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Chapter One
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Natalie pushed her aching thighs to go faster as she hiked up the side of the mountain, following a trail called High-ho. Sure, like she had the breath to sing as she climbed. What she needed were seven dwarfs to pull her up the mountain. Not that she was out of shape, but the altitude here in the state park was much higher than where she lived in Denver, and but it truly wasn’t the lack of O2 or the heat that kept her from singing.

She was pissed. More than pissed. She was furious.

“Stupid sheriff. Thinks he knows everything. Thinks I don’t know he’s hiding something. Thinks that, just because I’m not important, or a local, he can blow me off. Well I’ll show him!”

Her head of steam hadn’t dissipated one bit since her noon-time trip to the tiny police station.

She was used to the authorities not listening to her and trying to ignore her. She was used to having to speak louder to be heard. She was even used to spending hours working to get what she wanted—no one who had grown up in the foster system left it without learning a few skills.

But what she wasn’t used to was the absolute shut-down that had happened at this podunk police department, which was so small the receptionist was not only a police officer, but also head coffee brewer and dispatcher.

She didn’t have two heads, but the way they’d all shut up and stared at her, she’d definitely felt like it. And even if she’d been so afflicted, she was still a person. So what if she wasn’t a local? She deserved the same service as anyone, local or not. But no, not here—not in Wolf’s Peak, Colorado, population just over two thousand and not climbing.

She was still muttering curses when the trail turned, paralleling a barbed wire fence liberally coated with NO TRESPASSING signs. But neither the trail nor the fence were important to Natalie. They were only a means to an end. No, the important thing, the only thing that mattered, was the row of numbers she’d thrust under the sheriff’s fat nose—GPS coordinates. The last ones Yvette had ever sent.

Yvette.

Tears clouded Natalie’s eyes and she stopped, eased her backpack off her sweaty shoulders, and dug out her water bottle.

She and Yvette had found each other in that last foster home, the Clarks. It wasn’t bad, for a foster home. Sally Clark was decent—at least she tried. But her husband, Ned, was a groper. The girls had kept an eye out for each other, and from the very first day Yvette had stepped between Ned and Natalie and told him in no uncertain terms to back off from the new girl, Natalie had known—she had a friend for life.

But now, only a few years later, she stood here—the hot July sun beating down on top of her head, tears making the water hard to swallow—alone. All because Yvette had disappeared.

Dead or kidnapped, no one knew. No one cared.

No one cared about a twenty-two-year-old girl with no money and no connections who’d walked off the face of the earth. No one but Natalie.

And every instinct Natalie had—honed from years of surviving much worse foster homes than the Clarks’—told her that the fat, raisin-eyed sheriff of Wolf’s Peak was hiding something.

When she’d forced herself into his office and thrust the map down with the GPS coordinates circled on the map, he’d gone pale and choked on his donut. His tiny raisin eyes had widened into grapes. He started to sweat.

He’d rolled up the map and was up and out of his chair, leaving it spinning as he ushered Natalie out of his office in record time, babbling something about investigating already...nothing to find...why don’t you go back to Denver and try there.

And that sixth sense that Natalie had always relied on pricked up its ears.

The man was lying.

Why the disappearance of one young woman was worth covering up, Natalie had no idea, but she couldn’t just walk away. It wasn’t just anyone who had disappeared over a month ago, it was Yvette—best friend and soul sister.

One redneck sheriff with an attitude wasn’t going to stop her. She’d sworn she’d find out the truth—even if it took her the rest of her life.

She wiped her tears on the skinny shoulder of her tank top and stuffed the half-empty water bottle back into the pack, pulling out her phone instead to check her location on the app.

About the only thing the Clarks had given her and Yvette, besides good instincts, was a love for rock-climbing and geocaching. With no money to spare and too many foster kids, taking a GPS and a picnic to the mountains for a day was cheap entertainment. They’d hike for hours, knowing that once they reached the coordinates there would be some kind of prize hidden away in a small pile of rocks.

Sometimes someone had gotten there first and the plastic box would be empty. But then Sally Clark would pull out stickers or candy, and they’d sit around and chow down on Jolly Ranchers and Skittles and fill a baggie with some treats for the next person.

