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Chapter 1




Rocky Mountain National Park, Colorado 

The problem with spectacular places was that they were a spectacular pain in the ass to get to.

Special Agent Kenzie Harper gripped the wheel and hugged the hairpin turn a little tighter, the vehicle climbing higher toward the sky. A red wall of rock rose on one side, the road dropping away sharply on the other. The car pulled toward it and she tugged it back on course. No time for that. Plus, it was a hell of a long way down.

The rental car’s engine strained as it traversed the steep gravel switchbacks of the one-way Old Fall River Road toward her crime scene. The view opened up, and Kenzie’s ears popped. Rocky Mountain National Park’s sprawling meadows and jagged-tooth peaks stretched out before her. Figured. Nothing worth seeing ever came easy.

Less than twenty-four hours ago, she’d been in her home base of Glacier National Park when her boss, SSA Bianca Irons, had directed the team to Rocky for a new case. She’d lost track of how many parks she’d been in since joining WIT, but each was a logistical nightmare. Kenzie relished the opportunity to put her focus somewhere, anywhere, but on her own life. Not that she was supportive of dead bodies in national parks, but at least it got her out of Montana and the constant reminder of the life-changing decision she’d made three weeks ago in Alaska.

She came around a sharp corner and slammed on the brakes. Some moron had stopped their car in the middle of the road and had their camera stuck out the window. Back in New York, she’d have laid on the horn, but that felt disrespectful to this wild place. She pulled up behind the car and leaned out her window. 

“Hey! The road is closed. Move it.”

The camera quickly disappeared, and a hand waved out the window as the car sped off up the road. She memorized the license plate in case she needed to report it later.

God save them all from tourists. Working in the parks was an exercise in patience, which was not her strong suit. Her partner was the patient one. But Derek Reese was in California. With his son, where he belongs. And so she edged higher toward the sky to solve a case on her own.

“Gosh, it’s so beautiful here!”

The alto voice in the passenger seat startled Kenzie, and she nearly swerved off the narrow road. 

Okay, so maybe she wasn’t completely alone.

“Jesus, Syd, I almost forgot you were here.” She cast a quick glance to the side, hoping not to see a hurt expression on Sydney Reese’s face.

Sydney beamed back, all sunshine and energy, and looking like a commercial for Colorado. Lightweight hiking pants and shirt, phone stuck to her hand taking video out a partially rolled-down window, blue eyes sparkling. The only things missing were an adorable dog and craft beer. Sydney ended her video and flipped back her long blonde plait. “Sorry, I was absorbed in the scenery. It is gorgeous. Minus the beetle-killed pine trees.” Sydney tsked. “So sad.”

Leave it to the botanist to feel sad about the dying trees.

Kenzie pulled into a small space marked with a trail closed sign. Hopefully, people weren’t ignoring this sign the way some ignored road closed signs.

Kenzie grabbed her pack and ran through a quick mental checklist. Water, snacks, notebook, pens, battery pack for her phone because she’d learned the hard way that cold weather did a real number on batteries, though it was warm enough on this late July day. For a heartbeat she paused, realizing she was performing not her own checklist, but his. I’m just being thorough.

“Ready?” she asked Sydney, slinging her pack on.

Sydney nodded and pulled down her baseball cap. It was bright up here at ten thousand feet, and Kenzie’s exposed skin said the sun was close enough to touch. She should have packed sunscreen.

It was a steep ascent immediately out of the parking lot into the forest, roots layering across the trail, eager to trip her. She headed into the trees with a single-minded purpose: to figure out why a woman had died up here.

“The body was discovered about half a mile up the trail,” Sydney said, striding ahead with her phone in hand.

“Exactly how much up is up?” Kenzie asked, her lungs already giving that now familiar burn of exertion at high elevation. She welcomed the exertion, the distraction.

Sydney glanced back. “Well, if you follow this trail to its end, you’ll be on a mountain summit, but the ascent to the body doesn’t look bad.”

They left the tree cover and entered a wide meadow, wildflowers sprinkling the verdant green slope with pops of pink and yellow. Little white dots moving in the distance caught her eye. Must be the bighorn sheep all the signs had warned about on the drive up here. It was beautiful. Peaceful. Or it would be if a young woman hadn’t been discovered melting out of a snowdrift here yesterday.

Kenzie zeroed in on the crime scene tape flapping in the wind ahead and the man crouched beside it. Her annoyance jumped into overdrive. Fucking tourists. She started jogging.  

Kenzie’s boots squished in the soft ground. “Hey! Can’t you see the tape? Get out of there!”

The man looked up, and Kenzie’s brain shorted out. She slammed to a stop, Sydney running into her. The man slowly stood, blue eyes burning like a laser into hers. Full lips lifted in a sardonic smile.

“You’re a long way from civilization, Harper.” The Jersey accent was sharp against the Colorado mountain air.

“Jamie?” The name felt familiar, yet foreign on her tongue. Shit, when had she seen him last? New York nearly a year and a half ago.

Kenzie wasn’t sure what she’d expected to find up on this mountain, but it sure as hell wasn’t her ex-boyfriend.








