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        To my son, Stijn, who has not (and likely never will) read one single book I’ve written, but is nevertheless one of my biggest supporters.

        He is the perfect example of an empathetic, sensitive Alpha. A man’s man, a hunter, a fisherman, who knows what he wants and works with his hands, but who is at the same time a nurturer. A man, able to whip up a gourmet meal as easily as he can build a beautiful barn wood table from scratch. Who despises too much attention but can’t help smile when his fiancé basks in the centre of it with her cute antics. A man who doesn’t like talking, but has no problem letting his girl (and his mom!) know how much he loves her. Both in word and in action.

        I’m so proud of the adult my son has become. Not because of fancy degrees, economic accomplishments or material things, but because he is an amazing man and a fantastic human being.
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      “Later!” she calls out as she leaves the locker room.

      “Have fun, and be careful.” This from Jeanne, her supervisor, who is lingering by the nurse’s station.

      “Stop worrying. He was great when we met for coffee. Tonight is just gonna be dinner. I’ll take it slow, I promise.” She smiles at the older woman, who only has her best interests at heart. She knows that.

      Jeanne’s face softens at her words. “Okay, honey. Enjoy yourself and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      With a last wave, she almost skips to her car in the staff parking lot of Mercy Regional Medical Center, where she’s just entered her tenth year. She’d started working there straight out of nursing school. Eager to escape the oppressive, small Nebraska town she grew up in, she had jumped at the chance when she saw the job postings for the brand new hospital. The first time she’d flown into Durango, Colorado, for her interview, she’d been immediately sold. Everything she’d dreamed of, right there at her fingertips. The only thing missing was the right man to start a family with. Thirty-three years old, and aside from a few attempts at something more serious, she’d never come close. Until now.

      Starting up her aging clunker, a smile steals over her face as she recalls the first e-mail she received from him. So polite, almost shy in his approach, just like he’d been when they finally met for coffee last week. He had blushed when he asked her out for another date, and seemed almost embarrassed to suggest a picnic.

      His car was already waiting when she pulled into the parking lot at Smelter Mountain. He’d told her to wear hiking gear for the short, but steep trek up the trail to the lookout point, from where they’d be able to see the lights come on in Durango below. So romantic.

      “Hey.” He smiles sheepishly and she notices again how very handsome he is when he does that. Perfect white teeth and a strong chin. She can’t stop the little shiver of anxious anticipation rolling down her back.

      “Hi. I brought the blanket.” She holds up the quilt she remembered to grab this morning before leaving for work.

      “And I brought dinner,” he says, holding up a sizable backpack before slipping the straps over his shoulders. He turns to her and holds out his hand. “You ready?”

      Tentatively, she grabs his hand, the blanket tucked under her arm, and follows behind him up the trail. They encounter a few fellow hikers, who are on their way down to the parking lot. Each time she slips behind him to allow them to pass, she can’t help but notice that his grip on her hand tightens more. She does find the way he seems to duck his head a little bizarre, but she blames that on his timid nature. Not everyone is comfortable looking strangers in the eye.

      A little winded from the ascent, she’s glad when they finally reach the ridge. In the mountains, the sun often appears to set earlier, and already the light is getting more diffused. The view is beautiful. Looking down, she notices some of the lights along Main Street are coming on and the picturesque town seems cozy, nestled in between the mountains.

      A sharp tug at her hand has her turn her head. He is looking at her instead of the view, and suddenly she feels a little unsettled. At some point he has taken off his glasses, and what had appeared to be warm, dark brown eyes now look hard and cold. She instinctively tries to pull her hand free, but he holds on. With a twist, she manages to free her hand, immediately rubbing it with the other to restore blood flow.

      “I’m sorry, was I squeezing to hard? I was worried you were getting too close to the edge,” he says, the now familiar shy smile on his face, but it doesn’t reach his eyes.

      “No…I’m… It’s okay. I’m not feeling too well,” she mutters, not entirely lying. “Maybe I should head back.”

      The next moment, he has her face pressed to his chest and an arm holding her tight against his body. She’s shocked to feel his prominent arousal pressing into her stomach and tries to pull back, but his unforgiving hold prevents that from being at all possible.

      “Don’t worry, lamb. I’ll take care of you.” His lips brush her hair as he whispers to her.

      The small sting to her neck is barely noticeable. If not for the rapidly spreading heat that seems to sap the strength right out of her, she might have simply dismissed it.

      This was a mistake, is the last thought she has.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Kendra

      

      “No, Karly, I’m not going on a singles’ cruise with you.”

      I roll my eyes at Naomi who is chuckling as she walks by the front desk. Naomi is Doc Waters, technically Dr. Morris since she married Joe Morris last year, but everyone still knows her as Doc Waters. We opened this clinic in Cedar Tree over a year ago. Already Naomi is near capacity with her patient load, and I’m at a point where I’m here on an almost full-time basis. Just two shifts a week left for me at Southwest Memorial in Cortez. Most of my regular physical therapy patients have already followed me here to Cedar Tree.

      Two weeks from now, I’ll be moving out of my beloved apartment in Cortez and into a cute rental here in town. Actually, the house belongs to a friend, who prefers renting it out over selling. The rent is actually slightly less than what I pay for my apartment so it wasn’t a particularly difficult decision. Not to mention, I will have a backyard, a great L-shaped living/dining room, two good-sized bedrooms and a bath. The place even has a swing on the porch. I’m looking forward to drinking my morning coffee there. And the best part about it? I can walk to work every day. I love walking.

      The grating high-pitched sound of my sister’s lament drags me back to the conversation.

