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Chapter 1

 


Eleven ghosts glared at Samantha Sweet, their
hollow oval eyes black against ethereal white faces. She took a
step back and stared at them, tweaking their expressions a little
before adding details to the twelfth.

“Those are adorable!” Jennifer Baca said,
peeking at the cupcakes over Sam’s shoulder. “Let me know when I
can put them out front. The kids—”

The ringing telephone interrupted Jen and she
picked up the extension on Sam’s desk.

“Sweet’s Sweets, a bakery of magical
delights,” she said. “Oh, yes, Mr. Bookman. She’s right here.” She
held up the receiver and raised her eyebrows.

Sam edged between the two stainless steel
worktables that now crowded her shop’s kitchen. One table held
Halloween cupcakes, cookies and two wedding cakes; the other was
filled edge-to-edge with the handmade chocolates Bookman was
undoubtedly calling about. In a short time, he had become her most
important client.

Six weeks ago she had created a masterpiece
box of chocolates for Stan Bookman’s wife’s birthday. When a
customer says ‘price is no object’ you know he wants you to go
all-out. The chocolates were such a hit that Bookman immediately
offered Sam a lucrative contract to provide them to his travel
agency, Book It Travel. Book It handled private jet charters and
ultra-swank vacations for celebrities and corporate moguls, the
type of people who spent lavishly, demanded perfection, and thought
nothing of sky’s-the-limit spending. Little did Sam realize the
tremendous amount of extra work would begin almost immediately, so
she’d had no chance to plan the logistics.

“Mr. Bookman!” she said, putting a smile in
her voice.

“Samantha, I must say you outdid yourself
with the order for the Pinetop Oil folks. The corporate wives are
over the moon for your work. Do you think you could whip up
something extra delectable for the CEO’s autumn soiree? It’s eighty
people for a posh Halloween costume party. The wife would like a
cake—in her words, quirky but elegant—and some little party favors,
boxes of your chocolates. If you can have everything ready by, say,
Friday morning I’ll have it picked up and we’ll fly the treats up
to Aspen ourselves. What do you think?”

Sam looked at the overloaded tables and her
decorator, Becky Harper. Perspiration dotted her forehead as she
struggled to place the top tier on a wedding cake. Sam shook her
head, trying to tell Becky to wait for assistance.

“The dessert budget is four thousand,”
Bookman said.

Dollars? Yikes! “I’m sure we could do it for
that, but—”

“Excellent! I’ll send my driver over to pick
it up Friday around nine. As usual, just mail me your invoice.”

The line went dead and Sam felt as if the
floor was about to tilt.

“Did I actually accept another huge order?”
she croaked, her throat feeling like sandpaper. “One that has to be
finished in five days?”

She looked around at her crew. Becky had
moved to piping garlands on another wedding cake, leaving the first
one waiting for its top tier. She sent a wan smile toward Sam, a
look that meant she hadn’t a spare moment to devote to anything
new.

Julio Ortiz, the baker, was moving as
efficiently as he could, considering his workspace had shrunk by
half when they brought in the second worktable. At the moment he
was dumping flour into the huge Hobart mixer. Sam had lost track of
which orders he was working on. At this point she had to trust
everyone to explicitly follow instructions on the written order
forms.

Jen spoke up: “I didn’t exactly hear you
accept the order but Mr. Bookman thinks you did.”

Sam took a deep breath. Clearly, the business
needed more employees and to accommodate them would require more
space. The four thousand dollars from this order would definitely
help move things in that direction. She picked up a pad of order
forms, quickly jotting down the few details Bookman had
provided.

“Jen, I need a cake design—swanky Halloween
costume party for eighty. Quirky but elegant were the customer’s
words. Sketch us a working design, please?” The front doorbells
tinkled and multiple voices came from the front room beyond the
divider curtain. “As fast as possible, but don’t neglect
anyone.”

Jen took the order form for the cake and
hurried to the sales room with a smile on her face.

Sam turned to Becky and helped place the top
tier on the wedding cake which stood more than three feet above the
table top. Together, they transferred it to a wheeled cart and Sam
got it into the huge walk-in fridge. By the time she returned, the
empty table space was filled with layers for two birthday cakes.
Yeah, they needed additional help right away.

Sam appraised her own work-in-progress, fifty
boxes that went into Book It Travel’s Comfort Food Package aboard
each of the chartered planes. Each small satin-covered box
contained six exquisite handmade chocolates, all made by Sam, all
containing her special, secret ingredients.

