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CHAPTER 1

He hated to wake her in the middle of the night. But Jacob Colton didn’t even hesitate as, already in his green pants and gray shirt, he held his phone to his ear on his way out the door.

“Yeah.” Dr. Mae Copeland’s greeting was about the same as always. Didn’t matter what time of day it was. She sounded ready to go.

“Noah was doing a night training session in the canyon. Found a backpack. Female owner based on contents. No ID.” Jacob’s little brother, a K-9 trainer, had praised his dog’s superior night vision for having spotted the thing.

“You have it?”

He was already out in the garage attached to his condo, climbing into his dark SUV, as he said, “Noah’s meeting me at the office in five.”

Mae, their gifted forensic scientist, lived in an apartment close by. “I’ll be there,” she said and hung up on him.

Leaving Jacob to speed through the deserted streets of Dark Canyon stuck in his own thoughts during the entire four-minute drive. His heart was heavy.

Were they looking at yet another woman, either on the run from kidnappers intending to sell her into human trafficking or having already been captured by them?

No identification certainly pointed to it looking like one or the other way.

Five months he’d been working this case, along with tribal and local law enforcement. His case. He had to end it.

His youngest sibling was already in the lot when Jacob pulled in. Noah’s expression serious, he met his brother’s gaze, and, without a word, handed over the evidence, then turned and went back to his truck. The dog sitting upright and tall on the passenger seat appeared almost human. Noah certainly treated the very special canine as though he was as much a man as any of them.

Jacob didn’t wait to watch the vehicle off the lot. He was already inside the door of the National Park Service’s Investigative Services Branch building by the time Noah’s taillights disappeared. But he turned back in time to see Mae’s headlights coming toward him.

Waiting, the makeshift evidence box Noah had handed him between both hands, Jacob used his shoulder to push against the door to open it as one of his favorite fellow employees hurried toward him.

Favorite because Mae was more like him than anyone else around. Married to the job. Committed 24/7. And happiest that way.

With her long brown hair up as usual in some kind of clip, she barely spared him a glance as she led the way to her lab, unlocking it and heading in first, leaving him to follow.

“Good morning to you, too,” he said, mostly just to connect. And to avoid the tension forming a rock in his gut as he waited to see what Mae might turn up with her machines and magic touch.

Sliding her arms into a white lab coat over her jeans and dark brown T-shirt, Mae nodded, pulled on exam gloves, and reached for the box. Jacob set it on the large metal table in front of them, donning his own set of gloves.

No way was he leaving without cataloging every spec or stray string attached to the inside of the light purple pack.

They worked silently. Lining up the pack’s contents carefully. And by the time Mae was treating the pack itself for fingerprints, inside and out, before moving on to the contents, Jacob was breathing somewhat easier. Not a lot. But some.

“It doesn’t look like one of our fosters,” he said. The kidnappers targeted women who’d aged out of the foster system and were on their own as they didn’t have families to come looking for them, or report them missing.

Mae barely missed a beat in her administering to her duties as she rolled her eyes at him. “You might want to wait on the facts,” she muttered, as she lifted what appeared to be a decent set of prints from the inside of one of the two main straps along the back of the pack.

His job was to take what he knew and assess. Ask the mental questions. Make educated assumptions and pursue them to the best of his ability until the next pieces of information came to light. Either through Mae’s lab or any other lead he managed to come up with, or be given, on a case.

“The packets of hiking food, the condom…” He let the words trail off as he looked over the items laid out before him.

After taking a photo with his phone, he moved to his text app, opened his own contact, and made a list of the items, texting it to himself, before saying, “Let me know the second you find something,” and leaving the lab.

Jacob wasn’t at all surprised by Mae’s lack of response. The woman was a godsend in every way. The best at her job. And, like Jacob, just wanting to get on with it. She didn’t need to chat, shoot the breeze, or talk about the weather.

Mae, in spite of her tall slim build and exotic dark-eyed looks, was all business, just like him.





