pencil, circles and lines and small numbers whose significance was not immediately clear. There was a metal filing cabinet and a coffee maker and a shelf of binders and a single framed photograph on the desk showing a younger Gerald standing beside a woman with a wide smile and the same pale eyes, in front of a rock formation that Avery recognized as Cathedral Rock from the pictures she had studied before arriving. The woman was not in any of the other photographs in the room and Avery did not ask about her.

“Wanted to follow up on what you said this morning,” Avery said, leaning in the doorway rather than entering fully because entering fully would have made the conversation feel more formal than she wanted it to feel. “About people moving through at night.”

Gerald put his pen down and leaned back in his chair and looked at her with the calm, measuring expression she was beginning to think of as his default. “What did you want to follow up with?”

“When you say more often in the last year, can you be more specific about how much more often.”

He was quiet for a moment. Outside, a truck passed on the road beyond the gate and its sound diminished and the quiet came back. “Used to be once, twice a season,” he said. “Somebody cutting through on foot, usually. Hiker who’d lost the trail, couple of times. Kids. Nothing that made me think.” He looked at the topographical map on the wall without appearing to look at anything in particular. “Past year it’s been two, three times a month. Different people. Same general direction.”

“Same direction meaning what direction.”

“Coming from the south and east,” he said. “Moving north and west. Through my property or along the edge of it.” He paused. “Always at night. Always quiet about it.”

Avery looked at the map. The pencil markings she had noticed when she came in resolved themselves differently now. They were not random notations. They were a record of sightings, each circle a location, each number a date or a count. “You’ve been tracking it,” she said.

“I notice things,” Gerald said, which was neither confirmation nor denial and was therefore both.

“Have you told anyone?”

“Mentioned it to the sheriff’s office about four months back,” he said. “Deputy came out, looked around, said there wasn’t much they could do without more to go on. Said people cut through private land all the time out here.” He picked up his pen and set it down again. “Which is true. They do.”

“But these don’t feel like people cutting through,” Avery said.

Gerald looked at her steadily. “No,” he said. “They don’t.”

She thanked him and walked back to the campsite and sat with this new information the way she sat with all new information, without immediately doing anything with it, letting it find its own level. The map markings. Two or three times a month. Always from the south and east. Always at night. Always quiet. She had spent twenty years in a profession where patterns were the thing, where the shape of a series of events told you something the events themselves did not say directly, and the shape of this pattern was not ambiguous. People moving through a desert property at night in numbers and frequency that had changed significantly in the past year were people with a reason to move at night and a reason not to be seen. There was a range of possible reasons and not all of them were sinister, but the range narrowed considerably when you factored in Gerald’s tone, which was the tone of a man who had arrived at a conclusion he did not entirely want to have arrived at.

She was sitting with this when Cess came back from a walk she had apparently taken while Avery was with Gerald, returning through the iron gate on foot with a paper bag from somewhere and a look on her face that Avery had not seen there before, a look that was alert in a different way than her usual attentiveness, sharpened and slightly uncertain.

“I walked up to the road,” Cess said, sitting down and setting the paper bag on the camp table without opening it. “And then a little way along it toward the main junction. There’s a pull-off about a quarter mile from the gate. You can see it from the road if you know what you’re looking at, but it’s set back enough that you’d probably miss it if you were just driving through.”

“What’s in the pull-off,” Avery said.

“Right now, nothing. But there are marks in the ground there. Tire marks from a heavy vehicle, and they’re recent. And cigarette butts. Several of them. Different brands, which usually means different people rather than one person on multiple occasions.” She looked at Avery steadily. “And something else.”

She reached into the pocket of her vest and produced a small object and held it out. It was a torn piece of paper, roughly three inches square, with writing on it in blue ink that had bled slightly into the fibers of the paper from moisture or handling. The writing was in English but the hand was unsteady and compressed, as if written quickly or in poor light, and several of the letters had been formed with an unfamiliarity that suggested English was not the writer’s first language. Avery took it carefully by the edge and read what was written on it.

The message was short. It said: they watch the road both ways. when the jeep comes do not get in if there are two men. one man only is Hector and he is safe. tell someone. please. V.

Avery read it twice and then held it a moment longer without speaking. The paper was lightweight, the kind torn from a small notebook. The ink was a medium blue, an ordinary ballpoint. The moisture that had bled the letters was old enough to have dried completely, which put it at least a day out, possibly two. She turned it over. The back was blank.