Right now the various-flavored chocolates sat
on racks and the boxes stood in a pile at the end of the table. Sam
touched a couple of the candies gingerly, making certain the glossy
chocolate had properly set up before she began to handle them.
Satisfied, she began tucking the assorted flavors into their cozy
nests. If Becky and Jen weren’t already occupied, one could place
the lids and the other would tie on the satin ribbons and the whole
job would be done in twenty minutes. As it was, Sam worked as
quickly as possible and chafed at the sheer number of other tasks
needing her attention at the moment.

Like it or not, she was going to need
assistance from the magical wooden box. She’d tried for a year not
to call upon its powers but for the past month she’d felt as if she
were drowning in oceans of work and she needed the extra energy.
Bookman’s contract, profitable as it might be, wasn’t something
they could handle on their own and there had simply been no time to
plan and gear up for the extra workload. Tonight—no matter what
else was going on—she simply had to sit down, devise a business
plan and outline the steps to get herself above the waves before
the whole thing consumed her like a tsunami.

The front door bells registered in the back
of her mind but it wasn’t until she heard a familiar voice speaking
to Jen that she realized her husband had stopped by. Beau stepped
into the kitchen a half-minute later, took in the sight and sent a
sympathetic smile Sam’s direction.

“I guess this means lunch is out of the
question,” he said, walking to her side and planting a kiss on top
of her head.

She continued to box up the chocolates, with
only a quick smile his direction. “I seriously doubt I’ll even get
a sandwich at my desk today. Sorry. You wouldn’t happen to feel
like delivering a wedding cake for me this afternoon?”

He gave her shoulder a squeeze but shook his
head. “Even if I had any clue how to handle those delicate cakes, I
don’t think I’m exactly dressed for it.”

True. What bride wants her cake brought to
the reception by the county sheriff in full uniform? Plus, Sam
didn’t dare let the bakery van leave just yet. Once the chocolates
were finished she needed to get them out to the airport. She would
have to plan a route so she could take the cake at the same time.
While driving along, she could work out the details in her head for
which flavors and shapes to make for Bookman’s Halloween party
favors.

Actually, the cream satin-covered boxes she
currently had her hands on might work just fine. Instead of the
shop’s signature purple ribbon, she would find orange and black
ones to fit the party theme. The picture was forming in her mind
when she realized Beau had said something to her.

“Sorry, sweetheart, what did you ask me?” Her
cell phone vibrated and chirped at the far end of the
worktable.

“Never mind. Shall I get that for you?” Beau
asked. “Looks like it’s Rupert.”

She nodded while her hands continued to pluck
up the chocolates and place them into their boxes.

“Hey, Rupert,” Beau said. “Yeah, it’s me.
She’s up to her neck in chocolate candy right now. Unfortunately,
it’s not as sexy as it sounds.”

He chuckled at something Sam’s friend said in
return.

“Oh, really? Sure. Yeah, I can be there in
about ten, fifteen minutes.” He clicked off the call. “Hm.
Interesting. Turns out he was going to ask you if he should call me
anyway.”

Sam looked up from her work. “Really? Trouble
of some kind?”

“I don’t know. He said something about
finding some money.”

“Well, most people wouldn’t call that a
problem, would they? Rupert doesn’t exactly need extra, but who
knows?”

Rupert Penrick had been a friend of Sam’s for
more than a decade. A large man who always wore soft pants and
tunics, and more often than not had a flowing scarf in some
flamboyant color draped around his neck, Rupert was a writer.
Ostensibly, his works covered the art community in northern New
Mexico and included profiles of the many famous artists who had
lived in the area over the years. However, his real income came
from a wildly successful set of steamy romance novels written under
the pen name Victoria DeVane. Sam was the only one, other than his
New York editor, who knew the author’s true identity.

“I guess I better check out whatever it is
Rupert wants to report,” Beau said, hitching his bulky leather
belt—filled with handcuffs, radio receiver, mace canister and
sidearm—a little more firmly on his hip. “Anything else I can do
for you, darlin’?”

“Enlarge this kitchen by another thousand
square feet and send me six helpers?”

He sent her a look that said he genuinely
wished he could do it.

“I’m kidding. Well, almost kidding. I do need
to figure out something, but it’s not your problem to deal
with.”

He gave her another kiss. “Before I see
Rupert, I’ll stop by that deli on Torres Street and have them bring
you guys some lunch. How’s that?”

“And now you know why I love this guy so
much,” Sam announced to the others.


Chapter 2

 


Beau knew the café where Rupert Penrick would
be waiting. Charlotte’s Place was one of those hole-in-the-wall
eateries no tourist would probably ever discover, but the parking
lot was usually packed and the tables filled. As far as Beau knew,
no one named Charlotte had ever actually been associated with it.
The owner was a porky man in his sixties who occupied the back
corner table a good part of the time, keeping his piggy little eyes
on the help and, apparently, consuming at least one daily plateful
of the huevos rancheros for which they were locally famous.

