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        To Linda, my 'twin',

        who made me fall in love with Colorado,

        and reminds me to appreciate the 'smaller' things in life.

        Who cares for many,

        but allows only few to care for her.

        Who is the strictest of taskmasters

        but encourages everything I undertake.

        Who is one of the smartest women I know

        and still remains the salt of the earth.

        Who is my best friend...
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      "Hello?"

      "Hey, you…" She heard a deep sleepy man's voice.

      "Uhm…hi? Do I know you?" she asked.

      No clue who this person was, Emma's mind was frantically going through its databanks, trying to sort through files to find a matching sexy, dark sounding voice, but…nothing. She had no clue as to who she was talking to, but he sure sounded good, even from those two raspy words.

      "Sure you know me, babe…"

      "Erm, nooo…actually, I really don't. I think you may have a wrong number… Who are you trying to call?"

      "My friend, Katie," he said, sounding a little more awake now, "but now I think I'd rather talk to you…"

      She couldn’t help the snort that escaped her. Seriously? Maybe fifteen years ago, but now? Being middle-aged, probably wearing the same damn thing she wore yesterday–she couldn't even remember. Barely able to get one foot in front of the other, having a body that long ago had given up on her; fighting an ongoing battle with gravity, and proudly hosting the battle scars of pregnancy, surgeries, illness…yeah right! It wasn't pretty, so she needed to set him straight.

      "You don't want to talk to me, trust me."

      "Oh, but I do. You sound so fucking sexy…"

      OMG. He is delusional! And he just growled that out…in her ear, over the phone. She didn't even know this guy, but he still he had her all flustered. Emma was starting to have a little freak out. Should she hang up? Play along? No, she should definitely hang up…shouldn't she? More than a small part of her was intrigued. Shit like this didn't happen to someone like her, to anyone, really, ever.

      She tried, "Listen…what's your name?"

      "Why is that important right now? Don't you enjoy the mystery of this little chat?" He chuckled. A nice deep vibration rumbled over the line.

      "Okay, fine. Listen, you truly don't want to talk to me; believe me. If you knew who you were talking to, you'd be off the phone in a heartbeat. I'm forty-seven years old, have an adult daughter, and by the sounds of you, you...”

      "I'm what? I don't care how old you are; you have an amazing voice. Besides, you have no idea what I like or don't like. Your voice is sexy as hell, and you already have me hard has a rock here."

      A puff of air left her mouth as it fell open, and a hot flush reached up to her hairline. It was unbelievable that this guy was actually turning her on. Knowing that continuing a conversation like this with a total stranger, she was playing with fire. It had Emma's imagination going in all kinds of kinky directions, thanks to her well-hidden addiction to those deliciously smutty romance books.

      His deep voice cut in, "Let me tell you what I want to do to you. I want to slide my hand down your body, feel your soft skin, and dip my fingertips inside your panties…Are you wearing panties?"

      She swallowed, starting to breathe a little harder now. She couldn't help but clench her thighs; not quite sure whether it is was to stop the tingling or increase the friction.

      Finally, she answered him, "…um…yeah?"

      "Do you shave?"

      Fuck…seriously? Was she seriously going to do this? Talk dirty on the phone with…well, whoever the hell he was? She was wet already. Damn. However, it could be worth it, "…yes, bare."

      He groaned out, "Fuuuck, that's so sexy. I want to lick your bare pussy, trace your lips until I find your clit, and rub my face between your legs. Then I’m going to sink my tongue deep inside you, to really taste you. Christ, I want to devour you; have your juices all over my face."

      His irregular breathing was obvious over the phone…Christ, was he…

      "Are you jacking off?" Leave it to her to state the obvious.

      "Sooo good, baby. I bet you taste so good. I'm sliding two fingers in your pussy, pumping you while my lips and tongue play with your clit. Jesus, you are so wet for me. I want you to touch yourself for me."

