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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      I would like to apologize to those of you whom I’ve kept waiting for the release of this first book in the Rock Point Series. Life sometimes happens when you’ve made other plans.

      As some of you know, this last year has been a tumultuous one, and my schedule for releases and public appearances was impacted.

      Both my parents passed away in short succession. My father had been ill for quite some time and his passing was not entirely unexpected. My mother, however, was still a vital and strong woman who was the core of our family when she suddenly fell ill.

      I had the honor and privilege to stand by my mother through her last months and as she transitioned from this life into the next.  A heart-breaking, but also beautiful experience as my mother passed on; in her own living room, warmed by the late afternoon sun through the window, and surrounded and held by her children.

      She was a most remarkable woman; a multi-talented, warm-hearted, generous and wise matriarch. A woman who will leave a void not only in the lives of her family, but far beyond.

      My mother was a shining star.

    

  


  
    
      To every single one of my readers who hoped for more books from the GFI crew in Cedar Tree. Thank you for loving those small-town Colorado characters that started my passion for writing.

      This story and the ones to follow in the Rock Point series, are for you…and who knows, you might bump into an occasional familiar face.

      You all inspire me with your love for my stories, and continuously encourage my apparent bottomless imagination.

      I’m so very grateful for you all!
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        Two years ago…

      

      

      

      Kerry

      

      Damn!

      I swear, these days any time I even look at a cup of coffee, I need to pee. It was probably not a good idea to snag that latte at the Starbucks on my way to the airport, since they’re about to start boarding and my bladder is making itself known.

      Again.

      One of the many, many pitfalls of entering my middle years. Gravity is another such annoyance, and one that, despite the promises that yoga is supposed to keep me high and tight, has my tits and ass plummeting to earth. I could add to that the abject horror I felt when I found a few strands of gray hair last month, but I promised myself I would eradicate them from memory as I carefully plucked them, root and all, from my scalp.

      Bliss! The bathroom is empty and I shuffle into the accessible stall with my carry-on. I’ll only be gone for a weekend, but since it’s Vegas, my checked bag wouldn’t have been enough. I swear I packed my entire closet, wanting to be prepared for any occasion. I don’t think I’ve ever been anywhere by myself since Greg and I got married, and I’m giddy at the prospect. I’ve certainly not been anywhere of my choosing. I’ve been looking forward to Las Vegas with Kimeo and the girls.

      Poor Kim has been stressed to the gills and really needs this break. Her quiet life had been turned upside down when her boss was killed right under her nose. Murder, shady land deals, mineral rights, and a very handsome, dark, and dangerous investigator, who has caught my girl’s eye, make for more excitement than she could’ve imagined.

      I flush as I vaguely hear someone come in and take a stall on the opposite end, just as a barely distinguishable voice garbles from a speaker somewhere, announcing what I think is a final boarding call for flight 5620 to Las Vegas. I hurry to wash my hands at the sink, and barely have time to register the figure coming up behind me before I feel a crushing blow to my head and the world fades away.

      -

      I’m not sure where I am.

      My hands and feet are hogtied and I’m on a concrete floor in a dark, damp space.

      Thankfully, I’m alone. The man who was looming over me the first time I opened my eyes is not here. It’s hard to think when your head is throbbing from the knock it sustained, but from what I could glean from his questions, he’s looking for Kim. I safely assumed he’s not intending to send her flowers.

      No way in hell I was going to point him to her. I didn’t hesitate to inform him of that fact, but I didn’t quite expect the first, swift kick that knocked the wind right out of me. By the time his fist connected with my jaw, and turned out my lights once again, I welcomed the dark. I’d been questioned, kicked, and pounded on for what felt like hours but was likely minutes, however, as I sank into oblivion, I did so with the smug satisfaction that I kept my silence. More brawn than brains I’m afraid, since I’m not sure how much more of these beatings I can withstand.

      It may have been hours, or days. I’m not quite sure. At some point, I must have relieved myself because the strong smell of urine burns in my nostrils. After a futile struggle against the bindings around my wrists and ankles, I close my eyes, exhausted and hurting.

      I wonder if anyone’s missing me.

      The hard slide of a metal latch has my eyes fly wide. The door swings open, almost blinding me with the bright light from beyond. All I see is a massive dark shadow standing in the doorway, starkly contrasted against the glow.

      He’s back.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Damian

      

      It had taken us too long to track the maroon Ford Edge. All fucking night this guy has had his hands on the woman, and I have serious doubts we’ll find her alive.

      The building is quiet when we make our approach, but the car is parked around the back. A witness reported the man carrying a woman he called his wife in his arms to the dark red car, yesterday. They should still be inside. Durango PD is standing back, reluctantly agreeing for my team to head in first to get the lay of the land. They’ll provide backup if needed.

      The creaking of the rusty door, beside the loading dock, echoes into the empty space beyond as one of my team pushes his way through. Surely we’ve been made; the sound is loud enough to wake the dead. A hallway on the far side, underneath a storage loft above, is illuminated. Without the need for words, my team makes its way over, hugging the walls as we go. One of my guys darts across the lit doorway to the other side, giving us a better bead on what might be waiting for us.

