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      Su Abbott ran for her life. Her adrenaline spiked as her feet pounded the forest trails, dark and damp in the early summer morning. Fighting to keep her breathing steady, she worked not to use up all her resources in this early burst of speed. She would need her endurance. If she managed to get away it would be because she played her cards well.

      Though she wanted to stop, she knew she couldn't. They would find her.

      At a fork in the path, her adrenaline spiked again, not with fear but with anticipation. She knew this mountain like the back of her hand. And he didn't.

      That was the point.

      Taking a sharp turn to the left, she left the trail. This slowed her pace considerably, but she was willing to risk it. She plunged into the underbrush, turning to her side, one hand down to grab trees and roots, keeping her steady as she took the steep descent in an attempt to evade her pursuers.

      Yesterday morning, she'd gone on her jog, as usual. The Sanctuary had seemed almost too still when she'd returned—the kennels empty, no one barking to greet her. No soft flutter of activity or dim light at the back porch of the Veterinary Clinic.

      Then, she’d stayed on the trail, going right past her own small cabin. The feeling of being alone cemented her decision to do more than go for a jog each morning. She’d kept going, earbuds still in, across the main training compound—open and empty—and up the back steps of the lodge.

      The first trainee from Pacific Search and Rescue was supposed to have arrived the night before, very late. She’d tried to keep her steps silent so as not to wake the man if he was sleeping in. But it was late enough, the sun fully up, that she knew that Roz would be in her office. Su had continued up the back porch of the lodge, through the unlocked door, and around the corner to ask her boss if there was anything she could help with.

      She'd bounced in, trying to keep her heart rate up. Earbuds still in, thin t-shirt covered in sweat and ponytail swinging, as she almost smacked into the back of him.

      Tall and broad shouldered, he wore his cocoa brown hair pulled back. He didn’t turn when she entered. But he stood facing Roz, a twitch in his shoulder letting her know he’d heard her enter. Having almost walked right into him, she now knew that he smelled good and she didn't.

      He turned then, sharp blue eyes startling her. She just stared until she heard her name for the third time as if from a distance.

      No, she told herself, he was not so good looking that she was lightheaded. Roz was practically yelling at her because she still had her earbuds in. Su plucked them, trying to keep her breathing under control. It was from running, definitely from running.

      “I'm sorry,” she said, too breathy, but what could she do about it? She held out her hand. “I’m Su, newbie dog trainer.”

      “Ian Carello,” he offered as he took her hand. She almost didn’t hear him say, “With Pacific Search and Rescue,” because she was telling herself she didn’t feel a zing.

      She’d had zings before, and they were pointless. Attraction was fine, but getting involved? No thank you. She offered a genuine smile then, glad she’d talked herself down.

      “Ian’s here with his two dogs,” Roz said. “Jackson and Felony.”

      “Jackson is a search and rescue dog,” Ian added. “And Felony is a cadaver dog.”

      Around here, it was absolutely normal to be introduced with your dogs. Su just nodded. “Nice to meet you.” But then she looked past Ian, or at least she stepped to the side to get a good view around him so she could talk to Roz. “I just wanted to check in before I did absolutely nothing for the day to see if there's anything that you need.”

      Roz had tipped her head toward Ian.

      “Actually,” he said. “I could use a warm body. A runner.”

      She frowned at him. That did not sound good.

      “I got here early, wanting to do a few extra practice runs before the certification training begins.”

      “He's looking for a fugitive to hunt. I told him I don't have any fugitives,” Roz explained but her expression was asking Su if she was interested.

      Well, if Su had a fugitive, she would have shared with him.

      He laughed. “You run?”

      “Most mornings.”

      “Want to become a fugitive?”

      She frowned at him, thinking that fleeing from the law was really not on her to do list. Then in hit her. She was being dumb. Maybe his good looks were making her stupid. She was too old for that, and probably for him. “Oh, you want me to be a pretend fugitive?”

      He grinned as he nodded, looking her up and down. It wasn’t skeevy, she figured he was assessing her ability to escape custody. She worked out. She ran. She kickboxed. He better not find her wanting.

      “Su is your best bet,” Roz said from somewhere behind the broad shoulders, but Ian didn't look back. He seemed to still be assessing her. Roz added, “Our other runner is Devin and he’s deaf as well as not around for the next few days.”

      The boss lady then proceeded to shoo them out of the office. Su headed down the short hall and kept going across the wide plank porch and down the back steps. Maybe she was trying to get somewhere she could step a few feet away and hopefully he wouldn’t notice that she smelled as bad as she did.

      Ian was close on her heels. “I just needed someone to try to evade Jackson.”