  
  
Chapter 2




Rocky Mountain National Park, Colorado 

Kenzie blinked, but the mirage that was Jamie Kelly did not disappear. 

He shoved his hand through thick black hair that was a little longer than she remembered. “What are you doing here?”

She dug her badge out of her pocket and held it up. “I work with the national parks now.”

Jamie’s eyes widened. “No shit?”

She shook her head and smiled, remembering their first encounter on a beach in Acadia over six years ago. It might as well have been a lifetime ago. “No shit.”

Jamie frowned like she was a puzzle he couldn’t quite figure out. He never really had, or he wouldn’t have left for Denver and expected her to follow rather than pursue her own career path. She hadn’t expected to ever see him again, and sure as hell not crouched over her crime scene.

“What are you doing here, Jamie?”

“So you’re like a ranger or something?” His dark brows pinched together in confusion. She didn’t blame him. Sometimes she woke up and wondered how the heck things had ended up this way, too.

“Not exactly.”

Sydney cleared her throat and extended her hand with a bright smile. “I’m Sydney Reese, forensic botanist with WIT. And you are?”

Jamie shook her hand. “Detective Jamie Kelly, Denver PD. What’s a wit?”

“Wilderness Investigative Team. Kenzie’s team of FBI and National Park Service,” Sydney explained.

Jamie turned a bewildered expression on Kenzie. “Kenzie’s team…but you hate the woods.”

She shrugged. “A lot has happened in the past year.”

“Apparently.”

Kenzie looked around. The side of a mountain was a hell of a place to run into her ex-boyfriend. “Jamie, what are you doing at my crime scene?”

He glanced down the mountain. “I badged the ranger at the entrance gate, and she told me the trail where the body was found.”

And Kenzie would be chewing that ranger’s ass when she got off this mountain. Wait, he’d specifically asked about the body? “Start talking, Jamie.” 

“I know her.”

His words knocked the breath right out of her. He knew the woman found in a melting snowbank? “How?”

“Lila DeWalt went missing in October. I’ve been looking for her ever since.”

Oh shit.

“What makes you think our Jane Doe is your girl?” Kenzie asked.

“A contact at the coroner’s office forwarded me a photo.” Jamie pulled a photo out of his jacket pocket. The young woman in the photograph had jet-black hair cut in jagged ends, a silver nose ring, pale skin and striking green eyes.

Kenzie slipped out her phone and opened the file sent to her late yesterday after the technicians had finished collecting the body and what evidence they could. She opened the image of a closeup of the face of the victim and held her phone beside Jamie’s. 

She hissed out a breath. Even in death, in what must have been an out-of-date photograph, the young woman’s sharp features were unmistakable.

“Shit. I’m sorry,” Kenzie said. “It sucks to have this kind of ending to a missing persons case. We’ll have to confirm her identity, of course, but I appreciate the information.”

Jamie’s jaw tightened. “It’s her. I’m sure of it. The office sent a copy of the fingerprints we pulled from surfaces in her apartment to the coroner’s office in Fort Collins. We’re waiting for confirmation.”

Kenzie pressed her lips together. “I’m going to want to hear everything you know about her and your case, but right now Sydney needs to collect additional samples and I need to get a feel for the scene.”

Jamie fished a roll of antacids from his pocket and thumbed one into his mouth. He crossed his arms over his chest and chewed.

Kenzie held her phone up so the image aligned with the setting. It was a stark and frozen scene. A lifeless face stared from a melting pile of snow. Above the photograph, mountain peaks tipped into view. 

A cool breeze blew off the snow, meltwater carving through the mud as if trying to get away from the horrible scene. Kenzie followed the trail of water with her gaze until it disappeared into nothingness.

Kenzie swiped once. The screen filled with the rest of the body, snow now carefully removed, and her stomach dropped. She held the phone up to show Jamie, and his body went rigid. “That’s not normal,” he said.

“No,” Kenzie agreed.

The woman reclined against a boulder, one knee propped up in front of her. One hand dropped across her knee, while the other lay in her lap. Her head tilted up at a slight angle, as if she were looking at something in the sky.

Kenzie glanced around. Mountains unfolded in a panoramic display, snow-capped even at this time of summer. Gray slopes braided with strips of bare rock and the occasional shrub led down to a verdant green valley below. She wasn’t sure what the girl was looking at.

Kenzie’s gut tightened at the wrongness of it. 

Sydney looked over Kenzie’s shoulder and made a murmur of sympathy. “Why didn’t she curl up to keep warm or try to find shelter?” 

“Good question,” Kenzie said.

Sydney stepped back. “Did the evidence team collect samples of the snow immediately around her body?”

Kenzie nodded. “And in concentric circles out from the body, as you instructed. I think the samples are going to a lab at CU-Boulder. I assume you will be joining them?”

Sydney nodded. “Yes. I’m hopeful botanical clues on her body will help us determine how long she’s been here.”

Jamie eyed Sydney. “What do you do exactly?”

“Syd talks to plants and tortures them for information,” Kenzie said.