Most of the time, Bubba Boudreaux hunched
over a super-size coffee mug cradled in his hands while he smiled
hugely at the town’s influential politicians and businessmen and
ignored the rest. Beau apparently ranked—today, anyway—because
Bubba personally hustled toward him the minute he walked in the
door.

“Sheriff, thank goodness you’re here.” It
came out as yaw he-ah. “We seem to have a little
misunderstandin’ on our hands.”

“Hello, Bubba.” Beau glanced beyond the
proprietor’s shoulder.

Rupert was waving from one of the booths
along the west wall and Beau walked toward him.

Sam’s friend stood, drawing himself to his
full height, which easily topped Bubba’s by a good ten inches. The
café owner did his best to outclass the writer, but with his tubby
body and hunched shoulders he couldn’t quite pull it off. He aimed
another smarmy smile toward Beau.

“There is no misunderstanding,” Rupert said.
“It’s a matter of claim to some found-property. A kid was sitting
at this booth when I arrived. I was in the midst of my scrambled
eggs, over in that booth—” He pointed to a spot two tables away.
“—when the kid left. I noticed he’d left a bag of some sort, so I
told R.G. to try to catch him.”

Roy Greene, R.G. to everyone in the café,
stood behind the cash register trying to look busy and stay
uninvolved. Beau signaled him over.

Rupert continued. “Unfortunately, the
youngster had simply vanished. R.G. brought the bag back and I
suggested we look inside to see if we could identify the
owner.”

From the seat behind him, Rupert lifted a
black duffle bag by the handles and placed it on the table,
gesturing to Beau that he should take a look. Beau pulled the long
zipper and spread open the edges of the bag, revealing several
dozen neatly banded packets of cash.

“Unless that bag belongs to Benjamin
Franklin, I don’t see anyone else’s name in there,” Rupert said
with a smug look toward Bubba.

“Sheriff, that’s a lost-and-found item and it
was found in my rest’rant. By all rights, it now belongs to me.”
Bubba had edged his way to Beau’s left side where he could easily
get his hands on the bag.

“Not so fast, Bubba. This is going to require
a few more questions than for a lost pair of sunglasses. I’ll be
placing it for safekeeping in the county’s evidence locker. This
money is missing from somewhere and there will be a full
investigation before it leaves my custody. Got that?”

Bubba backed away two steps, his eyes still
on the bag. “Well, of course, Sheriff. Ah wouldn’t have it any
other way. Long as you make note it was found abandoned on
my property.”

“So noted,” Beau said. He tilted his head
toward Bubba’s table at the back. “You probably don’t want your
eggs getting cold now, do you? I need to talk to the other
employees and see what everyone else knows.”

Even Bubba couldn’t ignore the dismissal. He
slunk away, pausing at the coffee machine to top off his big
mug.

“R.G., how you doing?” Beau asked, setting
the bag in the far corner of the booth bench, sliding in beside it,
and gesturing for the slim, dark-haired waiter to sit across from
him. Roy fiddled with the wrapper from a straw, pressing it flat,
curling it around his index finger and rolling it out again.

Rupert, apparently satisfied Bubba wasn’t
immediately getting his hands on the money, resumed his seat at the
neighboring booth although his plate had been cleared. He picked up
his half-empty tea mug.

“So, R.G., tell me about this kid who was
sitting here,” Beau said, pulling his small notebook and a pen from
his shirt pocket. “Did you recognize him? Take his order? Serve his
meal?”

“No, sir, Sheriff. That was Sandy.”

Beau smiled across the table. “Roy, no need
to be formal with me. I coached your kid in Little League—wasn’t it
about three or four years ago? Just call me Beau, okay?”

He watched the other man relax a little,
flicking the paper straw-wrapper aside.

“Sandy’s run to the store now to pick up
fresh tortillas for the lunch crowd. Claudine’s the other waitress
today, but she had the tables over on Bubba’s side of the
room.”

“Okay, I’ll talk to Sandy later. Can you tell
me anything about the customer—give me a description? Was it really
a kid?”

“Well, not a child but yeah, a young
guy. Early teens, I’d guess. Dressed all in black with one of them
long coats … I don’t know what they’re called. Had shaggy-looking
hair sticking out from under a black knit cap. I was working the
register and refilling the coffee machine during the time he was
here. Didn’t really get a close look.”

“You didn’t speak to him and he didn’t speak
to you?”

R.G. shook his head.

“You didn’t notice whether he was the one who
carried the bag in?”