“Where exactly was it,” she said.

“Under a rock at the edge of the pull-off,” Cess said. “As if it had been placed there deliberately. Weighted down so it wouldn’t blow away.” She paused. “It wasn’t visible unless you were walking slowly and looking at the ground from close up.”

Avery set the note down on the camp table between them and they both looked at it in the afternoon light. It was a small piece of paper with ordinary ink and an ordinary hand and an extraordinary weight, the weight of someone who had needed to communicate something urgent with whatever was available and had done so with the knowledge that they might not be in a position to communicate again. Avery had seen notes like this before, not often, but enough. They had a particular quality that was different from found objects or discarded things. They had the quality of something that mattered to the person who left it in a way that most things did not.

“V,” Cess said quietly. “A name or an initial.”

“Initial most likely. Could be a first name or a surname.” Avery looked at the note without touching it again. “The language is careful. Tell someone. Not call the police, not call for help. Just tell someone. Which suggests the writer was not certain who could be trusted or what the right channel was.”

“That’s a frightening thing to be uncertain about,” Cess said.

“Yes,” Avery said. “It is.”

The afternoon had shifted while they were not paying attention to it, the light moving to the lower angle that preceded the evening change, and the rock formations around the campsite had begun their daily color transformation, the red deepening toward something richer and more complex. It was the kind of light that photographers came to Sedona to find and that the rock seemed to produce effortlessly and without concern for the people standing below it, being beautiful in the enormous, indifferent way of ancient things.

Avery looked at the note and then looked at the rocks and then looked back at the note. She was thinking about the headlights she had not seen the night before, which Gerald had apparently seen many times in the past year moving in from the south and east. She was thinking about a vehicle parked at a pull-off a quarter mile from the campsite gate, occupied by more than one person, long enough to accumulate cigarette butts from multiple smokers. She was thinking about a person named V who had placed a note under a rock with enough care and hope to weight it against the desert wind.

“We need to keep this,” she said. “Carefully. And we need to think about who we tell and in what order.”

“You mentioned wanting to talk to Gerald again,” Cess said.

“Yes. But not about this. Not yet.” Avery looked at the rock formations. The color had deepened another degree. “I want to understand the ground better before I start telling people what we’ve found. Information shared too early in the wrong direction can close more doors than it opens.”

Cess nodded slowly. She was not a person who moved quickly toward action, Avery had already understood this, but she was a person who moved thoughtfully, and there was a quality in her expression now that had not been there that morning, a settled seriousness that sat well on her. The cautious nature that Avery had noted the night before had not vanished, but it had organized itself around something, the way that caution sometimes did when it was given something worth being careful about.

The evening came down over Broken Arrow Flats the way it had the night before, beautifully and without hurry. They built another fire and sat beside it and talked, but the conversation was different from the previous evening’s, quieter and more purposeful, turning over what they had and what they did not have and what the reasonable next steps might be. The note sat inside the motor home in a zip-lock bag that Avery had retrieved from the kitchen drawer, because old habit died hard and she had been placing potential evidence in zip-lock bags since approximately 1998.

At some point well after dark, when the fire had burned to coals and the stars were fully out and the coyote or its neighbor had called twice from the direction of the eastern canyon, Avery became aware that she was sitting forward in her chair rather than back in it, which was a physical tell she had never successfully trained out of herself. She sat forward when she was engaged with something, when the part of her mind that her colleagues in the DA’s office had called the engine was running properly. She had been sitting back in chairs for fourteen months, which had been necessary and correct and something she did not regret. But she noted the change in her posture and noted what it meant and did not resist it.

Somewhere out in the darkness beyond the rock formations, beyond the gate and the quarter-mile pull-off and the road that ran south and east toward the border country, something was already in motion. Cess had been right about that. The question was not whether it was in motion but what it was and how far it had already traveled and whether V, whoever V was, had been able to wait long enough for someone to find the note under the rock and do what the note asked.

The coals glowed and the stars turned and the desert night pressed close around the campsite, and Avery Ravenscroft sat forward in her chair and let the engine run.
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Avery was up before the sun again, but this morning the routine felt different. The coffee was the same and the wool blanket was the same and the sequence of desert sounds resolving themselves out of the pre-dawn quiet was the same, but she was sitting forward in her chair before she had even finished the first cup, which told her everything she needed to know about the state of her mind. The note was inside the motor home in its zip-lock bag on the counter beside the French press, and she was aware of it the way you were aware of something that had changed the temperature of a room simply by being in it.