      The hallway is empty, but a door at the end is slightly ajar. I only see darkness beyond, but can hear movement: a rustling of clothes and a small gasp. Hard to tell for sure, but it sounds like the noise a woman might make. When we get to the door, I manage to catch a glimpse through the crack by the hinges. A woman is visible in the light from the doorway; her body drooped awkwardly, as the barely visible man beyond holds her up with an arm around her waist and a large hunting knife to her throat. With hand signals, I relay the suspect and victim’s whereabouts to my team, and indicate for one of them to wait for my sign.

      “FBI! Come out with your hands raised,” I yell through the crack, and as I’d hoped, the suspect turns toward the sound, keeping the woman in front of him. The quarter turn is enough to expose more of his body to one of my guys, who is ducked low and crouches around the open edge of the door. I give a small nod and almost instantly the sharp sound of a gunshot pierces the air.

      The suspect goes down instantly, but so does the victim, and I shove open the door and rush to their sides. A knife lies useless in the open palm of the man we’ve been looking for, and I remove it, before turning my eyes to the woman.

      Long, blonde, tangled hair is draped over her face, turning pink where it drags through a small puddle of blood collecting underneath her. Her gasp is a welcome sound when I turn her body over.

      Wide gray eyes, the color of morning mist, stare up into mine. Just for a moment I find myself sinking in those clear pools, the promise of passion at their depths, but when I see the trickle of blood running down the side of her neck, I shake myself free. The suspect’s knife left a sizable gash. Her face is bruised and swollen, and from the tight way she holds her body, I suspect the rest of her is as well.

      “Kerry?” I prompt her, earning me a small nod. “I’m Special Agent Damian Gomez. Hang tight, we’ve got an ambulance on the way.”

      -

      I’d sent an agent to pick up Kerry’s husband, Greg Belfour, from Cortez, and he had been less than complimentary about the victim’s husband. Said he was a dick.

      I get my first clue when I walked into the victim’s hospital room and caught him complaining to his wife that he was missing an important meeting. Like her ending up in the hospital was an inconvenience to him. Miserable bastard. Fine fucking husband he makes. He’s done nothing but complain since, treating his wife with misogynistic disdain when he discovered they would both need to stay in an FBI safe house until our investigation is finalized. He should count his lucky stars; underneath the bumps and discolorations, and despite her slightly haggard appearance, Kerry Belfour is a beautiful, and apparently, quite resilient woman.

      “Would you stop blaming yourself? You have no responsibility in this,” Kerry tells her friend, Kim, who apparently hasn’t stopped apologizing since getting on the phone. Normally we don’t allow contact with the outside world when we have witnesses in protective custody, but I made an exception this time, giving Kerry my cell phone. A small favor since I happen to know Kim’s boyfriend, with whom I’ve had a few professional encounters. The owner of the security company he works for and I go way back.

      I’m fast regretting it; Greg appears unable to keep his mouth shut in the background, as the women try to maintain some normalcy in their lives by making plans around Kerry’s bookstore. Some shit about missing his bowling league night or something. Selfish prick. I have no idea what a woman like that sees in a guy like him. But then I generally have no idea around women. It doesn’t matter that I’ve been surrounded by women, one way or another, all my life. They’re still a complete mystery to me.

      “Don’t worry about him. He’s just pissed he’s missing his weekly bowling league. He’ll have to get over it,” she says, dismissing her husband with a wave of her hand, which only seems to fire him up.

      “That’s enough,” I interject, holding out my hand for my phone.

      “My handler tells me I have to hang up.”

      I lift my eyebrow at her snide tone as she signs off and returns my cell.

      “Mostly I wanted your husband to shut up.” I ignore the loud protest from the man in question as I keep my eyes on Kerry’s expressive face. Right now she has a small smile teasing her lips, hinting at her amusement, but in the next second her face smoothes out into a blank mask as she turns to face Greg. He takes that as an invitation to go into a long dissatisfied ramble about shit I don’t want to hear about, but apparently Kerry does, because she stands there taking the trash he spouts without blinking. She’s proven herself strong and unyielding during her captivity, and again during my interview with her, but seems pliant and submissive with that tool.

      I’ll never understand women.

      Without even bothering to say goodbye, I lift my chin at the agent in charge of their safety, and leave the couple to their fucked-up marriage.

      Good fucking luck to them.
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      Damian

      

      “You?”

      My head whips around at the sound of a woman’s voice.

      It’s been a long-ass morning already with meetings I would’ve loved to have avoided. Since being put in charge of the Durango field office, it seems I spend more time in meetings than working in the field. I swear each week there are new task forces put together, and I can barely keep up. I stepped out of the office for a much-needed break to find that the coffee shop around the corner had a sign plastered on the door stating they were closed due to a family emergency. Desperate for my caffeine fix, I kept walking and bumped into Kerry’s Korner: Books & Brew. Something about the name is familiar. I push the door, which opens with the ring of a bell, when I hear her voice.

      She’s pretty. The woman behind the counter looks like a seventies flower child, with wild, dirty blonde hair, some kind of flowy top leaving her collarbones and a goodly amount of cleavage exposed, and a pixie face. Something about her is familiar, and it appears she knows me, too. Fuck if I can’t place her.

      “Got me at a disadvantage, sweets,” I tell her with a shrug.

      “You’re FBI,” she says, propping her hands on her nicely rounded hips. “I remember you.”