It had been fun. Even now, thinking of Yvette shrieking with excitement as they found that first pile of rocks, made her smile.

One of the first things she and Yvette had sprung for, once they were out on their own and sharing their tiny Denver apartment, was a good phone and Rockstars Geo—the free app that helped them discover their buried treasures.

Natalie pulled up the app and frowned. She was too far north. Close, but definitely heading in the wrong direction. She pulled out the map she’d picked up at the ranger’s station and looked at the trail.

“Shit.”

High-ho didn’t go north from here at all. Instead, it meandered south-west back into the park, well away from Yvette’s last GPS coordinates.

Natalie stared at the vicious barbed wire fence and the grass-covered slope beyond. “Damn it, Yvette. What the hell were you into?” She thumbed back to Yvette’s last series of texts.

Hey cutie pie! I met someone. I’m calling him Mr. Mysterious. Gotta keep you guessing! LOL!  It’s your punishment for letting me come up here by myself. He’s way too old for me, but he’s totally hot! Yum!!!

And guess what? MM is into treasure too. :) We’re heading out tomorrow and I’ll let you know what we dig up. Oh, and just in case your mean old boss let’s you go, here’s the loco.

Most geocaches were left close to public trails, but this one was apparently on the other side of the fence that every few hundred feet read NO TRESPASSING or DANGER! WILD ANIMALS.

Well, there was no choice. Yvette was missing and the coordinates she’d sent were crystal clear. Time to head into the danger zone.

Natalie shoved the backpack through the barbed wire and made sure her wild curly hair was safely tucked away into its ponytail. Her brown curls were like Velcro—if there was something to stick to, she’d be stuck.

She pinched the middle strand, pulled it up to touch the top, and placed her sneaker on the bottom, and slithered through. Good thing she wasn’t too big a person, the one-inch points sticking out of the wires were sharp and would leave a nasty scrape. Since leaving the system, she hadn’t done much more than the basic yearly visit for birth control. It would be just her luck to catch tetanus.

Once through the fence, she put on her pack and headed north through the grass. A few feet in she crossed another trail but it didn’t head north, and north was where she had to go. She broke away from the trail and headed out across the rough terrain, side stepping on the sloped hill as she hiked through tufts of dried summer grass and sharp stands of yucca.

She checked the app.

She was close, so close to the coordinates she could almost see Yvette, brown eyes sparkling, leading her forward. “Come on, girl!” Shiny black braids piled high on her head, hot-pink nails sparkling with tiny embedded crystals, and matching lipstick curved up in a grin.

Natalie brushed away the rising tears and kept walking.

Yvette loved a challenge and she’d pushed Natalie to love one too. A study in opposites, that was her soul sister, strong and feminine cruising over rugged terrain in her PINK t-shirt and booty-call cut-offs. Not that Yvette’s lean athletic ass had even begun to compete with Natalie’s booty. No, she’d definitely had Yvette beat there. Everything had been a competition.

They’d competed over who was the fastest on the rock wall at the rec, who could kiss the most boys at a party, or take the most shots. They’d competed and celebrated and laughed their way through the last seven years and now—Natalie wiped back more tears—now this was the last challenge.

She didn’t know what she was going to find, but she was sure—Yvette would never have abandoned her. Never.

Suddenly, the little hairs on her arms lifted and she stopped, scanning the area. 

Her belly tightened and she swallowed. Here.

She didn’t need the sudden, raucous sound of music belling out the celebration of a geocaching discovery. She knew.

Yvette was close.

The slope flattened out a bit, running north to a steep edge that dropped down twenty feet to a grassy creek bed. The cairn of rocks had to be up here but she didn’t see it, just grass, a random scrubby tree, and some bushes where it might be hiding. Time to get to work. 

She crisscrossed the area from the edge of the ravine, out about forty feet, and back. Each sweep had her stomach clenching tighter and tighter until she was sure she was going to throw up.

There was no cairn. No rocks. No treasure.

