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      Kim

      

      Twelve years earlier . . .

      

      “Why don’t I take you out for a coffee and some birthday cake?”

      Mia is leaning over the divider between our tables and looks at me with pity. I hate that. I clean up my table and hand the keys and the tray over to the pit boss when my replacement takes my spot behind the table, and follow Mia to the locker room.

      Both Mia and I started working at the Bellagio four years ago. Did our training as croupier at the same time and became friends. Strange really, because judging by outward appearances, we clash. Mia is a bombshell blonde with legs all the way up to her chin and a body to die for. I, on the other hand, am a Teletubby; a short, stumpy, brown-haired plain Jane. Mia never seemed put off by my reluctance to socialize though. She latched herself to me right off the bat and wouldn’t let go.

      By now, it’s probably fair to say she knows me better than anyone and despite my hesitance at first, I share just about everything with her. She really is a good friend—my only friend—which is why when we came in for our shift earlier, I told her all about Peter.

      Today’s my birthday, and Peter didn’t even call before my shift started so I’m bummed. Not that he’s ever really shown himself to be the most attentive person, but I figured...I don’t know what the hell I figured. I just know that birthdays suck. A card from my mom, some generic card with only “Happy Birthday, Mom” on it. Nothing from Britta, my sister, not that I’d expected anything from her. I’m used to them ignoring me. But it’s Peter’s lack of interest that hit home. Something that makes me question our relationship. Again. There is little I can do to please him these days, and he seems to be critical of anything I do or wear, or even eat. Thinking back, he’s always been a bit critical, but I didn’t question it at first. Was too thrilled he’d even paid me any attention. He’d been a regular at Mia’s table until one day he came and sat at mine. Asked me out for dinner after I was done, and I was too stunned to say anything. Peter took that as me agreeing and was waiting by the table at the end of my shift. Despite his push for more right from the start, I held off sleeping with him for almost a month. I didn’t have much experience other than a somewhat unfortunate misunderstanding at a graduation party. At least that’s what my mother called it when I tried to tell her what happened. We were all still in shock with my father’s unexpected death from a heart attack right before my finals. So I let it go.

      Anyway, I made Peter work hard for it. Waited until I thought he felt the same for me as I felt for him, but once I gave myself to him, he changed. And not in a good way.

      Mia never did like him, so when I told her he hadn’t even taken the time to phone, she wasn’t surprised at all, which is probably why she’s offering to take me out.

      “I don’t know, Mia. I have an appointment at the clinic at five with the Naturopath and then I think I’ll just go home and sleep. I’m wiped.”

      “Another doctor?” she asks.

      “I have to try. No one else has been able to help much.”

      I can see the doubtful look in her eyes and it hurts. She’s the only one I’ve told about my constant fatigue and listlessness. Something my family always dismissed as ‘being lazy,’ but I’m not. Never was. They also blame my excess weight on laziness, yet I hardly eat at all. With Mom and Britta being stickpins, I always stood out. Only Dad was a bit portly, although not much. He always said it was genetics since his mother had been short and plump. I never knew her. She died before I was born, so I only had old pictures to go by. Dad was young himself when he died, only forty-seven. It’s one of the reasons I started looking for answers as soon as I had medical insurance. My first job as a nanny for a wealthy family here in Vegas didn’t come with benefits, but as soon as I was through my trial period at the Bellagio, and got my coverage, I started my quest.

      Mia doesn’t say anything more, just shrugs. “Your loss, Kim.”

      “Can we do it this weekend maybe? We’re both off on Sunday?” I try to compromise.

      “Sure thing, honey,” she says, grabbing her purse. “I’ll call you.” With that she is out the door.

      An hour and a half I wait before I get to see this Naturopath who’s supposed to have all the answers. Five minutes into the appointment, though, he tells me I need to lose weight and start exercising—exactly what every other doctor has told me for the past four years. It doesn’t matter when I show him the journal where I meticulously keep track of my daily food intake. He doesn’t buy it, I can tell. Dead end. Again.

      I’m pissed and more than a little hurt and discouraged when I get to my car. Slipping behind the wheel, I blink furiously to get rid of the tears that threaten to fall. It’s my damn birthday and I won’t spend it crying by myself in the now abandoned parking lot of a clinic. Determined to perk myself up, I turn the car in the opposite direction from my apartment.

      The smells inside the bakery are mouth watering. The sweet scent of sugar and cinnamon combined with the hint of yeasty fresh baked breads fight with my ingrained resistance to all things food. It’s my goddamn birthday and I’m going to have something—anything—from the cornucopia of tarts and pastries spread out in the display case before me. I zoom in on a small round cake, topped with luscious curls of white chocolate. Too big for one but I order it anyway, thinking I might just initiate my own birthday celebration with Peter. Maybe he simply forgot.

      “I’ll take that one, please,” I tell the girl behind the counter and watch her slip it into a pretty lilac box.

      I feel better, walking to my car with the twine wrapped box in my hands. No more self-pity or morose woe-is-me thoughts. I have a good job, a girl that has my back, a boyfriend and a birthday to celebrate.

      Empowering myself with those positive thoughts, I pull in to the parking lot of Peter’s apartment building. I’m relieved to see his car already parked in its assigned spot, confirming he’s home. Filled with happy anticipation, I make my way up to his apartment, holding the cake box in one hand, while searching my purse with the other for my key. The one he’d given me about a month ago, when he was out of town for a few days on business and asked if I could water his plants. He never asked for it back, and silly me, I hung onto it like the promise of a future.