      I look at her a little closer. Not a hardship, there’s a lot to check out. Those pale gray eyes trigger a memory. “You’re Kimeo’s girl,” I say, remembering the case a few years ago when I first saw her for the briefest of moments. A case long since put to rest, but not before this woman was snatched and roughed up before we got to her. We’d been called in by Gus Flemming, a friend of mine who owns an investigation and security company in Cedar Tree. Kimeo, the wife of one of Gus’s guys, found herself in the middle of shady land deals and this woman, her best friend, had been kidnapped to ensure her silence. I may not have remembered her name until I saw her standing behind the counter of Kerry’s Korner, but I sure as hell remember her. I also remember the wedding ring on her finger, which is why I didn’t bother looking twice at the time.

      The hands resting on her hips no longer sport that wedding ring, just a large knuckle ring on the middle finger of her left hand as a sort of fuck you to the world. I bet she flips that bird easily, judging by the attitude she throws off. I like it.

      “Kerry,” she says, almost as a challenge.

      “Right. You look better now,” I tell her, making her snort loudly.

      “No shit. I’d just been used as a punching bag when you found me and shoved me into the back of a van without a word.” Yup, most definitely a challenge. She doesn’t like me much, I deduct from the slightly distasteful look on her face.

      “Was a little preoccupied with my investigation. Sorry if I didn’t take the time to make nice.” Fuck me, I sound like a dick. Something about her attitude grates on me, especially when she rolls her eyes dramatically before placing her hands on the counter in front of her and leaning over.

      “Damian. Right?” She doesn’t wait for my confirmation before she continues, “Well, Damian, what brings you to my bookstore?”

      “Coffee. Straight up,” I tell her without blinking. She turns her back without a word and starts fiddling with the expensive-looking machine on the sideboard, and I take the opportunity to check out her backside. “Double shot?” she asks over her shoulder, catching me ogling.

      “Good guess.” I smile at her, which only earns me another eye roll. Attitude in spades, this one. As much as it irritates me, it somehow turns me on, too.

      She’s late thirties, maybe forty, if I had to venture a guess from the lines around her eyes. She obviously laughs a lot—something I wouldn’t mind hearing. I have a feeling with that slightly raspy voice of hers, her laugh will sound even sexier. She’s not wearing a stitch of makeup from what I can tell and seems totally at ease in her skin. Not usually the kind of woman I find myself drawn to, but this one has an appeal all her own. Most women I end up with are well put together: stacked, sweet, and sultry. Just the way I like them. This one, though? This one is like the fucking girl next door. Fresh-faced, with a hippy vibe, barely enough tit to fill my hands, but an ass that should be framed, it’s that lush. Always considered myself a boob man, until I just got an eyeful of her backside.

      While she doctors the elaborate coffee machine, I take the time to check out her shop. An older building, it has an old-fashioned facade with shallow bay windows, displaying an assortment of books, framing the door. Old wood floors that have been left bare to the wear and tear of foot traffic, resulting in a well-worn look more suited to an old saloon. Rows of rugged bookcases, jutting out from the back wall, with chalkboard display signs indicating the different genres. The counter is on one side in front of the window and on the opposite side, in front of the second bay window, is a small seating arrangement with an old, brown leather couch and two club chairs around a small, round coffee table. On the counter is a large, round, glass cake stand with pastries.

      “Here you go. Anything else with that? A pastry to sweeten you up a bit or perhaps a book on appropriate social behavior? I have both.” I can’t stop the smirk tugging at my mouth. This one’s a handful, for sure. Too much of one. I pull out my wallet and slap a couple of dollar bills on the counter.

      “Nah,” I drawl. “Not the kind of sweet I’m looking for, and as for the book, I’ll just wait until you get done with it. You’re probably due for a reread.” I snag my coffee off the counter, and with a wink, I saunter out the door, leaving her standing with her mouth hanging open and fire shooting from those pretty gray eyes.

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Kerry

      

      Asshole.

      I’m still fuming from that brief encounter a few hours ago. First time I met him, he virtually dragged me from a seedy motel room to a waiting black van with dark tinted windows. If not for the shirt sporting the letters FBI that were stretched across his chest, I wouldn’t have known the cavalry had arrived. He didn’t say a damn word, just shoved me rather unceremoniously in the back of the van and shut the doors on me. Later, I was told that their first priority had been to get me to safety before my kidnapper returned, but at the time, I was hurt, scared, and incredibly pissed off. I learned later who he was from the two agents assigned to stay with me in the safe house until they dealt with the threat. Somehow I’d never been able to shake the dark, smoldering look or their slight squint when he first clapped eyes on my sorry self. Heat, anger, danger all came rolling off him in thick waves. My eyes blurry from the almost twenty-four-hour ordeal I’d just been through, I’d never been able to take in all of him. But I did today.

      The good six feet of bulky muscle encased in navy cargo pants, a navy shirt, and a thin windbreaker, combined with the sharp edges of his lightly graying goatee and his thick wavy hair, were familiar enough. But then he lifted his eyes, and there was no mistaking those brown, almost black, eyes staring back at me. I was barely able to hide the shiver that ran from the top of my head down to the tips of my toes.

      Apparently he’d made more of an impression on me than I had on him at the time. It took a bit for him to place me and that made me inexplicably irritated. I guess I deserved his little jab, since I poked him first, but the overall arrogance that he exuded just rubbed me the wrong way. Or maybe it was just that he affected me at all.