      She’d raised one eyebrow, until he added, “And me, of course.”

      “When?”

      “Tomorrow morning? When do you normally run?”

      She rattled off a time, thinking it might be too early for him, he was fresh in from the Pacific coast. But, of course, he agreed. Honestly, it sounded like fun. She'd agreed a little too readily. Whether that was due to his charm or her own boredom, she still wasn't quite sure.

      He talked her through the basics before she turned to walk away.

      “Wait.” He’d stopped her. “Can I have your shirt?”

      I’m sorry, what? But she’d trained herself to hold her tongue, to only speak when she was ready and say what she intended. She turned with a WhatTheActualFuck? look on her face and raised an eyebrow at him.

      She was sweaty and gross. She had nothing but a sports bra underneath. And he was too young to be hitting on her. He must be at least a decade her junior.

      He easily read the odd expression, but it only made him laugh. His grin was enchanting as he held his hand out, wide palm, long fingers waiting. “For tomorrow morning. So I can give Jackson your scent.”

      Oh. He was not asking her for her clothing for any fun purpose. Damn.

      Still keeping her expression a little condescending—hoping she didn’t look as foolish as she felt—she didn’t say yes or no. Reaching down slowly, Su plucked the edge of her shirt and stripped herself almost bare.

      She dropped the disgusting top in his hand as if it were a prize before turning and walking away.
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      Su had done her best not to cross paths with Ian yesterday. The goal he’d explained to her was for her and his search dog, Jackson, not to meet. So that when Jackson got her scent from the shirt, it would be the only place the dog knew her from.

      For herself, it meant she didn’t have to face the man after she’d done her little striptease. She should have known it wasn’t a pickup line, not given the age difference or the fact that he was here for a professional training. Not given the fact that he had asked for a stinky, sweaty t-shirt.

      But she could admit to a little bit of a fantasy about the young hunk. He’d been charming and kind and just a little bit forward. Now, on the run, she knew that the longer it took before he and his dog found her, the better she’d feel.

      Like she’d won. If they found her quickly, she’d maybe have to reassess her self image. Then again, if he did find her, maybe she should chalk it up to lack of sleep. She’d had one sweaty, heavy dream of the blue-eyed hunk. Then another, very different dream, that woke her cold. She wasn’t sure if she’d cried out or not. Though it seemed like one of her typical nightmares, she told herself she didn’t remember what it was about.

      Ian and Jackson had given her almost an hour lead time. He seemed to think he and his dog were good enough to catch her with that much of a lead. Su wanted to believe that she could best them.

      At least she had an idea of where she was going. A plan. Just like a fugitive would, she thought about the best places to hide, to rest. How to carry supplies with her, but not burden herself.

      She slid a few feet down the steep embankment, reaching out and grabbing for a tree to steady herself. She had not gone down the side of the mountain this way before. But a quick video chat with Devin yesterday had him giving her instructions in ASL. That had been clearer than any English words could be. She knew exactly where to turn, how far to go, where to rest, and when to meet up with another trail.

      When she got to the second trail he’d told her about, it was exactly as he’d described: almost a ledge on the side of the hill. Not much farther along, she found the little cave he'd mentioned. Though she was concerned about snakes or wild cats or worse, she went ahead and crawled a few feet in and sat down.

      She needed to rest. If she was any good, this was going to be a long day. She grinned as she pulled her knees up and looked out over the view.

      Su had dug out an old pair of camouflage leggings. They'd come as part of a set and were absolutely not her style. But right now, she was grateful to have them. Her sports bra was hot pink, and she already regretted that decision. The shirt she wore over it, though, was in mid-toned beige. No earbuds today. Just a small pack with fruit strips, granola bars, and a water bottle.

      Turning around, she checked the cave again for animals, then checked her watch. Ian and Jackson should have left the Sanctuary about thirty minutes ago. The search and rescue guy said he needed someplace where he had no idea about the terrain. Someplace he and Jackson had never been before, searching for someone who didn't want to be found.

      She recalled their conversation. She’d asked if he hunted a lot of fugitives.

      But he’d said No, and that was the problem. He'd been called out and offered the chance to help find an escaped prisoner recently. While he felt Jackson was excellent at tracking people, he and the dog together were both a little untrained at finding someone who didn't want to be found.

      The majority of people they searched for were apparently wanting help: desperate for someone to locate them and happy to see the dog. Worst case scenario, he’d told her, they were out cold, possibly even deceased. But rarely were they actively combative. Rarely were they doing things designed to evade the dog.

      Mostly they just stumbled through the woods being lost. Walked in circles, got dehydrated, and became even more disoriented. Su was doing her best to stay alert and escape them.