      It turns in the lock smoothly and the door opens almost soundlessly. I plaster a smile on my face despite my nerves and intend to walk straight through to the kitchen, where, given the dinner hour, I’m positive I’ll find him.

      I don’t get any further than the doorway to the living room, because there on the couch I see Peter’s naked backside pumping furiously between two long, slim legs that are wrapped around his thighs. Distantly I register the cake box slipping from my hands, but the writhing couple on the couch hears it clearly. Peter’s head snaps around—first shock, then anger marking his face.

      “What the fuck? How did you get in here?” he hisses and I stare at him slack-mouthed, not quite believing his hips are still moving inside whomever is underneath him as he glares at me. I want to turn and run, but find myself frozen in some kind of sick nightmare, unable to rip myself away. The urge to hurl so overwhelming, I slap both hands over my mouth in an effort to hold back the bile surging up my throat.

      “Get the fuck out!” he yells at me. At me.

      “I...what...” I can’t even form a coherent sentence, too shocked for words. A fleeting thought shoots through my head that this is what I get when I indulge in flights of fancy. Mere seconds pass, yet I feel like I’ve stood rooted in the spot, watching this sickening display for hours.

      “Fucking hell!” he spits, finally stilling his bucking hips, pulling away and standing up from the couch. I can’t quite compute how it is that he’s angry when I should be the one yelling at him. The words are stuck in my throat, right behind the remainder of my lunch, so the only thing that comes out is, “but it’s my birthday.” Ridiculous.

      Stalking toward me with his cock still erect and glistening with some other woman’s wetness, he holds out his hand, totally unashamed. “Give me my key,” he demands, looking at me with distaste plain on his face. “Should’ve remembered I gave that to you,” he mumbles. Then his eyes slide down my body and eventually hit the crushed cake box lying at my feet before they snap back to mine. “Cake, Kim? You wanna pack on more pounds? Christ, I was barely able to get it up for you to begin with. You were a means to an end, and only that.”

      I can feel the insult like a punch in my gut, and bend over from the impact. That does not stop him from driving his message home. “It was always her I was after from the very beginning. Banging you finally got her attention.”

      Finally, my eyes move over to the couch where a very naked Mia is looking at me with pity and maybe a hint of guilt in her eyes. This is where I finally lose control and I spew up all over my shoes, the crushed cake box and Peter’s naked body. Then I run, finally, leaving the sounds of Peter’s angry cursing behind me.
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      Mal

      

      “I’ll have a chicken salad and a glass of water, please.”

      Her voice is as timid as her appearance. Like a little mouse, she slipped in behind me and sat down at the furthest booth. Shocked, I tried my best not to display any reaction to her showing up here. I never expected to have one of the people I’ve been keeping an eye on show up at Arlene’s Diner. Sure, it’s popular around these parts, but given that I live in the apartment above and take most my meals here, it feels like more than a coincidence. This is why I’m keeping my back turned and my ears perked.

      Arlene tags her the minute she comes out of the kitchen and is taking her order. Fucking chicken salad and water, who lives on that? I’ve had reason to keep her in my sights since taking on this assignment, and the woman rarely eats more than that from what I’ve seen. Seems to feel comfortable in the real estate office she works in, but the moment she steps out, she seems to want to disappear in the shadows. Head always low, never making eye contact and wrapping herself up in that godawful blanket thing—some kind of poncho.

      It’s her boss I’m really keeping track of. Gus got a call from the Ute Reservation a few weeks ago. The council had concerns about two farms backing onto reservation lands. The chief mentioned that both had sold within a month of the other through Martin Vedica, the little mouse’s boss, and they had moved out within days. A third farm, owned by an older couple, was being targeted as well. The couple, Ezhno and Tiva Walker, had moved off the reservation some thirty years earlier to raise their family. They didn’t go far, since their property backs right onto McElmo Creek near Finley Canyon, which is on reservation lands. In fact, it is wedged between reservation boundaries and the southern border of Canyons of the Ancients National Park.

      Gus asked me to keep an eye out and I have, but with Vedica out of town since yesterday, I’d been using the time to do some online digging. So far, I have come up with little to nothing.

      Keeping my eye on the stainless steel backsplash behind the counter, I can see in the reflection that her face is turned my way. It isn’t busy in the diner right now, being lunchtime, but there are still a few booths occupied. Still I know they are her eyes burning in my back, and I wonder if she could possibly have spotted me before.

      Kimeo Lowe. A rather exotic name for the pretty, but unassuming little thing hidden under layers of dark clothing. Soft voice, soft brown eyes, and from what I’ve been able to distinguish, a soft rounded body. Hardly the description for anyone associated with some kind of nefarious real estate deal, but you never know. Looks can be deceiving.

      “Your burger,” Arlene says, plopping a plate loaded with sweet potato fries and Seb’s juicy signature burger on the counter in front of me. Seb is married to Arlene and is the cook and part owner of the diner. They’re also my landlords.

      “Thanks.” I lift my eyes to smile at her.

      I don’t hesitate to dig in, starving, which pretty much is a constant state for me. Wicked fast metabolism or something, because I’ve always been able to eat whatever I want and none of it seems to stick. A healthy appetite. Maybe that’s why seeing the woman listlessly pick at a bowl of salad just seems wrong to me. My eyes are back on her reflection where I can see her playing with her food, but not putting much of it in her mouth. She seems a little skittish, and when the door to the diner opens, her head whips around to see who’s entered. I resist the urge to turn my head and keep my focus trained on her.