      I’ve been able to keep my eyes and legs firmly closed to the opposite sex since finally filing for divorce a year and a half ago. My ex, Greg, had fought tooth and nail, which only ended up delaying what was inevitable for the better part of a year. I’d married Greg straight out of college. He’d been my first serious boyfriend after I’d spent my earlier college days playing the field. I most certainly had not been a virginal bride, but Greg had a reputation of his own. When we graduated, he was eager to settle down, and at the time, so was I. Or so I thought. Right after graduation, Greg was offered a job in Cortez and we moved into a rental place. He preferred me to stay home, and stupidly in love at the time, I complied. We tried for kids right away, as per Greg’s wishes, but we didn’t get pregnant and after a year of that, I was sick of playing housewife like he wanted.

      I’d always dreamed of having my own little bookstore, but Greg had been adamantly against it, claiming it would take too much of my time. He kept a tight rein on our finances, so I ended up getting a job as a proofreader for the local newspaper, and I tucked the money away in a separate bank account. Five years later, still childless, I had enough saved up for six months of rent on an old, small storefront in Cortez and some secondhand inventory. Greg ridiculed and belittled my business, but despite his lack of faith, I ended up not doing all that bad. After my first six months, I was able to sustain my business, doing a little bit better each month, solely by word of mouth. It was around that time I met Kimeo, and we became fast friends over books.

      The mountains called to me though, and I really wanted to go back to Durango, but my ex wouldn’t hear of it. I suspect it had less to do with Durango itself than it did with my plans to expand my business. That was the final straw for me. I need someone who can stand beside me in support, not someone who expects it but doesn’t reciprocate.

      “Can I have a cappuccino?”

      For the second time today, a tall, dark individual is standing at my counter. This one is dressed to the nines: suit, crisp white shirt, and a tie. But his eyes are all but heated, they are cold—dead—unlike the almost smarmy smile on his face. Also for the second time today, shivers run down my spine, but these are in recoil.

      I drop the books I was sorting back into the box and notice him watching my every move. “Sure thing,” I say, more chipper than I feel as I move behind the counter and grab a fresh filter.

      “Nice place you have here. Do you sell books in all genres?” he asks, the creepy smile still plastered on his face.

      “Thanks. Yes, all genres and both fiction and non-fiction,” I answer as pleasantly as I can.

      “Fabulous,” he responds, and only now do I notice a British accent. “So do you only sell new books or secondhand as well?”

      “Both, actually.” I scrape the top of the filter before clicking it in place. “To go?” I ask him, holding up a paper cup hopefully.

      “No, I think I’ll have a look around if you don’t mind. A regular cup is fine.” I swear he noticed my shoulders sag, because he ever so slightly raises one eyebrow.

      “I don’t mind,” I lie bold-faced. Because I mind. I mind a lot. I would much prefer he take his coffee and go. He makes me genuinely uncomfortable, and I wish Marya, my part-time employee who comes in the afternoons, would show.

      The coffee finishes brewing, and I busy myself steaming the milk while keeping half an eye on the stranger roaming my shelves. I don’t know why I’m getting such a bad vibe from him. He looks like a clean-cut, very handsome man. Maybe that’s why—Durango is not known for clean-cut. Most men here are of a hardier breed, mountain men. This one just doesn’t fit in. “Are you from around here?” flies out of my mouth before I can check it. His head comes up from my select shelving where all of my finds, my first editions and signed copies, are stored behind glass. The smirk on his face is almost triumphant as he makes his way back to the counter just as I top his coffee with foamed milk.

      “Actually, I just arrived in town. I’m trying to decide whether to stick around for a bit. Looking at some business interests in the area in the next little while. Why?” he asks, his head tilted to one side as he blatantly checks me out. Yuck.

      “I noticed an accent, that’s all. British?” I don’t expect the raspy chuckle, but he seems to find my conclusion amusing.

      “You are sharp, aren’t you? I thought I had it well-covered, but you caught me. Yes, I’m from the UK,” he says, as he takes the cup from my hands and takes a sip. In what can only be described as a lecherous move, he keeps his eyes on my face as he licks the foamed milk off his lips. Double yuck. “Since I’m new to town…” I know what’s coming, and I curse myself for having opened my big mouth in the first place. “…Would you perhaps be interested in joining me for dinner? Maybe give me some insight from a local business owner’s perspective?”

      I almost snort. Almost, but not quite. What a load of crap. I decide to call him on it. “Are you looking to open up a bookstore slash coffee shop? Because that’s about the only thing I might have some knowledge on.”

      Too late I see the satisfied glint in his eyes. “You caught me,” he says magnanimously. “I’m a collector of rare books and have an interest in first edition English language literature. Of course, it hasn’t escaped my notice that you are a very bright and lovely young woman, and sharing interests over a good meal would in no way be a hardship.”

      Oh, gag. Young woman. As if. He can’t be much older than early to mid-thirties, which makes me as much as a decade older. Did I mention I detest smooth operators? Greg was one until he had a ring on my finger, and then his true colors came out. Yeah, I have a solid aversion to slick talkers. Give me brutal honesty every day.

      I briefly think back to the slightly scathing jab from Mr. FBI earlier, which I have to admit, was preferable to this charmer. “I’m sorry,” I say, but I’m not at all. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible.” I smile friendly but still notice his eyes go hard, and his responding smile is anything but warm.

