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      The first thing I notice when she walks into the room are her pale green eyes. It almost looks like they’re lit from within.

      “Hey Katie, meet Caleb. He’ll be working with us on contract basis, same as you.”

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

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

      “Same here.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Ah babe, you know I couldn’t do without ya…” Gus throws his arm around her shoulder and smiles down.

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

      

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

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

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

      “Don’t h-hurt me,” he stutters, his hands stretched toward me with his palms out.

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

      “Fine.” Comes her terse reply.

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

      “You hurting anywhere, honey?”

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

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

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

      “Come on, Romeo. Time to face the music.”

      Katie follows close behind with her arm around the young girl who’s crying. “He didn’t do anything wrong! We just wanted to be together.”

      “Sweetheart, he’s an adult and you’re a minor. That’s wrong, and it’s illegal. Not only that, he tried to shoot us with a gun he stole from his father’s locker. That is all kinds of wrong.”

      Katie only succeeds in making the girl cry harder.

      With both kids taken care of and her parents on their way to the hospital where she’ll be checked out, Katie and I are left staring at each other.

      “Look-”

      “Listen up-” Katie interrupts, “I’m sorry.”

      I’m surprised; I was about to apologize to her for taking her down so hard. “What for?”

      “I could’ve gotten us hurt. I was pissed and not focused on my surroundings.”

      “Well I was about to tell you sorry myself, for trying to order you around. I’m still trying to get used to this ‘partner’ thing.”

      She cracks a little smile and it does something to me. Even the brief minutes laying on top of her in the midst of chaos, I was fully aware of every curve of her body and the faint citrus smell of her in my nostrils.

      “Want to go for a drink with me and discuss our partnership?”

      Her eyes go wide and she’s about to answer me when the slam of a car door and fast approaching footsteps grab our attention.

      “Holy fuck, honey - you okay?” Gus wraps his arms around Katie and presses a kiss to the top of her head. Oh. So that’s how it is.

      I shake my head slightly and try to shake the unfamiliar burn of jealousy. Damn.

      After a brief report to Gus, I make my excuses and am on my way to my car when Katie calls my name and I turn around. Trotting up to where I’m standing by my truck, she grabs onto my arm.

      “Rain check?”

      I look over to where Gus is standing, talking to one of the officers left on scene and contemplate my answer.

      “You let me know when you’re available and I might take you up on it.”

      A flash of guilt passes through her eyes and with a nod, she walks back over to his side.
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      “Morning, Katie.” Sue, one of the day nurses walks into my room. “Ready for physio?”

      “Sure,” I tell her, less than enthusiastically. Still, she pushes my chair into the hall in the direction of the clinic area where the physiotherapist is likely already waiting for me with his weapons of torture.

      Four fucking months I’ve been stuck in this damn wheelchair and my physiotherapy sessions are the only times I’m able to get out to move, which is the only reason I’m still going. They have me hung up in some contraption over a treadmill where I’m supposed to be exercising my leg muscles so they don’t atrophy. I still can’t carry my own weight and I’m not surprised― I’ve turned into a friggin’ blimp in an alarmingly short period of time.

      Ever since I sustained my brain injury almost half a year ago, I’ve had to relearn so much. It’s been a long and tedious road, and still my legs can’t seem to get it together. I’m pretty much fed up with this whole situation. For someone always on the go and quite strong and athletic, sitting in one place all day really does a number on me. As a result, I’ve really let myself go. I mean really.

      I snort when I think about yesterday, the first time I went out in public. Arlene re-opened her diner after it burned down and Caleb had insisted I stop moping in my room and got me pissed off enough that I ended up joining him for the opening party. God, what a disaster. When he picked me up, he scowled when he saw what I had done with my hair.

      “What the fuck, Katie? What’d you do to your hair? It’s all gone.”

      True. I had it all cut off. My outgrown dark, thick pile of hair is gone. The hairdresser who came to my room asked me to confirm it at least four different times, confirming that that was what I really wanted. I told her to cut it super short; so short that I wouldn’t even have to worry about brushing anything. I was tired of not being able to do much more than tying it back into a ponytail. This way it won’t get in my way when I’m running through my exercises, or at least that’s what I tell myself, which is partially true. If I were perfectly honest with myself, I’d have to admit that I was just desperate for a change–any change–something to give myself a kick-start, but if I admit that, I’d have to explain and I’m not exactly sure of what I’m looking for yet myself.