      Beet-red and panting, both mortified and hungry for release, Emma couldn't recall ever being this turned on. This man's dirty-talk was doing a number on her; had her primed and ready with just the sound of his voice…she had already been close to coming.

      With a quick peek around, just making sure that no one could see her, she let her free hand slide down between her slick labia, and then, just like that, with barely a need to touch herself, an embarrassing squeal escaped as Emma experienced the first real intense orgasm she'd had in decades.

      On the other side of the line, the voice could be heard groaning loudly…then nothing: just two people breathing heavy over the phone.

      Suddenly, intensely mortified at the decidedly unconventional situation, and how she completely let herself go with a stranger, Emma quickly mumbled,

      "Sorry, I…I've gotta go," and finally hung up the phone. Flushed, and more than a little shaky, she grabbed her cane to make her way to the kitchen. She desperately needed a cup of coffee for fortification, and some semblance of normalcy, while trying to make sense of what the fuck just happened…Holy hell.
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        * * *

      

      Fuck me! Talk about intense. That had to be the strangest, and hottest, telephone conversation he'd ever had. He sank back on to the rickety motel bed where he was staying for the night. He needed to take five minutes to catch his breath after that surprising, mind-blowing orgasm. He had to be up and out soon to meet with Joe Morris, his contact at the Montezuma County Sheriff’s Department.

      What the hell number had he just called? It just dawned on him that he got the relief he was looking for, but it sure as hell hadn't been Katie on the other end. Katie was always convenient in a pinch, but neither of them had any expectations: never had, never would; just friends with benefits who would scratch each other’s itch every now and then. His work didn't really allow for anything more involved, and even if it did, Katie wouldn't really be in the running. She liked playing things loose, but she served his needs…for now.

      Just as he was about to roll out of bed and hop in the shower, the phone rang.

      "Flemming."

      "Hey, Gus, it's Joe. Did you get any hits yet?"

      "Joe, I was just about to have a shower and then call you. Yes, one of my guys were able to pull an IP address off Corbin's server yesterday, and traced it to an account in Cedar Tree. Just got the number last night." That’s when it hits him. The number he had accidentally dialed this morning…it was the number he wrote down last night, the one his computer guy, Neil, called in. Shit, that was not smart. Still groggy this morning, he must have dialed the last number he memorized by mistake–his lead. Damn, it was a woman, a sexy one at that, if her voice was anything to go by. He knew he’d better tread carefully, or he could blow this case.

      "Hey, buddy, you still there?"

      "Shit, sorry, Joe, yeah…just thinking over some details. I think I'm going to move very carefully with this lead. Corbin has kept a step ahead of us since skipping bail, and so he’s probably waiting for us to pick up on this lead. They're either working with him, or they could be in danger if he thinks we are close. Either way, we can't just barge in."

      "Which is your job, Gus. You know we don't have the manpower, the resources, or the patience to finesse a case like this, but we need our hands on Corbin before he ties up all his loose ends and disappears completely on us."
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      "Em, you in here?" The door slammed open as Arlene made her usual noisy entrance.

      "Kitchen!" she hollered back, neither one of them skimping on their volume. No need, since Emma lived a little off the beaten path, just outside Cedar Tree, Colorado. A mere blip on the map as it was, and she still found a dead end dirt road to live on. She liked her privacy, that was to say, as long as there were pretty views to look at, and boy, they didn't come much prettier than the ones here. The back of the house–cottage probably was more appropriate since it was definitely a one-person deal–looked in the direction of Mesa Verde. There were mountains in the distance all the way around. Fragrant sagebrush and yucca dotted the front of the house with a wrap-around porch to enjoy it all from. Everything was on one level, with a hallway from the front, all the way to the kitchen in the back. Down the middle were the bedroom, a tiny storage closet, and bathroom on the right. To the left of the hallway was the living space. It included a sitting room, a workspace, and a dining area, opening up to the kitchen with a counter and stools; all was easily accessible.