Sydney looked offended. “I would never torture a plant. But I do listen to what they tell me about the body and where they’ve been.”

“Sounds useful in a place like this,” Jamie said.

Kenzie narrowed her eyes at him. If Jamie was right about the woman’s identity, the universe had just given her a major gift.

Kenzie said, “I’m going to need your case files.”

Jamie blinked. “Are you forcing me off my case?”

Sydney looked between the two of them and took a step back. “I’m going to get started on sampling.” She walked swiftly up the trail toward some trees and left Kenzie under Jamie’s hot stare.

Kenzie rolled her eyes. “Will you relax? I’m not kicking you off the case, that’s the kind of bullshit that happened before my team. Jurisdictional pissing matches just delay cases. You’ll work with us. But I’m point, so things go through me.”

They’d been here less than a day, and they already had a possible ID. Now to figure out what had happened to the girl.

“We need to debrief on Lila’s case. Are you staying in town?” Kenzie asked.

Jamie shook his head. “I drove up from Denver.”

“Can you get back in Estes or do we need to come to Denver?”

“I’ll bring everything I have on the case up here,” Jamie promised, obviously eager to find answers to his own mystery. A mystery that now aligned with her own. He looked at her expectantly. “Your turn.”

Kenzie nodded. “One of the local mountaineering clubs stumbled across her yesterday.” She gestured to the remains of the snowbank. The intense sun was going to make quick work of the snow.

“Altitude sickness?” Kenzie posited. “Did she just sit down and die in the cold?”

Jamie was staring at the muddy remnants of the snow. “Pretty remote spot. What the fuck was she doing up here?”

Kenzie let out a huff of air. “Story of my life now. The parks are all remote. This road is open seasonally, so we’ll have to check the records for last year to see when it closed.”

Jamie’s mouth tightened. “At least in the city we have cameras we can use to look for people. What do you do out here?”

Kenzie understood his frustration. “We have other tricks up our sleeve.”

“Like what?”

She pointed at Sydney. “Her, for one. It just takes some patience.”

“I’ve never known you to be patient,” Jamie said, still frowning.

“Yeah, well, places like this will beat it into you. You can’t rush Mother Nature. We need to figure out why our girl was sitting up on this mountainside for months under that snow, waiting for summer to reveal her.”

She looked at the crime scene photo again. The woman looked like she’d simply reclined back against a boulder to take in the view. But Kenzie knew it wasn’t anything that straightforward.








  
  
Chapter 3




Rocky Mountain National Park, Colorado 

Sydney Reese inhaled fresh mountain air and glanced at the bluebird sky in the east. It was a day suited for outdoor adventures or a fruity drink on a patio with friends.

The matted slope of tundra where the woman had lain drew her attention. To anyone else, it was just mud and dead grass. To Sydney, the crushed Silene acaulis, the moss campion that grew all over this mountainside, spoke of the weight of death that had pressed into it.

Did the woman’s friends know she was dead? That they would never enjoy her smile again? She looked around, seeking something to uproot the sadness blossoming inside her. She preferred not to linger in sadness. Life was meant to be celebrated, just like she now started each day with a thought of gratitude for the return of her nephew Aiden.

Before long flowers would blanket this slope.

Little purple blooms of Sky Pilot were just starting to show, while the stately red King’s Crown seemingly grew out of the rock itself. Life where there was death. It was the story of all of them.

Sydney looked around. The crime scene was at the tree line, but they’d hiked up through lodgepole pine and quaking aspen. Jamie seemed convinced that the dead woman was Lila DeWalt. Sydney tried to picture the area in mid-October. Likely the town of Estes Park, a few thousand feet below them, would have been at its peak autumn color. Wind shoved loose strands of blonde hair into her face, and she tucked them back into her braid. Up here, autumn likely came much earlier, and the nearby aspens would have given up the ghost by mid-October.

The detective was a surprise today. Sydney had watched Kenzie’s whole body change when she recognized him on the mountainside. Kenzie Harper didn’t get caught off guard, not like that. Whatever history those two shared, it had left a charge in the air between them that prompted her to give them some space.

As she snapped photographs of everything from tiny, sturdy plants on the forest floor to the towering trees, she mentally listed off the plants’ Latin names and defining characteristics. Slowly she worked her way back toward where the body had been found. She crouched near the edge of a depression and frowned. A fragment of bark lay half-pressed into the mud, its deeply furrowed ridges unmistakable. She pulled on gloves and carefully lifted it. Narrow-leaf cottonwood.

“Now, what are you doing all the way up here?” she murmured, photographing it in place before slipping it into an evidence bag. Cottonwoods hugged rivers and streams thousands of feet below, not exposed alpine slopes. It could have washed up in snowmelt or blown in on a freak wind. Or it came here with the woman.

Sydney fell into a rhythm, cataloguing the flora of the scene. It would be useful later when she compared botanical evidence from the body.