“Huh-uh. Guess I assumed he did ’cause we
would have surely noticed the bag when the previous customer left.
I mean, I’m pretty sure we would’ve. I suppose it could have been
on the floor though, up against the wall.”

Beau could tell R.G., for all his wanting to
be helpful, really didn’t have anything to add. He thanked the man
and told him to feel free to call if he thought of anything else.
Claudine came over next, a friendly Hispanic woman in her thirties
who had waited on Beau and Sam here many times. As R.G. predicted,
she’d been busy and hadn’t even noticed the lone, black-clad
customer or the bag until Bubba rushed from his table to see what
was going on and aroused everyone’s curiosity.

“Sorry, Beau,” Claudine said, “but you know
how it is when we get busy in here. Until fifteen minutes ago, I
hadn’t slowed down since seven o’clock this morning.”

The cook, Maria, was even less help. She’d
arrived at five-thirty, prepped for breakfast and had barely taken
a breath since the front door was unlocked. She seemed glad for the
chance to sit down for a couple of minutes, wiping sweat from her
forehead with one of the paper napkins from the dispenser on the
table.

Rupert, meanwhile, paid his check and left,
giving Beau a little talk to you later nod. Through the
front windows, Beau saw him get into his Land Rover but he didn’t
leave the parking lot.

Beau was about to carry the bag out to his
cruiser and lock it inside, thinking he would use the opportunity
to get Rupert’s impressions of the morning’s events, but the other
waitress, Sandy Bartles, walked in just then. He wanted to speak
with her before the lunch crowd began to distract her.

Sandy was another parent whose son had been
on that same Little League team so they started the conversation on
that basis, Beau telling her how much he’d enjoyed the coaching
experience back in the days when he was still a deputy and, for the
most part, worked regular hours. Now married and holding office
he’d had to give up some of his simpler pastimes.

“Yeah, I’d say the kid in black was probably
no more than fourteen, fifteen,” she said when he got around to
asking. “Voice hadn’t changed yet. Real soft-spoken, wouldn’t
hardly make eye contact. We were slammed, so I didn’t exactly reach
out either, you know. Took the order—I think it was the
burrito—delivered plates to all my tables, refilled coffees. You
know. Rupert came in about then and we got talking a little. He’s
used me as a character in one of his books, you know.” She preened
a little.

Beau said he didn’t know that. He asked about
the black bag, whether Sandy had actually seen the kid carry it
in.

“I really couldn’t swear to it,” she said. “I
couldn’t say he didn’t, either, you know. There seemed
something familiar … but with the hat and the black coat … I just
don’t know.”

Beau made notes, although there wasn’t much
in the way of facts to write down. A glance outside told him Rupert
was still waiting in his vehicle, which was odd. Beau’s impression
of the writer was he felt his time was valuable. People waited for
him, not the other way around. He thanked Sandy for her help, once
again left his card in case she wanted to add anything. He picked
up the black bag and purposely ignored Bubba as he walked out. The
man had already said his piece and it didn’t seem anything useful
to Beau.

He locked the bag in the back of his
department SUV and walked over to Rupert’s Land Rover.

“Quite a puzzle,” he said, sliding into the
passenger seat. “Good thing you called it in or old Bubba would
have made himself a few thousand dollars richer, it seems.”

“Sam always tells me how observant I am,
always looking for interesting characters to stick into a
storyline. This time it paid off.”

“So you noticed the kid in black right
away?”

Rupert opened a small compartment on the
console of his vehicle, took out a packet of gum and offered Beau a
stick before taking one for himself. Beau declined but Rupert
unwrapped his and used the extra time to put together his
thoughts.

“He was there when I arrived, so no, I didn’t
see him carry the bag in—if he’s the one who left it there.
And that’s if he was a he. All I saw was a thin, waif-like
being. Could have been male or female. The black coat was huge on
the kid, almost dragged the boot tops, certainly didn’t reveal
anything about figure or build.”

Beau jotted notes and let the writer keep
talking.

Rupert discarded the gum wrapper into his
ashtray. “His hair was blond and had that dry, straw-like texture
which could mean it had been bleached too frequently or
over-processed with heat and products.”

“Everyone else said the kid was wearing a
knit cap.”

“That’s right. But these shaggy ends of blond
stuck out around the edges. The contrast was, I guess, what caught
my eye. Black clothes, black cap, stark white-blond hair. Something
artistic about it.”

“What about facial features?”

“I got the briefest of glimpses, only when he
got up to leave, I’m afraid. He was sitting with his back to me for
the most part. Didn’t make eye contact when he stood up to go. No
facial hair—I can tell you that for sure. Kind of a delicate
jawline. I have an impression of dark eyes, but as I said he really
didn’t look directly at me.”