      “I will wait for a better opportunity then. But perhaps you can tell me if you have any more first editions?” He quickly changes tracks. “I noticed a lovely J.K. Rowling behind glass there, but I already own a few,” he says, indicating my select shelves. “I’m thinking more along the lines of Ernest Hemingway, James Joyce, perhaps even J.R.R. Tolkien or Mark Twain?”

      I shake my head. I don’t mention the box of books I bought at an online auction a month ago. The box is supposedly filled with first editions of all kinds, a bit of a mishmash of mostly North American books. I took a chance when I put an offer in, but the seller was one well-known for the high quality of merchandise, so it seemed worth the five thousand dollars I shelled out. I have a customer in town, a gentleman with expensive hobbies, and one of them is collecting first editions, specifically by North American authors. It’s possible there is something to this guy’s liking in that box, but I’m not about to invite him back for any reason. Not even a good sale. He just gives me the creeps.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell him. “What you see there is all I have.” Even though I’ve been known to suck at lying, this doesn’t really qualify as a lie since I haven’t received the box with the first editions yet. I’m still waiting for them.

      The man’s cold eyes squint at me before he speaks. “Very well. I shall leave you with my card,” he says with a determined edge. “I would greatly appreciate a phone call when you receive new inventory. I will be around for a while.” With that, he turns on his heels and walks out of the store, just as Marya walks in, leaving his cold and only half-empty cappuccino sitting on the counter.

      “Who was that?” Marya asks with a smug smile and a wagging of eyebrows as she picks up and studies the card he tossed on the counter. I shrug my shoulders, emptying his cup in the sink.

      “Someone to steer clear of,” I warn her. “He gives off a totally creepy vibe.”

      The single mom of three looks at me with one eyebrow raised. “Are you sure? He’s not bad to look at.” For emphasis, she fans her hand in front of her face.

      “Behave.” I give her a little shove as I pass her on the way to the abandoned box of cookbooks I was working on.

      “Killjoy,” she smarts back, sticking out her tongue in the process.
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      Damian

      

      I’m not sure what brings me back the next day, but I find myself pushing open the door to Kerry’s Korner once again. I tell myself it’s because my favorite coffee place is still closed today, but I really just want to see her again. Unfortunately, today there is a different woman manning the coffee counter.

      “Can I help you?” she asks with a friendly smile, looking me up and down thoroughly.

      “Please. Double shot of espresso,” I reply, tamping down my disappointment. “Kerry here today?” I look around the store, but other than an older lady roaming the shelves, I don’t see anyone.

      The short brunette tilts her head to one side, squinting her eyes at me. “Are you a friend of hers?”

      “More like an old acquaintance,” I tell her.

      “Ah. Well then, Kerry is just running some errands, but she’ll be back in half an hour, tops. Feel free to wait around.” The last is said with a wink before she turns and busies herself with my coffee, but I can still hear her mumble, “Lucky bitch, second hot guy in two days.” I chose to pretend I don’t hear, but I can’t help wonder who the other guy is. A boyfriend? “Are you staying or taking out?” she asks, interrupting my thoughts.

      “Take out,” I tell her. I don’t even know what I’m doing here, and when the woman hands me my coffee, I quickly pay and head for the door. I reach for the handle when it suddenly swings open, knocking the hot coffee all over me. “Fucking hell!” The piping hot beverage is burning my hand and soaking the front of my dress shirt.

      “Oh no! I’m so sorry.” A familiar, sexy voice has me raising my eyes to find Kerry looking at me with a worried frown. “Come with me,” she says, grabbing my wrist. “Marya? Get another coffee ready. Double shot.” I’m surprised she remembers and allow her to drag me to the back of the store and through a door marked private.

      It appears to be a storage area with metal shelving filled with more books, boxes, and packing materials. A long table is butted up against the far wall with two stools tucked underneath. I can just see a door open to my left, showing a closet-sized space with a desk and computer, as Kerry is pulling me into a bathroom on the other side.

      “Sit,” she orders, closing the lid on the toilet and shoving me down. She turns on the tap on the small sink beside it and yanks my hand under the cold stream. I keep my lips firmly pressed together, fighting off the smile that wants to break out. I take the opportunity to check her out. Today she’s wearing another of those boho tunics, paired with a long necklace, dangly earrings and chunky bracelets on both wrists. The fuck-you ring is firmly in place on her middle finger, but this time instead of jeans, she’s wearing leggings that show off her solid but shapely legs. The contrast between her carefree attire and her bossy demeanor is damn cute. When her tongue pokes out as she twists my hand this way and that, I almost groan out loud.

      “What?” she asks, having caught me focused on her lips. I lift my eyes to hers and just shrug my shoulders to which she rolls her eyes—something she seems to do quite a bit. She turns off the tap and studies my hand. I’m just enjoying the feel of her fingers on my skin. “I think your hand will live,” she says before focusing her attention on my shirt, the one I wore for my meetings this afternoon that is now pretty much ruined. Not that I care, except I don’t have anything but a few spare tees in my locker to change into. “Let me see what I can do,” she offers with a pained expression on her face. I let her rub a wet towel over my chest, knowing full well the exercise is futile, but selfishly enjoying her hands on my body.

      The buzzing from my pocket interrupts the moment, and I lightly grab onto her wrist while pulling out my phone with the other hand. I can feel her rapid heartbeat under my fingers and hang on to her as I answer the call, looking her squarely in the eye. “Gomez.”