      “Hey stranger, how’s it going?” The familiar voice catches my attention. Kendra, the pretty physical therapist who joined Doc Waters the end of last year in the new clinic, is smiling at me. I smile back easily. She’s a nice woman and since coming to town has fitted into our circle of friends easily. At some point I thought there might be something there, and we’d actually gone out a couple of times. After a movie in Cortez on our third date, I took our earlier friendly kisses a step further when I dropped her off. That kiss fell flat. Where I thought there might have been sparks before, they fizzled out the moment my mouth hit hers. No heat, and fucking awkward as hell. Almost felt like kissing your sister. The kiss ended very quickly and Kendra could barely keep a straight face. We both burst out laughing, and the memory puts a smile on my face.

      “Hey yourself. You in for lunch?”

      “Just picking something up for Naomi and me. We’ve got solid appointments well into the evening. Ugh.”

      Doctor Naomi Waters is the new town doctor and also the wife of the former sheriff, now my colleague, Joe Morris. He and I are the latest additions to GFI, an investigations and security company owned and run by Gus Flemming.

      “You guys have really hit the ground running with the clinic, haven’t you?” Arlene pipes up, having heard Kendra’s comment.

      “Sure have. Makes you wonder where the population of Cedar Tree went before Naomi decided to open up shop here,” Kendra responds.

      “Most of us would go to Cortez, but it’s mighty convenient having you around the corner.” Arlene smiles. “What can I get you?”

      While Kendra places her order, I suddenly remember the focus of my earlier attention and lift my eyes to the backsplash. Nothing, the table she was sitting at is empty. I turn on my stool to look to the parking lot where the little blue Honda I’ve seen her drive was parked. My eyes hit two soft brown ones staring at me through the diner window, before they turn away and I see her head duck down as she slips into her car. I’m up and off my stool by the time she backs out of the parking spot and have my eyes peeled when I see her turning west.

      “Be back. Add it to my tab,” I tell Arlene as I pass by her followed by a “Later, Kendra.” With a final chin lift to Seb I’m through the kitchen and out the back door where my truck is parked.
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        * * *

      

      Kim

      

      “Did you drop off that envelope with the Walkers yesterday?”

      The phone was ringing the moment I walked into the office this morning. Martin Vedica, my boss, was in San Antonio for a few days to meet with some important clients coming up from Mexico. I wasn’t privy to the nature of the business. Martin had said it was only a preliminary meeting, but he was nervous before he left yesterday and handed me the envelope. He insisted I drop it off on my way home, which is kind of strange, since I live just on the outskirts of Cortez, and the Walkers are in the opposite direction, about half an hour out of town. But whatever. I fully intended to drop it off last night, but when Kerry showed up after closing her bookstore next door, and insisted on taking me out for a celebratory drink for my birthday, I totally forgot about the envelope in my purse. Until now.

      “Uh, yes.” Dammit, I hate lying but I really don’t want to piss him off any more than he’s been these last two months. He’s been irritable and I’ve had to walk on eggshells when approaching him. It started with the ‘big deal’ he mentioned to me before Christmas. One that would put his name on the map, in his words. That’s when he started aggressively pursuing these properties down past Kelly’s Place - Bed & Breakfast out on County Road G. He had me do title searches on all three farms, but other than that has kept me out of the loop. A couple of ‘new clients’ have come through the door in the past two months, none of whom he wanted me to have anything to do with. Other than bringing them coffee. But I’ve picked up words and snippets of conversation here and there and it’s had my hair on end. Enough so that I don’t really want to make a wrong move and piss him off. So I lie and he buys it.

      “Excellent. I’ll be back after the weekend. Probably Monday if I can get things rounded up here.” By the time he hangs up after I reassured him, he sounds to be in a much better mood. I spend the next hour replying to phone messages and emails. By the time I’m done, it’s almost noon. I grab my keys, my poncho and my purse and lock up. I’ll use my lunch hour to quickly grab something on the way to the Walker farm.

      Kerry has mentioned the diner in Cedar Tree before. Her husband Greg has taken her there a few times. He works for a contractor out of Cedar Tree, Mason Brothers. Said the food there was exceptional compared to what you’d expect from regular diner grub. So when I drive past the sign that says ‘Arlene’s Diner,’ I make the split second decision to have a quick lunch first.

      The place is pretty quiet, but it’s still early on a Friday. Only a few occupied booths and a single man with long black hair tied back in a ponytail sitting at the counter with his back to me. A nice back from what I can see; wide shoulders tapering down to a narrow waist, all barely contained in the long-sleeved shirt he’s wearing. A thick parka is draped over the stool beside his. The moment his head turns toward the door, I avert my eyes and duck down in the shawl of my poncho. I pick a booth by the window so that I have my back to the door and can observe the man at the counter. For some reason he makes me feel uncomfortable. Shaking off the feeling, I grab the menu which is tucked between the bottles of condiments on the table and start leafing through. Everything looks really good, but when the waitress walks up to my table I order a plain chicken salad and water, by rote. Dammit. I can’t seem to get the sound of disparaging voices out of my head when I even think to order something off the menu. I’ve heard them my whole life and even yesterday, on my birthday, when Kerry brought over the pretty cupcake along with the ‘Life starts at 40’ birthday card, I had a hard time eating it. The encouraging and almost hopeful smile on Kerry’s face made it impossible to refuse, so I took a bite. It tasted like sawdust and I had to battle my gag reflex. When she dragged me out to the Lounging Lizard afterwards, I managed to sneak away to the bathroom, to purge the contents of my stomach and immediately felt ten times better. Good enough to order a small chicken salad and a glass of wine. The first didn’t make Kerry happy but the second did and we ended up having a good time, mostly filled with Kerry’s excited chatter about a shipment of new books which had arrived earlier in the week. That’s how we met, Kerry and I. My Kindle is attached to me. In fact I have a spare one at home, in case this one craps out. Occasionally though, I love the feel of a real book in my hands and the first time I ventured into Kerry’s Korner, the smell of printed paper in the bookstore made me feel right at home. As did Kerry herself. And even though I am still hesitant to share too much of myself, I’ve come to trust her. Kind of.