      She looked across the view. The river cut a sharp groove in the mountain and the small town of Jade River Valley sat on the other side of the water. It was about ten miles from the Sanctuary if one went straight down the mountain. Which she was doing . . .

      When she slowed her breathing, she could hear the rush of water over the tumble of rocks. Roz had been right: It was a sanctuary out here. Su needed it. Her mind was calmer than when she’d first gotten here. There had been no spare time in the beginning, and she’d worked on learning the ropes and learning a new language.

      Devin, one of the other trainers and the grant writer, was Deaf. Not only was Roz quietly demanding that everyone learn to speak ASL as an accommodation for another trainer, but because they trained hearing-ear dogs. Su hadn’t balked. She loved a challenge and even tried to learn what she could before she showed up.

      She’d thought she was doing so well, had such a huge vocabulary . . . Only the first time she’d tried to actually talk to Devin, she’d found she was nowhere near as far along as she’d thought.

      Ouch.

      She was much better now. But as she sat and tried to breathe easy and sipped at her water, she wondered if she had false confidence today, too.

      No, she told herself. She was doing it right. Here, her confidence would help. She couldn’t afford to lose it.

      After Su’s first round of training with the dogs, Roz had called a staff meeting and dropped the information about this Search and Rescue training. It appeared to be a bombshell to the rest of the staff. Su hadn’t known enough about the operation to do more than just roll with it.

      But here she was with almost a full month off between the dog cohorts. Time for Roz to rent the Sanctuary out to the Pacific Search and Rescue team for their Appalachian training. It had been a gamble because they didn't know how many would come. If there were twelve searchers paying fees to rent cabins or lodge rooms, to be fed and use the training facilities with their own trainers, it would finally make the Sanctuary flush for a while.

      Only now was Su beginning to understand the Sanctuary desperately needed the money. Any fewer than five trainees and they might be in the hole. Again.

      As of right now, there were exactly five signed up. If anyone didn't show, Roz was going to be in deep trouble and the arguments that she'd been having with the lead trainer were only going to get worse. But Su was the new guy on campus and had no say. She could just watch it unfold and try to be a good little worker bee. Good decisions or not, Roz could be an excellent reference for her to find the next job. If it came to that.

      Deciding she'd spent enough time and that her heart rate had slowed enough, Su crawled out of her little cave and unfolded herself. Her mind wandered to all that could go wrong. Though she wanted to tell herself that it couldn’t happen, she knew better than most that it could. It already woke her from a dead sleep most nights. She pushed those thoughts away, stretched, packed her things—including her trash—and headed down on the little trail.

      She kept going, a slightly slower pace now, hoping she had enough distance between her and the dog. She was confident he could scent her trail. She’d just spent months working with dogs and she was nothing but impressed with their abilities. So that meant she had to outsmart them.

      Turning left, she continued on her way until she hit the last spot Devin had told her about. After this, she would be going whichever way she was inspired. She cut off the trail once more, hoping that slowed the dog and the blue-eyed man down.

      Again, facing to the side, she slipped and slid in as controlled a manner as she could. Her goal was to go straight down the side of the mountain from here, hoping to make it all the way to the river. She was going to dunk herself and come out the other side, see if she could evade the dog that way.

      She wasn't sure why she was so committed to the bit, but Su was determined to win, to show Ian Carello that she was more than just . . . well, whatever it was he’d thought of her.
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      Ian followed Jackson through the woods. He had left Felony at the lodge with Roz and her two dogs because he might be gone for a while.

      He was grateful to the Sanctuary owner because he’d screwed up and missed thinking about Felony’s care. Though he’d walked both dogs this morning, he couldn’t bring them both now because that wouldn’t be like a real case.

      In fact, Felony wasn’t here for training at all. She was a cadaver dog, and that was incredibly specialized—not the kind of work that was happening here. But he’d not really considered leaving her at home with a sitter. She wouldn't like that and this was a place for dogs.

      Then he’d gotten the bright idea to come early and do extra runs. He’d booked plane tickets for himself and both dogs before he’d called Roz and booked an extra two days. Felony wouldn’t be needed unless they found dead bodies on the mountain, and that was not supposed to happen.

      But he’d screwed up and not had a place ready for Felony when he and Jackson were out all day. Every time he fucked that up, he flashed to an image of himself—at seven, then ten, twelve, fourteen—standing alone, trash bag of all his worldly belongings in hand. The promise to never leave anyone behind was bone deep.

      Roz was a life saver. She’d waved his concern aside and said, “Leave her here with me. Shadow and Astra will enjoy having a friend. There’s a whole dog run outside.”