Mae heard the door close behind Jacob with a hint of relief. Mixed with a tad bit of disappointment, too. The man’s lack of patience in waiting for her results before jumping to conclusions on a case was a bit irritating at times, but of all the agents she’d worked with over the past few years, he was the one she enjoyed partnering with the most. And, were she being honest with herself, which she always was, she’d admit the man’s assumptions were annoyingly correct a lot of the time.

She wasn’t so sure he’d be right on that early-hour morning, however. Most particularly as, not long after Jacob left her lab, she got a hit on the most promising fingerprint she’d found. She had others to run. And would find more as she got to the items inside the pack. Along with, she suspected, other evidence. She already had a test running on a brown spot on the corner of the condom box, suspecting that it might be blood.

But she was on the phone, staring at her results as she waited for Jacob to pick up.

“What do you have?” he asked by way of greeting. Getting right to the point. Of which she approved.

“Male,” she gave him the bad news. And then the worst. “Eighteen, from Oso, has a record for petty theft.”

Which meant a police connection. And a young thug who’d be willing to do a job for a dirty cop for the right kind of money. A new hire as the previous such no-goods had just been killed.

Jacob had a dirty cop in custody, one they’d just arrested, who had ties to the trafficking ring. Jacob had been certain he’d get the man to talk. It hadn’t yet happened.

Then, the Oso component. Another victim had lived in the nearby small town.

“Name.” Jacob’s tight-lipped response was exactly what Mae had expected.

She was ready for him. “Peter Quincy.” She rattled off an apartment address.

And wasn’t surprised, silently wishing him success and safety, as she heard his phone click off.





Jacob had a couple of local deputies haul Quincy’s butt out of bed and deliver him to a small interrogation room at ISB before dawn.

He’d have preferred to let the punk sit and stew, without the coffee he’d requested, except that Jacob might only have a few hours to find the woman whose backpack was in Mae’s lab before the victim was shipped off to Mexico. After which point, according to recent history, she’d never be heard from again.

He shut the door with force as he entered the room. Turned on the recording device that connected through the building’s wireless internet system to Mae, in the lab. Allowing her to listen in and act upon any information she might hear that would prove helpful to her.

Then, standing, with both hands on the table, right in front of the younger man, Jacob nearly spit the words, “Where is she?” While he would not break the law, wouldn’t physically harm the suspect, he didn’t hold back any of his vehemence.

With a quick shake of his disheveled bedhead, the young man’s gaze darted around Jacob’s broad shoulders, obviously avoiding his angry expression, as he asked, “Who?”

Jacob threw a printed photo of the light purple backpack on the table.

Saw the kid blanch as he glanced down. A clear sign of recognition. “You have thirty seconds to tell me who she is.”

“I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about,” the suspect said, his voice gravelly as he stared downward.

Maybe he was looking at the photo lying there. Jacob suspected otherwise. The kid couldn’t look at him, or that photo.

He was involved. Even if he hadn’t kidnapped the woman, he knew something.

Shoving the photo closer, right under the kid’s nose, he said, “Your prints are all over that bag.” At least one of them had very clearly been there. “How do you think we knew who to bring in?”

Quincy shook his head. “I don’t know anything,” he repeated. Multiple times. Showing more and more fear, and agitation, with every threat Jacob made over the next ten minutes. Forcing Jacob to conclude that whoever Peter Quincy was working for scared the young adult more than a federal agent could.

Jacob had to change his tactics. Quick.

Telling the kid to stay put—not like Quincy could go anywhere in the small, windowless space, with a locked door between him and anywhere else—Jacob walked out.





Mae heard it all from her lab. And was waiting when Jacob showed up less than a minute after he’d left the interrogation room.

“I need you to talk to him,” he said, as he came in the door. “No one else is here this early, and we might not have any time to waste. The others were left in the house when they were first taken, but that’s burned down, and we have no way of knowing if there’s another. Or how much of a part dirty cop Olsen played, since he’s not talking yet, either. Could be there’s no stop-off at this point.”

He’d reached her area of the lab, but was pacing. Putting a hand on his arm, Mae told herself that the warmth that settled in her at the touch had only to do with the cold air in the lab so early in the morning, and the temperature of Jacob’s skin. And then lost the sensation completely as she concentrated on the only thing that mattered right then.