      The arrival of my salad at the table interrupts the inconspicuous looks I’m directing toward the counter. More specifically, toward the tall, built and gorgeous man at the counter. I catch him in profile only once, the rest of the time his back stays turned, but that one glimpse is enough to give me butterflies. He’s beautiful. With his long hair pulled back from his face, a prominent brow, prominent nose with a bit of a bump, strong square jaws covered in stubble and the most luscious mouth I’ve ever seen on a man. It’s obvious he’s at least part Native American, which shouldn’t surprise me in this area that is rich with indigenous cultures and a few of the larger reservations.

      “Can I get you anything else?” The tall blonde waitress asks, one eyebrow raised. I shake my head and drop my eyes to my bowl of salad, feeling chastised for looking.

      “No thank you. Just the bill please.”

      “Be right back,” she says, turning around.

      From the corner of my eye, I see her deliver a plate piled high with what I’m sure are sweet potato fries and I immediately look at my own lunch with some regret. Looks good enough, with a few interesting additions of beans, corn and cheese, but still, I shove most of that to the side and eat a few tentative bites of lettuce and chicken. When the tang of a chipotle dressing hits my taste buds I wish I could eat more.

      The waitress comes back with the bill. “You can pay at the counter,” she says. But with one look at the cash register right beside the man, I know I want to avoid it.

      “Can I just pay you now?” I ask, looking at the receipt and fully prepared to hand over my twenty dollar bill even though the total doesn’t even come to ten. It’s worth not having to be embarrassed when I sidle up to the counter. A man like that would never even look twice at the likes of me.

      The woman stands by my table, a weird expression on her face. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but I scramble to dig my wallet from my purse. “Here,” I say, handing over the twenty. “No need for change.”

      She shrugs and mumbles, “thanks,” before turning away.

      Just then the door opens and another statuesque blonde walks in and right up to the man with the ponytail. This one seems younger and is very curvaceous. Not only that, she smiles huge when she talks to him. Figures. I’m even more grateful now that I don’t have to walk over there to pay.

      I force down a few more bites and take a sip of my water, but whatever appetite I had is gone. I manage to pull on my poncho, tuck my purse under my arm, and slip out the door while the two blondes and the dark ponytail chat it up.

      Once outside, I dig for my keys in my purse when I feel a tingle at the base of my neck. Lifting my head, my eyes zoom in on the man who is now looking straight at me through the window. Deep black eyes hold me hostage long enough to fumble with my keys and the lock. The moment I open the door, I see him begin to move and tear my eyes away, ducking into the car.

      The drive is actually very pretty along County Road G. Some snow remains on the landscape, even though it’s late March. I push thoughts of those dark eyes as far away as I can. Instead I look around me to see if the sights are able to give me any clues as to why Martin is almost rabid to purchase these properties. I have control of the filing system, except for the one cabinet in his office which houses his ‘personal stuff,’ or so he says. I’ve seen some of his recent visitors walk in with rolls of drawings and folders of papers which didn’t make it out of the office with them. I assume they’re still there. Somewhere. Maybe I’ll use the time he’s away to get a closer look. In the meantime I’ll keep my eyes open. Nothing stands out other than that it’s beautiful country.

      The moment I pass the B&B, I start slowing down. I know the Walker’s driveway is coming up on my left. The only other time I’ve been here was before the other two farms were sold through Martin. He’d sent me out to drop off an offer on the property, one that wasn’t well received by the Walkers. In fact, I’d had a shotgun shoved in my face when they discovered why I was there. My boss is a manipulative bastard and had sent me, knowing they would be less than receptive, but had hoped a woman would soften them up a little. Not so much with the Walkers. The moment I identified myself, Ezhno Walker slipped inside the door and came out, his shotgun already cocked. I didn’t hesitate and backed away when he yelled at me to leave. When I got back to the office I took Martin to task, but he waved it all off and said Ezhno Walker was no longer functioning at full capacity. That’s why, when he asked me to drop off an envelope, I’d questioned him but he assured me they were expecting it.

      I recognize their mailbox coming up and prepare to make my turn when a dark colored SUV comes barreling out of the driveway and turns left, speeding off toward the Utah border. Huh. I’m still wondering what kind of idiot would come blowing out of a driveway that fast, when I pull up to the old log farmhouse. The front door is open and just outside it, Mrs. Walker is on her knees, leaning over her husband. I get out of the car and at the sound of my door closing her head whips around. I can see blood coming from her nose. What the hell is going on?

      “Mrs. Walker, are you okay?” I hurry over and upon getting closer, I can see Ezhno’s face is bloodied too. I rush up the steps, but Tiva, Mrs. Walker, scrambles to her feet and rushes inside. Dropping down on my knees beside Ezhno, I immediately feel for a pulse, and it’s there. Faint but there. A sound I’ve heard once before has me lift my eyes to the doorway where Tiva stands, this time it’s her holding that same damn shotgun.