      “Hey, lover. Haven’t heard from you in a while.” The high-pitched, slightly nasal voice is loud. Too loud. I see Kerry’s pretty gray eyes narrow before she twists her wrist free and turns away, dropping the wet towel in the sink before walking out. Fuck me.

      “Been busy,” I tell Cora, a woman I’ve occasionally hooked up with. She’s a nurse I met last year when I was in the hospital interviewing a witness. Big boobs, sultry lips, and come-hither eyes, she made it clear she’d be up for anything. Just the kind of diversion I could use to break the stress of the job. I don’t have time or inclination for any kind of relationship, and Cora understood that. I thought. Until she started calling me a few months ago, making it clear she saw us as something more than just an occasional relief. It’s my mistake that she is still calling, because I caved a few times against my better judgment, only encouraging her pursuit.

      “Too busy for me?” she purrs, and where before it might have stirred a different reaction, now it only gets on my nerves. Especially as I watch Kerry’s back disappear into the store.

      “Cora, look,” I start, but she quickly cuts me off.

      “No worries. I know your job is important and all. I just missed you,” she says a bit breathlessly.

      “Don’t,” I grunt. “You know that’s not what this was.”

      “Was? Really, Damian? You’re a bastard.” With that I hear the line go dead. This is exactly why I always avoided any long-term arrangements. Not only is my job demanding and unpredictable, making anything more permanent complicated, but I’m also well aware of the risks it brings with it, and I don’t want to expose anyone else to that. It’s a decision I made a long time ago when the wife of my partner was killed in retaliation by a Mexican drug lord we were investigating. The guy ended up getting killed in a shootout, but my partner never got over it. Ended up eating the barrel of his service gun the week after the shootout. No. The risk is too high.

      I’m still sitting on the toilet with my phone in my hand. What the hell am I doing here then? A soft ping alerts me to an incoming text from one of my team.

      

      
        
        Jasper: Where are you? Everyone is already here.

      

      

      Fuck.

      According to the time on my phone, I’m already five minutes late for the task force meeting at the office.

      
        
        Me: Stall. Be there in five

      

      

      I get up and check myself out in the small mirror above the sink and flinch at the dark stain covering my shirt before taking one last look at my slightly red hand. It’ll have to do. With determined strides, I walk back into the store, aiming for the door. I shouldn’t have come.

      “Don’t forget your coffee!” The brunette rounds the counter with a fresh paper cup and hands it to me. My eyes shoot over her shoulder to Kerry, who seems busy moving books around on a shelf, her back turned.

      “Thanks,” I mumble at the smiling woman in front of me, and without a word to Kerry, I leave the store. Coward.

      -

      “The fuck happened to you?”

      Jasper, the IT specialist on our team, is standing by the door when I walk into the office.

      “Coffee mishap. Give me a minute to put on a clean shirt. I’ll be right there.” Without waiting for an answer, I slip into the locker room and shrug out of my suit jacket, holster, and the offensive shirt and quickly change into a T-shirt. A few eyebrows are raised when I walk into the boardroom in my casual attire, but I ignore them and sit down. “Sorry I’m late,” I offer without any additional explanation.

      I look around the table at the group assembled. Durango PD Operations Commander, Keith Blackfoot, lead investigator Boris Parnak from the La Plata County Criminal Investigations Unit, along with James Aiken of the FBI International Operations Division, and Ella Friesen, an art trafficking Interpol specialist seem to be waiting for me expectantly. Luna Roosberg, one of my agents, is passing around folders.

      “I apologize again for keeping you waiting,” I start. “Ella? Since you and James called this meeting on short notice, why don’t you bring us up to speed?”

      “Very well,” she says with only a hint of her Dutch accent. “In the last year and a half, we’ve noticed an increase in the theft of rare manuscripts and print work from libraries, museums, and private collectors. The apparent trend started in the UK with the burglary of some of its finest libraries and quickly expanded to the rest of Europe. The MO suggested an organized effort by more than one individual. Almost a year ago, several rare works were stolen from a private collection in Switzerland for a collective value of twenty-six million dollars. One item alone, a copy of The Birds of America, by John James Audubon, was last valued at twelve million dollars in 2010. Six months ago, we finally got a lead when one of the stolen manuscripts, a copy of Don Quixote by Miguel de Cervantes, appeared in the collection of a wealthy Texas enthusiast here in the U.S. The collector was a rich cattleman with no real knowledge and was clearly duped. The man was easily cleared but was able to provide us with some information on the auction house.” She indicates the files Luna distributed. “As you can see, the auction house appears to be U.S. based, and we’ve been able to monitor some of their online activities. Two weeks ago, we picked up on a communication to a British gentleman named Troy Sinclair. He’s a rare-books specialist, who used to work for the University of Cambridge. He was terminated two years ago by the University when an early Shakespeare sonnet he was working on went missing from the library, only to be discovered in his possession. He claimed he was behind on his work and had simply taken his work home. The University terminated him since removing any of the rare documents from the library is immediate cause for dismissal. However, there wasn’t evidence at the time of intended foul play. Still, his name went on our persons of interest list. You’ll find a copy on page three.”

      I flip through the file and find the message.