      “I needed it gone. It gets in the way when I exercise. This is easier,” I explain, hoping he’ll take that at face value, but judging by the look on his face, he’s not completely sold. He doesn’t question it though; he simply looks at me with his light-brown, almost hazel eyes, that always somehow see right through me. From the first time we met, he seems to have the ability to read me like a book, and more than once, it’s gotten us out of some sticky situations.

      Finally one side of his mouth tilts up and he nods. “I like it,” is all he says and rubs his hand over my head.

      Without another word spoken, we drive the three and a half hours from Grand Junction to Cedar Tree. Caleb often goes through these phases of almost complete silence for long periods of time. At first they unnerved me, but now I’m getting used to them and to be honest, I don’t mind it much at all. I just pull out my Kindle and read one of the many books that I’ve one-clicked in recent weeks. I spend a lot of time with my head in fantasyland. Let’s face it; you can make life as simple or as complicated there and it takes your mind off whatever is going on in your life. In my case, there isn’t a hell of a lot of anything going on.

      When Caleb wheels me into the diner, I can tell by the looks of all the people I know in Cedar Tree, that they’re shocked at my appearance. The first time I came here to help my boss, Gus, protect his girlfriend, who was being pursued by some shady organized crime characters, I’d looked much different. My hair had been long and healthy and I didn’t have the extra thirty pounds that have settled on my body in the meantime. In part, the medication they give me is to blame, causing me to retain water and gain weight, but I also haven’t been using my muscles the way I used to, and let’s face it; eating is a way to cope with boredom. I’ve always struggled a bit with my weight, which is why I used to exercise vigorously every day and ate healthy. I guess I’m slacking off.

      Emma is the first one to approach me, giving me a huge hug, telling me that I looked good. Sure. I like Emma, don’t get me wrong, but it still stung when Gus had fallen head over teakettle for her in a matter of days.

      Gus is next and ruffles my hair, just like Caleb had done.

      “How’s it going, Katie-girl?”

      “I’m good. Fine really,” I try to convince him as much as myself. Damn these investigator guys; both Caleb and Gus have an eerie knack for spotting a lie a mile away, and Gus is the second man to throw a doubtful look at me within hours of Caleb doing the same.

      “If you say so,” is Gus’ response.

      “Love the hair. It suits you.” This from Seb, Arlene’s cook and now lover, who has come walking out of the kitchen to greet me, but the next person isn’t as complimentary.

      “Fucking hell, woman. You almost look like a dyke!”

      “Arlene, good to see you too,” I manage to get out, laughing at all the shocked faces around me, “You like the cut that much, huh?”

      Arlene isn’t one with a ton of tact or diplomacy, but she is honest to the core and always tells it like it is. I can appreciate that.

      “You becoming a smartass now too, Katie?” She teases me back with a little smile on her face.

      Catching up with everyone is nice, but I still feel too self-conscious sitting in this damn chair. There are some vaguely familiar faces here and a few I’m sure I haven’t met before. The drive and then the crowded party have me tired in no time, and before I know what’s happening, Caleb has me outside on our way to his truck.

      “Wait. Where are we going?” I ask him.

      “You’re tired, and we have a long drive back.”

      “Back already?”

      “It’s a three and a half hour drive, little one. You’ll be asleep within 20 minutes, I bet,” he says, smiling as he lifts me out of the chair and into the passenger seat.

      “I can stand for a bit, you know,” I remind him.

      “Yeah, I know, but you’re tired and had a few drinks. Not taking any chances.”

      I choose not to say anything, but simply allow myself to enjoy his fussing, just this once because he’s right. I am tired and I’m not looking forward to the drive back.