      He’d see her tonight at the latest.

      Though a real fugitive hunt could last several days, he had no doubt that he and Jackson would find Su before lunch. It would still give them some much needed extra training and Ian couldn’t afford to waste this time. He’d invested everything in it.

      Jackson’s head was forward, his gaze darting around. He sniffed at the ground, then at passing bushes, then tugged lightly at the leash, leading Ian down the trail. Surely, Su hadn’t stayed on the trails?

      Right now, he was just following the dog. Their pace was slow. Maybe she had stayed on the trails. He’d been told that fugitive hunts were often about multiple dogs and handlers being able to come at their target from different angles. It was about being able to trade out—so the hunters always had fresh feet on the ground. Then their prey would wear out and someone would be right on his heels when he did.

      Ian followed along, watching the dog, helping where he could—they were a team after all, there were none closer. A lot of the time it was just the two of them out in the woods, searching the shoreline, trying to find someone missing. He looked up now, too, and caught the occasional view peeking through the trees. It was gorgeous. Not quite his Cascade Mountains, but something here spoke of deep time, things older than souls.

      He thought of Felony and how excited she’d been to play with Shadow and Astra. Those two weren't very well trained, it turned out, but he didn’t expect it to rub off.

      Ian turned his attention back to Jackson's tail in front of him. A low wag, nothing trained but enough to let Ian know the dog had the scent. He smiled to himself as he remembered Su peeling her shirt and dropping it in his hand.

      The other trainers at PSAR were like him: focused, dedicated, and practical. Su—with her purple hair and death metal t-shirt—wasn’t at all what he’d expected to find at a dog training facility. Certainly, he hadn’t expected to meet someone who would stare him down and act as if she might be superior while flirting with him.

      He told himself maybe something could happen. He had just over three weeks after all. That was a good amount of time to build up to something, but short enough that they could make a clean break at the end. Something that fit in the spaces between trainings. Maybe . . .

      Right now though, he needed to find her. The faster he found her, the better he would feel about Jackson and their abilities in unfamiliar territory. The longer it took, the more realistic this little exercise would be.

      Somewhere up ahead, Jackson was scenting her trail. He wasn’t following anything else.

      Yesterday, to keep Jackson from meeting her, Ian had loaded both the dogs in the rental car and headed into Charlottesville. After driving through for a burger, he ate it in the car then headed to the park for several hours to let the dogs run out their energy.

      He was surprised at the little pang of regret about signing Su up for this. He’d told her to stay away, but he would have loved to have gotten to hang out and get to know her . . . and the other Sanctuary staff. He’d met the veterinarian and his girlfriend briefly. There was a teenager he’d caught a glimpse of.

      Maybe once he found Su, he could ask her out, buy her a coffee. He thought he'd seen a place on the way to the dog park yesterday. Charlottesville was a decent distance away. Jade River Valley was closer. Maybe somewhere there would be better.

      Caspar and Naomi would get in late tomorrow night. They were running this training and the reason he'd signed up and cleaned out his savings. Learning from them was too good to pass up, plus there would be an additional certification for himself and Jackson at the end.

      He’d worked for PSAR for a while, but this Appalachian certification would open more jobs to him. It was a risk to empty his account, but this training could help him stand out—they might bump him up on their call list. Additionally, he would be able to say he was familiar with Appalachian mountain terrain after this. A team was always more likely to get called out if they already knew the area, the hazards, the local wildlife, and what the cover was like. He would be more valuable, and it could change his income in the future.

      If it went well.

      He was excited to be here, though nervous about the fallout if something went wrong. He was definitely putting everything he had into being their best student. It had taken a long while to get here. He’d put in his time and paid more than his dues and he wasn’t going to let that loss be for naught. He’d gotten himself, Jackson, and then Felony trained and certified even if Search and Rescue work usually wasn’t a career that paid the bills.

      Felony had been a huge leap for him. He'd worked hard to earn the right to have a cadaver dog. It was only a few years ago that he'd been able to quit the pet store job and survive fully on his earnings with search and rescue. PSAR had done well by him, and he wanted—needed—to do more. Last year had been rewarding, but lean.

      He was always loyal to the people who had helped him. But while he was here, he wasn't against making new friends or taking advantage of whatever opportunities arose. Even so, he was determined to be the standout at this training. All else would fall to the wayside for that.

      There was so little time. He would need to prove himself quickly.

      Feeling a tug at the leash, Ian realized his thoughts had wandered again. Bad move, he thought, but honestly, good training.