I need to tell Riley to add these details to our program. The two had become fast friends and were now collaborating on a project for the FBI, building an AI-powered searchable database that cross-referenced pollen/plant fragments with region + elevation + season to narrow down where evidence had been. Sydney hoped it could help solve crimes for teams that didn’t have expertise like hers readily available. Derek had been so supportive of the idea. 

A small stream, likely seasonal, driven by melting snow, rushed down the side of the mountain, water-loving plants erupting from beside it with neon green shoots. Sydney stooped and picked a little pebble up from the cold water. It was smooth beneath her fingers, worn down by time as the river rushed over and around it. Was it green or blue? She’d have to wait until it dried, but the specks of white embedded in it suggested it would be a promising one. Perfect for Aiden’s collection. Sydney intended to encourage his interest in science by bringing him small rocks she found in the parks she visited. 

Several yards away, Kenzie paced. Her hands moved in sharp, ragged gestures, her shoulders tight. Nothing new there, Kenzie talked with her hands. Jamie’s stance was open and easy, and his gaze tracked Kenzie. Sydney was dying to ask what their history was. She made a mental note to text Lucas when she got back into town and had decent cell signal.

Thunder rumbled in the distance, and Sydney’s head came up sharply. While she’d been distracted by plants, an afternoon thunderstorm had snuck up on her. She hurried toward where Kenzie and Jamie were working.

“Time to go,” she said, shoving her camera into her pack. She looked around to see if anything needed to be secured at the scene, but it was mostly cleaned up at this point.

Kenzie looked up from her notebook and shook her head. “I’ve still got a few more things to do.”

Sydney pointed at the clouds. “It’ll have to wait until later or tomorrow. That storm will be here soon.”

“I don’t mind getting wet,” Jamie offered.

“It’s not the rain I’m concerned about. Lightning is very dangerous on these exposed slopes,” she explained.

“You sound like your brother.” Kenzie’s nose wrinkled.

“Like I understand the physics of being struck by hundreds of millions of volts?” Sydney met Kenzie’s brown gaze. “Yeah, I guess I do. Let’s go.”

Kenzie’s lips twitched, but she said nothing.

Jamie looked between them, clearly fighting back a grin. He jerked a thumb toward Sydney, but his gaze was fixed on Kenzie. “I like her.”

Kenzie clearly still wanted to argue, and Sydney felt a bolt of sympathy for all the times Derek had to rein in Kenzie Harper’s determined pursuit of justice. 

“Come on,” Sydney said. “I need to see what kinds of botanical samples were found around the body.”

Kenzie perked up. “You have an idea?”

Sydney grinned. Derek’s problem was he didn’t understand that Kenzie Harper was a lot easier to bait with honey than vinegar. She and Sydney both chafed when they were told what to do. But dangle a piece of evidence in front of Kenzie and she’d follow you right off the side of a mountain.

Sydney belted her pack around her waist and began a ground-eating stride toward the trailhead. Lightning was dangerous, but running was likely to lead to accidental falls that could be as bad or worse. Jeez, I sound like Derek. When did that happen?

She heard Kenzie and Detective Kelly following close behind her, as thunder once again rumbled on the horizon. At least the body was safely in the morgue in Fort Collins, having been transported there yesterday by the coroner and their team. Sydney was sad for the end of the young woman’s life, but she was happy she didn’t have to rest alone in the snow up on this mountain any longer. Lightning snapped; the smell of ozone was stronger now. Thunder bit harder, shaking the ground, and Sydney picked up the pace. She wanted to honor the lives of those who had died, but more importantly, like Kenzie, she wanted to bring them justice.

But they wouldn’t help anyone if they got crispy fried on this mountain today.








  
  
Chapter 4




Estes Park, Colorado 

Kenzie hiked her backpack higher on her shoulder and trudged toward her home for the foreseeable future. It had poured all the way down Trail Ridge Road. Like the drive needed to be any more nerve-wracking than it already was. But at least it was paved and a hell of a lot faster than the slow slog up the one-way gravel road had been. The rain had ended once they hit the town of Estes Park, immediately east of the national park. Less than two hours from the sprawling metropolis of Denver, Rocky Mountain was going to be a pain in the butt to navigate with a million people in her way. 

After grabbing a late lunch in town, they had headed to their accommodations. Now she wanted nothing more than to grab a cool drink and organize her approach to the case based on what they knew so far.

Kenzie eyed the skeleton key in her hand and the well-weathered door with dubious concern. She slipped the key into the lock and pushed into the little cabin by the creek, the door groaning in protest. She chucked her backpack onto the nearest chair and leaned on her roller bag to take in the small space. There were two beds, the worn but comfortable-looking recliner holding her backpack, and a connected bathroom. The cabin was straight out of the 1960s. Late July in the gateway town to Rocky meant beggars could not be choosers when it came to lodging. At least that’s what Laura, FBI vacation planner to the stars, had said when she’d looked for suitable accommodations.

She rolled her bag in and closed the door, shutting out the hot July afternoon. Almost instantly she regretted it, sweat popping on her forehead as she realized the room had no air conditioning. “What kind of heathen place is this?”

The door behind her rattled sharply. She pivoted and opened it.

Sydney smiled broadly. “Hey, roomie!”