      “Get off our property,” she hisses.

      “But Mrs. Walker, Tiva, your husband needs help. You’re both hurt.”

      “You here to see if your goons did their job?”

      I’m shocked at her words. “My goons? I don’t know what you mean? Who are you talking about?”

      The blast from the shotgun hits the dirt behind me, but the sound deafens me instantly and has me rearing back on my ass. She cocks the gun again and aims it at me.

      “Get off our property!”

      Not about to argue with an unmistakably irate woman toting a gun, I crab walk backward on hands and feet until my body hits the car. I scramble around it to the driver side and slip in, trying furiously to get it started. The moment it catches I floor it and skid around the barnyard, my tires spinning before they find traction. Just as I come up to the end of the driveway, a silver pick up truck pulls in. I manage to slip past it and I’m already turning back in the direction of Cedar Tree, planning to stop at the first opportunity so I can call the sheriff’s office, when it hits me.

      The man from the diner was behind the wheel.
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      Mal

      

      I can’t have been that far behind, but by the time I hit the road the little blue Honda was gone. I know she turned left, in a westerly direction, so that’s where I’m heading. I’m going at a good clip when I pass Kelly’s Place and suddenly I know where she’s gone. The Walker place is up ahead and I’m just turning into the driveway when her blue compact comes streaking at me, barely avoiding my front left fender. Kimeo is at the wheel and other than a quick flick of her panicked eyes my way, she is focused on getting away. Fast. I intend to turn and follow her back toward town, where she’s headed as if the devil is on her heels, when I spot the Walkers on their porch.

      “She already called it in,” Drew Carmel, our sheriff’s voice comes over the line.

      The moment I spotted the state of the poor elderly couple, I had my phone out and was calling for an ambulance. Two things occurred to me right away; Tiva had her shotgun propped beside the door and there was no way in hell that small woman had time to do this kind of damage. I left barely minutes behind her.

      “Have a description of two vehicles from her; one a dark-colored, large SUV and the other one sounds a lot like yours. I’m thinking she has no clue who you are, right?”

      “Pretty sure that’s accurate. Tiva tells me when she heard her husband yell from the front of the house, she stepped out onto the porch. There were two guys working him over, one holding him and the other beating on him. Apparently she ran to them without thinking, and was rewarded with a few hits. One of the guys told her they should ”take the offer” or they’d be back. They took off and not a minute later, according to her, that girl from Vedica’s office drove up. Scared—and I’m guessing a bit confused—she pulled the shotgun on her.”

      “Christ. What would drive someone to beat up on a couple of seniors?” Drew sounds disgusted.

      “Money,” I offer as an explanation for most of the world’s evil.

      “Right,” Drew says matter-of-factly. “I’m going to pay Ms. Lowe a visit. Also I’ll have a word with her boss, see whether he can shine some light on the sudden interest in those properties.”

      “He’s out of town,” I volunteer. “Left yesterday.”

      “I have a feeling you and I need to sit down as well. You can enlighten me on what your involvement is in this.”

      “Got no problem with that, but don’t be surprised if Gus shows up with me.”

      “GFI business?” Drew guesses.

      “You got it.”

      “Fuck me. Right. Check with your boss and call me to set up a meet.”

      At that moment, the sound of sirens can be heard from the road and a sheriff’s patrol car, followed by an ambulance, appear between the trees lining the Walkers’ drive.

      “Troops are here,” I tell Drew.

      “I can hear. I’ll let you go and give my deputy a head’s up before he gives you a hard time. Call me as soon as you can.” With that he hangs up.

      It’s almost three in the afternoon before I get to Gus’s house. The GFI offices are housed in an addition Gus and his wife Emma built a couple of years ago. Emma is a doll, a phenomenal cook and takes good care of anyone who walks through her door. That’s why, despite the fact I downed lunch only a couple of hours ago, my mouth waters the moment I open the door to her “Come in!” and am assaulted with the smell of fresh baking. How Gus doesn’t have a gut on him, I can’t figure.

      “Hey Mal.” Emma beams her smile at me from the kitchen, her domain.

      “Emma.” I bend down and give her a kiss on the cheek. “What’ve you got cookin’?”

      “Baking actually. The weekend order for the diner.” She indicates the counter filled with a variety of pies and pastries. Seb at the diner is a fantastic cook, but Emma is the baking queen. She’s baked all the sweets for the diner since she moved to Cedar Tree. Helps that she’s Arlene’s best friend.

      “Smells great.”

      “I have muffins in the oven. Five more minutes and I can take them out. I’ll come bring you guys some warm ones.”

      “You’re the best.” I give her a hug, noticing how soft and comfortable she is in my arms, when I hear a growl behind me and Emma starts to chuckle.

      “Unhand my wife, will ya?” Gus is standing in the doorway with his arms crossed over his chest and a scowl on his face.

      “Oh, keep your socks on, Gus,” Emma says as she slips out of my arms and heads straight for her husband’s. His face softens instantly with a look I see all too often these days from my brother as well. Caleb, just like most of the others in our little community, is happily in love. The last vestiges standing are Neil and I. The rest of the hard-assed males seem to have succumbed.

      “Have an update on the farms,” I prompt and Gus’s eyes snap to mine.

      “Heard something over the scanner. Neil’s in the conference room. I’ll be right in,” he says with a tilt of his head down the hallway. I take that as an invitation to go ahead. By the time I open the right door, Gus is already behind me.