      Two months ago, Emma moved to Cedar Tree to finally get away from the big city, where the speed of life had finally gotten to her, along with the stench, bricks, and steel that were everywhere you looked. With her daughter, Kara, grown-up and settled, there really wasn't much holding her back. It had been a long time since she had made a choice, based on what it was she wanted, after a lifetime of putting other people's needs first. What Emma wanted was to move closer to her best friend in the whole world, Arlene Bowers.

      Arlene owned and ran the diner in Cedar Tree. They met in an online support group a few years back, and they just clicked. When Emma received a settlement a few years ago, she managed to visit Arlene, and got her first taste of the Four Corners area of Colorado…She was sold. She absolutely loved the area, and Arlene instantly, and vowed that if ever given the chance, she'd pack up and move there.

      So there she was, a trailer load and a week's worth of driving. After about two months of settling in, she had her bestie hollering down the hallway.

      "Em, I picked up your mail for you since I was in town."

      "Thanks, hon, put it down on the counter, I'll get to it in a bit. You want some coffee? Just made it fresh."

      "Yeah, I have time for a cup, but remind me to haul the groceries in that I have in the back of the truck for you. Went into Cortez for supplies and picked up some good deals; I thought you could use a few things."

      "Wish you would have told me, Arlene, I would have gone with you. I wanted to head in to send a package through FedEx to Kara, so it would get there in time for her birthday."

      "Why don't you let me bring it into the post office here?" Arlene asked.

      Emma snorted, "Seriously? You do remember how long it took for your packages to get to me whenever you sent something, right? Wasn't it you who told me, your post office was like the Bermuda Triangle? Some things were never seen again? No thanks, I'll play it safe."

      Arlene shrugged. "Fine, I'll be going again in a few days, so I'll give you a heads up. You don't want to go in by yourself?"

      Emma hesitated, not sure if she should tell her or not.

      "Well, it's just…the last few weeks, the few times I've gone into Cortez for my appointments, I got this uncomfortable feeling."

      Arlene's eyebrows shot up. "What do you mean, uncomfortable? You don't feel safe driving anymore? Do you need to see a neurologist again?"

      "God, no, nothing like that, woman. What I mean is that I keep seeing the same truck every time I pull out onto the 160, into Cortez. At least, I think I do. It just seems to be sitting in that emergency stop area, just at the junction where County Road G hits the highway, and I always see it again when I get into Cortez."

      "Are you serious?" Arlene looked over, slightly concerned. "That's just creepy. How are you so sure it's the same truck? Never mind, that's a stupid question; forgot for a minute, I'm asking Miss Hawkeye here, the only person I know who can spot wildlife three miles away with the naked eye."

      "Oh, haha, very funny, Arlene. Just because you're blind as a bat and can't spot a bear unless you trip over it…” She took a moment to recall its description. “It's a pretty new, expensive looking truck, nothing like the kind of rust buckets you usually see on the road here, and eh…." She shrugged her shoulders, not really wanting to go into the bizarre phone conversation she had a few weeks ago.

      "Spill," Arlene barked out. "I can tell you're sitting on something; you're squirming in your seat, so just spit it the hell out. You know you can tell me anything. For shit's sake, you know more about me than is healthy."

      Emma couldn't help but burst out laughing. Arlene could be funny when she tried to be firm; one of the reasons they got along so well. She tried to be all badass, and Emma seemed to be the only one who laughed instead of cowered. Arlene pretended to be pissed off when Emma was not impressed, but secretly, she probably loved that Emma wouldn't intimidate so easily.

      "Fine, I'll tell you…Geeze, woman, chill." Emma took a deep breath.

      "About two weeks ago, I answered the phone to, what I know now, was a wrong number dialed, except the guy on the line didn't hang up."

      "What do you mean, he didn't hang up?" Arlene piped up.