      Su had peeled her top, maybe a little bit seductively, yesterday when he'd asked for it. And he had to admit, it was a bit of a bold opening move to ask a woman to hand him her shirt. If she’d been a real fugitive, getting under his skin would have been a good distraction.

      He told himself that maybe it was good to learn how to keep his mind on his job instead of on the tight ass that he watched walk back to cabin number five yesterday.

      But even as he told himself to focus, he thought about the fact that he was in Cabin Seven. So close . . .

      Jackson's tail continued to wag low but now he tugged again having caught the scent. Ian picked up his pace, jogging along, as time was always of the essence in a search. He worked to keep up with his dog.

      Was there something else, something specific he should train into Jackson for this kind of search? Some somber level of expectation? Because the dog was probably not going to get his head scratched and his belly rubbed when he found a fugitive. For a moment, Ian realized he had not told Su to be at least standoffish when they found her.

      He’d said, “When we find you⁠—”

      She’d immediately cut him off. “If you find me.”

      Ian liked a woman who sparked a little competition and he found himself grinning as Jackson veered sharply to the left, tugging him into the brush and off the trail.

      Yeah, he should have known. Su had seemed smart enough to give them a run for their money.

      Ian grinned. This was going to be fun.
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      Five hours later, Su was proud of herself.

      Despite her lack of sleep last night, she was putting up a good showing. Then again, she was used to not sleeping. She stood at the back edge of what had to be a private property, trying to figure out how to skirt her way around it.

      She had managed to evade Jackson for half the day now. If they were moving faster than she was, though, they might close in on her at any moment. Listening for a moment behind her, she didn’t hear them coming so she turned her attention forward again. There was no clear property line here, but there was also a distinct lack of No Trespassing signs or warnings of being shot at. She heard no dogs or other animals, so Su did her best at staying at the edge of the property without worrying too much if she set foot on it.

      Though dunking herself in the river had been her initial plan, the water had been far too cold. As she’d stood at the edge, sneakers sinking into the mud, she realized she hadn’t planned this part well enough. She’d known the water would be cold, but she hadn’t thought about walking around wet. She had extra socks and underwear on her, but not a full outfit. She did not plan on being out overnight.

      As she looked at the water, she struggled to find a spot deep enough to fully submerge. No. Certainly not anywhere she was willing to go by herself. Instead, she found a wide, shallow patch, peeled her socks and shoes, pulled her leggings up way above her knees, and waded her way across. Pulling the small hand towel out of her bag, she sat down, cleaned and dried her feet, then put her socks and shoes back on.

      They were only a little damp. On a normal day, it would have bothered her no end and made her wonder if she had kicked someone's puppy in a past life. Wet feet were reserved for people in hell. But right now, the little bit of squish between her toes served as a point of pride. She'd kept her shoes mostly dry and that was important.

      If she got too cold or the day got too late, she could simply turn herself in and kind of declare herself the winner. She got the feeling that Ian believed he and Jackson would have caught up to her long before now.

      The property turned out to be bigger than she expected. When she reached the front edge, she was at the side of a two-lane road with no traffic. Though she had her cell phone on her and in a waterproof bag, she had turned it off. It was there for emergencies only. She sucked in a breath and pushed away the sharp stab of emergencies past. Ian had told her to do her best to think like a fugitive and a fugitive would have chucked their phone.

      Su—with time to burn yesterday—had spent a good portion of the day memorizing the roads in the Jade River Valley community. Since she had a decent idea where she was, she turned left and headed toward town.

      Ian hadn't declared exactly what kind of fugitive she was. Was she the kind whose picture was being flashed across television screens and sent to individual phones with that alert noise? Or was she merely someone who had, say, escaped a prison bus after a low level crime? Su opted for the latter.

      Because of that, she felt relatively comfortable walking down the center of the street. She stepped to the side as cars passed, but avoided brushing up against any grasses or bushes, any fences that might capture her scent and make it easier for Jackson to track her.

      She had purposefully not read up on tracking dogs. She figured she was going to get an earful for the next several weeks just being around the trainings. Also, if she was a real fugitive on the run, she probably wouldn't have had time to look up that much anyway. She wanted to see how well she could do with what she already knew.

      She hoped that walking down the street in sneakers that she had copiously wiped in the grass, leaving no mud from the river, would leave Jackson with difficulty figuring out which direction she'd gone.

      If she were a real fugitive, she might turn away from town. That would have been to the right. Hopefully, making a more unlikely decision would buy her more time. She also figured Ian had expected her to wear out before now, and while she did go for a run most mornings, she prided herself on staying in shape, being strong, and having the stamina she needed.