      “Why not? It’s half-price, one of those short notice deals.” My sister resorts to the pre-adolescent whine that gets our mom to cave every single time. Unfortunately, Karly hasn’t yet figured out that it does the opposite for me.

      “Because those things are like floating sausage fests.”

      “You’re such a stick-in-the-mud. Mom said she’d come too.”

      Oh my God. Like that is any sort of enticement. I have to swallow hard to shove the contents of my stomach back down where they belong. I automatically turn my back to the waiting room when I hear the tell-tale ding of the door opening. “Not helping your case, Karly. Just sayin’… I’m not into quick, convenient fucks. Especially when most of the guys on those trips are looking to score as much and with as many as they can manage in the shortest possible time frame. Not keen on being the dessert buffet for a bunch of young idiots, hopped up on Viagra. Besides, as I told you a month ago, I’ll be moving house in two weeks, so I can’t come. End of story. You and Mom have fun, but count me out.”

      By the time I get my nympho sister off the phone, my eyes have rolled heavenward a few more times. I should have spared one eye-roll to confirm it actually was my next patient coming in. It wasn’t. A familiar face with a toothy grin is leaning on the damn counter, right behind me. Instantly, my German ancestry betrays me with the robust blush I feel burning on my cheeks. Fabulous.

      “What can I do for you, Neil?” I say none too kindly. One of his heavy eyebrows lifts all the way up, and the grin slips into a smirk.

      “That, is a loaded question,” he teases, “especially given the tantalizing conversation I just overheard.” The heat on my face has now reached my hairline while I curse myself six ways to Sunday. “By the way, I like that color on you,” he mumbles, tapping me on the cheek.

      “Neil—that was fast. I just called like twenty minutes ago.” Naomi smiles as she walks in and leans in for a peck on his cheek. I release a sigh of relief at her timely interruption.

      “I much prefer that kind of greeting,” he rumbles in that raspy dark voice of his, giving me a pointed look. A sound inconsistent with his youthful surfer boy looks and bright blue eyes, yet unfortunately has me steady myself on the edge of the counter.

      “Maybe I should introduce you to my sister then, she’s about your age,” I snap back and grab the file for my next patient, but not before I see the flash of anger in his baby blues. Deciding to ignore it, I make my way around the desk only to be held up by Naomi.

      “Have you been on your computer yet? I had problems this morning logging on,” she asks.

      “Haven’t had a chance. Why?”

      “Well, if Neil is here anyway to fix whatever’s wrong with mine, he might as well have a look at yours; make sure all the upgrades are up to date and stuff.”

      I shrug my shoulders. “Be my guest, here is my next patient,” I say with a chin nod toward the reception area. “I’ll be busy for the next hour anyway.” With that I motion to Mrs. Winkler, who I’ve been treating for a frozen shoulder. “Come on in. The needles are waiting for you.” With a small smile for Naomi and Neil, she follows me into my treatment room.

      “How have you been?” I ask her once I’ve closed the door behind us. “Are you noticing any improvement?” I have treated her with acupuncture twice a week for the past three weeks and I’m hoping to see some loosening in the joint. She was so seized up by the time she came to see me, there was no movement whatsoever in that arm.

      “I’m still having trouble with the kitchen cupboards and getting dressed in the morning isn’t much fun, but I do believe I have a bit more movement,” she says as she sheds her blouse and lays on the bed in just her undershirt.

      “That’s great. Let’s have a look.”

      For the next twenty minutes, I manipulate her shoulder joint. Finding her mobility is indeed a bit improved, I start preparing the needles. With the TENS machine hooked up to the needles and doing its work, I slip out of the room to quickly grab some coffee. Just as I pass by my office, Neil sticks his head out the door, causing me to almost drop my mug. “Holy shit.”

      “Sorry,” he mumbles a bit sheepishly. “I just wanted to have a quick word if you have a minute.”

      “I do if you follow me to the kitchen. I need more caffeine.”

      I can barely hear him behind me. For a large man, he is surprisingly light on his feet. I pull my one indulgence, hazelnut-flavored creamer, from the fridge and wave it in his face. “You want one?” The look of disgust on his face is comical, and I can’t stop the snicker. “Guessing that’s a no?”

      “I’ll have my coffee plain, thanks,” he says, opening a cupboard for a mug.

      I’m still smiling as I pour our coffees and almost burst out laughing again when I see him watch me pour enough creamer in my mug to turn my coffee a delicious beige. “So what’s up?” I ask, closing my eyes automatically as the taste of hazelnut with a hint of coffee hits my taste buds.

      “Two things actually,” he clarifies. “First, do you need any help moving? I have my old truck which can haul a shitload of stuff.”

      I look at his youthful face with his far-too-serious eyes that seem ancient. Sure, most of the time, they shine with a teasing glint, but there’s a darkness hiding behind them too. “Sure,” I accept, because really—when a young guy built like a tank offers to help you move, especially after your family ditched you for an aquatic meat market, you don’t pass it up.

      “Great. Just let me know when and where, and I’ll make sure my schedule’s clear.” His smile is genuine, and I’m struck once again by how tempting it can be to get lost to his charms. Even though I know he’d get bored with me soon enough in favor of something “fresher.”

      “Sounds good,” I say quietly.

      “Oh, and secondly, I was cleaning your drive when I noticed your cache file is pretty full,” he says, receiving a blank look from me, since I have no clue what he’s talking about. I can work a computer, but I don’t understand it. “Are you getting a lot of pop ups when you’re online? Those little screens with shit you don’t wanna see that suddenly cover your monitor?” he clarifies, thankfully, and I now understand exactly what he’s talking about. I shiver thinking about the vile, sadistic porn sites that have started popping up on my screen.