She had slept well regardless, which was another old habit and one she had always been grateful for. The ability to sleep in the presence of an unsolved problem was not universal, she knew. She had worked with colleagues who went hollow-eyed and frantic within forty-eight hours of a case that wouldn’t close, who mistook exhaustion for diligence and suffered for it. Avery had always believed that the mind did its best connective work in sleep, stitching together observations that the waking brain kept separate, and the belief had served her well enough over twenty years that she had never seriously questioned it.

The desert was doing its pre-dawn thing, which she had come to think of as a kind of collective inhale, everything still and expectant before the light arrived and released it. She watched the eastern sky above the rock formations lighten in increments, gray to pale gold to the first suggestion of the warm color that would eventually saturate everything, and she drank her coffee and let her mind move over what she had without pushing it anywhere in particular.

The note. The pull-off with its tire marks and its accumulation of cigarette ends from multiple people. Gerald’s tracking of figures moving through his property from south to east, increasing in frequency over the past year. The headlights on the ridge that she and Cess had not seen but that had apparently been there. The specific, careful language of the note itself, the warning about the jeep, the name Hector offered as a marker of safety, the plea at the end that had the quality of something written by a person who understood they might not get another opportunity to write anything.

She was still turning this over when Cess appeared, earlier than the previous morning, which suggested Cess had also slept on things and arrived at the same conclusion about needing to be awake and moving. She had her thermos and her fleece vest and an expression of someone who had made a decision about something overnight and was comfortable with the decision.

“I think we should walk the perimeter again this morning,” Cess said, settling into her chair. “But wider than yesterday. Further out from the campsite boundary.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Avery said.

They finished their respective morning drinks and went out as the sun cleared the eastern formations and threw long red shadows across the flat. Avery went south and east, which was the direction Gerald’s nighttime figures came from, and Cess took the northern edge toward the road, retracing the route she had walked the previous afternoon. They moved separately and quietly and met back at the campsite gate forty minutes later.

Cess had nothing new from the pull-off. The marks were as she had left them, no fresh tire tracks, no additional debris. Avery had found nothing dramatic in the southern perimeter either, but she had found something that she was still deciding how to weight. At the far southeastern edge of Gerald’s property, where the boundary fence ran along the base of a low sandstone ridge, two of the fence posts had been pulled slightly outward from the ground, not broken, not cut, but worked loose over time with patient, repeated pressure, leaving a gap wide enough for a person to pass through without difficulty if they knew it was there and approached it at the right angle. The ground on both sides of the gap was trafficked in a way that the surrounding earth was not.

She described this to Cess and Cess listened with her characteristic completeness.

“So there’s a regular crossing point,” Cess said.

“Been used enough to compact the soil on both sides,” Avery said. “Not a new thing. Established over time.”

They were still discussing this when they both registered something that had not been in the landscape when they went out that morning. It was Cess who saw it first, stopping mid-sentence and looking past Avery’s shoulder toward the northern edge of the flat, near the shallow wash that ran along the property’s western border.

“Avery,” she said, in a tone that was not alarmed but was very focused. “When we left this morning, was there a vehicle over by that wash?”

Avery turned and looked. Sitting at the edge of the wash, partially obscured by a stand of scrubby mesquite and the angle of the morning light, was a jeep. Not a dusty working jeep of the kind common to the area, not a battered ranch vehicle or a tourist’s rental in an anonymous color. This was a bright, specific, unmistakable pink. The kind of pink that existed for exactly one purpose in Sedona, Arizona, which was to be immediately recognizable as belonging to the Pink Jeep Tours company, whose vehicles were a fixture of the tourist landscape and whose distinctive color made them visible from considerable distances on the red rock trails they were designed to navigate.

This one was not on a trail. It was sitting at an awkward angle in the shallow wash, as if it had been driven there in a hurry and stopped without particular care for how it came to rest. One front wheel was slightly lower than the other where the ground dropped off toward the wash bed, giving the vehicle a listing quality. The engine was not running. There was no one visible inside or nearby.