      "Well, we kind of started talking and ended up…well, he started…I mean…Okay. The deal is, I had phone sex with a complete stranger," she blurted out. With eyes shut tight, Emma couldn't look at Arlene. She was fully expecting a good scolding, but she was met with silence.

      Peeking over her shoulder, she saw Arlene bent over the counter, her face a dark shade of purple.

      "Jesus, girl. Are you okay?'”

      "Fuck me!" Arlene exploded. "Finally! You get some action, and it had to be from a stranger on the phone? I'm dying here…shit’s too funny!"

      "You know what? Kiss my ass, Arlene." Emma chuckled along with her.

      It didn't take Arlene long to turn serious, and with her infamous evil eye on Emma, she returned to the topic.

      "Are you saying you think this truck has something to do with the phone call?"

      "I have no idea. It just seemed like a bit of a coincidence that the truck appeared for the first time the day after the call."

      After Emma recounted as much of the conversation as she was comfortable sharing, Arlene assured her she was happy Emma got her "rocks off'’–her words. Arlene told her they would drive to Cortez together next time in Emma's car, to see if one of them could get a tag number, or something, to try and at least get a better description if the truck was there again. Emma agreed. If that was the case, she'd mention something about it to the sheriff.

      Not long after, Arlene brought in the groceries she picked up for her. They discussed the order for the next day, and then she took off with a wave and a yell, "Later, Em!"

      She didn't seem overly concerned.
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        * * *

      

      A little while after Arlene left, Emma finally got a chance to look through the mail Arlene had brought in. She was hoping to find the paycheck from one of her freelance bookkeeping jobs. Great little gigs she had managed to pick up through an online professional posting site, at least great when they paid on time. One guy had not answered any of her emails in weeks, and she hadn't received his check yet. It had only been the second invoice on that contract. Unfortunately, that was one of the risks you took with everything being done digitally and online. All they had was a post office box number in Cortez, and both she and Arlene had a key, so whoever was in town would check to see if anything was there. That way, Emma's privacy was secured, as well.

      Ticked about the still missing check, Emma hauled her stool into the kitchen to get some baking done; something she had started doing since coming to town, anything to make an extra buck, so she would bake fresh pies and pastries for Arlene's diner. Since her husband left her five years ago, Arlene had been working like a dog to keep that place going. Even though she had some help, a waitress, and since recently, a short-order cook, she didn't really have time to do much baking anymore. The requests were still there though, so Emma offered to do it for her. She loved baking, but unfortunately, loved eating too.

      While she was elbow deep in butter, eggs, and flour, Emma let her thoughts slip back to her anonymous caller. He'd been on her mind quite a bit over the last few weeks, getting her all hot and bothered at the most inopportune moments, but leaving her with a smile on her face every time. Dammit. It was stupid that after so many years of feeling more and more unappealing, as her body had gone into a slow breakdown, one phone call could make her feel so…desired. Ridiculous, especially since she knew damn well that whoever it was would probably be turned off if he ever saw her in person. If that didn't do it, her list of health issues would surely scare him away; but she couldn't complain, she had an amazing daughter, wonderful friends, and had chosen a gorgeous spot to live. Other than that, she didn't need much; she'd make do with the romance she got from her Kindle.
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        * * *

      

      Four hours later, and feeling moderately better; her favorite black yoga pants and hoodie were covered in flour. Why couldn't she ever remember to wear an apron? With already wild enough hair buzzing around her head, now even wilder, Emma had three pies, two dozen muffins, and a couple of trays of homemade granola ready. The kitchen looked like a war zone. If only she could put the kitchen, and herself through a high-powered car wash, but the deep cleaning of the kitchen would have to wait. A simple rinse and go would have to do for Emma, since everything needed to get to the diner. The dinner crowd wanted their pies and the rest of the food was for breakfast tomorrow. It was the weekend, so it was always a little busier with families coming in.