“I found tears all over the pack, Jacob.” Holding the empty bag up with her gloved hands, she made a circle around both areas that had been saturated, as well as the cleaner space in between them. “I also found a small strand of hair, here,” she added, pointing to the non-tear space. “It’s like she used the pack as a pillow. Lying on it while she cried.”

He stared at the pack. And then at Mae. His gaze direct and pointed. “She still had the pack when she was crying,” he stated what, in one way, was obvious.

“She hadn’t yet been stripped of personal belongings. Items by which we can identify her or her abductor,” he said slowly. Then added, “He lost her out there. He had her pack. She got it back. And ran.”

Mae nodded. “That’s the way the evidence currently points.”

“He’s scared because he only has a small window of time left to produce her, and he has no idea where she is.”

Mae shrugged. She couldn’t say. There were no facts to prove that assumption.

Jacob was halfway around the table before he stopped, suddenly. Frowned. Looked at Mae and said, “Then why was he home in bed, asleep, rather than out looking for her? Or on the run from whoever hired him?”

“Yep,” Mae said, her lips pursed. Just as one of the screens in front of her flashed up a result. Shocked, she stared, then looked over at Jacob.

“Kelcy Ann McClintock? The daughter of that minister from Wilson who started the theater group for high school kids? His wife’s a pediatrician…”

“That’s what it says. Her DNA is in a bone marrow donor database…”

Jacob was out the door before she could give him the rest. Picking up her phone, she pushed his speed dial and when he answered said, “Her parents reported her missing yesterday morning. She wasn’t in her room when her mother went to wake her up. The bedroom window was unlocked, and not quite shut. As though someone had opened it and closed it behind them. Perhaps with the intent to climb back in.”





Jacob burst into the room.

“You took the wrong woman, Dirtbag.” He slammed his hands down on the table as he bent to put his face close to Peter Quincy’s.

The kid jumped. Was visibly shaken. And seemed clearly confused, too. Tweaking, Jacob surmised. Explained the bed thing. He’d passed out mid-job. Or mid-running from a failed job.

If Jacob wasn’t so het up, he might have felt a twinge of pity for the punk.

Remembering his earlier calculation—that Mae would be a better interrogator because Jacob had used the wrong approach—he calmed.

Pulled out a chair and sat down. He needed the forensic scientist in her lab. Doing her magic.

“We just got an ID on the girl you took,” he said calmly, glancing from the kid to his own hands clasped together on the table in front of him. “She’s not the foster you were after, man,” he broke the news with a note of sympathy in his voice.

He had to get the guy to tell him where he’d left the McClintock girl. She’d been missing almost twenty-four hours. In the Dark Canyon Wilderness. With ruthless kidnappers still on the loose.

“Wait.” Quincy glanced up at Jacob, actually meeting his gaze.

Jacob held on to it. “I’m waiting.”

Leaning forward, Quincy said, “Did you just say that her parents reported her missing?” He sounded incredulous. As well he should. For a screwup, the guy had managed to outdo himself on that one.

Maintaining eye contact, Jacob gave a slow nod, when what he wanted to do was reach over the table, grab the guy beneath his ears, and lift him up until he begged for mercy. Or rather, spilled his guts.

The blood had drained from Quincy’s face. But instead of looking like he was about to pee himself, he seemed to have turned his fear outward. More like worry. “They don’t know about me?” he asked.

The question wasn’t one Jacob had expected. “No, why? Should they?”

“Oh God.” Peter buried his forehead in his fist. “She’s my girlfriend,” he spilled rapidly, staring Jacob in the eyes. “Her parents don’t know about us. They wouldn’t approve because I have a record. I took some food a few times,” he said. “I’ve been on my own for the past year…working and finishing high school… That’s where I met Kelcy, at school. We’ve been together almost a year. I thought her parents had sent you after me.”

Jacob cared, on one level, but not the current one. “Where is she?”

With moisture filling his eyes, but a clear sense of standing up rather than shriveling in fear, Peter said, “I don’t know, man. I thought she was at home. Hating me. Telling her parents about me. When I didn’t hear from her all day yesterday… I’ve been expecting the cops to show up and haul me in.”