They approached it carefully, not from the direct line but from an angle that let them see around it as they came, which was Avery’s instinct and which Cess followed without being told. The jeep became more distinct as they closed the distance. The pink was vivid even under the dust it had collected, and there was a company logo on the door panel that confirmed what the color had already suggested. The windshield had a small crack in the lower right corner that caught the morning sun. The driver’s side door was not fully closed, standing open perhaps four inches with the interior handle visible through the gap.

Avery stopped six feet away and looked at the vehicle without approaching further. She had learned this discipline early, the value of looking before touching, of giving a scene its full thirty seconds before you introduced yourself into it. The jeep had a quality she recognized from other stopped vehicles in other contexts, a stillness that was different from the stillness of a parked car. It had the stillness of something abandoned rather than left, which was a distinction she had never been able to articulate precisely but had always been able to feel.

The interior was visible through the open door and the windshield. There was a daypack on the passenger seat, dark green with a carabiner clipped to the top handle. A water bottle in the center console holder, partially full. A pair of sunglasses on the dashboard, the kind with a cord attached for outdoor use. A phone charging cable plugged into the cigarette lighter port, the other end loose and unconnected. A light jacket or overshirt bundled on the back seat with the careless compression of something pushed aside rather than folded.

“The key,” Cess said quietly from beside her.

Avery looked. The key was in the ignition. Not a fob, an actual key on a ring with a small plastic tag that likely identified the vehicle by number in the company’s fleet system.

“Nobody leaves their key,” Cess said.

“No,” Avery agreed. “Nobody who leaves voluntarily.”

She looked at the ground around the jeep. The sand here was softer than at the campsite and it held impressions well. She could see the tire tracks the jeep had made coming in, a single set arriving from the direction of the main road, no hesitation in the line, moving fast. She could see one set of boot prints on the driver’s side, getting out, moving around the front of the vehicle, stopping, then moving away toward the southeast at a pace that the depth and spacing of the impressions suggested was not walking. Alongside and slightly overlapping those prints were others, larger, different sole pattern, two sets, coming from the southeast and meeting the driver’s prints near the front bumper. The combined trail of all three sets then moved southeast and disappeared toward the low ridge beyond the wash.

Avery looked at this arrangement of evidence and understood its shape. One person had arrived in the jeep and been met by two others. The meeting had not been planned in the way of pleasant reunions, because planned pleasant reunions did not result in abandoned vehicles with open doors and keys in the ignition. She looked at the boot prints of the arriving driver and noted their depth relative to the others and noted also that the stride length shortened near the front of the jeep, which was what happened when a person’s pace was no longer entirely their own decision.

“We don’t touch anything,” she said to Cess.

“No,” Cess agreed.

“And we go find Gerald and then we go find the sheriff.”

Cess looked at her steadily. “Yes,” she said. “We do.”

Gerald took the news with the same undemonstrative steadiness he seemed to bring to all information, standing in the doorway of his office with his coffee cup and listening to Avery’s account without interrupting and without the kind of performative alarm that would have been useless. When she finished he looked out toward the wash for a moment and then he looked back at her.

“How long do you think it’s been there,” he said.

“Ground’s dry,” Avery said. “No dew on the hood this morning, but the temperatures dropped enough last night that there should have been some if it arrived after dark. Which puts it there before nightfall yesterday. Late afternoon at the earliest, more likely earlier than that.”

Gerald nodded. “I didn’t see it come in,” he said. “But I was in the back of the property most of yesterday afternoon fixing a section of irrigation pipe.” He looked toward the wash again. “That wash is in a blind spot from the office.”

“Someone may have known that,” Avery said.

This landed and Gerald absorbed it without visible reaction, which was itself a kind of reaction, the particular stillness of a person who has just had a suspicion confirmed that they would have preferred to leave unconfirmed. “I’ll call Elena,” he said.

“Elena Morales? The sheriff?”

“Sheriff’s department, yes. Elena is the one who came out before, when I mentioned the nighttime crossings. She’s good people.” He paused. “She’ll actually listen.”

He went inside to make the call and Avery returned to where Cess was waiting near the wash, maintaining a respectful distance from the pink jeep and watching it with the focused attention of someone who understood that looking carefully at something was not the same as disturbing it. The morning had warmed considerably since sunrise and the light was now full and direct and finding every surface of the jeep’s distinctive color and amplifying it.