      “Hey Neil.”

      The dark blond head bent over a keyboard snaps up. “Mal.”

      Not sure what’s up but since the open house when Naomi’s clinic opened, Neil’s had a burr up his ass the size of a fist. Quite a change for someone who is generally fun loving and friendly. I asked him once what the fuck was up and he assured me nothing. Still the burr hasn’t dislodged. I can feel the negative energy flowing around me.

      Saying nothing, I pull out a chair and sit, while Gus does the same on the other side.

      “What’ve you got?”

      For the next half hour or so I give them an update on my findings, ending with a detailed description of today’s events. Gus makes notes and Neil taps away on his keyboard, seemingly uninterested but I know he’s dutifully doing his job. Whatever issue he has with me, he’s a great investigator and a man I trust to have my back when it comes down to it.

      “Drew wants me to come in. He knows I’m working on something and with the assault on the Walkers, he wants to know what.”

      “Do it as soon as possible and see if you can catch him before he heads over to the Lowe woman. Be good if you could listen in. I’ll be calling Chief Nakai to let him know what’s going on.”Gus leans back in his chair and looks over to where the youngest GFI employee has dropped all pretence of working and is instead following our conversation keenly.

      “Neil? You start digging. Look for anything on the three farms in question and the surrounding areas. I mean anything; history, previous owners, who is listed as current owner, survey permits—anything that pops up, I want a report on. Also find me the owners of the two farms already sold. I know they were gone before anyone got wind of what was going on.” Gus pushes up from the table and I do the same across from him, just as Emma walks in, a tray balancing on her walker. Emma is disabled, but that doesn’t seem to slow her down one bit, and Gus doesn’t even see it.

      “Are you leaving?” she directs at me, when she sees me stand. “I was just bringing you guys fresh coffee and a warm muffin.”

      “I gotta run, but if you don’t mind, I’ll take some of that coffee and a muffin on the run.”

      “Yeah sure, I’ll get you a travel mug.”

      With a two finger wave for Gus and a chin lift to a still scowling Neil, I follow Emma to the kitchen where she hands me a travel mug and a paper bag with two muffins. I bend down to kiss her cheek, and have to chuckle when I hear Gus growl behind me again.

      “Oh for Christ’s sake, Gus!” Is the last thing I hear before heading out to my truck.
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      Kim

      

      “Come here, Boo. Momma’s gonna take you for a walk.”

      As always, my babe is at the door when I come in and inevitably jumps up, backing me into the front door by way of greeting. He then runs to the backdoor, waiting to be let out after what usually is a long day without relief for him. Just because I’m home earlier than normal, doesn’t seem to change the routine for him. Except where usually I’d have something to eat first, let him out for a quick piddle, feed him and take him for his walk, today I want to get his walk out of the way before I take my shoes off.

      A little confused—my dog is a huge, goofy Great Dane—he saunters back to me and sits down, an expectant expression on his face. I clip the leash on his collar and grab a poop-bag.

      My house sits toward the end of Canyon Drive on the northwest side of Cortez. It’s a single-level bungalow surrounded by some mature trees and otherwise has gorgeous views of the mesa with the mountains in the distance. It tends to get cold in the winter, because it is a bit exposed to the elements, which is probably why I was able to pick it up for a steal three winters ago. At that time I’d still been working through employment agencies, mostly short-term contract work that could take me as far as Durango on a daily basis, but I couldn’t resist the amazing bargain I was getting. During my years in Vegas, I saved up a nice nest egg. Never needing much to survive on, I was able to tuck away most of my earnings and my sometimes generous tips into savings. When I came back to Colorado, after things in Vegas turned sour, I wanted to stay as far away from Grand Junction as possible, even though I knew work was probably easier to come by there. So Durango was where I ended up first. Once I’d gotten a good gander at the rugged beauty of the mesas though, Cortez became my home.

      I allow Boo to pull me along a little. I use walking to empty my mind as much as I can. It’s a great way to let go of stress at the end of a long day, and today has been particularly stressful.

      We turn right at the end of our drive where the paved road ends and turns into a dirt road. I often walk that way because from there we have some gorgeous trails that loop through the mesa and I can let Boo have a run. In the three years I’ve had him, he’s never run off far or for very long. He generally just likes to sniff and maybe chase a rabbit or some other small animal before returning to me. This time of year, there can still be snow on the mesa. Not tons, but enough to give it a very wintery look. Some days the sun can get so strong, you actually see the snow slowly disappear, but the nights are cold and we still get the occasional snowfall. Nowhere near what January and February usually bring though.

      When thoughts of the day’s events start crowding my mind again, and the cold biting wind starts numbing my face, I call Boo and turn around. When we get close to the road, I stop and click on his leash and we make our way home.

      The first thing I see is a familiar silver truck in my drive and it freezes me on the spot. Since seeing that man behind the wheel, there’ve been a million thoughts tumbling through my head. My first thought had been that he was a family member to the Walkers, but as far as I knew, they had no offspring. Still, could be a nephew. Next I thought he might have had something to do with the attack, but that doesn’t feel right. And now that the truck is parked in my driveway, I don’t know whether to be scared or excited.

      Boo is getting impatient and wants his dinner I’m sure, because he’s pulling hard now, forcing me to move. When I turn into the drive, I see a patrol car with Sheriff on the side, parked behind the silver truck. I couldn’t see it from the road. Two men are standing under the carport where my front door is. One is wearing the sheriff’s uniform and looks familiar. I’ve seen him in town a time or two. The second man is so much taller standing up than he was sitting down in the diner earlier. My gaze drifts over his full length, from his boot covered feet, up his long legs, thick thighs toward his broad chest and finally reaches his beautifully chiseled face. His dark eyes focus on me with such intensity, it makes the sweat break out on my forehead, despite the cold temperatures.