      Of course he’s right. We’re barely past Cortez before I doze off because I can’t remember a damn thing after that, not until we get back to the centre where once again, Caleb lifts me out of the truck and into my chair before wheeling me inside.
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        * * *

      

      Larchwood Inns is the rehabilitation centre where I have spent the past months relearning everything I lost as a result of my head injury. I remember clearly the first time I opened my eyes in the hospital in Durango and saw Caleb’s face. It surprised me and I wanted to say something but my ears couldn’t recognize the sounds that came from my mouth. I was terrified and not quite sure what was happening to me. When Caleb called for the nurse, he wouldn’t let go of my hand. His calm voice told me not to try and speak yet, just to give it time. When the doctor showed up and told me the extent of my injuries, his thumb never stopped stroking the skin of my hand. The news was devastating for me. I was told I had to relearn everything, and that it wasn’t clear what the long-term effects were going to be. In a flash, I saw my life as it was falling apart. My independence was gone. With no remaining family, at least none that I knew of at the time, the only option for me was to transfer to an inpatient rehabilitation facility, where my basic abilities would have to be relearned.

      There were times I wished I hadn’t survived. The idea of that kind of dependency went against everything I had worked for. Thirty-seven years old and back to having someone wipe my ass. It was humiliating and demeaning, but Caleb was a constant―encouraging me to claim my life back. He also seemed to be the only one who was able to interpret my incoherent mumblings, or perhaps it was his uncanny ability to read people in general. Regardless, I was glad whenever he was around. It almost felt like I was able to communicate after all. Although why he insisted on being at my bedside all the time was a mystery to me. I mean, we’d been friends for years, but I never would have expected of him to spend as much time with me as he did.

      Moving from the hospital to the centre had jump-started my recovery. At first I was taken aback by the aggressive approach and intensive full days of therapy, but I was grateful for it the first time I managed to speak a fully formed and coherent sentence. My biggest obstacle remains my lower half. My hands I was able to use almost from the start, but the larger motor skills lagged. My arms were getting stronger, but my legs simply wouldn’t move. To this day they don’t move, not the way I want them to anyway. With support I can now stand, but walking is still difficult and I’m beginning to become discouraged.

      I know this trip to Cedar Tree was an attempt by Caleb to shift my focus, to see if it would motivate me to keep working at it. It did, but most of the time I’m bored out of my brain, and despite asking both Gus and Caleb many times if I can do some computer research for GFI, they’re hesitant to allow me to focus on anything but my recovery. Me? I’m starting to wonder if I’ll ever walk again. Nevertheless, I still let the nurse wheel me to my physio sessions, where I know I’ll come away frustrated again.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey Katie. How’s my pretty neighbor doing?”

      Juan is sitting right outside the physio clinic where he sits every day, waiting for the ‘pretty girls’ to pass by, just so he can flirt with them. He’s harmless and charming, and at eighty-two, he’s still a handsome man. I bet he was a real catch in his younger days.

      “Doing good, Casanova. You’re looking smart today,” I say with a wink.

      He chuckles as he always does when I flirt back. It’s amazing how it’s the little things that have the ability to make or break a day. This daily interaction never fails to put a smile on my face and lift my spirits. Part of me suspects it’s why Juan makes sure to sit in that spot, right at the start of my therapy session.

      “Come have dinner with me tonight? I’ll save you a spot in the dining room.”

      His hopeful expression has my determination of ‘not to get too attached,’ wavering. At least once or twice a week he asks me to have dinner with him in the dining hall, and I have a hard time refusing the man. He apparently has children, but I rarely see anyone come and visit him.

      “I’ll be there. Five o’clock okay?”

      One of the things I’m still getting used to is the food service hours. Based mostly on the needs and desires of the seniors, who make up about eighty-five percent of the population here, it’s unusually early for me. Not that I have a particular time for any meal, I’ve just been used to eating on the run most of my life. This type of structure is a bit confining for me, but when in Rome and all that.

      The response I get from Juan is a big smile and two thumbs up.
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        * * *

      

      Encouraged by the best physio session so far this afternoon, I make my way over to the table where Juan has reserved a spot for me.

      “So what’s on the menu for tonight?” I ask him, wheeling my chair up to the table.

      “Grilled chicken or lasagna,” he smiles, already knowing what my favorite will be.

      “No-brainer. Lasagna of course,” I confirm.

      “Love to see a woman enjoying her food. I can’t stand those people who fuss over every bite they put in their mouths. Have you noticed that most of those folks seem unhappy?”

      I laugh, having heard this theory of his before.

      “You know I have no problems enjoying food. Heck, look at me. I’ve indulged a bit too much lately,” I motion to my uncooperative body that’s been getting softer and softer over the past months.