Natalie stumbled back, hand to her mouth. At her feet was a scraped section of grass where the color of the dirt was a darker, patchy shade of reddish brown. The color of dried blood.
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Chapter Two
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This was a crime scene, Natalie was sure of it. Every nerve in her body told her so. She forced her feet back to the spot. Someone had cleaned it up, leaving nothing behind but blood-soaked earth. She wasn’t an expert, but the grass in the Rocky Mountains took a long time to grow back, sometimes years. This area, right next to the steep edge of the ravine, had definitely been disturbed.

She knew, deep in her bones, this had to be it. This was the place where Yvette had d-d-disappeared. Natalie’s brain stuttered over the word her belly had already absorbed.

Not disappeared—died.

Natalie wrapped her arms around her belly, holding in the grief. She’d fought this moment. Tried hard to believe Yvette was okay, but even though she wasn’t a CSI, every drop of instinct she had inside of her told her. This was Yvette’s blood.

She peered over the edge of the drop-off. It had to be close to forty feet down, the bottom a narrow, dry creek bed scattered with rocks.

Had Yvette gone over? Had someone pushed her after stabbing her? What else could cause such a stain? Could it have been Yvette’s sexy Mr. Mysterious?

Or had someone else found the couple trespassing on private land and taken care of them both? Was there enough stain soaked into the dry Colorado earth to be two people’s blood?

She had no idea. She only had her gut and the feeling in her bones, that instinct that had never led her astray, to tell her and all it could say was—death.

She stared into the ravine, grief rolling over her in waves. With the bright mid-afternoon sun glaring into her face, she almost missed it, but some instinct made her take a second look. There, at the bottom of the cliff, almost hidden in the brush, something gleamed bright and shiny in the hot Colorado sun.

Her heart sped up.

There was something down there. It called to her, just as if Yvette herself was sending her a message.

Here. Here. Here.

She had to get it.

Mouth dry, heart pounding hard, she paced the edge of the ravine in both directions, everything inside her pushing her to find a trail, rocks, somewhere she could climb down. But there was no good place. The ravine stretched for miles in both directions. She headed back to where she’d caught sight of the shiny object. Swallowing hard, she skirted the dark brown stain and stared down.

It was gone. Her heart dropped into her stomach and she dropped to her knees, peering down into the ravine. The sun had moved and the brush at the base of the cliff, where she’d seen the sparkle, was almost in shadow. No matter how hard she looked there was no sign of whatever had made the reflection.

“No, no, no!” She jumped up and paced back and forth, nearly falling off the edge in her search for the tiny gleam below. Her foot slipped and a rock tumbled down, bouncing off the forty foot drop. Heart racing, she jerked back. “Where the hell did it go?” She knelt down and twisted her fingers into a clump of grass, using it as security she leaned over as far as she dared.

This wasn’t working. Okay. What would Yvette tell her to do? Reset.

“Okay, I’ve got this.” She closed here eyes and took several deep breaths before opening them again.

There!

Right below her, on the edge of where sunlight touched shadow, there was a tiny gleam winking back at her. She breathed out the breath she hadn’t even realized she’d been holding. Soon, the sun would shift again and even that tiny reflection would be gone. She had to get down there before it, and any other sign of Yvette, disappeared.

She dumped her pack on the ground and started pulling out equipment.

As if her soul-sister were right there, she heard Yvette scolding her, What the fuck are you doing? Are you out of your mind? We don’t solo. We promised.

“Yeah, yeah, I hear you.” But she had no choice.

If she went to town and tried to find someone to come up here and spot her, she’d be wasting time. She’d have to put on make-up and head into one of the bars the rock climbers frequented, find some guy and flirt—get him excited over what she might give him. Then talk him into coming up here onto private property.

Her stomach gave an extra twist, and she gripped the straps of the pack hard, the pressure cutting into her hand.

Fuck. That was almost exactly what had happened to Yvette with Mr. Mysterious. And it was all her fault.

She was supposed to come up here with Yvette last month. It was supposed to be the two of them chasing treasure troves through the state park, not Yvette and some guy she’d never met before. Instead, Natalie’s sucky boss had given her extra hours and she’d had to stay and work or lose her job.