      Boo is growling at my side and despite his giant poops and endless appetite, I’m grateful I bought a dog that big.

      “Ms. Lowe?” the sheriff asks and Boo barks in response.

      “Yes?” I follow more timidly, hanging on to Boo who is starting to snarl. I’m worried he’ll get loose and attack an officer of the law. That would probably not be good.

      With two hands I pull him back, barely containing him when the tall man takes a step forward.

      “You can let him go.” I don’t think I’ve ever heard a deeper voice. Not up close anyway. I can feel the vibrations of his deep bass in my body.

      “I don’t think...it’s probably...I think it’s safer—” I stammer before he interrupts.

      “Trust me. You can let him go.”

      “It’s better if I lock him—”

      “Let go.” His voice is commanding which is an instant red flag.

      “Really?” I’m more than a little riled now. Especially since the sheriff is just standing there looking way too amused. “You want me to let him go? Fine. Consequences are yours. Go, Boo.” I drop his leash and my protector immediately lopes to Mr. Intimidating, and jumps up on his shoulders where he starts... licking? What? What’s become of my hundred and fifty pound body guard?

      “Boo, down,” the deep voice rumbles, and to my astonishment my baby drops to all fours, sits his ass down and looks up adoringly at him.

      The sheriff begins to speak. “Ms. Lowe, sorry for the interruption, but I have a few questions for you about this afternoon’s events. Mr. Whitetail here was kind enough to accompany me. I understand you passed each other in the Walkers’ driveway?” At this last question my eyes are pulled from my supremely disloyal pooch toward the sheriff, who still sports a smile.
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      Mal

      

      “Maybe we can continue this inside? It’s freezing and I have to feed my dog.”

      I’ve been struggling to keep a straight face since she came up the drive with her massive dog. I’d have picked a small little lapdog for her if any. Cats seem more her speed, but she walks up, all five foot nothing of her, with this fierce looking dog that looks like a cow and is named ‘Boo.’ Luckily I’ve always had an easy affinity with animals, as opposed to people. That’s why I wasn’t worried when the big pooch started growling. Somehow even the most vicious of dogs will heed me when they hear my voice. They seem to accept me as their alpha immediately.

      In contrast, it takes me a long time to warm up to, let alone trust another person. I even had to learn to like and appreciate my brother again. The turning point for me was being able to help his wife give birth when she went into labor unexpectedly during a party. It wasn’t just seeing how he was with Katie or with his son, it was the fact that he seemed to want me there with them. No reservations whatsoever. His trust in me bolstered my trust in him.

      The moment Kimeo passes me and slaps her hand against her thigh to call her dog, I gesture for him to follow her, something he does immediately.

      “She’s something else,” Drew mumbles to me, but with his eyes firmly on her very ample backside. That causes an uncomfortable prickle at the back of my neck.

      “Back off,” I snap before I have a chance to examine my rather uncharacteristic impulse. I’m pretty even-keeled and rarely get ruffled, but Drew’s interest somehow strikes me wrong. My interest in the little Nizhóní seems to be a bit more than professional.

      My words have Drew turn to me with a small smirk on his lips. “It’s like that, is it?”

      I try to ignore his remark, but as I’m holding the door and he walks past me into the house, I can’t help myself.

      “She’s part of a case. You’d best remember that. Besides, from what I’ve seen of you, you like them young and curvy. Are you getting bored with your parade of young, leggy and thin chicks and want to try a taste of an older woman? A fat one at that?”

      I don’t know what possessed me to say that shit other than trying my best to distract him from her. For the case—of course. But even though I whisper it to him while still outside, I can tell she’s heard—at least part of it. She’s turned to the counter, her back toward us and ramrod straight, and her movements jerky. Fuck.

      Drew elbows me hard. I glare at him and just catch him mouthing ‘asshole.’ Yeah.

      “Look,” I start, wanting to... explain? Hell, I don’t know what I’m thinking but I feel like the giant fuck up I am. She turns around with a forced smile on her face, pointedly not looking at me, but at Drew.

      “So Sheriff, I never caught your name?” she asks him.

      “Drew Carmel, Ms. Lowe. And this is Malachi Whitetail. He is an investigator for GFI, a local security and investigations firm.”

      Her eyes flick in my direction briefly before settling back on Drew. “Do you know if Mr. and Mrs. Walker are okay?”

      “They’re well looked after, Ms. Lowe. Both are expected to make a full recovery although Ezhno may be hospitalized for a while. He is undergoing some tests.”

      “Please call me Kim, everyone does. Glad to hear they’ll be all right. I’m curious though, what exactly does a security firm have to do with the Walkers?” She bends over to put a bowl of food in front of her dog and straightens back up, determinedly avoiding my eyes.

      “We’ll get to that shortly, but first let me ask you a few questions.” Drew swiftly detours the conversation.

      “Very well, would you like to sit down?”