      
        
        Pkg en route DRO

      

      

      DRO stands for Durango-La Plata County Airport.
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      Kerry

      

      “What’s with you and these fine male specimens?”

      Marya stands beside me as we watch the FBI agent’s broad back disappear down the street. Yes, I gawked. The moment I heard the door shut, I hustled to the window to get a good look at his enticing backside.

      “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” I tell her, turning back to this morning’s haul from the post office; a box of recent romance releases. Most of my customers are female and the romance genre is one of the more popular ones, so I try to stay up to date with my selection.

      “Whatever,” I hear Marya mumble before she says a little louder, “If you’re not interested, you won’t mind me having a go at this one, right?” It’s a challenge and I know it. Still, I just shrug my shoulders, keeping my back turned and my focus on the stack of books in my hand. Normally, I love the smell of books above all else, but right now I can’t smell anything but the lingering scent of Damian Gomez. Damn him.

      “You know it wouldn’t hurt for you to have some fun from time to time,” she says under her breath.

      “By the way,” I ask in an attempt to distract her, and myself. “Did you get any calls or deliveries while I was gone?” I’m still waiting on that box of first editions. I figure maybe they would’ve sent it by courier instead of USPS, but Marya shakes her head.

      “No deliveries, no calls,” she confirms.

      “Well, dammit. Those books should’ve been here already. I’ve dealt with these guys before, and they’ve always delivered on time. Never had a problem.”

      -

      It’s just before six, closing time, when the store phone rings.

      “Kerry’s Korner. Kerry speaking, how can I help you?”

      “Hi, girl.” I hear my bestie, Kim. on the other end. She’s run my original store in Cortez since I opened up in Durango.

      “Hey, sweetie. Everything okay there?” I ask. Kim has struggled finding decent help since the birth of her son, Asher.

      “Yes,” she says enthusiastically. “This new girl is really working out. I’m so relieved. But that’s not why I’m calling. With everything going on, I forgot to mention that last week I received a box in a shipment I think was meant for Durango. It was addressed to the Durango address, but just like my boxes, had Kerry’s Korner in big print. They probably failed to check the actual address when they were sorting and simply shipped the whole thing here.”

      “Thank God,” I exclaim, relieved. “I’ve been wondering where it was. Okay,” I tell Kim. “I was planning to head into Cortez at some point to see my favorite little man anyway. Maybe sometime next week?”

      “Sounds good,” Kim chuckles. She knows I adore my godson. He’s such a sweet little baby, and I rarely go longer than a couple of weeks before I need my snuggle fix. “If you come a week from Wednesday, Mal will be out of town so maybe you can spend the night? We’ll have a chance to catch up with a bottle of wine.” Kim’s husband is a security specialist and sometimes has to go out of town for a few days for work. It’s been ages since Kim and I have had a girls’ night, so I’m immediately on board.

      “Let me check to see if Marya can open next Thursday.” I turn to Marya, who is cleaning the coffee counter. She’s already waving her hand in the air.

      “No problem,” she says, having obviously listened in on the conversation.

      “You’re the best, Marya.” I give her a big grin when she throws a smile over her shoulder. “Looks like it’s a plan,” I tell Kim, who squeals on the other end. After promising her I’ll be there after seven and will bring the wine, we end the call.

      Ten minutes later, I lock the store and wave goodbye to Marya, who is climbing in her car, when an unexpected hand on my shoulder has me swinging around.

      “I guess I got here a bit too late,” the guy with the British accent says with a smile. Dick.

      “You scared the crap out of me,” I tell him, pissed he thought he could just put his hands on me. The offensive hands come up defensively and he smiles apologetically. The most unconvincing smile I’ve ever witnessed.

      “I apologize. I simply came to see if I could convince you to change your mind and have dinner with me.”

      Seriously? My mouth falls open at the gall of this guy. He appears to be a tad slow on the uptake. Yesterday I stayed polite, not wanting to piss off a potential customer, but it’s obvious this guy’s interests go beyond my store and I need to cut him off at the pass. Trying to calm my heart, still pounding a hole in my chest, I take a deep breath before responding. “I guess I wasn’t clear enough yesterday, so let me be blunt; I am not interested. Does that help?” I can’t help adding a layer of sarcasm. He apparently doesn’t take too well to that since his eyes narrow to slits. Something he tries to conceal with a toothy smile that once again has my hair stand on end.

      “It’s clear,” he grinds through his teeth. “I’m sorry to have bothered you.” With one last glare, he turns on his heels and walks in the direction of town. It strikes me as weird he apparently is walking. My store is on the outskirts of town in a small plaza off the highway, and there is no sidewalk. For a minute, I keep my eye on him as he simply marches along on the side of the road, looking ridiculous in his suit and tie.

      He never once turns around though, and when he disappears around the corner, I let out a relieved breath. That guy really creeps me out, and I’m glad it’s still light out with quite a bit of traffic on the road. I walk at a stiff clip to my Subaru, parked around the corner. I’m eager to get home and get some dinner going. Luckily, I don’t have to stop in town for groceries; I filled my fridge earlier this week. I hate to admit I’m a little shaky and am glad my little rental is only minutes from the store, just up the mountain. I managed to get a one-year lease on the small bungalow. A little remote, but nice and quiet, just west of town. When I pull into the driveway, I take one last look at the road behind me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Damian

      

      “Anything new on that trafficking case?” I ask Luna when she walks in.