      Quickly popping pans and utensils into the dishwasher and hand-washing her beloved KitchenAid Pro, she shoved the stool back under the counter and grabbed her walker.

      Thank God Arlene had known this little one-level house was up for rent. An added bonus was that the owner had renovated the bathroom two years ago for his elderly mother, who had been living here at the time, which meant an accessible shower for Emma. No climbing and clambering over and into slippery bathtubs anymore, which was a good thing, because if she ever fell out here, it could take a while for someone to find her. On a day like today, when she'd already been upright for a few hours, Emma's legs were even wobblier than normal.

      Sitting on the bench in the shower, she stripped off her clothes and tossed everything into the laundry basket. Turning on the hot water, she couldn't help the pained grunt that left her mouth. Shit, her body was sore! A quick soap and rinse, and then after a perfunctory towel-dry, she was ready to get dressed for the outside world. Not her favorite thing. Give her yoga pants and a hoodie, comfort clothing, any day of the week and she would be a happy girl, but feeling self-conscious enough as it was, she tried to make a little bit of an effort when she stepped outside the door; so jeans and top it was. Ugh. At least she didn't have to wear dainty shoes. She liked bare feet at home, clogs outside in the summer, and Uggs in the winter…Easy. Snorting at herself, as she got dressed, she yelled out to no one, “Out of the way, hot momma coming through.”

      Making two trips, with the boxes of pies and muffins stacked on the walker, to her trusty Ford Escape, and she was ready for town…well, sort of…her hair was still wet. Oh well, she'd just stick her head out the window.
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      "What can I get ya?" The tall blonde waitress, with a friendly smile and a face sprinkled with freckles, shook Gus out of his thoughts.

      "Coffee, black please, and if you have it, a slice of pie."

      "Coffee'll be right up, and fresh pie should be here in a few. Expecting a delivery any minute, and I'll be able to tell you your choices then."

      "Sounds good," he said with a nod.

      Gus turned back to the window, contemplating his next move now that he was finally in Cedar Tree. After getting a number off Corbin's hard drive two weeks ago, a hot lead had come in from Albuquerque on the case, and he had spent his time chasing down a bunch of dead ends there. Liaising with the local police department, he worked to see if anything additional could be stirred up from any of their street sources. If Corbin had been there, he had long since left. He was a step behind again. It was getting frustrating, being on this bastard's tail, but never quite getting quite close enough. Ernst Corbin was the lynchpin in the case against crime boss Bruno Silva. He had agreed to collect some additional, specific information to solidify the joint departmental task force case against Silva, in return for a reduced charge for himself. Corbin had been picked up a few months ago on fraud charges and was let go on bail, after agreeing to the deal with the DA's office. Just a few weeks later, he had vanished without a trace, and that was when Gus had been called in. After retiring from the police force, he had started his own business, running down bail jumpers and doing investigative work. His many contacts within the police force kept him pretty busy, and his great tracking record and knowledge of the area was what got him asked in on this case.

      There wasn't much to go on. The only thing left was the evidence the police still held in the original fraud case against Corbin, which included his hard drive. On that hard drive, they discovered the email and attached IP address for an online bookkeeping service he had contacted, under a fake corporate name, shortly before his arrest. Gus's techie wunderkind, Neil, had been able to trace that email, and address, back to a PO box number in Cortez, which in turn, provided them with the phone number here in Cedar Tree.

      So here he was, sipping on the strong black coffee the friendly waitress had slid before him moments ago, trying to come up with a good plan of approach; one that would get him in the door without raising any suspicion.