Right. Gear shift. Immediate.

He needed the kid’s help. “Where did you last see her?”

Peter looked lost for a split second as he looked at Jacob, then said, “Dark Canyon Wilderness. It was our graduation gift to each other. We were going to do it for the first time.”

Jacob’s eye roll just happened. As though Peter Quincy was a younger brother that he’d given a hard time during a mishap. More than once.

“I know,” Peter said. “It was stupid. But the idea was hers. Not that I argued. At all. It’s just, her dad’s so strict. We’re both adults.” With a quick head shake, he said, “She came up with the idea to sneak out just after midnight. We’d get to the canyon, do the deed, and she’d be back in her bed before morning.”

“So what went wrong?” Jacob’s clock was ticking. He could sympathize later. If compassion was in order.

“She changed her mind. Said she needed some time alone. She had the car keys. She’d tucked them into a little purse thing she keeps in her backpack. She didn’t want to risk them falling out of my pocket and us getting stranded up there. That’s how she is, always looking out for danger and making sure we avoid it. Which was why the elaborate plan to…you know… She figured Dark Canyon was one place we could go where her father wouldn’t have eyes. Or cameras. Or the ability to trace a credit card.”

All good to know. To piece together the situation. Not pertinent in the immediate moment.

“I need to know what happened, Peter.” Dread was slowly filling Jacob’s gut. The girl had been hurt. He hoped to God she hadn’t been…

“She freaked out…not on me…on herself. Started crying. Said she loved me, had no idea why she couldn’t do it, and needed some time alone. I walked off.”

A randy kid who’d been led on… Still… “You just left her up there? In the wilderness?”

“Hell no.” Peter’s face twisted with disgust at the mere mention of having done so. “We were up on this ledge area. I walked down the back of it a ways, and just sat. Figuring she’d find me when she was ready to go. After an hour passed, and we were getting close to when we had to leave to get her home before her parents found out we were gone, I went back for her. But she was gone. I searched everywhere, a mile out each direction, but she was gone. I went to the car, expecting it not to be there. It was still parked right where we left it. That’s when I knew she’d called her parents to come get her. And why I was certain the police were there to arrest me. They had the keys to the car and had left it there as proof. I hitched a ride home. Tried calling her a bunch of times. And then just waited for you all to knock on my door. Which you did. I thought her dad was having me charged with attempted rape or something.”

Frustration shot through Jacob. “It didn’t occur to you that she could be hurt?”

“I called. I searched. I never saw her backpack. Where was it?” Peter named a somewhat well-known ridge in the canyon, stating it had to be there.

Shaking his head, Jacob stood, his phone already to his ear. He barked orders. And then, hanging up, said, “Come on, we’re going to need all the bodies we can get to help search.”

The backpack had been found at the bottom of the canyon, not the top where the two had been. Kelcy had to have fallen. Or, more likely, based on the terrain, slid. If she’d tried to make it back up to Peter, she’d only have slid down farther, possibly causing an avalanche. Jacob didn’t think any further on that one.

She could also have made it the rest of the way down. As her backpack had.

“You need to show us right where you left your car,” he told the young lover. “If we’re lucky, that’s where she headed.”

And if they were extra lucky, they’d find her. Alive.




CHAPTER 2

Mae was waiting for Jacob when he got back to the office much later that afternoon. He’d come to tell her the details of the successful end to a day that had started out grim. He always gave her that respect when they worked a case together. Good news or bad.

And while she mostly preferred her solitude in the lab, those visits from Jacob were the exception. He didn’t try to humanize the science. Nor did he ever put pressure on her to be more than she was. More outgoing. More social. More. More. More.

He’d never once asked her out for drinks when the work was done. She was mostly glad about that, too. They worked together, and workplace relationships never went well.