      She’d learned too late in life that the need for physical strength wouldn't give you months of warning and time to prepare. That, one day, you would need it and you would either have the strength or live with the regrets.

      She didn’t let the reminders of why creep in. Su thought of the positives, mostly that she was not going to wear out as fast as Ian Carello expected her to. She knew how to pace herself, as she was still going pretty strong, happily heading down the road without her phone or music.

      It was an interesting little walk with her head up. The farmhouses were few and far between, traffic even less so. Where she walked now, the hills engulfed her. Jade River Valley was a small town, set into place by the twists and turns of the river. The roads were originally wagon trails and footpaths. Just ruts cut by buggies and horses following the lay of the land, rather than a human-planned grid.

      It was another mile before she came to an intersection, before the homes got a little closer together. And another mile after that before she passed a small family-owned gas station. By that point she was waving to people and realizing she looked a little odd in her camouflage leggings and her beige t-shirt.

      Oh well, couldn't be helped. It wasn’t as if she could tell them “I'm a fugitive trying to evade a tracking dog!” She offered a small wave and kept moving when she saw a person. They would probably remember her though if they were still there when Ian and Jackson went by. That might help get her found.

      Too late now.

      When she made it to the little local coffee shop, she pulled open the door and finally admitted this was where she’d been heading. Very un-fugitive-like. Very Su-like.

      She pulled out her cash and bought a sandwich and an iced latte then checked the watch on her wrist. Analog. No GPS tracking. It had taken her a while to dig it out of her things. Her father's old watch. She'd had to wind it and set it this morning. It was intended only to be a keepsake but right now she was finding it useful.

      Six hours!

      Screw it. She sat down at one of the outside tables to enjoy her food. Let Ian and Jackson track her to right here.

      When the man and the dog had not shown up a good forty minutes later, Su decided she was fed and rested and it was time to get ahead of things. But where was she going to go? It was midday, plenty warm. Her feet had dried out now. But should she risk getting farther away?

      She could, if need be, turn her phone on and message someone to come get her. Devin and his girlfriend were in Charlottesville, though, which by Su's memory was a good distance away. Ash or Brandy might come get her, but they’d been talking about taking a quick vacation together. They needed to be back by the fifth day though, because that's when the dogs would be going out on the trails. Part of the agreement with PSAR was that there was a veterinarian on site. There was a possibility the couple had already skipped town.

      Roz. Su decided she would call Roz if she needed. But then in a moment, squinting her eyes up at the bright Virginia sun, she had an idea. Su took a look around the town and tried to figure out an alternate route because she knew exactly where she wanted to go.
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      Ian was starting to get frustrated.

      It was six p.m. Su had left at six that morning. Ian and Jackson had left at seven, giving her the promised head start.

      Being out in the woods all day wasn’t a problem. His whole life he’d been running into the forest, taking whatever trails he could find, as if they could lead him away from his problems? Even back then—when no one had come looking for him—he’d befriended a stray dog and shared what food he had. Following a wagging dog tail as the creature cut a new path was a habit almost as old as Ian himself.

      But at no point had he figured he would be out this long. Needing to take a break, he called Jackson off the search and reached into his backpack, popped open the adjustable bowl for the dog and poured kibble. He was sitting near the riverbank on a large rock and it was easy to let Jackson drink his fill from the water that was far more clear than “jade.”

      Jackson had tracked her all right. She'd made it all the way down the mountain to the road and then promptly lost them.

      They'd gone a couple miles in both directions, with Jackson signaling that he had no scent. Working outwards in ever widening spirals was only passable, given the roads and private properties. Jackson seemed to have caught her scent again once they were on the old, cracked sidewalks at the edge of Jade River Valley. The dog led him almost directly into town, which Ian thought was a bit ridiculous.

      But that was a big part of being a handler: training yourself to trust the dog. Lord knew, there were times Felony alerted that there was a cadaver and he'd sent a team to digging, and they dug and dug and found nothing. Though he’d been warned about that by his mentors, Ian and Felony had been a relatively new team. She'd passed all her trainings, and she’d found bodies on her first three outings. Finding nothing had bothered him.

      But three weeks later, the soil samples came back. Human remains had been buried in that spot, most likely just laid there and left to decompose. Animals had probably carried the pieces away. On those hunts, Ian tried to think only about the search, not the crime. Another time, Felony had not only found the woman they were looking for, but also another body.

      So now, with Jackson, who was very good at finding missing people, Ian had to trust when the dog led him to the front door of a small coffee shop. He'd put his paws up and stuck his nose right at the door handle—which had to contain so many scents!—and he signaled Ian in no uncertain terms.