“Did he get up and leave quickly? I mean,
would that explain why he forgot the bag?”

Rupert’s eyes squinted momentarily as he
tried to recall. “Yes, somewhat quickly. He didn’t go up to the
register to pay—I did notice that—just headed directly for the
door. There was a wadded up five-dollar bill on the table and maybe
a couple of ones … money he left for Sandy to pick up.”

“And once he went out the door, did you see
which direction he went? Did he get into a car? Pause to look
around? Any sign he’d remembered the bag and debated coming back
for it?”

At each question, Rupert simply shook his
head. “Not that I noticed. Once out the front door, I assume he
headed east—there are no windows on that end of the building.”

“Okay, thanks, man. That’s been a help,” Beau
said, opening the door beside him. “You know the drill … if you
think of anything else to add, just let me or Sam know.”

He walked toward his cruiser and watched
Rupert start his own vehicle and drive away. From the front window
of the café, Bubba Boudreaux stared out. When the man realized Beau
had seen him, he stepped back into the shadows.

Beau rechecked the locked doors on his SUV
and walked over to the east end of the restaurant building. Rupert
was right—there were no windows here, just a solid wall that had
once been painted with some kind of mural. It might have been a
scene of the Taos Pueblo and nearby mountains, but it was faded now
to an unrecognizable blur.

Footprints were non-existent on the gravel
driveway and parking area, but Beau looked anyway. Along the
building’s foundation wild daisies grew in the summer months,
although their stalks had gone crispy brown now. Wind had deposited
scraps of trash and two faded-out plastic Walmart shopping bags
among the plant debris. Bubba could certainly spend a little less
time schmoozing at his corner table and a bit more time maintaining
the property. Beau supposed it didn’t matter; Charlotte’s Place had
all the business it could handle anyway.

He scanned the area but saw no sign of the
waif-creature Rupert and the others had described. With a rustic
furniture shop on one side, a beauty salon on the other, and a gas
station at the corner there were plenty of places between and
behind the freestanding buildings for an agile young person to
quickly vanish. Odds were, even if the kid had hung around in hopes
of going back for the duffle bag, once the sheriff’s cruiser showed
up he’d hightailed it and put as much distance as possible between
them.

So, what was the story here? Beau pondered
the question as he drove back to his office. First thing would be
to figure out where all that cash had come from.


Chapter 3

 


Sam edged her way between the end of her
worktable and the wall, holding a large cardboard carton filled
with the satin-boxed chocolates as high above the fray as she could
manage. Becky shifted aside to let her pass.

“I really wasn’t joking when I wished for an
extra thousand square feet in this kitchen,” she said, puffing a
little with the exertion, wishing she could magically lose twenty
pounds.

Becky looked as if she wanted to voice an
opinion but substituted a weary smile instead. Sam sympathized.
They could all complain about the crowded conditions but it wasn’t
changing anything.

“Getting these three cartons out the door
will help,” Sam said. “I’m taking them to the airport now, putting
them safely in the hands of Book It Travel and one of their jets,
then I’ll deliver the Chaves wedding cake. I’m going to figure out
a solution for this—I promise—as soon as I have more than four
consecutive minutes without my hands full or six people needing my
attention all at once.”

The phone rang, two lines lighting up, to
punctuate her statement.

“Tell Jen to take messages. If I stop to take
calls now I’ll miss that plane.” She hipped the back door open and
wrestled the carton to the back of her delivery van.

Strapping the three large cartons against one
side of the van and bracing the wedding cake so nothing could slide
around and create a disaster, Sam got in and started up. As she
pulled out of the alley, she spotted the deli from which Beau’s
lunchtime gift had come. Had she actually eaten her sandwich? She
couldn’t remember. No time to think about it now. She joined the
line of cars slowly creeping their way through the four-way stop at
the corner and kept her eye on the dashboard clock.

The Taos airport sits out on a high, flat
plain crowded with sagebrush. Over the years, several small
airlines had attempted scheduled flights but the cost was high and
passengers few so most only lasted a short time. Presently, only
private aircraft came and went with any regularity, Mr. Bookman’s
among the most notable.

Although he maintained Book It Travel’s
corporate offices in Houston, Stan Bookman had told Sam his reason
for living in Taos was because he could. He’d grown up in the area
and loved it. With high-desert sage on the west, the Sangre de
Cristo Mountains on the east, world-class skiing practically out
his back door in the winter, cool summers that were hard to find
most other places—well, she couldn’t disagree with his reasoning at
all.

In the age of jet travel and internet
bookings, there was no reason for him to stay in some big city if
he didn’t want to. His fleet of private jets catered to the sorts
of people who flew to Paris for lunch or London for a show, with no
more drama than most people gave to driving to their local dining
and entertainment locales.