And Yvette had come up here alone...

Where she’d met some asshole who also had a love for finding treasure who had enticed her up here and done—what?

Something that had left an Yvette-sized stain.

Natalie gazed over the open slope of the mountain. It had taken her hours to hike here, up the side of one mountain and down another. There was nothing to see but mountains and trees and grass. She was alone, miles away from Wolf’s Peak and any kind of help. If she could even get help.

This wasn’t the kind of place you took someone to keep them prisoner. There was nothing out here but the wind and the rocks and the unforgiving peaks. There was only one thing you’d do to a young woman out here...

Hurt her. Rape her.

And leave her for dead.

The breeze blew through the short strands of grass, cooling the sweat on her neck and sending chills down her spine.

If there was a clue to Yvette’s disappearance, she needed to get down there now, before it too disappeared.

Natalie tilted her head back and looked up at the wide blue sky. Was there a heaven? Did they take girls like her and Yvette? They weren’t bad, they just liked to have fun. And why not? Life was short.

She swallowed down a sudden surge of sadness and whispered, “Sorry, sweetie. I have no choice.”

There was no response, just the faint hiss of wind through the grass.

Oh Yvette, I wish you really were here. You’d do your best to talk me out of this insane stunt. Or you’d come with me and we’d be doing tequila shots tonight to celebrate. But you’re not here. It’s just me now and I have to be the crazy brave one, all by myself.

She swiped away the last teardrops and pressed her lips together, keeping her eyes strictly away from the stain as she lightened up her pack. One water bottle, a candy bar, her phone and the bear spray—just in case. Everything else—extra water, food, her jacket—all got piled up and left.

At least she’d had the presence of mind this morning to bring a bag of powdered chalk, climbing shoes, and her helmet. If only she’d included a rope. Or an extra pair of hands. Ha!

It wasn’t funny but she smiled anyway as she tied on her climbing shoes and got to her feet. Yvette would have smiled. They’d always shared a dark sense of humor.

She slid her ponytail to the nape of her neck and put on her helmet, crushing down her thick curls. Lovely—helmet hair. Shaking her head, she put on the pack and stepped around her pile of discards and closer to the ravine.

The drop was steep, almost straight down.

She took a better look at the wall, trying to guess her route. It wasn’t the worst descent she’d ever had, but it was the first really dangerous one she’d be doing on her own. No ropes. No one to call out hand-holds. No one to catch her if she fell.

She glanced skyward. “Hey, sweetie, if you’re up there, it’s time to spread those brand new angel wings and help me out.” She’d be damned if anyone dared to not make Yvette an angel. In fact, if she fell and died today, there’d be hell to pay.

Feeling a little more cocky, she crouched belly-down, turned around, took a good grip on the first rock, and swung her feet out over the edge.

The part of her brain that took over when she was on a hard climb took over. Grip with your toes, find a good handhold. Search for the next foothold. And—go!

Swing if you have to. Test for weight. Steady! Don’t slow down, don’t speed up, don’t think about how far it is or you’ll wuss out. Next rock—toe-hold—scramble—toe-hold. You’ve got this!

She was about ten feet from the ground and deeply immersed in her rhythm, when she glanced down and caught sight of what had caused the flash. Her breath caught. There, winking up at her was the bling-bling of Yvette’s crystal-studded phone.

Natalie went lightheaded, black spots dancing in front of her eyes. Breathe, kid, breathe. Focus on the rock or you’ll be down there way faster than you want.

She refocused and reached for the next handhold, shoving her fingers into the tiny crevice and wedging them in tight. She swung her foot, stretching for the next small bulb of rock. Tested it. It seemed to hold so she went for it and shifted her weight.

It gave under her foot and suddenly she sailed out into space. Instinct kicked in and she twisted her body away from the wall, tried to relax her muscles in the few seconds she had. She hit the ground, her head bouncing on a rock.