      “Actually, I do. Disgusting. How did they get there?” I half expect Neil to make fun of me, but he instead looks concerned.

      “One of the sites you’ve visited has left something behind on your computer. An imprint that generates these links popping up. I want to have a look to see where it comes from.”

      “Go right ahead. I’ve gotta get back to Mrs. Winkler.” I wave my hand in his general direction, not even half understanding what he just told me.

      It isn’t until much later, when I’m lost in thought with my hands working the tension from my patient’s shoulder, that I realize Neil is going through my history with a fine-tooth comb.

      Holy schnikes.
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        * * *

      

      Neil

      

      Oh, I’m pissed.

      No sooner had my hopes flared when Kendra agreed to let me help her move, that they deflated instantly upon finding the links to the MatureDatingOnly website in her Internet history. She’d been busy. Fuck me. Here I am thinking I might finally be making some headway with her, convincing her that the age difference between us means fuck-all, when reality hits me in the face. I know I’m crossing a line when I check her e-mails for evidence of some douche nozzle trying to hook up with her, but I figure the end justifies the means. Nothing. Not a damn thing. Which probably means she didn’t sign up with her clinic e-mail, because as beautiful, and fucking funny as she is, there’s no way she wouldn’t have had any interest. Christ.

      I just finished clearing all the crap from her history, as well as cleaning up her drive, when my phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out and see Gus’s number, and swear softly at the sight of my boss’s name on the screen. I was about to go talk to Kendra about accessing questionable websites. Frustrated, I slide my thumb across the screen.

      “Yeah?”

      “Neil, you almost done? Meeting in my office in twenty.”

      “On my way.”

      Slipping the phone back in my jeans, I quickly finish installing the upgraded firewall and log off. With one look back at the still closed door of her treatment room, I pull her office door shut and head for the front desk, where Naomi is just showing her patient out.

      “You done?”

      “Didn’t take much,” I tell her. “Yours is up and running, was just a glitch with the automatic updates, and Kendra’s is cleaned up. She’s still in with Mrs. Winkler so I’ll catch up with her later.”

      “Thanks, Neil.” She smiles at me and it hits me again how fucking lucky my colleagues at GFI are. Every last one of them has found their match and are building a future. Fuck, how I want that. I’ll admit, I’ve had fun sowing my wild oats, but I’m long since done with that. Left that part of my life behind when I came here from Grand Junction, but every good woman who has crossed my path has been snatched up from under my nose before I had a chance to make a move. And the one I’ve wanted most since meeting her is determined to keep me at a distance. Fuck, I almost lost a good friend to this stupid hang up of hers.

      I shake my head to clear the frustration and bend down to kiss Naomi’s cheek. “No problem, Doc. I’ve gotta run, though, duty calls.” With a two-fingered wave, I step out of the clinic and into the warm spring sunshine. Damn, it’s going to be good being able to get out again. The Cedar Tree winters can be brutal and make the terrain traitorous but with this warmer weather, I can’t wait for a chance to try out my new ATV on the trails.

      I’m at Gus and Emma’s place, also the GFI main office, five minutes later. It takes that long to get from one end of town to the other. I used to think I’d need a larger place to keep me busy, but since my first trip to Cedar Tree, it has never been boring. For a small town like this, they sure see a lot of action, which is why Gus—after our fist case here—moved the office from Grand Junction to here. Of course the fact that that first case netted him his wife, Emma, helped make that decision. During the first years, I stayed mostly in Grand Junction to run the office there with Dana, our office manager and resident mother. But she has since retired and Gus decided to close down that office. I started out in the guesthouse behind their house, but have recently moved into the apartment above the local diner, Arlene’s. She and her husband Seb have become good friends, as have all the other members of the GFI team. Two more members have been added since the office opened. Joe Morris, Naomi’s husband and the former sheriff of Montezuma County, and Mal Whitetail, Caleb’s brother. Of course Caleb and his wife, Katie, have both been operatives longer than I have.

      By the looks of the cars assembled in the driveway, everyone has been called in. When I walk in the door, the unmistakable smell of something baking greets me. Emma, Gus’s wife, is our resident baker and will use any damn excuse to shove a pie or some pastries in the oven, even an emergency GFI meet.

      She leans against the counter, wiping her hands on her apron and wearing a big ass smile. “Hey handsome.”

      “Hey.” I smile back. “I swear, if Gus didn’t force us to hit the gym at least twice a week to stay in shape, you’d have all of us sporting guts with your need to feed.”

      Emma flaps her hand. “Whatever, it’s just a few cinnamon rolls. Looks like you guys might be in there for a while and I didn’t have time to make soup for lunch. Gus just got the call forty-five minutes ago. You better get in there.”

      I wrap an arm around her neck and pull her close, planting a kiss on her fiery mop of auburn curls. “You’re the best, Ems.”

      “Coffee in the boardroom,” she yells after me when I turn into the hallway attaching the kitchen to the addition in the back which holds the GFI offices.

      “Neil, good. Sit. FBI is gonna be here in fifteen and I want to get you guys up to speed.” Gus sits at the head of the massive boardroom table with my partners seated along the sides. I slip into a vacant chair beside Katie, giving her a wink as I sit down.

      “Damian Gomez, as you know, is now leading the field office for La Plata County. He called in asking for our help. He’s short on staff, been working almost single-handedly on the disappearance of a number of women from this general area.”

      “How general?” Joe pipes up. He’s the one with all the law-enforcement connections and I can hear the wheels turning. Gus turns to him.