      Inside, Ian realized how difficult it was to ask about his missing fugitive. Describing her sounded creepy. Luckily, he knew her first and last name. He ordered a coffee, sat at one of the tables and found her on social media pretty quickly.

      Popping back up, he headed to the counter and showed the picture. “Did this woman go by outside?”

      “No. She came in. A few hours ago . . .” Then the clerk seemed to get the idea that maybe she shouldn’t give out her customers whereabouts.

      Nothing could make it sound okay. Certainly not, Don’t worry, she’s my pretend escaped felon and my dog and I are tracking her! No, a six-plus foot man with a german shepherd cross breed who focused better than most lasers could not get away with that.

      He simply said, “Thank you” and smiled despite the girl’s wary look and headed out the door.

      Damn! She’d gone into town for a little while and then . . .?

      When Jackson told him she’d turned around and headed back up the mountain, Ian followed. He'd been told that runaway fugitives were supposed to wear out. But it made sense that some of them could go a long time on adrenaline and fear before that happened. He just hadn’t expected it of a fake felon and not from the woman with the cute ponytail and purple hair.

      He reminded himself that he was getting exactly the training he wanted—even if he wasn't getting the win he expected. After crossing the water again, he and Jackson both needed a break.

      Deciding the day was getting late and he needed a leg up, he messaged Roz while he waited for Jackson to drink the water he’d put out. Hopefully Su had checked in.

      Roz replied almost immediately.

      — Oh honey

      His heart sank. That could not be a good response. Was Su dead? Or mocking him? Live on news at six?

      For ten minutes he waited for an explanation from Roz. His heart clenching harder with each passing sweep of his watch. Oh dear God, if something had happened to Su, he would feel horrible.

      Jackson seemed to have had enough of the break. While Ian put the bowl away, he held out the shirt Su had given him again and let Jackson sniff it before he gave his command.

      Just as Jackson took off, searching for the scent once more, his phone finally pinged. First he saw the laughing face emoji with tears coming out of its eyes.

      Lovely, he thought. At least Su wasn’t dead.

      Was Roz sending him a joke or laughing at him?

      He didn’t have to wait long. A picture popped up almost immediately. A huge grin spread across Su’s face as she raised a peace sign with two fingers on her cabin porch.

      Dammit!

      She'd gone all the way down the hill and into town and back up before he and Jackson had managed to catch her. Another picture came in and he tugged Jackson back to his side as he waited for it to load. The reception out here was often awful.

      The first image had been a full shot. Roz must have taken the picture of Su sitting on her steps, elbow on her knees, chin in her hand, a grin on her face. He tried not to think that she was beautiful, or that he suspected that big grin wasn’t one people often got to see.

      It was easy to push the emotions aside, count them as leftovers from being worn out by the long day. Given how convinced he was that he could catch her, this was a blow. He was supposed to be the standout student at this event. He was going to walk at the end not only with a certificate, but with accolades and with the admiration of the entire team.

      Now Su Abbott was taunting him from the porch of her cabin. He messaged Roz back.

      — “Is that now?”

      — “Yes.”

      Then the second picture finally filled in. In this one, Su was standing on the porch, the same huge grin on her face. But she was over in the corner, pointing at the number seven.

      She was on his porch.

      He’d never even gotten close enough to let Jackson off leash to run the last bit and “find” her. His head fell back as he sucked in a weary breath, and he looked up at the blue sky starting to fade to dark.

      Ian Carello had the sudden urge to give Su Abbott a piece of his . . .
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      Roz gently laid the handset of her old phone down into the cradle. It was a coup that she’d managed to keep a smile on her face even though no one could see her. She'd always been told people could hear you smiling and she wondered if they could hear that it was forced.

      She kept the landline because they were at the top of a mountain and there was always the possibility that a cell signal could be dropped. Right now, she was wishing that she had her business line on cell service and that the call had dropped.

      Forcing the smile for a while meant that it took a few minutes to fade. Slowly, she sank down, her elbows hitting the desk as she lowered her forehead into her hands. Tears leaked from the sides of her eyes.

      Fuck.

      She’d been so happy just twenty minutes ago. Ian, one of the SAR people, had come early and paid for two extra days room and board. She had five people registered—the break even number. His two extra paid days was gravy. Wonderful.

      She'd even managed to set Su up as Ian's planned fugitive. Su had seemed more than game to go along. Everything was running like clockwork . . . Or so she’d believed. Even if they didn't have twelve SAR people, and even if she wasn't raking in money from the training like she'd hoped.

      With five registered, she hadn't failed.