Kenzie stepped back to let her in, swallowing back a sigh. She adored Sydney, but she also coveted her space. Damn national park towns in peak season.

“This is so cute,” Sydney gushed, tossing her duffel onto the nearest bed.

“There’s no AC,” Kenzie pointed out.

Sydney shrugged. “Lots of places in the mountains have no AC, it usually cools down enough at night, and these kinds of heat waves weren’t common back when this baby was built.”

Kenzie’s brain struggled to process the concept. No one in Cleveland, Ohio, where she’d grown up, would have willingly had no AC. But she supposed Sydney was right. She’d noticed the same trend in many of the places in Granite Falls outside Glacier National Park, which she now called home.

Sydney strolled around the room, pausing in front of a small stone hearth. “There’s a fireplace.”

Kenzie rolled her eyes. “Great, we can add another ten degrees to the one hundred it already is in here.”

Sydney ignored her, running one hand along a rough-hewn log mantle, sanded smooth by hand and varnished to a high shine, murmuring in appreciation of the beauty.

The move reminded Kenzie so much of Derek that her stomach hurt. Or maybe that was her heart. She’d never been very good at understanding the difference.

Sydney continued her exploration, opened a closet and emerged with a triumphant grin. “Voilà, a fan!”

Kenzie returned the grin. “Now you’re talking.”

Her phone rang. “Harper.”

“This is Chief Ranger Reynard, the park superintendent would like to reopen the road and trail, and I was told to clear it with you.”

Kenzie sighed. “You can open the road, but the trail remains closed.”

The ranger huffed. “How are you going to keep people out? We don’t have sufficient staff to guarantee that.”

“Hey, a girl can hope, can’t she?” Kenzie paused, watching Sydney set up the fan in front of a window to draw the hot air out of the cabin. “Make sure the trailhead and pullout have closed signs and ask a ranger to drive by every hour or two.”

“Yeah, okay, thanks.”

Sydney opened the door and waved Kenzie out. “I saw some chairs down by the creek in the shade. Let’s go sit and let the room cool down.”

Kenzie grabbed her laptop and phone and followed Sydney out the door. Their cabin was one of five, set along the creek under towering pine trees. She breathed in the clean air, sharp with the hint of rain in the distance, as she settled in one of the chairs facing the rocky creek.

Sydney drew her long legs up under her, somehow managing to sit crosslegged in her chair. Kenzie was pretty sure she’d topple over if she tried that. Sydney glanced toward the flat stretch of grass along the creek bank. “You know, this would be a great spot for those self-defense lessons you keep promising me.”

“Yup. After the case.” Kenzie balanced the laptop on the little wrought-iron table between them and opened the file on the Rocky Mountain Jane Doe. “The technicians who collected the body and secured evidence from the scene reported some kind of sticky residue on her wrists and ankles.”

Sydney frowned. “Maybe it was tape from first aid on a hike?”

Kenzie shook her head. “On her wrists and ankles? Come on. The residue says she was restrained and then someone removed it. Then she sat down in a snowstorm to die? This isn’t a hiking accident, Syd.”

No. This was something much worse.

Sydney met her gaze. “So someone did this to her.”

Kenzie blew out a breath. “Yeah.”

Sydney leaned forward. “Well, sticky is good. We can find all sorts of forensic goodies with sticky.”

Kenzie liked forensic goodies. “Such as?”

Sydney lifted a hand and ticked off her fingers. “Pollen, which is already sticky, could tell us where the body has been. Dirt, similar value. Hair and fibers, potentially if she was transported in a car.”

“Or we get lucky and our killer left his DNA behind. Which is only useful if we have something to compare it to.”

“There’s a reason it hurts like a son of a gun to pull duct tape off your skin.” Sydney rubbed her hands together. “Excellent for forensics, though.”

“Shall we start where we usually do?” Kenzie asked, pulling up the crime scene photos. It had become a ritual for the three of them, her, Derek, and Sydney to look through the photos together, each focused on their area of expertise.

“Is there any other way to start a case?” Sydney asked.

For the next twenty minutes, the two swiped, paused, backed up, and muttered out loud what they were seeing. Each jotted notes in her own notebook, though Sydney’s looked more like sketches than anything.

Sydney reached forward. “Zoom in on her ankle.”

“That’s the restraint residue I was telling you about,” Kenzie said.

“No, that’s a hound’s tongue nutlet,” Sydney said, leaning closer. She sat back with a puzzled expression.

“Is that weird?”

“Just unexpected at this elevation,” Sydney said vaguely.

Kenzie’s phone notified her of an incoming email, sending her heart twisting in her chest as she scanned it. “Fingerprints taken from the body have been matched to those provided by the Denver police. It’s Lila DeWalt.” The confirmation of Lila’s identity as their woman on the mountain snapped a piece of the case into place in Kenzie’s mind. What happened to you, Lila?

Sydney’s lips twisted with sadness. “At least her family can get some closure now.”

“I need to tell Jamie.” Kenzie pulled up a phone number she hadn’t used in a long time and sent him a text.