“Tell me what else you see,” Avery said, standing beside her.

Cess looked for a long moment before speaking. “The daypack on the passenger seat,” she said. “If someone was taken against their will they probably couldn’t bring it. But they also probably couldn’t have left it deliberately, not with time to think about it. So it’s there because they simply couldn’t take it, not because they chose to leave it.”

“Which tells us something about the speed of the encounter,” Avery said. “What else.”

“The water bottle is almost full,” Cess said. “Which means they hadn’t been driving long or were well-supplied for a longer trip. And the jacket in the back. If it was cool enough last night for there to be dew, it was cool enough to want a jacket, which means either they left during the warmer part of the day and didn’t anticipate needing it, or they didn’t have the opportunity to retrieve it.”

Avery looked at her with the kind of approval she reserved for people who demonstrated the ability to read a scene rather than merely look at one. “Good,” she said simply.

“There’s one more thing,” Cess said. She did not point, keeping her hands in her pockets, but she angled her chin toward the rear of the vehicle. “The license plate. It has a rental sticker on the bumper below it. Not a company fleet plate. It’s an additional rental sticker, the kind that independent rental companies put on their vehicles when they lease them out of fleet.”

Avery looked at the bumper. Cess was right. Partially obscured by road dust but visible in the direct morning light was a small rectangular sticker, red text on white, with a logo and what appeared to be a phone number. She memorized the phone number without moving closer, which required her distance vision to work harder than was entirely comfortable, but it was adequate.

They heard the sheriff’s vehicle before they saw it, the sound of a heavy engine on the gravel road beyond the gate, and then a white SUV with the Yavapai County Sheriff’s Office markings came through and pulled up near the office where Gerald was waiting. Two doors opened. A deputy, young and fair-haired, got out of the passenger side and stood with the alert, slightly self-conscious posture of someone newer to the job than they would like to appear. From the driver’s side came a woman who moved with the economical confidence of someone entirely comfortable with the demands of her position and not particularly interested in appearing to be anything other than what she was.

Sheriff Elena Morales was perhaps forty-five, with dark hair cut practically short and a broad, composed face that was currently arranged in the expression of someone arriving at a situation they intended to assess before forming any conclusions. She was not tall but she occupied space in the manner of people who had learned that space was something you claimed with presence rather than size. She shook Gerald’s hand and listened to his brief summary and then looked toward the wash and the pink jeep sitting in it and then looked at Avery and Cess, who had walked up from the wash to meet her.

“Gerald says you found it,” she said to Avery. It was not an unfriendly statement but it was a precise one, establishing the sequence of events and her understanding of it.

“This morning during a perimeter walk,” Avery said. “We didn’t touch anything. We maintained distance.”

Morales looked at her with a slight recalibration of expression. “Perimeter walk,” she said.

“Habit,” Avery said. “I’m former DA. Atlanta. Retired.”

Something shifted in Morales’s assessment, not dramatically but perceptibly, the way a door shifts when a key that fits is inserted without yet being turned. “All right,” she said. “Show me.”

They walked to the jeep and Avery showed her the vehicle as they had found it, describing the positions of the items inside without touching anything, and then she showed her the boot prints and their arrangement and her reading of the sequence they represented. Morales crouched beside the prints with a small, focused frown and looked at them for a long time. She took several photographs with a proper camera that she produced from her vest, not a phone, and she asked Avery to confirm the exact position from which she had first observed the prints without walking to them.

“You read all of that from six feet,” Morales said. It was not quite a question.

“I have experience reading scenes,” Avery said.

“Evidently.” Morales straightened and looked toward the southeast, toward the ridge where the combined set of prints disappeared. She had the look of someone running calculations, weighing resources and timing and the particular constraints of her position. “You said you found something yesterday as well. Gerald mentioned a note.”

Avery had brought the zip-lock bag. She produced it from her jacket pocket and held it out and Morales took it and read the note through the plastic without removing it, reading it twice the way Avery had, then holding it at a slightly different angle to catch the light.

“Where was this found,” Morales said.

Cess described the pull-off and the rock it had been placed under and Morales listened and then glanced at her deputy, who was maintaining a respectful distance and making notes in a small pad. A silent exchange passed between them of the kind that develops between people who have worked together long enough to communicate without words.