      Juan just shakes his head at me. “Men like to feel the softness of a woman, my dear. Don’t doubt that for a minute.”

      I’m relieved at the interruption when a server comes to the table and asks our choice of meal. Both of us order lasagna and Juan gives me a conspiratory wink. Cheeky old geezer.

      “So, tell me how the search for your birth family is coming along?” he prompts me.

      When my father died three years ago, I was going through some boxes from his office and found adoption records. It completely threw me off; I’d never been told that I was adopted. I’d always figured I’d had shitty luck for parents, but until that moment, I hadn’t realized I had shitty luck times two. Go figure. My first parents give me up for adoption, and the second set of parents made me feel like a burden. Part of me is relieved to find that the people who raised me did not in fact create me. I just hope my genetic donors are a bit more... let’s say, palatable.

      I haven’t been in touch with my mother for years, not since she walked out when I was fourteen. I couldn’t tell you if she’s alive or not. I never did much with the discovery of my adoption, not until I came to Larchwoods. With nothing better to do, and Gus not letting me in on any cases, finding out more about my biological parents seems like the closest I’ll get to an investigation. A bit of a diversion, I suppose, although I must admit that it’s become more than just a passing of time. Juan is the only one I’ve told about my search for my family so far, and he’s been very encouraging.

      “I’ve narrowed the adoption lawyers’ names down to a handful of candidates, but no one I talk to seems to want to provide answers, not as long as there’s a possibility my adoptive mother is alive somewhere. First, I’ll have to find her.”

      I know there’s a quick way to get some answers, but I don’t really want to involve Caleb or GFI at this point in time. Call it being stubborn, but this is something I want to do for myself, if only to prove that I’m not completely useless.
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      “How is she really doing?” Emma has me pinned down in the kitchen of her and Gus’s newly renovated house.

      “Hard to tell. She recovered most of her basic skills without much effort, but using her legs seems to be an unexpected challenge. I’m thinking she’s losing faith.”

      “I would if I were stuck in a facility with mostly seniors. I don’t care how good a reputation this place has, being surrounded by elderly people all day, every day, must become depressing at some point, don’t you think?”

      I can tell Emma is working up to something. She has this diplomatic way of laying out the groundwork in order to get her point across more effectively. Curious to see what she has up her sleeve, I nod my agreement.

      “Excellent. I knew you’d be on board,” she smiles brilliantly.

      Wait. What did I miss here? I can’t remember agreeing to anything, but the big grin on Emma’s face tells me I’ll find out soon enough.

      “I have already talked to Faith’s therapist, and she says she will even come work with her at home if needed.”

      Faith is Seb’s younger sister who also suffered a head injury, but at a much younger age and frankly, with much more devastating results. Confined to not only her wheelchair, but with the capacity and mental maturity of an eight or nine-year-old. She lives in a nursing facility in Cortez.

      “Wait a second. What home? Katie doesn’t have a home anymore. She let go of her apartment in Grand Junction and hasn’t explored any other options.”

      Emma smiles like the cat that got the canary. “Of course she has a home. Now that you’re buying your own place in town, the guesthouse is free, and what more perfect place since it’s completely accessible.”

      My boss’s wife has rheumatoid arthritis, among other things, that has limited her physical abilities. Not that that would ever slow down Emma. Good lord, no. The woman can be like a bulldozer if you don’t watch it.

      “Uhm, Emma? Have you discussed this idea with Katie? Or even with Gus? I mean, the two do have a history. They might not be as comfortable with this idea of yours.”

      I hate bursting her bubble, but the reality is that Katie was hurt when Gus fell in love with Emma. I’m pretty sure there’d been some hope that her occasional entanglements with Gus might’ve turned into something more. Not that she ever told me, but I’m able to read that woman like a book. Katie might not be so eager to live with the daily view of something she missed out on, and I have a feeling Emma may not have considered all the emotional pitfalls that Katie’s moving here might open up. Sounds like a potential minefield to me.

      The brilliance has gone off Emma’s smile, but she shrugs her shoulders and stands as tall as she can. “I know Gus wouldn’t hesitate in welcoming Katie if it meant she’d have some friends around her to motivate her. And Katie, well, I had hoped you might broach the subject with her.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s been three weeks since I forced Katie to come with me for the re-opening of Arlene’s Diner, and although she finally conceded, it wasn’t entirely convincing.