      He watched as a small older Ford SUV, with a disabled tag, pulled into the parking lot, and someone with a wild riot of auburn curls peeking over the steering wheel. With the driver's door on the opposite side of him, he didn't have a good view of the driver. When he saw a deliciously ripe-looking woman, topped with a vivacious head of hair, come from around the car pushing a contraption loaded with cake boxes, it took him a minute to realize she was actually pushing a walker. Obviously disabled, she was balancing the cake boxes on the seat of the walker, while trying to get to the door. With a quick look in the direction of the counter to find no one aware of her approach, he quickly slid out of the booth, and with a few large strides of his long legs, made it to the door before her. Just as he pulled it open, he spotted the stack of boxes starting a sideways slide, and heard a loud yell,  “Oh, shit, no!"

      "I've got ‘em," he said, startling the woman whose bright blue eyes shot up to meet his over the pile of what, he assumed, were the pies. Momentarily stunned by the fiery look she threw him, a slow grin spread over his face when he recognized it as defiance.

      "Thanks, but I can handle it." She all but snapped at him. "I may look decrepit, but I think I can still handle a door. I'm not that old." Followed by a mumbled, "Not yet, anyway," as she tried to wiggle past him through the entryway.

      Now full out grinning at her bluster, Gus couldn't help himself.

      "Wasn't you I was worried about. I've been waiting for my pie, and figured that's what you got in those boxes. Just hungry, I guess…"

      Throwing him another killer look, before making her way to the end of the counter, she yelled, "Arlene! Pies!"

      "Hand them over, darlin', have someone waiting for a slice already." The tall blonde coming out of the kitchen motioned to where he sat back down, with a good view of the “pie-lady.” Well, her nicely fleshed-out backside, anyway.

      He never had any particular preferences, one way or another, when it came to women, or what appealed to him. Some women just did, as did whatever attributes they came with. Her ass was luscious, getting a welcome rise out of him. He better stop looking at her attributes right this minute, before his well-worn jeans showed the evidence of his appreciation. Somehow, he figured the pie-lady wouldn't take too kindly to his dick pointing in her direction...at least not yet.
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        * * *

      

      "Holy crap, Arlene. Who the hell is that big hunk of man flesh?"

      "Dunno. He came in, sat down for coffee, and been staring out the window." She shrugged. "You know I'm not much for small-talk. I leave that to Beth, but she called in sick earlier, so the customers have to put up with me today. Good thing it hasn't been that busy yet."

      Darlene started opening up the boxes Emma brought in with her.

      "Do you have any more in the car?"

      "No, I brought everything in, that’s why I almost didn't get through the door, and our hero, over there, had to come run and rescue the cripple." Emma chuckled. She knew damn well that she had made a bit of an ass of herself, but she hated getting caught unprepared. Not only was the guy hot, he was massive; at least six three or so, with the shoulders of a linebacker. His dark, mussed up hair was a little on the long side and greying at the temples, and his squared jaw was deliciously scruffy. The entire package was so very far out of the range of possibilities for her, she couldn't help but get self-conscious. That, of course, pissed her off, at herself mainly, and at him for making her feel like that. Poor guy didn't have a clue, but it all seemed very amusing to him, since he was still sporting that snarky grin on his face. She would love to know what that was all about.

      

      "With Beth out for the day, you need any help around here with the dinner crowd coming in? I can man the register and keep the coffee fresh for ya."

      "Seb's in the kitchen, and he can manage the grills on his own.  I can probably handle the front end, but stay for a bit anyway…I'd welcome the company. As an added bonus, we can both enjoy the improved view we have here today." Emma rolled her eyes at Arlene when she tilted her head toward the hunk sipping his coffee, blatantly staring at them from his booth.

      "Okay, let me get these boxes folded and give this the man a slice of my humble pie…I'm starting to feel bad."

      "That's one of the things I love about you," Arlene snorted, as she slid a slice on a plate, "your flammable temper…such a short fuse for such a wise old lady."

      "Bite me," Emma spat back at Arlene, as she carefully managed to walk the pie over to the booth.

      "Was that an invitation?" He smiled at her.

      Gah! Immediately flustered again, she'd forgotten what she was going to say and felt her white pasty face turn a blotchy shade of red…great, just great.