He came back immediately. I was hoping I’d be wrong. I’ll tell the family. Thanks for the update.

Kenzie set her phone aside and scrolled through the photos once more. Something was bothering her. She tapped a photo of Lila sitting in death in the melting snow. “Why remove her nose ring, but not any of the rings on her fingers?”

“What?”

“She’s wearing three rings, one on each of her thumbs and a solitaire on her ring finger. It looks expensive.”

Sydney drummed her long fingers on the edge of the chair. “One of my friends wears a ring when she solo travels to ward off guys. Or do you think Lila was engaged?”

“I don’t know. I need to get Jamie’s files on her.”

Sydney leaned in. “The rings on her thumbs are black, titanium maybe?”

“We’ll have to look more closely at the coroner’s office. I’ll ask Jamie about Lila’s jewelry.” She grabbed her phone and sent him a message.

When Kenzie looked up, she found Sydney’s blue eyes watching her curiously. “What’s up with you and Detective Kelly? I mean, I know he’s your ex. Tell me everything.”

“How do you know he’s my ex?”

Sydney shrugged. “You were acting weird, so I asked Lucas if he knew a Jamie Kelly. He wouldn’t tell me more than that you and Jamie were an item for a long time.”

It was nice to know her younger brother had some boundaries. Kenzie sighed. Finding Jamie Kelly at her crime scene had not been on her bingo card for this year. “There’s not much to tell.”

Sydney snorted. “Yeah, right. Gimme.” She made a rolling motion with her hands.

Kenzie swatted at a fly. It was almost as persistent as Sydney, who was unlikely to give up this line of questioning. “We met on a beach in Maine. I was fresh out of Quantico. We worked a case together. I went back to New York and started my career. Six months later, he was in New York City on business and stopped to see me. We had fun. It was long distance for a long time, then he got a job in New Jersey.” 

“How long were you together?”

“Four years.”

Sydney blinked. “Whoa. And you never thought about getting married?”

Kenzie laughed. “I mean, my name would have been Kenzie Kelly. Sounds like a stripper name.”

Sydney giggled. “Well, when you put it that way…”

Kenzie leveled her best FBI agent stare at the young woman. “I was married to my career. Jamie’s very Italian grandmother would have insisted we have three kids, and that wasn’t me.”

“Was married to your career?” Sydney asked softly. Freaking Reese attention to detail. It must be genetic.

“I still like my career very much. Now, do you want to hear the story or not?” Kenzie demanded.

Sydney relented with a sigh. “Yes. How did it end?”

“He got a great opportunity at a department in Denver. So he moved. Not long after that, I saved Senator Forrester’s ass, which landed mine in Glacier National Park. You know the rest.”

Kenzie’s phone vibrated. She glanced at it and sat up straighter. “Jamie is bringing his case files up to Estes. He’ll meet us in town in a couple of hours.” 

Kenzie started mentally running through the information he’d likely collected on Lila DeWalt. How would she translate that into her death investigation?

“Did he ask you to go to Denver?” Sydney asked.

“Hmmm?” Kenzie asked, still staring at her phone in thought.

“Did Jamie ask you to go to Denver with him?” Sydney pressed.

Kenzie looked up. Were they still talking about that? “Oh. I guess, yes.”

“Why didn’t you?”

Kenzie tilted her head. “The same reason I didn’t want to go to Glacier. I was making my mark in NYC.”

Sydney chewed on her lip for so long Kenzie finally said, “Out with it, Syd.”

“You could have gone to California after Alaska.”

Her gaze flew up to meet Sydney’s. “Derek didn’t ask me to.”

Surprise flashed across Sydney’s face. “Because you didn’t give him the chance. You broke up with him.”

“I gave him space,” Kenzie corrected.

“You broke his heart.”

He could break mine.

Kenzie was out of her chair in an instant, hand pressed to her sternum where the throb had started again. “The cabin has probably cooled down by now.”

Sydney untangled herself from her chair. “Kenzie, wait…”

“Not doing this right now, Syd.”

Kenzie strode toward the cabin. Her phone vibrated, and she looked down, expecting Jamie. Instead, she found a message from Lucas. Heard Jamie was in Colorado. You okay?

“Ugh,” Kenzie growled, barely resisting the urge to hurl her phone into the creek. She burst into the cabin only to be slammed by a wall of heat.

Kenzie deleted the text notification, pocketed her phone and grabbed the car keys from the desk. She wasn’t going to get any work done while her brain slowly overheated.








  
  
Chapter 5




Estes Park, Colorado 

As they crossed Main Street later that afternoon on their way to meet Jamie, urgency pushed Kenzie’s stride. Beside her, Sydney kept up with enviable ease. Kenzie needed to figure out how Lila DeWalt had ended up in one of her parks and make sure it never happened again.

She dodged ice cream from a kid’s cone as it splattered on the ground by her boot. Estes Park’s crowd at this time of year would only make her job harder. She glanced west to where low clouds wrapped around the peaks. Lila had been up there under a blanket of snow for months. Gooseflesh crept across her arms. What other secrets are you hiding?