      I’m a selfish bastard, I know. It was as much for my benefit as hers. I’m ready to make Cedar Tree my home. I even bought property, but I can’t see moving here with Katie stuck in Grand Junction, keeping herself locked away in that damn hospital like a hermit. I’m not gonna let her hide out there licking her wounds for much longer. I want her to reconnect to people and know she has a safe place. The hospital isn’t it.

      Ever since she was attacked, while on protective detail last year, she’s withdrawn from everyone she knows. I suspect in part because the person she was protecting was her boss’s new girlfriend, but I wouldn’t be surprised if she wasn’t partially relieved not to have to see her ex-lover with his new woman on a regular basis. I know Gus felt pretty casual about their former relationship, but I’m not so sure about Katie. Add to that little fiasco a blow to the head – so fucking hard that she had to relearn even the most basic of things – and it’s not surprising she wants to crawl in a hole. Not that I’d let her, but still.

      I want her close. It’s that simple. For years I’ve watched her keep everyone at a safe distance, even Gus, our boss with whom she had a relationship at the time, had not been able to penetrate the determined and independent barrier Katie pulls up around her, but I can see the secret longing there. Always have, and from day one, I’ve felt the urge to scale those walls, but I’ve bided my time.

      Not like me to tread on someone else’s territory for one, and for another, I don’t think she was near ready for me.

      The moment I saw her lying crumpled in that hallway, blood pooling away from the gash in her head and not knowing whether she was dead or alive, all that changed. Fuck ready. The thought I might have lost her before ever having had her still makes me break out in cold sweat. Not a chance in hell I was going to let her get too far from me, be it physically or emotionally.

      “Hey Caleb. Been here long?” Gus walks into the kitchen with a chin lift to me, then turns to Emma to corner her against the counter for a kiss I probably shouldn’t be witness to.

      “Mmmmmm, followed the scent of baking in. Smells good in here, Peach.”

      Hard to miss the mouth-watering fragrance coming from Emma’s oven. She provides her friend Arlene’s diner in town with all their fresh baked pies and has quite a collection lined up on her counters already.

      Emma smiles at him, “Don’t worry, I have one of your favorites put aside.”

      “Great. Caleb, wanna pop in my office? I have a new case I wanna go over with you.”

      “Sure.” I grab my coffee and follow him into the new addition that was recently built onto their bungalow. It houses the new offices of GFI, the security and investigative company that I have committed myself to working full-time for now. The decision hadn’t been too hard. After my years as a Ranger, working free-lance suited my need to feel independent, but for the last while, I’ve been wanting to set down some roots. Funny, for the longest time all I wanted to do was to fucking rip out every last one of my roots, but a lot of anger and bitterness I nurtured when I was younger has long since dulled to a slight bruise. Leftovers from growing up on the reservation.

      Now with Katie’s future uncertain, I feel even more set to find some stability. For me, and hopefully for her.

      “Sit,” Gus indicates the chair on the other side of his desk, which is littered with maps and pictures.

      “A small plane crashed just outside of Shiprock, New Mexico, about a week ago. Pilot died on impact. The single passenger was rushed to the hospital, but died a few hours later. Close to a hundred pounds of meth was recovered from the wreckage.”

      A whistle escapes my lips. “That’s near a million and a half street value. Airplane? You thinking cartel?”

      Gus nods. “That’s what the feds are going with, especially since they believe the passenger to have been Hernan Duarte, the youngest of three brothers running the Agave cartel. Last three years, the cartel has been slowly making its way north from the Jalisco region of Mexico, up the West coast and across the border into the United States. They haven’t been able to pin connections, but suspect crystal meth is being fed into the US through some reservations in the Four Corners region.”

      When he looks at me his eyes are solemn.

      “You want me for my connections to Shiprock,” I say, perhaps a bit short.

      “The feds want you. You have a reputation as a tracker and you grew up on the reservation. I understand what I’m asking you is opportunistic and probably not easy for you but fuck, Caleb. Those kinds of numbers scare me. What it translates to on the streets scares me, and what it will do to the reservations scares me. All of it scares the crap out of me.”

      I drop my head in my hands. Jesus. For years, I’ve avoided going back as much as possible, not wanting the reminders of either the good times that won’t come again, or the bad ones that are too fresh in my mind still. I can count the times I’ve returned home on one hand.