She pulled alongside the curb at the small
terminal building, caught the eye of Herman, the fixed base
operator’s front-counter man, and he waved her through the side
gate onto the tarmac. Deliveries from her colorfully decorated
bakery van were becoming commonplace out here. A small Learjet sat
on the apron and Sam could see coolers of food being loaded aboard.
She pulled alongside and Book It Travel’s locally based crew chief
met her at the foot of the retractable stairs. He called a couple
of mechanics over and they graciously took the large boxes from the
back of her van.

“These are for the Houston office,” she said,
consulting the order form in her folder. “I assume I have the
correct flight?”

“You got it, Sam. Your timing was perfect—we
take off in ten minutes.”

As he said it, she saw a power couple in
designer casual wear emerge from the terminal. They’d obviously
made a shopping stop at the Overland Sheepskin Company’s large
retail store on the north end of town. Both wore the latest in
lambskin jackets, the lady sporting a pair of turquoise-trimmed
boots that must have cost well over a thousand dollars. The man
carried a spacious leather garment bag, which he handed off to the
crew chief with hardly a glance. For a flash of a moment Sam
wondered what it would be like, shopping and traveling on that
scale, being the person who walked out the door and onto her plane
without the hassles of parking, check-in or miles-long security
lines. She couldn’t imagine what kind of money it took to do
this.

Well, perhaps if Bookman’s contract continued
beyond the initial one-year term and if the money continued to roll
in, maybe she and Beau would plan some kind of classy jaunt, if
only to see the lifestyle up close once. On the other hand,
ostentation wasn’t her style and she’d more likely figure out some
charitable cause for the extra money.

She closed the van’s rear doors, hopped in
and drove back toward the highway. The wedding cake was due at one
of the hotels up at Taos Ski Valley and she headed that direction,
chafing a little at the extra time these two out-of-the-way
deliveries were taking from the massive stack of orders back at the
shop.

The road to Taos Ski Valley felt longer than
ever but in reality it took Sam all of thirty minutes to reach the
Bern Haus Hotel and get the four-tier cake set up in the ballroom
designated for the wedding reception. With no delicate cargo aboard
now, she let her foot get a little heavy on the gas during the
return trip. She’d just passed the turnoff for home (sigh …) and
slowed to match the traffic where the road narrowed and roadside
businesses began to appear when her phone chimed.

She saw Zoë Chartrain’s name on the readout.
She’d had precious little time for her best friend in recent weeks.
She tapped the speaker button so she could keep both hands on the
wheel. The traffic light ahead turned yellow and she slowed.

“I know you’re busy,” Zoë said, her words
rushing out. “I’m not going to take up your time, wanted to just
literally say hi, and I’ll let you go.”

“It’s okay. I’m at a stoplight at the moment
and there’s a funeral procession crawling through the
intersection.”

“How’ve you been? Work must be crazy,
huh?”

“It is. There’s no denying it. We’re crammed
together in the shop … I know I need more space … and I’ve found no
time at all to think about what to do.”

“Darryl’s kind of at a lull in the
construction business,” Zoë said. “If you’d like to talk to him
about it …?”

Sam mentally kicked herself. The idea of
asking her best friend’s husband to quote the cost of renovations
should have occurred to her the moment they moved that second
worktable into the kitchen.

“It’s a great idea, Zoë. I’m not sure
when—”

“Are you still eating, these days?” Zoë asked
it with a laugh in her voice.

“Sitting at a table? Barely.”

“So, how about you and Beau come over for
dinner tomorrow night? We are blessedly free of guests this week
and it would be my pleasure to cook for you guys. You’d have all
evening to fill us in and chat about the expansion.”

It was rare when Zoë and Darryl’s bed and
breakfast was empty, more rare when the four of them got together
as couples. Screw the workload at the shop, Sam decided. Tomorrow,
she would force herself to leave the minute the front door was
locked.

“Six-thirty?” Zoë was asking.

“Let’s do it!” Traffic began to crawl forward
and they ended the call.

Half of Sam worried she wouldn’t finish the
next batch of chocolates if she didn’t put in some evenings this
week; the other little voice inside reminded her that she needed a
personal life. Plus, she would be accomplishing something for the
business at the same time.

At Civic Plaza Drive, with traffic backed up
as far as the eye could see, she made a hasty decision, turned
right, and passed the sheriff’s department. Feeling a little guilty
that she’d had no time for him earlier in the day, she decided
telling Beau about dinner with the Chartrains was a good enough
reason to pop in at his office. When a parking spot on the street
opened up, it seemed the quick stop was meant to be.