Inside the coffee shop, the familiar scents of cinnamon and sugar reminded her of Lindy’s Cafe back home. Kenzie was grateful she could have both park access and good coffee here. After basing her team in Granite Falls, the little gateway town to Glacier, she consigned herself to a life of less coffee. But then Claire Malone had surprised her by adding an espresso machine to Lindy’s. She was now Claire’s most loyal customer.

She and Sydney placed their orders, and Sydney went to find a table. A wall in the pickup area displayed t-shirts and coffee mugs with the shop logo. Kenzie snapped a photo and sent a text to Claire. Ever thought of offering merch?

The cafe owner’s response came quickly. Who has time for that?! 

Followed immediately by, Is Derek with you in Colorado?

Kenzie scowled. Claire was nosy like it was her job.

She declined to answer. Claire could get her information from Sydney, just like she presumed Derek was. She wasn’t an idiot. He’d broken two weeks of radio silence yesterday to ask if she wanted him to come to Colorado to help with the case. Of course, I want him here. Which was exactly why she’d told him they would be fine without him. There’d been no response after that, and she was relieved.

Two women with high blonde ponytails and fitted athletic gear headed for the exit, sipping something pink. The blonde hair and similar age to Lila hit her hard, and for half a heartbeat Kenzie was tempted to call after them to be careful out there. She barely stopped herself. What the hell was that?

Jamie walked through the door and held it for the duo, who gave Jamie lingering looks. She didn’t blame them. At thirty-four, Jamie Kelly had a charismatic smile and a good heart to go with it. His pale blue button-down shirt pulled a little at his broad shoulders. His rolled-up cuffs and five o’clock shadow said don’t mess with me. Jamie ignored the women, gripping his messenger bag tightly as he wove his way toward her. Kenzie allowed herself a small smile. She and Jamie were simpatico when it came to priorities. Case first, always.

She handed him the black coffee she’d ordered for him and grabbed her caramel macchiato and Sydney’s iced coffee from the barista. They found Sydney outside at a little table that afforded some privacy. Word of the discovery of the body was already on the news, and Kenzie had heard snatches of conversation about it in town. She hoped they could keep the investigation relatively quiet, because the last thing she wanted was attention from the new deputy director of the National Park Service. Deputy Director Thorne’s mantra was “tourism first,” and it was beating like a drum across all segments of national parks, including her own team. 

Kenzie pulled out her laptop, and Jamie extracted a file folder from his messenger bag. Based on the dozens of coffee rings on it, he’d been working plenty of late hours on the case. Jamie’s dedication was one of many things they’d had in common. Neither had complained when the other forgot to reach out because they were buried under caseloads. It had been easy that way. Not like it had been with…She killed the thought before it fully formed and took a sip of her drink.

Jamie put a picture on the table. “Lila DeWalt, twenty-three, from Lakewood.”

It was the picture he’d shown earlier of the girl with sharp green eyes and dark hair. 

Sydney traced a finger over the girl’s temple as if smoothing back a stray hair. “I know the fingerprints say it’s her, but she looks so different.”

Kenzie opened her notebook and picked up her pen. She looked at Jamie expectantly. “Start from the beginning.”

“Lila didn’t show up to work at a coffee shop in West Colfax on the morning of Friday, October 15. Her family reported her missing on Sunday, October 17, when she failed to show up for their weekly dinner and they couldn’t reach her.”

“Was it like her to miss work?” Kenzie asked.

Jamie shook his head. “Boss said she was a solid employee, and the family confirmed that. I asked why he didn’t report her, and he just shrugged and said people skip shifts all the time. He didn’t want to make a big deal about it.”

“What’s your timeline for when she was last seen?” Kenzie asked.

Jamie pulled out a piece of paper with times and dates noted. “Lila had a new car. She parked in a public lot several blocks from the coffee shop. We found the car in the lot, but she never made it to her shift.” He slid his finger back a bit. “She had food delivered to her apartment around 7 p.m. Thursday, October 14. Delivery person came back clean, and the neighbors didn’t hear anything unusual or see her that night or the next morning.”

Kenzie glanced at the help wanted sign in the shop window. Lila’s boss had probably replaced her within a week of her disappearance. Someone always needed a barista.

“What about electronic records?” she asked.

Jamie reached into his bag, withdrew a USB drive and slid it across the table toward her. “I copied all my files. Her phone last pinged within half a mile of the coffee shop, then nothing. No hits on her bank or credit cards, and nothing was missing from her apartment, so robbery was ruled out.”

Kenzie continued with her notes. “So she was fine the night before, and her car got to work, but she didn’t.”

“Right. I pulled every camera between the lot and the shop, talked to every shop owner. Not a damn thing. It was like Lila vanished into thin air.” His gaze flicked toward the peaks. “I guess she did.”

Sydney was looking at the mountains too. “Had Lila been to Estes or Rocky before? Was she outdoorsy?”

Jamie shook his head. “I don’t remember any outdoor gear in her apartment.”

