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        To my daughter, Jordan

        Thank you for the many ways

        you inspire me.

        I love you.
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      Hadley Bruce white-knuckled the steering wheel so hard her fingers cramped. Walls of snow packed both sides of the rutted San Juan mountain trail, leaving little room for her rented Jeep. It was June, for heaven’s sake, but apparently Mother Nature hadn’t seen the calendar.

      Hadley side eyed her cousin Sophie. “Remind me again why we’re here.”

      Sophie sat up straighter in her seat. “Today we’re checking out the Colorado ghost towns of Animas Forks. It’s going to be –”

      “Don’t say fun.”

      “– fun.”

      Hadley sighed. She couldn’t count the number of times Sophie had said that word in the past few weeks. All to coerce Hadley to join her for this trip. Work had been a convenient excuse until Hadley’s boss had pulled her from her client and forced her to take a sabbatical. Sophie was convinced it was a sign.

      Hadley didn’t believe in signs and she still had a pit in her stomach about it. But Sophie had been relentless. So here she was, in the middle of nowhere.

      A black SUV crested the ridge above and barreled toward them.

      “Scoot over,” Sophie urged. “Traffic coming down the mountain always has the right of way.”

      “Scoot over where? There’s nowhere to go.” Hadley squeezed the Jeep as far to the right as she could. The passenger mirror scraped the snow as the other vehicle barely slowed to pass. “Where’s the fire, buddy?” she mumbled as she pulled back to the center of the trail. “Man, I hope that didn’t damage the mirror. We didn’t get the extra insurance.”

      Sophie opened her window and leaned out to inspect it. “It’s fine. You worry too much.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s my name on the rental agreement. Your Civic is safe and sound back at the hotel.”

      As they climbed, the trail widened, and the snow gave way to the beginnings of vegetation with even a few spring flowers here and there. Hadley had to admit that the high mountain vista with the white, fluffy clouds overhead was breathtaking.

      They rounded a curve and a collection of historic buildings greeted them, all nicely preserved. The wooden structures looked as if they could have come straight out of an old western movie.

      Sophie tapped Hadley’s arm. “Stop here. I think this is the place.”

      Hadley sure hoped so. Sophie had promised they’d head back to Ouray for lunch if she could find the perfect picture for her upcoming post on her travel and adventure blog. Hadley shoved the gear shift into park then glanced at her watch.

      “I saw that.” Sophie shot her a grin.

      “Can’t help it. I’m starving,” Hadley grumbled. “If you hadn’t ticked off our waiter this morning, we’d at least have eaten a decent breakfast.”

      “He was the jerk who messed up our order. Twice. And he was super rude.” She wrestled her camera out of the backseat. “Come help me find something to capture the ghost town feeling.”

      Hadley removed her sunglasses. The stillness and quiet that surrounded them pressed on her. Except for the buildings, she could almost believe humans had never been here before. She hurried after Sophie. “What, exactly, are we looking for?”

      Sophie shrugged. “I don’t know yet. Something special.”

      Hadley surveyed the area then frowned at Sophie’s back. She should go sit in the Jeep for all the help she’d be. It all looked good enough for a nice photo, but what the heck did something special mean?

      “How do you know we’re even at the best spot?”

      Sophie turned to her with another wide smile. “I don’t. That’s why it’s an adventure.” She took the three stairs onto the porch then stepped into what, according to the plaque posted on the wooden pedestal, was once someone’s rustic home.

      Hadley stood outside for another minute, still reluctant to get sucked into yet another of Sophie’s escapades. She’d avoided them since Sophie’s senior year of high school when they’d almost been busted for trespassing. Hadley couldn’t afford a blemish on her record then, and she sure as hell couldn’t afford it now.

      “Suck it up, buttercup,” she whispered as she followed Sophie into the building. “This isn’t illegal. And the only thing standing between you and lunch is a single picture.”

      Hadley found her cousin crouched on the floor, her camera angled to catch the rustic table edge and the window beyond. There wasn’t much else to see in the sparsely furnished room. It was preserved for tourists, but the few kitchen items on display were nailed down to discourage potential thieves. At least it was clean, and the brilliant sun slanting through the paned windows had warmed the building to a comfortable temperature.

      Sophie groaned as she stood. “This isn’t working.”

      “What did you expect? There’s not much here.” Hadley skimmed the dustless fireplace mantel with her fingertips. “They don’t call these places ghost towns for nothing.”