      I grew up on the reservation near Shiprock, New Mexico - in a pretty regular family. My dad was a carpenter by trade, but did a lot of local general contracting work. Mom chose to stay close to home and take care of us kids―three of us. I was the oldest, my sister Nascha followed behind me, and my brother, Malachi, closed out the trio. A normal childhood, enriched by our culture and never crippled by it, not until in the short span of three months, cancer took out my sister and left devastation in its path. She was only fifteen. I was a year older and had seen my mom become a shadow of grief, no room left for anything more than the pain she carried. My pop found solace in a bottle and lost all care. I was angry and made some seriously fucked up choices I wish I could take back, but Malachi... poor Mal was only twelve years old at the time and had no one to steer him straight, so he sank to the bottom.

      “Caleb?”

      Gus interrupts my train of thought and I realize he’s waiting for my response.

      “Yes, of course. Of course I’ll go. I just... can you give me a couple of days so I can check in with Katie in Grand Junction? There are some things I need to go over with her before I disappear for however long.”

      “Absolutely. I’ll let them know.”

      I can feel his scrutiny, so I lift my eyes and face him.

      “How is Katie?”

      “She’s... she’s stuck. Her legs aren’t coming along like the rest of her body did and she seems to be losing the fight a little. I plan on bringing her here.”

      Gus’s eyebrows shoot up. “That so? Does she know about that?” he chuckles.

      “Told you there were some things I needed to go over with her about,” I tell him with a smirk.

      “Gonna enjoy watching this one develop,” Gus leans back in his chair and rubs his hands together. “Seen it coming for a while, but I can’t wait for the show.”

      Smug bastard.

      “Yeah, yeah. Fuck off, asshole. I’m sure it won’t be half as entertaining as it was to see you get balled and chained.”

      “Those were just fireworks compared to the nuclear explosion I see a-comin’!”
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      “Her name is Cora Helen Acker, nee Simpson. Date of birth is December 14, 1948. My dad always said she was originally from Boulder, but I haven’t been able to locate any known relatives there. Everything so far has been a dead end. Last known place of residence is Montrose, Colorado, and she walked out of there 23 years ago without a trace.”

      I scan over the paperwork to see if there was any more information that I could give Neil, but other than my adoptive father’s name and the date of adoption, it’s all I have.

      “I’ll run it through DMV and I’ll see if there are any warrants outstanding. I’ll include any other databases I can think of. Katie, are you sure you don’t want Gus’s help with this?”

      “Keep it to yourself for now, but I don’t want you to lie about it. If he finds out, he finds out. It’s just something I want to do for myself. I really appreciate your help with this, Neil. With GFI now based from Cedar Tree, are you considering moving down as well?”

      “Meh, not sure yet. Don’t want to leave Dana alone in Grand Junction, and we still have the office to keep running. Caleb continues to use this as a base for some of his jobs as well. We’ll see what the next year brings. I’m too young to give up on the Grand Junction nightlife already,” he says with a chuckle.

      Neil is such a sweetie; a young mid-twenties computer techie who has worked for Gus Flemming Investigations for a few years now and runs the satellite office in Grand Junction along with Dana, who is one hell of an office manager.

      “Well, I really appreciate your help, Neil. I wasn’t able to get very far on my own and the adoption lawyer was a dead end without my adoptive mother’s consent.”

      “I’ll let you know if I find something, Katie, and you take care of yourself. We miss you.”

      I have trouble swallowing the big lump that forms in my throat. I miss them all too. So much.

      “Yeah, me too.”
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      “Ah fuck Yázhí, come here.”

      I hadn’t heard Caleb come in. The rumble of his voice penetrates and his big arms fold around me from behind.

      The phone call with Neil had left me unsettled, and the flow of emotions, once started, seems endless. So I just let it come. Let it all fucking flow out of me, because frankly, I’m so tired of not feeling myself. I’ve always been alone, I guess, but I’ve never felt really lonely until now. It sucks. It really does, and it makes me weepy and emotional. I’m not good with that. I normally stay busy, but I feel idle; useless. Arghhh!