“Then why was she on a mountainside wearing boots and hiking clothes?” Sydney asked. “It’s such a different look from her nose ring and black hair.”

“According to her mom, the Goth thing started about a month before she went missing. Lila’s little brother said she was trying to find herself. He was a wreck when I met them this afternoon.”

“It must be really hard to talk to the family,” Sydney murmured.

Jamie’s jaw tightened. “Lila was a good person. She was teaching him how to drive stick shift, and liked to tease him about killing it on the hills.”

“A social media post from the fourteenth shows Lila with black hair. So why the hell was she found with blonde hair and totally different makeup?” Jamie added.

“Did she dye her hair often? Maybe she wanted a new look,” Sydney said.

Jamie tapped the photo. “Her mom says Lila dyed her own hair.”

Sydney leaned closer, eyes narrowing as if she were squinting through a microscope. “Okay, but going from black to blonde isn’t a one-night thing if you want it to look good.”

Kenzie lifted a brow. “You know hair?”

“I’ve splurged on a balayage,” Sydney said. Then she added, “Don’t look at me like that. I contain multitudes.”

Kenzie snorted, then sobered. “She looks more like the girl next door now, while before she looked like someone you didn’t want to argue with if they messed up your coffee order,” she mused. “Maybe he doesn’t like women with forceful personalities.”

“He should look forward to meeting you then,” Jamie said dryly. Kenzie shot him a look, though she liked the confidence that she would in fact be meeting whoever did this to Lila.

Jamie was taking his own notes. “If our killer dyed her hair, then we might trace the formula to a specific brand. It’s my first new direction in months.”

“So if it was the killer’s choice to bring her here, the obvious question is why Rocky?” Kenzie asked softly.

“Once you get beyond the entrance, there are few cameras. That mountain offered a lot of privacy, especially if he was up there at night,” Jamie said.

“As a general rule, national parks are the least convenient way to get into vast places like the mountains,” Kenzie said. “Why not drop her off on a logging road, or a forest service road in a national forest?”

Jamie frowned. “You’re suggesting he left her here intentionally.”

“The way she was posed, the blonde hair, everything about this screams preparation. I think we have to consider the possibility the location served a purpose,” Kenzie said.

“Rocky has a timed entry system, maybe we can find something there?” Sydney asked.

Kenzie shrugged. “NPS only keeps CCTV for six months, so any footage from October is toast. We can have Riley pull permits, but it’s easy to enter before or after hours.”

“Who’s Riley?” Jamie asked, looking up from his notes.

Sydney grinned. “She’s a computer hacker Kenzie hired for the team. And expert level on Mario.”

Jamie’s dark brows shot up. “You have a computer hacker on your team?”

Kenzie waved him off. “It’s a long story. She’s our tech whiz, let’s go with that.”

Sydney pulled out her phone. “I had Riley dig into the weather up here. Let me look at October.” She scrolled for a second while Kenzie took another sip of her coffee. It was lukewarm. “It was warm and rainy the week before Lila disappeared. But snow started falling very early Saturday, October 16, and they closed the road for the season. The summer has been cool, and the winter snow really piled high this year. Hence, the melt out didn’t reveal Lila until two days ago.”

Chaotic mountain weather really screwed up timelines in cases like these. She should be used to it by now, but it still frustrated her. 

“Did he bank on a storm? To cover his tracks and destroy evidence?” Jamie asked.

“It’s a good theory,” Kenzie said.

“Either he’s local, familiar with the weather, or familiar with mountain weather,” Sydney suggested.

“Or he has a weather app,” Jamie said.

“Fair,” Sydney agreed.

Jamie sighed. “She was so young, and I failed to find her in time.”

Kenzie sympathized with Jamie. He’d obviously worked tirelessly to find this girl. “Based on the timing of the snowfall, it’s quite possible she was dead before you even knew she was missing. There’s no point in blaming yourself.” Jamie shot her a look, and Kenzie raised her hands. “I know. Easier said than done.” Every officer of the law took it hard when a case had an outcome they weren’t hoping for.

“It seems unlikely Lila left her car behind, completely changed her appearance and willingly sat down to die on a mountain. But we need to know how she died,” Jamie said.

“The coroner will be ready for us tomorrow morning,” Kenzie said.

Jamie nodded, popped an antacid, and washed it back with the dregs of his coffee.

Kenzie winced. “You know those two things cancel each other out, right?”

Jamie stood. “I’ll take that under advisement. Catch you later.”

As Sydney and Kenzie worked their way through the crowded streets toward their parking spot, Sydney pointed to a large building on the hill above town. “That’s the Stanley Hotel. I’ve always wanted to tour it.”

Kenzie paused. “Isn’t that where The Shining was filmed?”

“No, but Stephen King had a dream while staying there, and it turned into the basis for the book.” Sydney grinned. “Isn’t that cool?”

“Yeah, cool.”

Kenzie’s attention shifted west, to where low clouds still clung to the peaks. Last fall, Lila had been safe in Denver, trying on a new identity. Now she was a body on a mountain. Kenzie was determined to figure out why.

Please don’t let there be more waiting up there.
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