      “You’re funny. Did you know that there are more ghost towns in Colorado than existing towns? But most are run down skeletons. Not very many have been kept up like this one. I want to capture the essence of what it would’ve been like to live here during the silver boom.”

      Hadley shuddered at the thought but let Sophie return to her work. “You’ll get it. I’ll check out the upstairs for inspiration.”

      The small second story was nothing more than a single, empty room with a window on each wall. The floors creaked as she walked, but when she stopped, silence filled the space. Certainly no inspiration here. If anything, it reminded her of her sparse childhood home and memories she’d just as soon forget.

      Hadley looked out the window to see her cousin striding toward one of the nearby outbuildings. She was everything Hadley used to wish she could be – beautiful, vivacious, daring. As a kid, the world had been Sophie’s playground. Hadley smiled as Sophie climbed over a short fence and slid around the side of the building.

      Apparently, it still was.

      They shared the same blond hair and Hadley’s eyes were a shade darker blue, but that’s where the similarities ended. Unlike Sophie, who was still figuring out what she wanted to be when she grew up, Hadley had planned obsessively for her future out of necessity. If Sophie failed, Aunt Carol would be there to catch her. There was no safety net for Hadley.

      As she turned from the window and from her morose thoughts, she caught movement out of the corner of her eye in the trees to the east. Something red waved from a tree branch, its color bright against the dark evergreen. She squinted. A shirt, maybe?

      Curiosity propelled her down the stairs and out the door. She was almost to the outbuilding when Sophie pulled the camera from her face in surprise. “You look like a woman on a mission.”

      “Thought I saw something. I’ll be right back.”

      Sophie followed her. “Please tell me you did. Because so far, I haven’t found a darn thing to inspire me.”

      As they approached the spot, Hadley huffed from the altitude and her heartbeat pounded in her ears. When she stepped around the large boulder, she almost forgot to breathe at all.

      She saw the boots first. Worn leather with soles that had seen better days. They were on a man whose back was to them. He looked as though he was spooning the boulder, sleeping. Or maybe passed out drunk.

      “Sir?” She shoved her hands in her jeans pockets as she approached.

      “Is he okay?” Sophie grabbed Hadley’s arm in a death grip, her voice about an octave higher than usual.

      Hadley poked the guy’s leg with the toe of her boot and Sophie screamed, causing them both to jump.

      “Jesus, Sophie,” Hadley said, clutching her chest. She pointed to a nearby tree. “Go stand over there.”

      After making sure Sophie had followed her instruction, Hadley swallowed hard and gathered enough courage to tug on the man’s shoulder. His left arm flopped from his side to the ground, the momentum turning his torso and head. Hadley sucked in a breath as she stared at his open, unseeing eyes.

      “Oh, hell,” she whispered.

      “What is it?” Sophie called.

      Hadley turned a slow half-circle, stomach churning. “Soph. It’s the kid, the waiter. From the restaurant this morning. He’s dead.”

      Sophie shook her head, eyes wide. “No he isn’t.”

      “Come look.”

      Sophie approached, the color draining from her face with every step. “We should leave. Now.” As if released from a sling shot, she took off running toward their car.

      “Wait, Sophie!”

      Hadley managed to catch up with her as she shoved her camera into the Jeep’s back seat. “What are you doing?”

      “What’s it look like? We’ve got to get out of here. A group of tourists could show up any second.”

      “Slow down. Everything’s going to be okay, but we’ve got to think this through. We should call 911 before we do anything else.”

      “Are you kidding me? Let someone else report it. Everyone in that restaurant this morning saw me arguing with him. We’re the reason he stormed out, remember? That’s called motive. What if people think I did it? I could go to prison for a crime I didn’t commit.”

      Hadley shook her head as she maneuvered Sophie into the Jeep’s passenger seat. Her cousin sure hadn’t outgrown her flair for drama. Hadley waited until Sophie met her gaze. “That’s not motive. And you’re not going to jail.” She spoke with a calmness she didn’t feel. “We don’t even know that he was murdered. Maybe he got drunk and fell. Hit his head or something. The cops will investigate and figure out what happened.”

      Hadley strode to her side of the Jeep, trying to capture a deep breath around the tightness in her chest. Whether he’d been murdered or not, she’d discovered a dead body. The young man’s lifeless face filled her thoughts, and the soft breeze she’d enjoyed minutes ago turned cold and biting as the sun hid behind a cloud.