Besides, she didn’t do crushes. There was no logic to swamps of emotion that had no basis in longevity. Crushes came and went. By very definition, they were unreliable. She’d looked up the malady. Not only were crushes brief, they were usually on someone inappropriate or unattainable. And they led people into situations where feelings got hurt. Or left them sitting alone wasting valuable hours, days, months dreaming about something that was never going to happen. Something that, given time, they wouldn’t even want to happen. Simply put, there was no point in having a crush on anyone, let alone a man she had to work with long term.

And Jacob didn’t do relationships, so their future together was already in its permanent stage.

All of which explained why he was the one law enforcement official, above all, that she liked to see. And work for.

Along with the fact that she always seemed to do her best work for him.

As she’d done that day. She’d already had news for him when he’d called well after lunchtime. She hadn’t even given him her usual “Yeah” when he’d said, “We’ve got her. Conscious. Alert. Broken leg.” And then hung up.

Which was why she spoke first, the second she saw him coming through her door just after four. “Quincy didn’t do it,” she said. “His story checks out.”

She’d spent a good part of the day going over all the evidence, and, after involving a local officer and a deputy, had solid proof. “Kelcy purchased the condoms, right there in Oso. Paid cash. They have her on video camera. Only her prints were on them. She intended to have sex when she snuck out of her room that night to meet Peter.”

Jacob’s calm nod took a bit of her thunder. They’d had a long day. Him more than her since he’d been out in the field, traversing rugged terrain.

“He was in the canyon for hours, just like he said, too. All over the place. I traced the location on his cell phone. And he called the friend right when he said, then was at home until he was picked up this morning. He also during all of that time made multiple calls to Kelcy’s phone, which was off. Enough to suggest that he was frantic. Both in the canyon and from home.”

“Her phone was crushed during her landslide,” Jacob said, taking a stool at her main work counter.

Well, then. He didn’t need her giving him good news with which he was already in possession.

Landslide. Obviously, the cause of the McClintock girl’s disappearance.

“She’d been sitting on a ledge, which gave way,” he said then, watching her as he talked, but not acutely. More like he was watching a television rerun that he’d seen countless times. And while a small part of her could possibly be offended, mostly she was warmed by the familiarity between them. And the inherent safety therein.

Truth was, with Jacob, Mae felt…normal. Rather than the odd bird she’d been ever since she could remember. Even with her own family.

Most particularly with them.

“Noah and his newest trainee took us to where he found the backpack. Peter led us from there, toward the car. She’d attempted to crawl and drag herself toward it. She’d made it a quarter of mile from where she slid down. Quincy was the one who found her. She said she’d known he wouldn’t give up on her.”

She shook her head, frowning. “But he had.”

“Yeah.” Jacob’s chin jutted in the way he had. “Guess that’s something they’ll have to work out.”

Shaking her head at him, she said, “Or not.”

“Without him, we might not have found her.”

“True. Being hauled in by the cops to help isn’t the same as not giving up on her, though.”

She heard his grunt. Accompanied by an eye roll. Before he said, “If not for your quick work this morning, identifying Quincy, that girl likely would have died out there. I owe you one.”

Something he told her often. She never got tired of hearing it. And had never cashed in, either. Surely there was enough wealth there for one favor.

As she stood there calculating, still not sure that her “favor” account could cover the ask, Mae was at the do-or-die moment. If she didn’t give voice to the question she’d been vacillating on asking him for as long as she could put it off, she’d have irrevocably lost her chance.

“I’d like to collect,” she blurted, awkwardly even for her.

Brows raised, Jacob sat back. “You what?”

Busy cleaning one of the machines she’d used that afternoon, Mae glanced down toward her shoulder and over to him. “You said you owe me one. I’d like to collect.”

She wanted to procrastinate having to actually do so as well.

Looking perplexed, but also maybe slightly amused, he asked, “Collect how?”

“By asking a favor,” she told him, fully focused on the already spotless lens she was cleaning. “A big one.”

“So ask.” He seemed so unfazed, Mae’s surprise prompted her to glance over at him before she could stop herself. And then she had to stand there looking at him, with the ball in her court.