      "Umm, no, that is, I was just talking to Arlene. She accused me of a short temper, and she’s right," Emma said, offering him the pie. "I'm sorry for snapping at you. It was a knee-jerk reaction, I'm afraid, coupled with a long day, and erm…yeah, well…I'm sorry."

      Head down, unable to look at his amused eyes for fear she would get all pissy again, Emma turned around, heading back to the counter.

      "Hey!"

      She heard from behind her and turned to face him.

      "No problem, but…what kind of pie did you give me?"

      "Oh, sorry, it's a peach pie with almonds." Emma watched as he forked a big bite into his mouth.

      She stared at him a little too long, watching the movement of his full lips and generous jaw, until finally his tongue gave his lips a swipe, getting rid of any lingering crumbs. She felt a slight tingle in her rusty 'nether-regions,' seeing his mouth curve back up in that amused grin. She caught herself and turned back around when she heard him say, "Great damn pie."

      Yup. That put a smile on her face.
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        * * *

      

      "Ems…Frank’s on the phone!"

      Emma had spent the dinner hours greeting and seating whenever needed, but mostly she stayed behind the counter, manning the coffeepot and the register. Mr. Hot Guy had left with a smirk and a nod, after finishing up his pie. Although Emma felt a bit disappointed her eye candy had left, she was a lot less self-conscious moving around the diner without wondering if he was looking. Shaking her head at herself, she had to smile, what an idiot. What was she thinking? As if he would give her a second, or even a first look. He wasn't necessarily a ‘baby,’ but she was pretty sure she had at least a few years on him, and besides, he was pretty gorgeous, and she was…well…not.

      Her legs and back killing her from spending way too much time on her feet for one day, Emma was about ready to go home when Arlene called her to the phone.

      "Yeah, hey, Frank…what's up?"

      "Problem at your house, Emma. Need you to come here," Sheriff Frank Cooper said gruffly over the phone.

      "What do you mean, problem at my house? What kind of problem? What's going on?" Her eyebrows shot up as she turned to Arlene, who had walked up beside her. Emma had a feeling her quiet life in Cedar Tree might have just come to an end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      He had thought about starting a conversation with her, but figured it was probably not the smartest idea to make himself stand out any more than he already had; especially given that he hadn't even had a chance to get a proper lay of the land, so to speak…job first. That prick, Corbin, had been on the loose for too long already, and since he hadn't been able to run him down in Albuquerque, he would need to pick up his game to try and get ahead of him. First course of action was to find the person behind the online bookkeeping service. He had wondered over the past few weeks what the woman he had accidentally called would look like. He'd assumed the business was hers, but who was to know. He'd find out soon enough, since he was on his way to the address now.

      Driving down the dirt road toward the small bungalow at the end, he was surprised when a big, new model, black Ford F150 went peeling around the far side of the house and almost sideswiped him on the narrow road. Trying to get a tag number proved to be difficult, since the license plate was covered in mud; pretty odd, since the region hadn't seen rain in a few days. Pulling up in front, Gus got out and walked up to knock on the door, noting that there seemed to be no other vehicles around; pretty secluded here. After waiting a minute or two, he tried knocking again, but when no one answered, he got down off the porch and decided to walk around to the back. That's when he spotted the open window with the torn blinds dangling out. Sliding his hand to the small of his back, where he kept his gun safely tucked, he edged up to the window, trying to get a look inside. All he could see was what looked like an office area that had been completely turned inside out: drawers pulled out, furniture upended, files and papers everywhere. Someone obviously had been looking for something, and he had a nasty feeling about it. Afraid he might have been too late once again, he was worried about what else he might find inside. Pulling his cell, he quickly dialed Joe.

      "Do me a favor? I'm outside the bookkeeper's house in Cedar Tree, and it looks like someone may have broken in. I may have just passed the guy on the road coming in, so alert the locals. Tell them I'm on scene so they don't shoot me by accident."