      Without waiting for an answer, she leads us out of the kitchen and into a surprisingly spacious living room where she sits down in a large club chair. The only option open to Drew and I is the equally large sofa. Drew sits down and I opt to lean against the fireplace mantle and stay standing. This allows me to see her in profile, as she keeps her attention on Drew, while he goes over the day’s events with her. I’m only half listening but closely observe her body language, more interested in what she might be hiding than what she actually shares. Yet after half an hour of detailed questioning, her body tells me nothing more than that she must have some Latin blood in her. It’s the way her hands seem to fly around, emphasizing what her mouth is saying. Her small hands captivate me and each time they move I find myself thinking how they’d feel on my skin. Not sure where that comes from. She sure as hell is nothing like the women I occasionally hook up with. Just like Drew, I gravitate toward tall, leggy and preferably stacked. Not short, round and trying hard to be invisible. But she’s not really invisible, is she? Not to Drew either. He seems as intrigued by the subtle hints of a bright fire underneath as I am. Still, when she describes noticing me at the diner and recognizing me in the Walkers’ driveway, her posture shrinks, as if she’s making herself as small as possible.

      I am quickly able to deduct the fact that this woman is not knowingly involved but harbors suspicions of her own about the land sales. Two other things become clear to me though; she works hard at being overlooked, keeping her head down and her light hidden, and I’ve wounded her. It’s glaringly obvious by her cold body language and icy demeanor. Both directed only at me. Dammit.

      The only time she briefly looks at me is when Drew invites me to explain my involvement.

      “Oh wait!” she cries out, scrambling out of her seat and disappearing into the kitchen. She comes back with her purse in one hand and waving an envelope in the other. “I forgot I still had this, the letter I was supposed to hand deliver.”

      With a quick look in my direction, Drew takes the envelope and rips it open. His face hardens before handing it to me.

      Dear Mr. and Mrs. Walker,

      I am writing you out of concern. I may have come across as aggressive in pursuing the sale of your property in the past, but I am not ruthless. Unfortunately it would appear that I have unwittingly thrown in my hat with a buyer who has somewhat different views on the methods of persuasion. I’m therefore strongly encouraging you to take the last offer I proposed in order to avoid undue pressure placed on you.

      Yours respectfully,

      Martin G. Vedica

      Son of a bitch.
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      “What is it? What does it say?”

      A chill runs down my back when I see the grave looks the sheriff and Malachi exchange, before collectively turning to me.

      “Where is your boss?” Malachi asks, without answering my question.

      “San Antonio—why? What’s in the letter?”

      “And he’s expected back when?”

      “I talked to him this morning, he says Monday. But what—” I try again but he turns away and addresses Sheriff Carmel, cutting me off.

      “We need to get into the office.”

      “Not sure we’ll be able to get a warrant signed before Monday, my friend. If there’s enough here for one to begin with.”

      “Then I’ll go in,” he offers in his deep rumbling voice, but the other man shakes his head.

      “Can’t do that, Mal. It would make whatever you come up with unusable.”

      “Inadmissible maybe, but not unusable.”

      Tired of being ignored I clear my throat. “Excuse me—but can someone tell me what’s going on?”

      Wordlessly, Malachi hands me the letter, which I have to read twice to make sure I understand.

      “I was right,” I say out loud, with a feeling of dread in the pit of my stomach.

      “What are you talking about?” the investigator asks, but instead of addressing him—the poison of his words burrowing under my skin—I turn to the sheriff. “I’ve had a bad feeling about this land deal. Normally everything goes through me: setting up meetings, planning trips, sorting documents, writing letters. In the past couple of months, Martin’s been evasive and secretive. He’s having people come in for meetings I never arranged for him. He’s booking his own flights to Texas—this San Antonio trip is the third one in two months. The kicker is, other than asking me to do a title search way back when, I haven’t seen any paperwork or documents, until he handed me this letter. It was the second time he asked me to personally deliver something to the Walker farm.”

      Looking from a set of intense blue eyes to an almost familiar, and certainly more intimidating set of dark ones, I straighten my shoulders and push on. “I can do it,” I offer, lifting my chin to show my determination.”

      “What? What are you talking about?” This from Malachi whose eyes I meet full on for the first time since I overheard him say what’s been ingrained in me since childhood.

      “I have a key,” I offer by way of explanation.

      “Hell no.”

      “Was planning to do some overdue filing this weekend...”

      “I said no.”

      His bossy tone rubs me the wrong way and I plant my index finger squarely in his chest. “Who are you to tell me what to do?”

      Malachi stands unmoving, simply looking down at me with those eyes that show a lot more emotion this close up. A soft chuckle from behind me reminds me of the sheriff’s presence. Maybe not so smart to blurt out my intentions when the county’s top lawman is in attendance. I back away from Malachi, realizing how ridiculous I must look, my five foot three form facing off with his six and half feet—or thereabouts—leanly muscled length. No wonder the sheriff is amused.

      “Hate to say it, tempting as it is since you have a valid reason to be there, but I can’t let you do that,” he says, his smirk disappearing. “Until we find out what we’re dealing with it could be unsafe. You should just go about your business and leave the investigating up to us.”

      Typical brush off.

      With the letter in hand and a promise to be in touch before Monday, when Martin’s supposed to be back, the sheriff takes his leave.

      “You heading out too, Mal?” he says when he’s about to get in his patrol car, looking behind me where I can sense his friend lurking behind me.

      “Yup.” Comes the answer from much closer than I’d expected. A steady look is directed over my shoulder, lasting a touch more than is comfortable, before he slides behind the wheel and backs out of my drive.

      Now what?

      I turn slowly and am faced with the broad expanse of what is visible of his chest under the thick parka. The man is not moving, forcing me to tilt my head way the hell back to look at him.

      “Excuse me.” I
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