      Now being held by in his strong arms, and his warm breath against my ear, I start bawling in earnest. What the fuck is wrong with me? I don’t even resist when Caleb lifts me out of the chair and settles me on his lap on the bed, still firmly held in the circle of his arms. One of his hands slides up to press my head to his chest. Those fucking arms...

      Feels like I’ve cried a bathtub full by the time the flow stems a little, and all this time, Caleb hasn’t said a word. He just keeps massaging my scalp with the fingers of his hand and never lets up the tight hold on my body.

      “Sorry,” I mumble.

      “For what? Been waiting for that.”

      I push back and look at him indignantly. “What do you mean, you’ve been waiting for that?”

      A small pull at the corner of his mouth is a tell he’s amused, which only pisses me off. Waiting for me to fall apart? I try to move off his lap, but his hands slide to my hips and hold me in place.

      “Been waiting for you to do some processing instead of burying, which is what you’ve mostly been doing. Can’t rebuild on loose ground, Katie. You bury too much, the ground’s gonna be pretty loose,” Caleb cups my chin in his hand and lifts it so I’m looking into his dark, hazel eyes. “You know you gotta get rid of the build-up in order to move forward.”

      I hate it when he talks in that obscure language, but I still know exactly what he means. I hate it even more when he’s right. Frig. Leaning forward, I let my forehead drop against his chest and I can feel the vibrations of his deep chuckle.

      “You annoy me.”

      This only makes him chuckle louder.

      “I know. Now, you wanna tell me what brought that on?”

      “Nope, ‘cause that’s probably gonna have me blubbering again and I really don’t wanna go there.” I shake my head but don’t lift my head off Caleb’s chest. It feels nice. His large hand slowly strokes up and down my spine, giving my exposed neck a small squeeze every time he reaches it, sending vague shivers of awareness over the surface of my skin.

      “Fair enough. We’ll save it, but I’m not gonna drop it. We’ll tackle it when I get back.”

      “Back?” I sit back to create a bit of distance. The close contact is confusing me, but I’m struck by the dark look on Caleb’s face.

      “Yeah, I’ve gotta head out on a job in New Mexico; heading back to the old stomping grounds it looks like. It’s where I grew up on the reservation. Not sure how long it will be, but I won’t be too far so you need me for anything, you call.”

      “Okay. Well, no need to worry ‘cause I’m fine. Taken care of, and all that.”

      I know I’m being dismissive, but my emotions are still a bit raw and I don’t know what the hell to say.

      Then Caleb frames my face in his hands and leans his forehead against mine.

      “No, little one. You don’t get it. I wanted to be around to hold you when you let go a little, and I’m fucking thrilled I could do that. It’s a start. There is so much more we need to talk about but it’s getting late and I have to get a move on. When I’m back, I really want to spend some time talking, but in the meantime, you need me for anything, you call me. You hear me now?”

      I heard. I’m still not quite sure I’m computing, but I nod.

      “Good.”

      After he lifts me back into my chair, he gives me a peck on the cheek and ensures me he’ll be in touch. Caleb is out the door, leaving me to check out his fine physique as he walks away, which is nearly as fine as it is coming. Holy shit.
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      The rest of the afternoon, I spend scanning archives and back issues of the Montrose Daily Press and the Boulder Daily Camera to look for any reference to Cora Acker, without much success. That, and replaying Caleb’s slightly cryptic words over and over again in my head. For the past six months, he’s gone from a good friend at the periphery of my life, to someone who seems to be in the thick of things. Every time I open my eyes, and as with everything else, I have successfully avoided looking too closely. I’ve never been comfortable being anyone’s focus. It makes me very uneasy. The more their attention is on you, the more you feel the loss when they tire of you. No, I’ve been quite happy keeping everyone outside a certain perimeter, and making sure I stay there as well.

      Somehow though, Caleb snuck in closer than anyone has before, and I honestly don’t know how to feel about that. Part of me wants that safe space back, but shit. There’s a huge part that really, really likes this―This closeness, or whatever it is. I just know that it feels nice, yet scary, too. Damn. These feelings I get, they’re not ‘friendly’ feelings, not at all. Especially not when he calls me ‘little one.’ I want to purr and rub up against him. Gah!

      My eyes are gritty from rubbing and staring at the screen for hours, when there’s a knock at my door.

