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PROLOGUE
T
he first thing I notice when she walks into the room are her pale, green eyes. It almost looks like they’re lit from within.

"Hey Katie, meet Caleb. He'll be working with us on a contract basis, same as you."

I hold out my hand as she slips her smaller one into it. Soft―the feeling of her skin against mine causes an involuntary shiver up my spine. I even hear her sharp intake of breath. I try to get a read on her, but her eyes lower under my scrutiny.
Hmmm...Interesting
. The top of her head reaches my chin, and to my large frame, her entire body seems much smaller than my first impression of her.

“Good to meet you." Her voice has a smoky sound to it, a deeper pitch. It’s a quality you wouldn't expect coming from the woman with a pixie face, flowing dark hair and large, expressive eyes. Despite her athletic build, she almost appears fragile to me.

"Same here."

Her eyes flick up to mine, then move to Gus, owner of Gus Flemming Investigations―the man whose reputation finally convinced me to give in to his tenacious pursuit of my services.

I’m a loner. I don't generally work with partners or under a boss. I like my independence and the freedom it provides me, but I haven't been able to resist the lure of working with the investigator who has one of the highest success rates in the state. It helps that the case he called me in on hits close to home: Literally. A child gone missing from the reservation I grew up on, and I feel this one deep. I left the reservation under less than friendly circumstances. My fifteen-year-old sister had died after a brutally short stint with cancer, leaving my family destroyed. My parents were never the same and both my brother and I carried the scars of our fucked up family life on our souls after she passed away.

Only seventeen at the time, almost eighteen, I was marked by the experience and pissed off at the world. I'm sure they were happy to see the back of me when I enlisted.

"I want you to work together on the disappearance of this twelve-year-old. Put your heads together and see what you can come up with. She's been gone for seventy-two hours and her family is frantic. Details are in the file."

Gus hands each of us a folder and his eyes linger on my hand, the one that still holds Katie's much smaller one. Reluctantly, I let her go to grab the file Gus is holding out.

Great. My first partner and it has to be this woman. When I look at her, my displeasure must show on my face because her eyes are shooting fire. I can hear Gus chuckle, "Don't underestimate that tidy little package you see there, my friend. Katie has proven herself to be a great asset to my team when called upon."

"What the fuck, Gus? Tidy little package? Sexist much?" She punches him in the shoulder.

"Ah babe, you know I couldn't do without ya..." Gus throws his arm around her shoulder and smiles down.

The interaction between the two should’ve been a warning.


"Get behind me," I hiss at Katie as she tries to get ahead of me into the small shed.

We managed to get a lead on the girl from one of her friends in Shiprock. Or rather, Katie managed to. She was amazing at pulling the information from the twelve-year old friend. The missing girl had been talking to a guy online who had filled her head with promises and lies, finally convincing her to meet him in town. Her poor parents were drowning in self-recrimination for not keeping a closer eye on her internet activities. But we had a place to start and with the help of a young computer whiz kid Gus has working at the office, we managed to identify the guy. A local kid, only eighteen himself, had been talking to her online for the past two months. When we visit his home address, he's not there, but his mother is. She directs us to the small building at the back of this abandoned business that belongs to his dad.

"Don't fucking tell me what to do, Caleb." Katie hisses back, pushing ahead despite my caution. Following close behind her, I see some movement from the corner of my eye, just as we step inside. I instinctively throw myself on Katie, taking her down with force. The bullet that explodes from the shaking gun that had been pointed at her finds its way, unobstructed, into the wall on our other side. I roll off Katie and come up with my own weapon ready in my hand, aiming it at the figure in the corner. The acrid smell of urine hits my nose as the kid who’s holed up there throws down the gun and wets his pants.

"Don't h-hurt me," he stutters, his hands stretched toward me with his palms out.

"Jesus," I run my free hand through my hair, scanning the small space while keeping my gun trained on the kid. "You okay, Katie?"

"Fine." Comes her terse reply.

"Can you check on her?" I nod my head in the direction of a pile of bedding, hiding what appears to be a very scared young girl. I get up and make sure the gun is far away from the kid's reach before pushing him face-down on the ground and securing his hands with a zip tie. "Is she ok?" I ask as I listen to Katie's soothing murmurs as she checks over the terrified little girl.

"You hurting anywhere, honey?"

"N-no, he didn't hurt me," a shaky little voice answers Katie's question. "He loves me."

Katie looks over at me with her eyebrows raised, feeling the same shock and frustration she obviously does. Fucking internet romance gone bad, and I almost killed the kid. Christ, I need a drink.

By the time we get most of their story, the sound of emergency vehicles begin filling the yard, so I grab my charge by the arm and pull him up.
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