      "Stay outside, Gus. Don't go messing around with a potential crime scene!" Joe snapped.

      "Easy for you to say. What if someone is in there bleeding? I’m just gonna have a peek, so make sure you tell the locals." He hung up and carefully lifted himself through the open window, moving carefully, trying to not to disturb any evidence. After checking the entire house, there didn't seem to be anyone there, but the thief had done a thorough job; the place was a mess. With most of the damage done in the office, the intruder had done a bang up job of the single bedroom, as well. They went as far as to dump out stuff from under the sink, and the medicine cabinet. Yup. Obviously not a random burglary, they were looking for something specific, and by the looks of things, the woman he talked to lived here alone. There was no evidence of anyone else here.

      Hearing a car coming down the drive, Gus figured it was the sheriff's men, and decided he'd rather meet them out front than in the close quarters of the small house. So he made his way out front, and to be on the safe side, he walked out with his hands out and up.

      It didn't take long after checking him for the officers to clear him and validate his credentials with the Montezuma County Sheriff's Office.

      "Sheriff Frank Cooper," the burly, gray haired man introduced himself. "Good thing Joe Morris called and gave me the heads up, or things could've been mighty uncomfortable. Although, I'm none too happy that you went inside," he grumbled.

      "Couldn't wait, not on the off chance that someone inside might be hurt. I didn't want to take that chance, but I took care not to stomp all over your crime scene…and I may have seen your perp, too."

      "Oh yeah? How's that?"

      "Black, new model F150 came tearing up the road from behind the house, just as I was turning in. Tag was all dirtied up, so I couldn't get that, but the rest of the car was clean as a whistle. Looked brand new to me, or it could be a rental."

      "Did you get a look at the driver?"

      "Nah. Tinted windows, and I was pretty busy trying not to get sideswiped. All I can tell you is it was a good-sized man, head close to the roof of the car. No hat, no glasses, and that's about it."

      The sheriff shot him a glance from under the brim of his hat. "You think it has something to do with the case ya'll are working on?"

      His eyebrows rose as he answered, "Possibly. Did Joe fill you in?"

      "Some. You and I will talk some after we're done here. Anything goes on in my county, I'd like to know about it." He leveled a stern look at Gus, who met his eyes straight on.

      "Fair enough. We'll talk, but let me check in with Joe first."

      Frank nodded once and finally looked back toward the house.

      "Well, I called the tenant; she's on her way in. Once my deputy's done clearing the house, I guess we'll go in with her and have a look around."
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        * * *

      

      Okay, so she was freaking out a little. Who'd want to break into her house? Here in Cedar Tree, for Christ’s sake! Arlene offered to drive her, and Seb was going to close up the diner.

      "I think you should tell Frank about the truck you keep seeing," Arlene urged.

      Emma's head whipped around to look at her friend with wide eyes.

      "Shit. You think this has something to do with that? Great, now I'm officially freaking the fuck out. It's not like I can run away or anything, Arlene. Jesus."

      Trying to calm herself down by breathing deep, she knew better than to start panicking before she got all the facts. She’d had enough bad experiences to know that much. Calm, cool, and collected–come on, Ems…get it together.

      Moderately calmer when they pulled into the drive leading up to her bungalow, she could see all the lights on in her house and three cars out front; two sheriff's vehicles and one big-ass, black SUV she had seen parked outside the diner just a few hours ago!

      "Frank!" Emma almost tumbled out of the car as Arlene grumbled at her.

      "Hold your friggin' horses, woman! Let me get your walker before you land flat on your face, will ya?"

      Pulling the walker from the back and rolling it over, Emma barely had her hands on it before she started moving toward the two men, who had turned around to face the women. It almost stopped Emma in her tracks to see the pie-eating hot guy from the diner, standing right there, next to the sheriff. What the hell?

      "You that
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