Chapter 4

 


Beau stared at the banded stacks of money on
his desk. Sequential numbers, new bills. This cash had not come
from some drug launderer’s stockpile or the mattress hoard of an
old dude. He’d spoken to an Agent Mike Frazer at the Treasury, read
off some of the numbers and was waiting for a callback. Meanwhile,
it would be a good idea to make calls to other law enforcement in
the surrounding counties to see what info he might glean from
them.

Movement outside the window facing the squad
room caught his attention. A second later his doorknob jiggled and
someone tapped. Sam’s face appeared at the window. He crossed the
room and opened the locked door for her.

“Wow—did the county give you a raise?” she
said with an impish grin on her face.

“I wish.” He offered her one of the guest
chairs as he went back to his own seat. “Remember when Rupert
called this morning—said something about found money?”

Her eyes widened and she remained standing.
“Guess it was more than a lost wallet.”

“No kidding. I’m trying to track it down
now.”

“Well, I can’t stay. Just wanted to let you
know that we’re invited to Zoë and Darryl’s tomorrow night for
dinner. I’m making myself a vow to leave my shop on time and not
let anything interfere.”

“Sounds good.” His eyes went to the money
pile again.

“Try not to let a new case tie up all your
time,” she pleaded. “Six-thirty, tomorrow night.”

“I’ll plan on it.” He sent a reassuring smile
her way. Surely, once he knew where the money came from it would
mainly be a matter of turning it back over to the rightful owner.
The least he could do was make time for dinner with his wife and
their friends.

Sam circled his desk and gave him a kiss.
“Gotta run. I’ll call you later and we’ll decide what we’re doing
tonight.”

He stood and saw her to the back door, never
quite taking his eyes off the loot on his desk. They kissed again,
briefly, and she headed out. His phone was ringing when he got back
to the desk.

“Sheriff Cardwell?” said a male voice with
the right degree of authority to be federal.

“Speaking.”

“Mike Frazer with Treasury. We spoke earlier
when you called about serial numbers on a set of bank notes. I’ve
got some information for you.”

Beau reached for his notepad.

“All the notes in question were transferred
from the Federal Reserve Bank in Dallas to the First Bank of
Springer two days ago. That’s who you should talk with, to find out
where the money went next.”

“Thanks,” Beau said absently, making
notes.

Frazer ended the call. Beau wasn’t familiar
with the bank the agent mentioned. The town of Springer was in
Colfax County. But he did know the sheriff there—had, in fact, been
about to call the man when Sam dropped by. He jotted himself a note
so he wouldn’t forget the dinner she’d scheduled, then flipped
through his contacts to find Tim Beason’s number.

All Beau had was the main number for the
department, so it took a couple of re-routes before Beason himself
came on the line.

“Hey Beau, how’s it going? I was just
thinking about you, wondering if you’re going to the conference
next month.”

Beau had forgotten all about the Sheriffs’
Association annual gathering. It served as an opportunity for
colleagues to meet, to learn and mainly to establish the kinds of
connections he hoped would help him today.

“It’s on my agenda,” Beau said. They
exchanged a few pleasantries on the subject before Beau turned to
the real reason for the call. “Listen, I had a weird thing happen
this morning and just found out it’s somehow tied to a bank in your
county.”

He explained about the black bag and how he’d
traced the cash.

“How much did you say?”

Beau ran his fingers over the stacks,
although he knew the amount perfectly well. “A hundred thousand
dollars. Twenty packets of five-thousand each.”

If he expected surprise or hesitation from
Tim, it didn’t come.

“So, that’s part of it,” the other sheriff
said.

“Part of what? Who deals in this kind of cash
nowadays?”

“Big armored car robbery this morning, early
hours. A-1 Armored Car Service picked up a half-mil in cash from
the bank and was in the process of taking it up to the mine near
Questa. Yeah, I know, in a day and age when almost all money is
just numbers on a computer screen somewhere, these guys handle
certain of their operations the old-fashioned way. Cash money.”

“How the hell did they get robbed?”

“It happened in the canyon west of Cimarron.
Lots of curves in the road along there. A gang set up a fake
construction zone and stopped all the traffic, halted the armored
car out of sight of the rest. Driver made the mistake of rolling
down her window to see what the delay was about. They shot her in
the face.”

“God.”

“She’s alive but in real bad shape.”

“Sorry to hear that.” Beau swallowed hard.
“But the money—it would have been in back.”

“Yeah, well. One of the two men in back
opened the door when he heard the shots up front.”

“Aren’t they trained not—”

“They are. We’ll be grilling the hell out of
the two guards, trying to figure out whether one or both of them
were in on this thing.”