​Everything went black.
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Chapter Three
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​Luca rode Espresso up and down the hills along the fence line guarding the southern border of the ranch. The afternoon was getting hotter, and he was grateful for the wide brim of his hat and the fact that eventually he’d get to a point where he could ride into the neighboring ravine where both he and the gelding could take a cool dip in the creek.

The other hands at Fated Mountain Ranch thought he was crazy to always volunteer to check the fences. But they didn’t understand—they thrived on being close to the rest of the pack, while too many people made him nervous.

They called him a loner, and that was okay with him. He loved this type of job, out here alone with just his horse riding the edges of the massive property the pack owned. Winter could be an issue, but today the air was clear and the July day long. He could take his time with no one around and no expectations. Perfect.

Espresso pricked his ears forward. Luca took his cue from the gelding and pulled him to a stop. He perked his own ears up and listened. On the breeze he heard the faint call of a woman’s voice. He frowned. The state park trail wasn’t heavily used, and there were plenty of signs warning visitors to stay clear, but the sound was coming from the direction of the ravine and the creek, not from the state park on the other side of the fence.

“Damn it to hell!”

Someone had gotten into trouble, and in the wrong place—his place. Everything out here was owned by the Fated Mountain Wolf Pack. No one should be here but the wild things, a lost sheep or cow, and pack.

He turned Espresso and headed for the shouting. It died off as he rode up the mesa on the edge of the ravine. This area of the Rockies not only held mountains, but also some wide open spaces good for grazing. Even in this day and age, it was nearly inaccessible. But even the large acreage had its limits, and this one, bordering the state park, was known to attract hikers.

He rode toward the edge of the ravine, heading for a pile of discarded stuff. About twenty feet away, Espresso gave a snort. The gelding planted his feet, refusing to move closer, rolling his eyes and stamping as he tried to back up.

“Woah, boy.”

It looked like a high-school locker had been dumped in the middle of nowhere. Sneakers, a half-full bottle of water, an apple, three kinds of mints, two bandannas—one bright pink, the other covered with Hawaiian flowers in purple and green—a bright purple raincoat, and a variety of combs, make-up, hair-ties, sticky-notes and pens.

Nothing that should have worried the horse, but he trusted Espresso. The horse had a better sense of smell than Luca’s human body.

He dismounted and dropped the reins, ground-tying the gelding, and carefully walked closer to get a better look. His nose wrinkled as he caught the faint scent of an old kill.

No wonder the horse didn’t want anything to do with the spot.

Luca paused and took his time scanning the area. There was something else, something that put his hackles up. The ground here looked odd, like someone had chosen this isolated spot for their kill, but then they’d tried to clean up afterwards. Rocks had been recently shifted, as if they’d tried to hide the massive amount of stain.

But nothing could hide that much blood.

And why hide a kill? Unless...maybe it hadn’t been a deer or an elk. He walked in a small circle, scanning the ground, but there was no sign of bones or hooves. He couldn’t even spot a tooth. Luca’s hackles went up. There should have been something left.

There was a rustle from down below. He went back to the edge and peered over. At the bottom of the ravine, a woman sat on a rock, head bent over a phone. She was dressed in a tight half t-shirt that clung to her full breasts, showing off a the creamy brown skin of her abdomen, and some of the shortest hot-pink shorts he’d ever seen wrapped around an ass any man would want to sink his teeth into. Her dark brown hair was caught up in a haphazard ponytail, crazy curls escaping everywhere. Even from this high up, he could spot the streaks of red on the skin of her legs and arms and bare belly.

He swallowed.

Hell, what was wrong with him? It had been a long time since his last date. Obviously too long, if he was lusting after a hurt tourist over forty feet away.

“Hey there. Are you okay?”

She glanced up from the phone, her deep frown changing to surprise. “Hey!” She pushed up to standing and hopped around on one foot, waving furiously. “I’m down here!”

“Yup. You certainly are.” He pushed the brim of his hat back and grinned down at her. “Need a little help?”

“No need to be snarky.” She was kind of cute, with smears of dirt smudged on her cheeks, her hair all messed up, glaring up at her only source of help in fierce defiance. She hopped over to the ravine wall and leaned a hand against it, standing with her weight on one foot. “Since you’re up there, why not make yourself useful? I twisted my ankle and I’ve got absolutely zero bars.” She waved the phone with her free hand.