      It’s been a week since I’d last heard from Ella. The meeting was just to put us on alert, but without more intel, there is very little for us to do. Not complaining though, as we’re having a hard enough time keeping up with other cases. Interpol is working the information garnered from the Texas collector, trying to get a bead on this Troy Sinclair. James Aiken is following up on the U.S.-based auction house. For now, we have nothing concrete to work with, except for that intercepted message.

      “Actually,” she answers. “I do.” Sitting down across from my desk, she hands me a printout. “That’s a list of local individuals and businesses known to deal or collect rare books. I cross-referenced with the list James sent us and marked those.”

      I look at the two-page printout and right away my eyes zoom in on a name I’ve tried, and failed, to forget this past week. Kerry’s Korner. Well, fuck. A bright red mark sits beside the name. When I scan down, there are two more red marks. One is White Rabbit Books, a store around the corner from Main Street in the center of town. The other is an individual—Bruce Willoughs—a name I am familiar with. An exorbitantly wealthy retired oilman from Texas, who built a massive mansion in the mountains outside Durango. I know him because, over the years, he has been involved in just about every charitable function in the region. I can’t say I particularly like the guy, having run into him a handful of times, but that doesn’t mean I can see him involved in anything like this. Still, the fact he’s possibly had dealings with the same auction house is enough reason to go have a talk with the man. As for Kerry’s business, it would be a perfect front to fence stolen rare manuscripts and books. From what I can recall, she has a locked, glass shelving unit against the far wall that appeared to hold some older print works. I probably should have a closer look.

      “Two stores and Mr. Willoughs. You want to take a run up the mountain?” I ask Luna. Since Bruce and I are far from friendly, I figure she’ll likely do better with him. He has a penchant for younger women, which is one of the reasons he rubs me the wrong way.

      “You sure you don’t want to take him on?” Luna says with a smirk. She knows. The last run-in I had with him was very public, when my youngest sister, Bella, was visiting from Farmington. The bastard had followed her to the bathrooms, when I’d taken her out for dinner at Seasons, and accosted her in the hallway outside. Bella had come back to the table with a face like thunder. After I finally got out of her that he’d put his hands on her uninvited, I headed over to his table and set him straight, loud enough for the other diners to hear. All he gave me was an arrogantly dismissive wave of his hand, and if not for Bella’s intervention when she grabbed me from behind, I would have had him by the throat. Despite his name as a local philanthropist, Bruce Willoughs is a self-righteous bastard.

      “Har-har,” I tell Luna. “You head up. I’d be surprised if he were stupid enough to try and put his hands on you. After all, you carry a mean weapon. That damn gun is almost bigger ’n you are.”

      Luna snickers and pats her hip holster. “That’s what she said,” she says with a wink in an uncharacteristic display of humor, before turning serious. “I’ll head up there after lunch. Want me to pick you something up?”

      “No, thanks. I’ll grab something in town. I’ll go check out the bookstores.”

      -

      I start at White Rabbit Books, telling myself it makes more sense to start at the one furthest from the office. I’m told the owner isn’t around, but the elderly woman manning the store is able to tell me, after consulting the computer in the small office in the back, that the only time they’d received a shipment from this online auction house had been about a year ago. No other orders are pending from what she can see, but she assures me she will check with the owner and have him contact me. I leave her my card with my cell phone number written on the back.

      I stand outside by my Expedition, taking in the warm June sun and looking around for a place to grab some lunch before I head to Kerry’s Korner. I’m delaying and I know it. Nothing really strikes my fancy since I suddenly seem to have worked up an appetite for sweets. Giving in, I climb behind the wheel and turn the car in the direction of the small strip mall just west of town.

      It only takes me about five minutes to pull into the parking lot in front of the store, and through the window I can see Kerry moving between two rows of shelves, a stack of books in her hands. Just like last week, her messy hair hangs free and loose, a flowing top hides curves I’d like to explore. Goddammit. I’d just managed to scrape off Cora—although she might not have received the message since I’ve ignored several texts and at least five calls this past week—and for damn sure don’t want to start anything else. Especially not since this particular woman, at the very least, appears to be a potential person of interest in this new case. I don’t color outside the lines. Not ever. Rules are there for a reason.

      My resolve firmly in place, I push open the door and head in. The little bell alerts Kerry as she comes out from between the shelves and stops in her tracks when she spots me. The hint of alarm on her face, as her eyes meet mine, is quickly replaced with irritation. One hand comes to rest on her cocked hip and her pose screams attitude. Instantly my resolve melts because, as it turns out, I like attitude—a fuck of a lot. “Double shot?” she asks, caving first when I don’t say a word and simply stare back at her. Those pale gray eyes turn away first, and her body starts moving toward the counter.

      “Please,” I say politely, although the thoughts going through my head are anything but polite. Coffee is a good way to break the ice, and I’m glad to see she’s fully stocked on pastries. “And a cinnamon roll, if you have one.” I receive a curt nod in reply before she reaches for a paper cup. “For here,” I add and watch her hand freeze midair.

      “Here?” The high-pitched squeak is almost comical and telling of how much I rattle her. Good. She rattles me, too. “Here?” she repeats, this time at a more natural tone. I just smile and nod, pointing at the couch in front of the window. A few local newspapers are strewn across the coffee table, and I pick one up. The Dove Creek Press, a small newspaper
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