      Her shaking fingers finally punched in the emergency number on her phone, but she couldn’t get service. After another second to fortify herself, she grabbed the door handle and sank behind the wheel. She would do what she always did. Control the situation.

      She straightened her shoulders and threw her phone into the change cup. “There’s no signal up here. We’re going to drive back to town and report what we saw.”

      “Maybe we could —”

      “No way. We’re not leaving that kid out here to get eaten by God knows what.”

      Sophie glowered at her. “I was going to say, make an anonymous tip.”

      “Oh. Well, we’re not doing that either. Even if we could. They’re never really anonymous, and that would only cast suspicion on us.”

      The bumpy, jerky ride out of the pass took much longer than Hadley had hoped, and by the time they pulled into the parking lot of the sheriff’s office in Ouray, her nerves were even more on edge. With a couple of calming breaths, she looked at Sophie. “You ready?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      Hadley reached over and squeezed her hand. “There’s nothing to worry about.”

      No one manned the front desk, nor did anyone appear when the bell jingled over the door. Hadley surveyed the reception area then leaned over the counter. “Hello?” she called.

      A few moments later, a door in the short hallway opened and a woman in uniform rushed out, her cheeks flushed. “Can I help you?” she asked as she finger-combed her hair.

      Hadley probably should have told her she missed the second button on her shirt in her haste, but that was the least of her worries. “Are you the sheriff?”

      “I’m Deputy Wilson.”

      “My name is Hadley Bruce and this is my cousin, Sophie Kingman. We’re here to make a report.”

      A squat man emerged from the hallway and stood next to the deputy. “I’m Sheriff Callaway.” He gave Sophie a phony smile while his eyes drifted toward her chest. “What’s brought you girls in on this fine day?”

      Hadley had spent the entire ride back to town thinking about what they would say, but it wasn’t as if there was a class on proper etiquette for this sort of thing. Short and to the point would work best. “There’s a dead body behind a big boulder near the Animas Forks ghost town.”

      “What kind of dead body? Like an animal?”

      Hadley’s eyes widened at his obtuse question. “No. Like a human.”

      “You sure it wasn’t someone taking a nap?”

      His condescension rankled Hadley. “Eyes glazed over? Not breathing? Yeah, we’re sure.”

      He scowled then addressed Sophie. “How long ago did this happen?”

      “We found him about ninety minutes ago,” she replied.

      The sheriff turned to his deputy and jerked his head toward the door. “Head on up to Animas. See what you can see.”

      The deputy’s stony glare hovered over the sheriff for a moment then she turned and marched out of the office.

      Sheriff Callaway shifted his gaze from the deputy’s backside and returned his attention to them. “I know you all are tourists, but I have to ask. Any chance you recognized the body?”

      Sophie choked on a sharp intake of breath, but Hadley spoke over her. “We aren’t sure, but he looked a little bit like the server at the Ouray Bed and Breakfast where we’re staying.”

      “Hmmm. Okay, have a seat.” He motioned toward two hard plastic chairs. “You two can stay put right here until I hear back from Lucy. There’s coffee if you want it.”

      Well, crap. Hadley had hoped to escape back to their hotel, but she didn’t want to ask for fear he’d refuse her request. Sophie was still twitchy, and if they had to stay long, her imagination would run wild.

      An hour and a half later, Sophie seemed to be in control, writing in the journal she’d pulled from her purse. But after two cups of bitter coffee on an empty stomach, Hadley was wired.

      Sheriff Callaway had gotten the call from Deputy Wilson requesting the county coroner, but then their conversation had become hushed and Hadley strained to hear them. The sun was setting early over the mountain ridge to the west when Wilson finally returned and walked straight back to the sheriff’s office, barely sparing them a glance.

      Sophie’s head popped up and followed the woman’s progress. “She doesn’t look happy.”

      Hadley shoved her granola bar back into her purse. “Not our problem.”

      The sheriff entered the reception area and motioned them to his office, his lips pinched. “A couple more questions, if you please.”

      Hadley shrugged at Sophie. They’d done nothing wrong, and they had absolutely nothing to hide.

      So why was she nervous?

      The dated paneling in the office matched the reception area, but without any windows this room was stuffy and dark. She and Sophie took the offered seats and Hadley watched the silent interaction between the sheriff and his deputy, a pit forming in her stomach.

      “The person you found today was Jose Morales. You said you knew him from the hotel, right?”

      “We don’t know him,” Sophie said, with a sideways glance at Hadley. “He was our server a couple of times.”