“I need to call this in and get forensics out here for the vehicle,” Morales said. “This is connected to something that’s been developing for several months. I can’t give you details on an ongoing investigation, but I can tell you that you were right to call and right to preserve the scene.” She looked at the note again through the bag. “And right to keep this.”

“The initials V,” Avery said. “Does that mean anything to you in the context of what you’re working with.”

Morales looked at her steadily. “I can’t discuss case specifics,” she said.

“That’s a yes,” Avery said.

A very brief pause. “I can’t discuss case specifics,” Morales said again, in an identical tone, and then she turned back toward her vehicle to make her calls, and the ghost of something that was not quite a smile had appeared and disappeared at the corner of her mouth too quickly to be officially acknowledged.
Chapter 2 — The Pink Jeep, Part 3

The forensics team arrived from Cottonwood before noon, two technicians in a van who worked the scene with the methodical unhurriedness of people who understood that thoroughness was the point and that speed was a different priority altogether. They photographed and measured and lifted prints and bagged the items from inside the jeep with the careful, practiced movements of a craft performed many hundreds of times, and they treated the boot prints in the sand with a casting compound that would preserve their dimensions for analysis. Avery watched from the appropriate distance and did not offer opinions or interpretations, because she understood the protocol and respected it and also because she understood that volunteering too much to investigators at this stage was a way of narrowing their thinking before the evidence had fully spoken.

Cess had made sandwiches, appearing at Avery’s elbow at some point during the mid-morning with a plate and a quiet efficiency that Avery found she was genuinely grateful for. They ate standing up, watching the work, not talking much. The tent camper had returned from his hike at some point and was now standing at the edge of his site watching the activity with the wide eyes of a man whose wilderness retreat had become considerably more eventful than advertised. The occupants of one of the travel trailers had emerged and were conferring with each other in low voices. Gerald stood near his office with his coffee cup, which may or may not have been the same coffee cup from that morning, watching everything with his characteristic composure.

Sheriff Morales came and went twice during the forensics work, speaking with her deputy and with the technicians and once on the phone for an extended period during which she walked to the far edge of the property and stood with her back to the campsite. When she returned from the phone call her expression was the same as it had always been but there was something in the set of her shoulders that had not been there before, a slight increase in tension that a less observant person would have missed entirely.

She came to find Avery before she left.

“The vehicle is registered to a rental company out of Phoenix,” she said, standing with Avery near the motor home. “It was leased to the Pink Jeep company here in Sedona as supplemental fleet about eight months ago. The company uses a mix of owned and leased vehicles.” She paused. “The driver who signed it out yesterday morning has not returned it and has not been in contact with the company.”

“Name?” Avery said.

“Can’t share that at this stage.” Morales looked at the jeep, which was now partially surrounded by forensics equipment and evidence markers. “What I can tell you is that your reading of the scene this morning was accurate. The depth and pattern of the prints are consistent with a person being moved rather than moving freely. And the timeline you worked out from the dew evidence is consistent with what we’re developing from other sources.”

“What would be helpful to you,” Avery said. Not an offer, exactly. A question.

Morales looked at her for a moment with the assessing quality that seemed to be her natural mode. “You’re planning to stay in Sedona for a few days.”

“That was the plan,” Avery said. “The plan is flexible.”

“And your companion.” Morales glanced toward Cess, who was at the camp table reading but clearly not reading, her eyes too still on the page for genuine engagement. “She’s traveling with you?”

“We met here. Same campsite. But yes, we’ve been working together on this informally since yesterday.”

“She’s observant,” Morales said. “The rental sticker detail. My deputy didn’t catch that until the tech team pointed it out.”

Avery said nothing, because Morales was working toward something and the working toward it was part of the process and interrupting it would not accelerate it.

“What I would find helpful,” Morales said finally, choosing her words with visible care, “is if two travelers who happened to be staying in the area were to continue going about their normal business. Visiting the jeep company, perhaps. Having conversations with guides and local business people. Asking the kinds of questions that curious tourists ask without raising the kind of attention that official inquiries raise.” She held Avery’s gaze. “Hypothetically.”

“Hypothetically,” Avery said.

“I can’t officially ask civilians to participate in an investigation,” Morales said. “That would be improper and potentially dangerous and entirely outside protocol.”

“Of course,” Avery said.

“I can, however, make sure that if two private citizens happened to come across information and wanted to share it with the sheriff’s department, there was a direct and efficient way for them to do that.” She produced a card from her vest pocket and held it out. “My direct cell is on the back. Not the office number. The cell.”