      “For now, limited to La Plata County, but with feelers out further. Once he brings in copies of what he has, we can talk about what it is we’re looking for in terms of matching cases up with other jurisdictions. I can confirm that there are five women missing. All are between twenty-five and forty years of age. Four were single, one married. As of this morning, three bodies have been found. Two had been there for a while. One was fresh, which makes number six. A hiker who was out early this morning stumbled on the bodies when he tripped and slid off the trail and down a twelve-foot ridge. He found them at the bottom, between a pile of sizable boulders. According to Damian, they looked to have been dumped there. The latest victim appears to have been there only a few days at most. Police is looking at getting her identified. All appear to be women.” Gus stands up, turns to the window and runs his hand through his hair. “We’ve had our share of trouble in this region, but if Damian is correct, this could be the first serial killer of this caliber since fucking Ted Bundy and Gary Ridgeway made Colorado unsafe.”

      “Have mercy,” Mal breathes from the other side of the table.

      “No shit. We’ll need it,” his brother Caleb adds.

      The door opens and Emma pushes her walker in, a tray of sandwiches and the freshly baked cinnamon buns balancing on top. Behind her, FBI Special Agent Damian Gomez walks in, toting a case of bottled water and a stack of files.

      “She got you working?” Gus smirks, looking at his wife appreciatively. He and Damian go back a ways, and not all of it very good, but in recent months, since Damian’s taken over the Durango office, things between them have been more amicable.

      Damian’s grudging smile and raised eyebrow is his only response. Mal takes the tray from Emma and sets it on the table, while Damian adds the case of water.

      “Thanks, Damian.” Emma smiles up at him, leaning in to give him a kiss on the cheek, something that obviously surprises him and stirs up Gus, whose low guttural growl can be heard clearly. “Oh geeze, Gus.” She turns on her husband, one hand on her walker for balance, the other resting on her hip. “Put your balls away, will ya? We all know they are exceptionally large. Now eat!” With that, she shuffles out of the room.

      Gus shakes his head, unable to keep the smirk off his face. “Well. Now that that’s been established, grab something to eat and let’s get this show on the road. I’ll just be one minute,” Gus says, as he stalks out the door behind Emma. Most of us have a knowing grin on our faces, except for Damian, who looks a bit confused.

      “Just go with it,” Katie tells him with a wink as she offers him a bottle of water. By the time Damian is done giving everyone a file folder, Gus comes walking back in, a satisfied look on his face.

      “All right,” Damian starts. “Six missing women, three bodies recovered this morning. The latest one, Cora Jennings, was a nurse at Mercy General in Durango. The report on her was only filed this morning by her supervisor at Mercy. She apparently had a date two days ago, didn’t show up the next day and when her supervisor couldn’t get a hold of her, she went to check her apartment. The woman’s car was gone and no one answered the door. Durango PD is over there now waiting for the landlord to show up with the key so they can get in. We suspect the third body found on Smelter Mountain was that of Cora. It hadn’t been out there long. All bodies were partially dressed. Looks like their clothes were neatly cut open along the front. They look to have been violated and the cause of death appears to be strangulation. The coroner will make a report, hopefully by the end of today, on the latest victim. He’ll also be able to confirm her identity, but we’re pretty sure it’s Cora.” He sits back and gives us time to scan over the pages in the file.

      “Jesus,” Joe says. “Are we sure, aside from the bodies of course, that all six of them fell victim to the same perp? Better yet, are we sure six is all there is?”

      “That’s where I’m hoping you guys can help out. Other than the three bodies, I don’t even know for sure the others, still technically listed as missing, are connected. I need someone to run a ViCAP search, see if any similar cases might be linked, and then follow up with whatever police department. Then I need sharp eyes on patterns, similarities, anything in the victims’ profiles that overlaps. Anything that may give us a starting point on this guy.” Damian gets up and checks his watch. “I have to run. Autopsy scheduled in an hour and a half and I want to be there. I’ll be in touch.” With that he’s gone.

      “Have a bad feeling about this one.” Mal is the first to speak.

      “Right,” Gus breaks in. “Neil, you run ViCAP.”

      “I’m on it,” I tell him, my laptop already open to the sign in page.

      “The rest of you, run through the files you have and start digging for similarities.”

      Katie is shifting in her seat beside me. “I may have found one,” she says, flipping back and forth between the profiles of the six women. “All of them appear to work in the medical field in one capacity or another.”

      I grab the file and shift through the papers. Sure enough, a pharmaceutical rep, two nurses, a medical secretary at a private clinic, an anesthesiologist and an ultra-sound technician.

      Gus gets up, walks to the dry erase board on the far wall and starts writing. “Neil, add that to your search and include all of the Four Corners region. Joe, make a note of all the reporting officers on each of these profiles and find out as much as you can about each of these victims. Mal, I want you to follow Gomez back to Durango. Get any information that comes out of that autopsy and keep us up to date. I want you to be our eyes and ears there. The rest of you, keep going through these files with a fine-tooth comb. Going just by what we have, this guy has been at it for over a year. God knows how many are out there. Let’s stop that fucker now.”
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      Kendra

      

      I almost drop my groceries on the doorstep, trying to balance the paper bags on one arm, while digging frantically through my purse to find my keys. The phone I forgot on the counter when I left to get some groceries is insistently ringing on the other side of the door.

      “Hang on, dagnabit,” I mumble under my breath, as I finally pull free my key ring and wiggle the quirky lock on my door. Stumbling over a few packing boxes, I manage only to lose the containers of yogurt that were balancing precariously on top of my bag of veggies before I make it to the counter where I dump the bags and snatch up my phone.

      “Hello?”

      Dead air. I almost hang up when I hear a deep sigh on the other side.