And she wasn’t into sports. “There was the DNA testing on baby Gracie, the cause of death for Annie Ross, evidence on Fern. The fingerprints I pulled from Ava’s home, the accident we worked that took her fiancé’s life.” She stopped when, arms crossed, he sat there watching her with a deadpan expression. She had no idea what he was thinking, and while, generally, that wouldn’t matter… She’d just trespassed on different ground for them.

Or was about to.

“That’s what I’m collecting on,” she said then. Looking straight at him. His eyes, not the broad shoulders in the beige shirt, the expanse of chest up against the buttons, or the early morning scruff on his chin, either.

“The favor, Mae.”

Oh. Right. “I’ve got this…thing… I have to go to. It’s sort of…mandatory. And I have to have a plus-one. Which I don’t. Have, that is. And I don’t want one, but if I don’t bring one…well… Let’s just say it will be much better for me if I do.”

“Okay.” The response was immediate. So unlike Jacob, who considered every situation as though it was a case to solve. “When and where?” His second question followed the “okay” quickly enough that she was still busy processing the initial response. Could hardly wrap her mind around the second.

“Tomorrow night,” she told him the worst first. Because he was going to figure out he was a last-minute date when she told him the what. He’d know she’d have had a lot of time…nearly a year’s worth…to find herself a companion for the ordeal. “And at Everson Ranch, just north of Wilson.”

“I know where the ranch is.” He frowned. “And what it is,” he added.

Yeah, she was cooked. No way he was going to want to be her date at what could only be a totally awkward situation for both of them.

With her lips pursed, she lifted her brows and stared at him. Waiting for him to find his way out.

He wasn’t leaving. He just kept sitting on her stool—one of them—as though he owned it. Which, technically, he kind of did. More than she did, at any rate. He was a higher-ranking official of the US government than she was.

“Your real date bail on you?”

Frowning, she stared at him. Then put the situation right out there. “What date? You ever known me to have a date?” So there was a bit of irritation in her tone. The situation wasn’t easy for her.

And he wasn’t making it any easier. “You know, Jacob, when one is doing a favor for someone, in order to do it decently, the one doing the doing should do so with grace and kindness.”

“More kindness than whoever your plus-one was supposed to be,” he said, in a tone that made her really suspicious that he was enjoying himself at her expense. “I’m guessing, since the shindig is at Everson, which is a fancy event venue, that there will be nameplates at the tables. So at whose name will I be sitting?”

Oh God. The man was too smart for his own good. And, apparently, hers.

“Jacob Colton.”



She looked him right in the eye as she made the admission. Which was why Jacob felt the tad bit of flutter inside his gut when he computed the ramifications of the response. Out of respect for her. Not because he, in any way, was a tad bit pleased to know that he wasn’t a last-minute fallback.

Didn’t matter that it was Mae doing the asking. He just didn’t like to think of himself that way.

But to be sure that he wasn’t getting even a little bit soft on the forensic scientist, he said, “You told someone I was your date a while ago and are just now getting around to letting me know about it?”

“I was planning to say you were sick, or something.”

Interesting. So why hadn’t she done so? The investigator inside him asked the silent question. Putting forth the fact that he had to know the answer. And so the interrogation began. “Who’s getting married?”

The way those brown eyes peered at him from her exotic-looking features seemed to speak capitulation to Jacob. It was another second or two before she spilled all. “My cousin Matilda. My mom’s sister’s daughter. She’s twenty-five to my thirty. And used to follow me around like a puppy dog, emulating everything I did.”

And Mae was feeling bad about the situation because it made her look like an old maid? Which she would never be, even if she remained unmarried at one hundred. He knew better than to voice that thought. Didn’t fit in any conversation between the two of them.

“‘My cousin’ would have been enough of a response,” he said as a quick cover for the rest of his thoughts. Which were also not befitting of them. Like the fact that she was actually struggling with the whole thing for some reason. “Remind me to make sure you’re never in an interrogation room. Willie could crack you.”

Willie was the stray cat that sometimes hung around the ISB building. Their receptionist had named him.

At that last dig, Mae straightened her shoulders, and had the fire back in her eyes—his intent—as she said, “I’ll have you know I’ve been interrogated multiple times on the witness stand by both the state’s top prosecutor and defense attorney, and won the cases, every
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