Avery took the card and looked at the back and committed the number to the part of her memory reserved for things that mattered. “Thank you, Sheriff.”

“Elena,” Morales said. “If we’re going to be in a hypothetical arrangement, we might as well be on first names.” She looked once more at the pink jeep, which was being prepared for transport now, the forensics team finishing their work. “That’s the third vehicle connected to that company we’ve had questions about in four months,” she said. “Not all of them abandoned. But all of them connected to people who subsequently became difficult to locate.” She said this in the tone of someone releasing a piece of information deliberately, offering it with the knowledge that it would be received and used well. “Have a good afternoon.”

She walked back to her vehicle and got in and the deputy folded himself into the passenger seat and they drove out through the iron gate and turned south on the road. The forensics van followed twenty minutes later with the pink jeep on a flatbed trailer behind it, the vehicle’s vivid color incongruous against the industrial gray of the trailer, still bright and almost cheerful in the afternoon light, giving no indication of what it had carried or where it had been or what the boot prints around it had described.

Avery watched it go and then went to sit beside Cess at the camp table. Cess put down her book, which she had not been reading anyway.

“Third vehicle in four months,” Cess said. She had been close enough to hear.

“Yes.”

“And a driver who hasn’t contacted anyone.”

“Yes.” Avery set the sheriff’s card on the table between them and they both looked at it. “She wants us to go to the jeep company. Ask tourist questions.”

Cess was quiet for a moment. “That’s not nothing,” she said. “Walking into a place connected to whatever this is and asking questions. If someone there is involved, if they’re watching for exactly that kind of attention.”

“No,” Avery agreed. “It’s not nothing.”

“But you’re going to do it.”

“We’re going to do it,” Avery said. “If you’re willing.”

Cess looked at the sheriff’s card and then at the space where the pink jeep had sat in the wash all morning, now empty, the compacted sand and the evidence markers the only remaining indication that it had been there at all. She looked at it for a long time with an expression that moved through several things Avery did not try to name and arrived somewhere that was neither fearless nor unwilling.

“I’m willing,” Cess said quietly. “I just want to be honest that I’m also frightened.”

“That’s the correct response,” Avery said. “Anyone who isn’t frightened at this stage isn’t paying sufficient attention.”

Cess looked at her and something in her expression eased slightly, not the seriousness, but the particular tension of someone who had been worried that their fear was a disqualification rather than a reasonable and accurate reading of the situation. “All right,” she said. “Then we go to the jeep company.”

“Tomorrow morning,” Avery said. “Tonight we go over everything we have and think about what questions a curious tourist would reasonably ask.”

The afternoon light was moving toward evening again and the rocks were beginning their color change, reliable as a tide, and somewhere in the desert to the south and east, in the direction that Gerald’s pencil marks tracked and the boot prints pointed and the note’s careful warning gestured, something continued to be in motion. Avery could feel the shape of it without yet seeing its edges, the way you felt the presence of a large thing in dark water, knowing its dimensions from the displacement it caused in everything around it rather than from direct observation.

She picked up the sheriff’s card and put it in her breast pocket, close to where the zip-lock bag had been all morning. She was sitting forward in her chair again without having noticed the transition.
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The Yavapai County Sheriff’s substation in Sedona was a modest building on the edge of the main commercial district, set back from the road behind a parking area with three official vehicles and a flagpole from which the Arizona state flag moved in a desultory way in the late morning heat. It had the functional, unadorned quality of a working government building, nothing decorative, nothing unnecessary, the architectural equivalent of a person who has decided that appearance is a secondary concern and has committed to that decision thoroughly. Avery approved of it for the same reason she had approved of Gerald’s office. Places that did not spend energy on impression were usually spending it on something more useful.

They had driven into town in Cess’s pickup truck because it was easier to park than the motor home and because Avery had a longstanding professional habit of arriving at official meetings in someone else’s vehicle when possible, a habit rooted in the simple logic that what people did not see they did not form premature opinions about. She had the sheriff’s card in her breast pocket and the zip-lock bag with the note in her jacket pocket and she had spent the drive going over in her mind the sequence in which she intended to present what they had, because sequence mattered in these conversations almost as much as content.

The deputy at the front desk was a young woman with a precise
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