      “Am I interrupting something?” Neil’s all too familiar voice has my heart suddenly racing for another reason altogether.

      “I should be so lucky,” flies from my mouth before I can slap on a filter. I’m so glad he can’t see the pained look on my face as I literally bite my tongue—hard. The soft chuckle does nothing to settle my sudden nerves.

      “You know that can easily be resolved, right?” he coos, immediately sending a tingle down to my toes.

      “Ha!” is the only intelligible word I can form before shaking my head and determinedly changing the subject. “I just walked in with groceries and had forgotten my phone at home. What’s up?”

      All I hear on the other side is a sharp hiss.

      “You know it’s becoming more and more difficult not to find double meaning in everything you say.” Before I can give that a response, he continues, “I just wanted to check in with you about the move. You were supposed to call me with a place and time?”

      Shit. I know I was and I’d been postponing, having reconsidered the wisdom of letting him help me move. I mean, it’s not like I have a lot of stuff. It would only take me three or four trips in my little SUV. The couch and the bed would be a bit of a problem, though. “I know. I’m sorry, it’s been a bit of a hectic week. It’s this coming Saturday, but you know what? I can probably manage.” And I would. Somehow.

      “Yeah, I’ve been busy too. Would’ve called you earlier but this case… Let’s just say it’s intense. So give me the address and what time do you want me there?” He totally disregards my last remark and I figure it’ll probably be less of a headache to let him help than it would be to try and deter him.

      “I can make sure I have everything packed up, and the bed dissembled the night before. So let’s say nine o’clock?”

      “Where are you gonna sleep?”

      “Not sure what you mean.”

      “If you’re taking apart your bed Friday night, then where are you gonna sleep?” he asks, and I can hear the smile in his voice.

      “Oh. On the mattress on the floor.”

      “Right,” he chuckles. “You know I can help with that too.”

      “I’ll have you know I’ve been able to sleep by myself for forty years, I think I’ll manage,” I blurt out a little irritated. The guy is relentless.

      “Kendra? I meant disassembling the bed.”

      “Oh.” I need to get off the phone before I make an even bigger ass of myself. “No need. I’ve done it before. So, is nine okay for you?”

      “I’ll bring coffee,” he says simply before hanging up.

      I drop the phone on the counter and bang my head a few times. Why is that man so persistent? I can’t seem to get through to him that I am probably ten years older than he is; way too old for him. More importantly, he’s way too young for me. I’ve seen up close and personal how these May-December relationships work. Always explosive in nature, and short in duration.

      My mother was an expert. The first five years after my father passed away when I was only twelve, Mom never dated. A beautiful woman, she didn’t lack for suitors but she would swear high and low that my father had been her one true love and she wasn’t interested in anyone else. It was the commitment she had an issue with. Most men her age were looking for a wife, and she was not on the market.

      I was in my senior year in high school when she overheard one of my male friends call her a MILF. I about gagged. When Mom asked what it meant, I was going to make something up, but my then ten-year-old sister was all too eager to explain. Finding out she was attractive to younger men opened up a new world for her. One where marriage and building a long-term future were not expected, but in fact avoided as much as possible. I hit college and it was like my mother was given new life. She used every excuse in the book to come visit me, just so she could check out the male college population. Needless to say, she developed a reputation fairly quickly, to my absolute horror. I didn’t date through college, the risks of going out with someone my mother had already slept with was too big. Besides, my sister was fast following in my mother’s footsteps, and at fourteen had had more boyfriends than me at twenty-two.

      Don’t get me wrong, I love my mom and my sister, but there is a reason I no longer live in Durango. I’m happy they’re having such fun, embarrassing as it might be. But the moment people started calling me One of those Schmitt girls, I was out of there.

      Now that I think about it, I should probably give Mom a call. Find out from her whether she is actually going on this cruise or whether it was a ploy by Karly to get me to come. But when I spot a small puddle forming under the bag that holds my one indulgence, frozen yogurt, I quickly tend to my priorities first. Yes, the frozen yogurt.

      “Hello?”

      “Is this Kendra?”

      He sounds almost wary on the phone. Lars is his name, a man I met about four months ago on the dating site I’d signed up for. Well I never actually met him, but we’d been e-mailing back and forth occasionally. After a week on the dating site, I’d taken down my profile. Too many creeps out there. A lot of them plain sleazy in their approach, and I swear some of them were married, looking for an affair on the side. Not my cup of tea. The only decent guy who’d approached me tentatively was Lars.

      We’d exchanged a couple of e-mails before I’d decided to take down my name and when I warned him, he’d asked if we could continue to just talk over regular e-mail. He’s a high school teacher in Gallup, New Mexico, and the moment he mentioned that, I’d looked him up. There hadn’t been any pictures for the teachers on the online staff directory for Miyamura High School, but the description fit him to a T.

      I had seen a picture on his profile on the dating site where he was hiking the Grand Canyon—one of the main reasons he’d peaked my attention. Rather studious looking, but handsome. Forty-three years old and never been married, according to his description, but looking for someone who shared his main passion: nature hikes. It seemed like a good place to start.

      Over the past months, he’d proven himself to be witty, regaling me with some funny teaching stories that would put a smile on my face. So when I spotted his e-mail, right after hanging up with Mom, who confirmed she’d be leaving with Karly over the weekend, I read it eagerly. To my surprise, he’s asking to meet. We’d never really talked about that possibility. Although in hindsight, it seems only natural things would progress to that at some point.