Luca snorted. Call for help. Not likely.

“Sorry. No service.” He’d have to ride for at least an hour to get any reception at all. It would take less time to ride directly to the ranch for help. “Hey, what are you doing here anyway? Didn’t you see the ‘no trespassing’ signs?

“Do we have to waste time on that? I’ll be stuck here all night.” She crossed her arms over her chest, tilting her chin up at him. “I just need someone with a rope to pull me out. There’s got to be some climbers around here somewhere.”

“I can do better than that” He caught sight of the discarded helmet. “Hey, is it just your ankle? How’s your head?” He had a plan, but if she had a head or neck injury, it might not be the best idea.

“I hurt all over, but none of it’s bad. I was almost down when I fell. I landed my foot wrong and twisted it. Guess I should have rocked and rolled.” When he didn’t respond she shook her head. “Bad climber joke anyway.” She scooped up the helmet, playing with the straps. “Really, I’m fine. I just need to get out of here. Now can you help, cowboy? Or do you need to send for the cavalry?”

“No worries, ma’am. I’ve got you covered.”

He didn’t miss the double blink at his use of the word ma’am. From here she looked like an abandoned waif, not old enough to qualify, but his grandma would have his hide if he didn’t show a lady in distress respect.

Espresso was a few feet back from where Luca had left him and even farther from the stain. The gelding ripped up another clump of grass and chewed, staring Luca in the eyes with a ‘Who me?’ look. He couldn’t blame the horse. Despite the beauty of the waving stalks of grass and the wide open space tucked here in the mountains—the longer he stayed in this area, the more his hackles were raised. Inside, his wolf woke, prowling under his skin. He had a strong urge to shift and get down on four feet and investigate with his nose and get a real picture of the scene.

Something was going on here, something much more than the abandoned site of an old animal kill, and both he and his wolf knew it.

He easily pushed down his wolf and refocused on the job at hand. It was one of the things he was good at, controlling the animal inside. It made him good at his job. Not every shifter could control himself when their was blood at hand.

Luca patted the gelding’s shoulder, receiving a good head butt in return as he unfastened the lariat from the saddle and retrieved his gloves from his bag. Out here he always carried a full kit, including an extra long rope. You never knew what you’d encounter riding the outer borders of the ranch. Last month he’d had to pull a calf from a sinkhole. Luca smiled. The calf had given him less sass and probably less trouble than his current rescuee.

When he and Espresso had finally freed the poor baby from the mud, Luca’d given it a slap on the ass. It had run bawling to its mother, leaving him grinning. Luca doubted he’d be giving Miss Sassy’s ass the same treatment, once he’d gotten her out of her predicament.

“Come on, boy.” He took Espresso’s reins and headed back to the edge of the cliff but the horse planted his feet and balked, shaking his head and snorting his distress. “Really don’t like the blood, do you, boy? What’s with that?”

Espresso would tolerate a fresh kill tied to his back, so Luca didn’t get it. What was it about this stain that had the gelding acting like a young colt? If he didn’t have a tourist to rescue, he’d be doing a more thorough investigation, but the sooner he had his unwanted guest off of the ranch, the better.

He tilted his hat back and leaned over the edge. “Can you move down the cliff a little? Maybe about twenty feet that’a way?” He waved in the general direction.

“Really? What difference would that make? Did you not see I’m limping here, cowboy?” She flung her hands up, giving him a bewildered look. “Besides, I checked it out earlier and the entire thing is pretty much the same for a hundred yards. Do you think it will be any better talking to me from over there than over here?”

This was why he disliked dealing with people. Nothing was easy. Everything had to be explained. With animals like Espresso, they behaved as expected. He gave the gelding a look. 

Usually.

“Look, I’m going to toss down a rope and get my horse to pull you up, but he won’t do it here, there’s something up here that’s got him riled up. If you move a little up the ravine, we shouldn’t have a problem.”

“Hold it, cowboy. You’re having your horse pull me up? Are you crazy?”
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