      “Yup, door’s open.” I call out, expecting one of the nursing staff. What I didn’t expect was Juan pushing the door open gingerly, a tentative smile on his face.

      “Afternoon Juan. Are you alright?”

      I wheel myself over to him when he doesn’t come into the room any further and lingers in the doorway. Close up, I can see his eyes are red-rimmed and watery.

      “You want to come in and sit down?”

      Concerned with his continued silence, I gently grab his hand and encourage him to come inside, considering whether I should ring the bell for nursing staff or not. The poor man looks desolate as he makes his way over to the lone chair and sits down, his eyes down on his hands he holds, folded in his lap.

      “Juan, you’re worrying me. What’s wrong?” I try again, and this time when his eyes scan up to meet mine, a lone tear trickles down his cheek and a shuddering breath leaves him.

      “I... I received some bad news.” With that, his head drops down again.

      Rolling as close as I can get, I lean forward and put my hands over his.

      “Do you want to tell me about it?” I ask him, but he immediately starts shaking his head.

      “Can’t... They won’t like that. I’m not supposed to talk, it makes them angry.” Juan pulls his hands out from under mine and pushes himself up from the chair.

      I’m at a loss. Angry? Who would get mad at a harmless old man?

      Who gets angry, Juan?”

      But he’s already moving toward the door, mumbling to himself in Spanish before he opens the door, almost falling through when it’s pulled open from the outside.

      “Qué estás haciendo aquí , viejo?”

      The bitten-off Spanish words don’t match the sharply dressed, handsome man standing in the hallway. Neither does the furious look he throws poor Juan who seems to shrink even further under his glare.

      “Excuse me,” I offer, trying to get some control of a situation that feels out of control. “Are you looking for someone?”

      The man’s eyes whip to me and his face does an instant transformation.

      “Ah, discúlpeme. I’m sorry for the disturbance. My uncle... he is confused. I hope he didn’t bother you?”

      The toothy smile he throws me is blinding, or at least it would be if I were looking directly at him, which I’m not. I’m keeping an eye on Juan who’s tried to slip out into the hallway, but his nephew seems to have quite a firm grasp on his arm. Something feels off, so I tread carefully.

      “No bother at all. Your uncle came to check on me. I haven’t been feeling well and he’s always kind enough to look in on me.”

      Fuck. I can’t lie for shit, and it is abundantly clear when I see the slight narrowing of the man’s eyes―he’s not buying it for one second. The brilliant white smile has all but disappeared and all that’s left on his dark face is the slight sneer of his lips.

      “Wonderful! I see you found your uncle,” Sue, who is apparently on shift again, walks right up behind him and breaks a rather awkward stare down between us.

      With a terse nod in my direction, he turns and walks out, taking his uncle with him. Just before the door to Juan’s room closes behind them, shutting off all sound, I hear the old man’s voice say, “Por favor, mi hijo,”

      “That guy gives me the creeps,” Sue whispers to me. “This is the second time I’ve seen him and it’s not getting better.” With a grimace and a faux shiver, she pulls the door shut and leaves me alone with my thoughts.

      Mi hijo?

      I remember enough high school Spanish to know that means, my son.
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      My phone rings shortly after I cross state lines into New Mexico.

      “Whereabouts are you?” Gus wants to know.

      “Just coming up to Aztec, New Mexico. The drive through the mountains was pretty bad. I should’ve come the other way and cut through Utah, but since the weather forecast was clear, I thought I’d be ok. Didn’t expect parts of the 550 would be closed off because of mudslides.”

      “Where was this?”

      “Just north of Durango, but there were slides as far back as Ouray, they just weren’t blocking the road all the way, but it made driving treacherous even so.”

      “Must be the early spring runoff we’re having. I know they’ve had some flooding in the lower lying areas here. Mancos has had a few issues. So what are your plans? It’s almost eight o’clock now.”

      “I’ll stop in Farmington, grab a bite and check into the Travelodge. Too late to do anything useful tonight, so I might as well set up camp there. No half-decent motels any closer to Shiprock anyway, and I don’t mind a little bit of distance for when I need it.”

      “Sounds good. Check in tomorrow night when you’ve had a chance to look around.”

      Gus seems ready to hang up, but before he does, I decide to address the unsettled feeling that’s been with me ever since I left Katie about six hours ago.

      “Will do, but can you do me a
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