      Coffee in Cortez. He’s apparently on his way to a conference in Grand Junction and since it wouldn’t be out of his way to stop in Cortez, he thought I might like to meet. That’s when he asked for my number, which I freely give him. Four months of talking, surely if he was after something more nefarious than a bit of companionship, he’d have grown tired of me by now. I’d barely hit send on the e-mail with my phone number and the damn thing rings.

      “Hi, Lars?” I respond, a little out of breath. It’s a bit unnerving to suddenly be talking to someone who’s been more of an abstract figure behind the computer so far. A gentle chuckle sounds over the line.

      “That’s me,” he says. “A bit weird, isn’t it? Hearing a voice to go with the words we’ve been exchanging for the past months? I mean, you sound great. I mean, nice.” He seems a little flustered and for some reason that puts my mind at ease. “I’ve got to admit, I’m a little nervous. I’ve never actually gotten this far.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, a little confused.

      “I mean, I’ve talked to a few people before, but never actually moved beyond e-mails.”

      “Oh, well, if it makes you feel any better, I’ve never really done the online thing at all before. So all of this is new. Not sure what the rules or expectations are, but you mentioned coffee and that seems harmless enough.”

      “Good. That’s good. Yes, so I’ll be driving to Grand Junction on Friday, and I was hoping maybe you’d be willing to meet me in Cortez. You did say you lived in Cortez, right?” He sounds like he’s smiling, not a bad sound at all.

      “Yes, I do.” I don’t feel the need to tell him that Friday will actually be the last day I effectively live here. There is plenty of time for that.

      “Okay, so maybe you know a place? Somewhere you feel comfortable meeting a middle-aged teacher from Gallup,” he chuckles in self-deprecation.

      “Hardly middle-aged yet, Lars.”

      “Hmmm, I like that. You saying my name.” The sudden shift from shy and hesitant to blatant flirting sends a bit of a shock to my system. I’m not quite sure what to do with that. Neil says stuff like that all the time, but it’s never given me a cold chill, like a sudden draft against my neck. Not entirely pleasant.

      “So coffee?” I say rather curtly. He must pick up on it because when he speaks next, the shy teacher is back.

      “If you’re sure, that would be great, yes. I’d love a chance to talk to you about those hiking trails in Mesa Verde you mentioned.”

      Back on safer ground, I remind him I have several maps of the national park that I can bring for him to look over and he seems very receptive.

      “So where and when is good for you?” He wants to know. “I’m leaving probably around five. Classes end at three o’clock and I’ll swing home to pick up my stuff and grab a bite, so I should be there around seven? Maybe seven thirty?”

      I don’t have to think hard for a place to meet. Mal’s wife Kim and her friend Kerry introduced me to a great coffee shop a few months ago. “The Spruce Tree Espresso House. I’ll e-mail you directions. That’s probably easiest. And seven thirty sounds great, but won’t it be too much of a delay? If you still have to get to Grand Junction?”

      “It’s probably four hours driving from Cortez, and the conference doesn’t start until the afternoon so I can sleep in.”

      “Okay, if you’re sure. Then seven thirty it is.”

      “Looking forward to it,” he says before I hear the distinct click of a hang up.

      A little abrupt. I didn’t get a chance to match the sentiment or say goodbye. I shrug it off, making myself a note to find those Mesa Verde hiking maps before Friday.

      Oddly enough, I don’t feel any nerves about meeting him. No nerves, no butterflies. Not excitement either. Just a tiny seed of discomfort at the slight personality shifts. That never really came across when we would talk via e-mail. It’s just coffee. If I don’t get a good vibe, I’ll say goodbye and leave it at that.
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      Neil

      

      I smile when I hang up the phone. Kendra may think she’s keeping a safe distance, but the way she is easily flustered when I tease her shows me she has more than a passing interest. I’m not stupid. I know she has a massive hang up over our age difference, and she’s wielded that like a sword for the past year since I made my interest pretty clear.

      My interest runs back a lot further than that, almost since the first time I saw her, but for a while I thought she had her sights set on Mal. When he met Kim on a case he was working last year, though, it became obvious that whatever was between them had simply been friendship, because Mal fell like a brick for Kimeo. Even encouraged me to go after Kendra at some point, having picked up on my feelings for her. It’s not like I haven’t tried. I’ve just not been very aggressive, and Kendra has been extremely dismissive. Still, I see the way her eyes flit at me when she thinks I’m not looking. I can hear the hitch in her breathing when I get too close for her comfort. And I’ve let her get away with it, hoping that at some point she’ll see beyond the difference in years, and see me. Not the guy she thinks I am, but the one I’m proving to be.

      Seeing the links to the dating site on her work computer has thrown a switch for me. She’s obviously looking for something, and still fucking refuses to look for that something with me. That’s going to change. I’m done waiting for her to get on the ball. I’m going to run the play from here on in. Keep her off-balance and create my own opportunities.

      This case has me rather tied up, though. When the reports from the coroner came back and showed the mutilations on each of the victims, the investigation FBI agent Gomez had drawn us into went full swing. Intricate carvings in the skin of each of the three victim’s backs depicting angel wings along with the word Mercy had been inflicted while the women had still been alive. At least that was the opinion of the coroner based on his findings. He suspected the use of succinylcholine, or a similar drug used to paralyze the muscles, when he noticed the imprint of a breathing mask on the latest victim’s face. Sux, the commonly used name for the drug, paralyzes the muscles needed for breathing so artificial respiration is needed to keep someone alive until the drug wears off. Otherwise, it is a slow, agonizing death. The victim would have been fully aware of everything done to them, but completely unable to help themselves. Unfortunately, it leaves very little evidence behind in the body, so it is difficult to detect. According to the coroner, the mask used might have been attached to a relatively simple CPAP-machine, providing the positive air pressure needed to keep the victim breathing and alive, but barely.