      She’d gotten a text from Su that she was almost back to the cabin, and she was going to take a selfie on Ian's porch. Though she’d been confident of Su’s abilities, Roz was glad for the check-in. The newest trainer had taken to the job easily, and she seemed fit enough and more than competent so Roz didn’t worry about her heading down the mountain by herself.

      Su’s message had prompted Roz to ask to snap the picture herself. The two of them had laughed like lunatics and it was Roz who pointed out that all the cabins looked the same. Su had decided to stand up and point at the number—seven—making sure to let Ian know that she was sitting on his porch. It would have only been better, Roz thought, if she had the foresight to bring a bowl of ice cream for Su.

      The two women had high fived, and Su had headed back to her own cabin to shower. “And a nap!” she’d said. It was well earned.

      Ian didn't come across as cocky, but he was definitely confident or maybe he just exuded an air that said his confidence was well placed. Maybe it was just competence. Even so, Roz had to admit a bit of inner joy that Su had made it all the way back without getting caught.

      She’d come back to her office with the smile already on her face. She checked the books. Balanced what she had with what was still owed. Though the search and rescue training wasn't the gravy train she'd hoped, she was going to be okay.

      Then the phone had rung.

      One of the searchers was sick. She canceled her stay. Roz kept the smile in place though she wanted to scream.

      Training started tomorrow! And she’d sweetened the deal by saying that if they cancelled before the start of the training, she would refund three quarters of it. This call was just under the wire and it was for money that was already in Roz’s accounts.

      She held herself perfectly still lest she explode.

      The problem was that it didn't matter how much she refunded because five had been the break even point. Two trainers and three searchers booking cabins and meals was the number that made it worth taking a month off from training their service dogs.

      Now she was fighting the vise that squeezed at everything. She fought with the little voice in her head that said she'd fucked up again.

      The voice sometimes sounded like her own, but mostly it was a replay of words her husband had actually said to her in the past and that was maybe the worst. She could handle acknowledging her shortcomings, but when it was Cal’s voice, he always liked to remind her that it wasn’t just a failure, it was that she was bad at this.

      She could still hear him telling her she wasn’t smart enough for something like this. She wasn’t strong enough to be a leader. She was destined to fail, not because things might just not work out, but because she was simply not good enough to ever make something like this work.

      She’d left him behind. One of the hardest moves she’d ever made. He’d told her she’d fail at that, too, but she was now divorced. Though recent events let her know he could easily find her, his only presence was the little voice in her head berating her.

      Her own voice could be turned. It could become a soft cheerleader, reminding her that she was doing something hard here, something big. It wouldn’t be easy and there would simply be setbacks. That’s all this was.

      But it felt like failure.

      Breathing deeply and trying to force herself to relax when she couldn’t, Roz fought yet another battle and lost. Maybe she could just sit here and cry for an hour. Even as she started to let the tears fall, she heard the sound of the back door.

      Fuck her, she was going to be found and that was her fault, too! Always leave the office door open. Be accessible, be here for them. That was a good boss in her mind. But she wished she could lock the doors and shut them all out right now. That she could scream and rage and hit something. But Roz Binkley was raised better than that.

      She listened to the footsteps, the heavy tread that usually lightened her heart. Not now. She fought to reign in the tears, to pull back the emotion and wear the cold, beautiful mask she’d spent years perfecting.

      He came to the open door but didn’t come closer. She didn’t need to glance up to see his boots planted just inside the threshold. She could feel him there and usually she loved it but right now she hated it.

      She sniffled, angry at herself that she couldn’t keep the tears out of her voice. Without looking up, she admitted it out loud. “You were right.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ian and Jackson made their way back into the sanctuary after having climbed almost straight up the mountain. They stuck to the trails this time. Jackson had no longer been on command, so the return trip was much faster.

      Even so, it had felt like the long treks back to the foster homes. Back to the usual crap. He’d never really won on his days out—he’d just gotten away for a while. But trouble always waited if he didn’t come in time, and the way back always felt low and long.

      At the top, Ian gathered Felony from Roz, then fed both dogs and brushed them. He was bone tired from the long day and the loss. The work was like living in the Old West, where a rider always cared for the horses before he cared for himself, or there wouldn't be any horses anymore.

      Ian’s mentor, an older man who'd gotten him into dog training when he was still in high school, had said that level of care was necessary for working dogs. They were both your family and your equipment, and they needed to be treated as such.

      Once Ian had done everything the dogs needed, and Jackson was out cold on his dog bed in the cabin, he’d stomped along the trail between the cabins, trying not to be as upset as he was. He couldn't sort the tangled feelings that assaulted him.

      He was impressed. Su had managed to
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