“Someone got away with the cash, though.”
Beau felt his mind racing.

“Yep. According to the guards, three men
aimed high-power rifles at them. Disarmed them, grabbed five locked
canvas bags and tossed them into a big black pickup truck. One guy
was shouting orders the whole time, threatening to shoot anyone who
moved an inch. Both of the guards agree—all three men were big and
dangerous but the leader, the one doing all the yelling, he seemed
crazy.”

The line went silent for a minute as both men
thought through the facts.

Tim Beason spoke first. “You say the cash
you’ve retrieved was in some kind of duffle bag?”

“Left behind at a local café by someone who
couldn’t have been any of the men you described. This one was
slight of build and very quiet.”

“But the serial numbers match.”

“According to the Federal Reserve Bank.”

“Dang. How’re we gonna figure this one
out?”

“Can you fax me the statements you’ve taken?”
Beau asked. “Now, go over the whole thing with me again.”


Chapter 5

 


Sara Cook stared at the newspaper on the
kitchen counter.

DARING ARMORED CAR HEIST GOES HORRIBLY WRONG
screamed the headline. And it wasn’t even the local paper, Taos’s
weekly. It said Journal North across the top, so it must be
the one out of Albuquerque.

How had the paper gotten here?

“Sara? Honey, is that you?” Her mother’s
voice was barely audible from the bedroom.

“Yeah, Mom. Be right there.” Sara caught
words in the sub-heading, something about a driver in the Taos
hospital in critical condition.

“Sara?”

She folded the newspaper and stuffed it
between the breadbox and the wall, then hurried to her mother’s
side.

“Hi, Mom. You feeling all right?”

The withered smile came from a face that
looked far older than her forty-five years. Mom’s wispy hair was
pure white now, her face drawn. Her thin fingers clawed at the
covers.

“A little cold, hon. Can you bring me another
blanket?”

Sara pulled the comforter from her own bed,
the twin to Mom’s, and turned to drape it across her mother’s
emaciated frame. Cancer. Such a bitch.

“How about your meds, Mom? Did you take the
pain stuff?”

Her mother squeezed her eyes shut as she
nodded almost imperceptibly.

“Did Matthew come back yet?” Mom asked.

“I haven’t seen him,” Sara said. The
newspaper. “Maybe he stopped by and left again.”

“Oh, that’s right. He offered to get pizza
for you kids’s dinner. He must have gone for that. Don’t know where
he would have got the money. My check doesn’t come for another week
or so. Does it? Maybe I just lost track.”

Sara thought of the bag of cash she’d had her
hands on this morning. Why had she taken it inside that place, let
others see it? She could have nipped one or two of those bills and
no one would have ever figured it out. But what if they did? What
if she got arrested for having somebody else’s money. They’d claim
she stole it. No one would believe she’d just found that bag on the
ground. She’d go to jail and Mom would be here, dying and grieving
over Sara instead of taking care of herself.

“Matt probably had some of his own paycheck
left, Mom. Nice of him to think of pizza. Maybe you’ll feel like
having some with us?”

“We’ll see.” Mom reached for Sara’s hand and
pulled her closer. “You’re such a sweet girl, baby.”

Sara sat on the edge of the bed and clasped
her mother’s birdlike hand, rubbing it to take away the chill. The
other hand was freezing cold, too. She took turns with them,
warming the skin and tucking them beneath the blankets. When she
heard the heavy breaths of her mother’s sleep, Sara rose carefully,
pulled the comforter up to her chin and left the room.

She peered into her brother’s room, on the
chance he’d been here all along. Sometimes he locked himself away
and hardly talked to her. Moods. What right did a guy of twenty
have to indulge his stupid moods and leave his fourteen year old
sister to do all the work? The apartment was tiny but it always
seemed to need cleaning; the laundry, especially the bedding,
should be done more often; cooking was minimal, but there were
nights when she’d like something more than a half can of chicken
noodle soup.

Since the start of term she’d tried to keep
up with her classes, but already she saw it was a losing
proposition. If she could make it to semester break she could at
least get half-credit for everything. But, seriously … she didn’t
see how she could keep this up another three months. She would
think about it this weekend, whether to go back Monday or drop
out.

If only she’d taken some of that money.

Forget it, she told herself. Paid caregivers
cost a lot. Plus, she couldn’t leave Mom with a stranger all day.
School could wait. She could always go back. After.

The sound of a key in the lock interrupted
her thoughts. Just as well—they were becoming dark anyway.

“Hey, Sara. You got home just in time.”
Matthew pushed the door open, letting in a rush of cold air and the
heavenly scent of pizza. “I brought dinner.”

“Mom said you
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