      The last victim showed evidence of violent sexual interference resulting in tissue damage and the cause of death is listed as asphyxiation. Over the last few days, he has been able to confirm similar findings on the other victims. We now also know their names.

      The ViCAP searches turned up four more possible cases in Utah and another three in New Mexico. All missing women, all between twenty-five and forty, although the majority are over thirty, and all of them worked in some capacity of the medical field. According to the last count, thirteen potential victims, three accounted for, spread over three states. All of this within the past two years. It’s a very disturbing trend.

      An hour ago, Gus called us in to the office where only a week ago we first got wind of this crazy fucker. As I pull my truck up to the house, I let my mind wander back to Kendra and the unofficial date we have for Saturday. Doesn’t matter that she won’t look at it that way, I’m just happy to have some time with her. I’ll be keeping my eyes and ears peeled for any space she’ll give me and jump all over it. My endless patience, one of my better qualities, is starting to run short where she is concerned.

      This time, when we’re all seated, Gus wastes no time to announce that FBI brass has swooped in, putting a lid on any information shared for fear of mass panic. They want no word of the case to leak, so GFI has effectively been eliminated from the investigation.

      “Seems Damian suddenly has more sets of hands than I’m sure is welcome,” Gus tells us. “He’s not too happy with the way this investigation is shaping up. That’s why he’s asked us, unofficially, to keep our eyes open.” Gus looks around the table at each of us. “That means we fly under the radar. I’m not letting it interfere with our other cases, but let’s keep plugging at whatever leads we can get our hands on.”

      “Maybe this is a good time to let you know that I’ve managed to get into Cora Jennings’s e-mail account and discovered an interesting chain of e-mails.” All eyes turn to me, but Gus speaks up.

      “The Feds will have their own IT techs on it now, so unless there’s a way to get in and out undetected, I suggest you cease and desist any further attempts at hacking. Don’t want to get us in hot water by way of interfering with an ongoing investigation. Having said that, you wouldn’t happen to have print outs of those e-mails, would you?”

      I open my laptop, click a few buttons, and the large printer in the corner of the boardroom whirrs to life. With my signature cocky smile, I look back at Gus. “Printing out as we speak. I managed to back up her entire e-mail folder before I got out.”

      “Who says brains aren’t sexy?” Katie winks at me from across the table, causing Caleb to pull her close by the neck.

      “Quit flirting with the boy,” he growls, immediately setting me on edge and earning one of Katie’s sharp little elbows in the ribs.

      “Hardly a boy, Caleb, and keep your shorts on.”

      Perhaps a bit louder than necessary, I slap my laptop closed. “Anything else, boss?” I ask Gus, pointedly not looking at anyone else at the table. Gus calmly looks back, the only evidence he’s picking up on my irritation being the slight twitch of his eyebrow.

      “Nope. I’ll hand out the prints. Good work, Neil. Check in with me end of the day, and if you do decide to do some more digging, try to stay invisible.”

      “Sure thing.” And without acknowledging anyone else, I get me and my sudden bad mood out of there, feeling the strange looks from my colleagues burning holes in my back. I don’t give a fuck. But if I thought I was getting out of there fast, Emma has other ideas.

      “Where are you storming off to?” she asks, blocking my way to the front door, her hands on her hips. “You’re not staying for lunch?”

      “Not this time.” I try to control my temper, but as expected, Emma hears the bite to my voice.

      “What happened in there?”

      I try to shake my head and leave it at that, but there is no escaping her soft and slightly accusatory “Neil.”

      “I’m just tired, Ems. Tired of being treated like an irresponsible adolescent instead of a fucking grown man. I’ll be thirty-two in a month and I still feel like I have to prove my worth like someone wet behind the ears.”

      “Hmmm,” she mumbles as she tilts her head to the side. “Honestly? I don’t think there’s anyone who knows you who would mistake you for irresponsible or wet behind the ears. You may look young, but you have an old soul. A wise soul.” The soft hand she lays on my cheek feels nice. Comforting. Still, I can’t hold back the deriding snort.

      “Ha. I wish that were true,” I blurt out before I snap my mouth shut.

      Emma gives her head a slight shake. “She’ll figure it out,” she says, proving once again to be more perceptive than most.

      Very little escapes Emma.
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      Kendra

      

      “Hey, girl!”

      Arlene is standing behind the counter of the diner when I walk in. Arlene’s Diner, named after its owner, has become a favorite hangout in the past year. Arlene runs the place, and her husband Seb is Cedar Tree’s own culinary wiz. The daily specials he adds to the standard diner fare on the menu since taking over the kitchen a few years ago, have not just drawn in the locals, but diners from Cortez and even Dolores. I first met Seb and Arlene when they brought Seb’s sister, Faith, to the area. A devastating childhood brain injury had left her stuck in time. They had moved her into a full-time care facility in Cortez where I’d been working at the time.

      “Hi there, Arlene. Guess who I saw yesterday?”

      Arlene chuckles. “Already heard. Seb heard all about it when he called her last night. You’d think Santa came early with the way she carried on.”

      I’d popped in to visit Faith after my shift at Cortez Memorial. These last months have been so busy with the clinic, my two remaining days at the Cortez hospital and the upcoming move, I hadn’t been in to see her. “She seems to be doing well. I was glad to see she got over that bout of pneumonia.”

      “Yeah, that was scary for a bit. Seb was over there every day. So what can I get you? A bit early for dinner, no?”

      “Actually, I was hoping for an early bite. I have to head back to Cortez to pack up the last of my things tonight. Tomorrow I’ll officially be a resident of Cedar Tree. That reminds me, did Beth leave her key?” The cute house I’m moving into belongs to Beth, one of Arlene’s good friends. She’s hung on to the place since her marriage to Clint Mason, another fairly new import in Cedar Tree, and has been renting it out. My luck that it was available when I started looking for a place. One of these days I hope to buy something, but for now I’m happy renting.

      “Dropped it off this morning. Here you go.” Arlene opens the cash register and pulls out a ring with two keys. “She says to tell you that the one key will open both the front and backdoors, as well as the gate to the backyard. Second one is a spare. Neil installed that brand new security system last year so you’ll have numeric keypads on the front and backdoor as back up.” She hands me a little card with a four-number combination. “Says if you want another code, Neil can help you set it up.”

      At the mention of Neil’s name, I look up from the card I was studying. Arlene’s eyes study me intently, making me feel slightly uncomfortable.

      “So when are you gonna put that boy out of his misery?”

      And there it is. It seems the more I try to keep my distance from him, the harder the universe conspires—with a little help from my friends—to hook us up.

      “Arlene,” I start, but she won’t have it.

      “He’s a good man, Kendra. A real good man. And from what I can tell, he’s got it bad for you.” She leans over the counter conspiratorially. “Haven’t seen him with anyone in over a year. Not once. Not since he moved into the apartment upstairs.”

      An odd feeling presses under my breastbone, and I lift my hand to my chest. Fiddlesticks. Why is this so hard? I shouldn’t care if he sees half the female population in the Four Corners area. I shouldn’t. Despite the undeniable attraction I feel for him, I’ve not allowed myself to even consider going there. Hell, I even tried dating Malachi at one point, before Kim came on the scene, but that had been weird. The one kiss we’d shared had felt…off. Flat. It did less for me than a single touch of Neil’s eyes on me. Why can’t I just turn off this stupid reaction I have to even the mention of his name? I know he isn’t the one for me. It would never work. Yet…

      “You gonna stand there with that dreamy look on your face, or are you interested in hearing today’s special?” Arlene cuts into my thoughts, a knowing smirk on her face.

      With a slight shake of my head to clear it, I turn my eyes to the big blackboard behind the counter. “I’ll have the spinach and goat cheese stuffed meatloaf. That sounds good. Oh, and some unsweetened ice tea, please.”

      “Grab a seat. Coming right up,” she says as she disappears into the kitchen. I take stool at the counter and turn to scan the diner. It’s only a little after four in the afternoon and only one booth is occupied. I’m sure over the next half hour the place will start filling up. Friday nights are generally busy at the diner and Arlene usually has two extra servers coming in over the weekend.

      A ding on my phone shows a message from my mom, but the chime of the door has me turning toward the entrance, as the one person I should be trying to avoid walks in and straight toward me. A big smile on his handsome face.

      “Bonus,” he says cryptically as he pulls up a stool beside me.

      “What does that mean?” I tuck away my phone and try not to notice the brush of his shoulder against me as he settles in.

      “Thought I would have to wait until tomorrow to see you but here you are. Bonus.” The slight nudge of his arm against my side has me looking up from the counter, where I’ve tried to keep my focus. I immediately feel my resolve melting under the warm fire in his baby blues.

      “You have to stop flirting with me,” I whisper softly, unable to pull my eyes from his. “You’re making this so hard.”

      Bending his head down, he leans in closer. “Can’t help myself around you, and it doesn’t have to be hard at all.” The puff of his breath against my skin causes a little shiver to run over me. Danger signals are shooting off in my brain while my body instantly responds to him, ignoring the warnings. His scent, so uniquely him, surrounds me and I just want to snuggle up to him. Breathe him in.

      “Neil!”

      My eyes, which had slipped shut, pop open to see his face just inches from mine, staring at me intently. With a small twitch of his mouth, he lifts his head to acknowledge Arlene, who just walked over with my ice tea in hand.

      “Hey there, boss lady. What’s on the menu?”

      “On the blackboard, smartass. That’s why I hung it up there, so I don’t have to repeat myself all damn day.”

      Arlene is all bark and no bite. It’s one of the things I love about her. She definitely takes no prisoners. A good person through and through, she has a gruff exterior that protects the giant, but fragile, heart she owns. She doesn’t take any nonsense and doesn’t give it either.

      Neil, of course, smiles his signature big smile at her snarkiness. He loves teasing her. Loves teasing everyone, especially the women around town. Charms each and every one of them. Of us. A deep sigh escapes my lips before I can check it. To camouflage it, I take a quick sip of my tea, ignoring the two pairs of eyes I can feel trained on me.

      “Do me today’s special, honey,” I hear Neil say.

      “Coming up.” I hear her footsteps retreating but keep my gaze on the glass in my hand.

      “Relax.”

      I hear the rumble of his voice at the same time his large, warm hand finds my jeans-clad knee and gives it a squeeze. The brief contact leaves his palm print burned on my skin.

      “Work still busy?” I ask, trying to distract him, and myself.

      “Nah,” he says, but there’s something about the tone of his voice that has me look up. He is staring straight ahead, and suddenly he looks much older with evidence of strain on his face. Without thinking, I put my hand on his arm. Big mistake. I feel the muscles of his forearm shifting under my hand as he clenches his fist on the counter.

      “You okay?” I prod, watching him as he slowly turns his eyes to me.

      “Promise you’ll be careful out there?”

      The question catches me off-guard. Actually, it’s the intensity in his eyes that throws me. “Of course I’m careful. What’s going on?”

      “Just…fuck.” Neil clasps his hands around the
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