      Wilson put a hand on her hip. “What about the name Miguel Herrera? Ring a bell with you?”

      Sophie shook her head, and with a silent sigh of relief, Hadley relaxed against the back of her chair. Maybe they could finally get out of there. “From around here? Nope. The only Miguel Herrera I’m familiar with is Miguel Herrera Holdings out of Denver.”

      Tense silence filled the room as Callaway leaned forward, elbows on his desk. “You know Miguel Herrera Holdings?”

      Hadley swallowed. She wished she could take back the words. “Strictly in a forensic sense.” Oh, crap. “Accounting. Forensic accounting. I work for a large firm and his companies are audited by us.”

      “Is that so?” Wilson said.

      It wasn’t the words as much as her tone that set Hadley’s teeth on edge. “Yes. They’re a public company that requires independent verification. Is that a problem?”

      Sheriff Callaway’s eyes narrowed. “It just might be.”
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      Noah Clayton stared out the twentieth story window at the darkness broken by the twinkling city lights of midtown Denver, mentally packing away the final details of the case he’d closed earlier in the day. Now that he’d provided the necessary proof of embezzlement, his client’s attorney would take it from here. Satisfaction settled over him. This moment never got old.

      He pulled his buzzing phone from his pocket. “Clayton.”

      “Evening, Noah. It’s Miguel. I have an issue that requires your assistance and, more importantly, your discretion.”

      The last part of Miguel Herrera’s statement went without saying. Discretion was crucial for the clients of Noah’s elite private investigation firm. That, and their reputation for success, were the primary reasons his revered team was one of the best in the country.

      Noah couldn’t mistake the older man’s anxious tone. He grabbed a pen and notepad then sank into his office chair. They’d become acquainted when Miguel acquired Noah’s previous business. And now, for the third time in the past two years, Miguel would also be a client.

      “You got it. What’s up?”

      “The body of a young man was discovered today outside of Ouray. He had my private information on his person. Cell phone number, a credit card number, and a replica of my driver’s license.”

      Noah digested that information. “Did you know him?”

      “No, but I heard he’s a small-time drug dealer.”

      Noah frowned. “Heard from who?”

      “Mitch Freeman, my regional manager.”

      Noah set his pen down with a sharp click. “How, exactly, did he come by this information?”

      “Fortunately, Mitch is friends with the sheriff. They both grew up in Grand Junction, went to high school together. I’m sending Mitch down there to officially represent me and the company as the facts present themselves.”

      Well, hell. Local police were already muddying the case by giving out information to the public, and it wasn’t even a day old.

      “You need to tread lightly here, Miguel. And so does your guy. If there’s any hint of impropriety, this could backfire on you.”

      Miguel’s sigh weighed heavy through the phone. “I know. But damn it,” he spat. “We need to be out in front of this story and control the narrative. Can you see the headlines? Candidate for Governor linked to illegal drug trade.”

      Noah rolled his shoulders. “What’s my role?”

      “I want you in Ouray to get to the bottom of this before the press digs in and has a field day. I’m already facing an uphill battle in the media because of some of my positions. They’d like nothing more than to clear the path for Keith Blanchard to walk straight into the Governor’s mansion.”

      Noah checked his watch, already planning. He’d Skype his weekly staff meeting tomorrow afternoon but had no worries about their competence during his absence. And his respect for Miguel knew no bounds. He was a brilliant businessman who could have easily taken advantage of a couple of college kids who knew squat about selling a business. But he didn’t, and that transaction was the foundation for the trusted relationship Noah and Miguel had built since.

      Noah tapped his pen on the paper and quickly reviewed the notes he’d jotted down. “I’ll be there tomorrow morning.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah rolled his shoulders and stretched out the kinks from five hours on the road. He untucked his shirt and threw on a ball cap then opened the passenger door of his rented Ford Escape. Max, his black lab-ish mutt, bounded down to the gravel parking lot and waited patiently while Noah pulled his pack from the back seat.

      “Let’s go, buddy.” He motioned the dog to follow him up the wooden stairs and into the Victorian style lobby of the Ouray Bed and Breakfast. The ornate room sported wide plank wood flooring and large windows that let in the late morning sunshine, and the sign on the door assured him that Max would be welcome.

      To the left, a glass wall with open double doors separated the main lobby from a restaurant where every mismatched chair was occupied. Had to be mostly locals since it was early in the tourist season. Which meant the food must be decent. Good to know. Noah checked in and received his room key while the enticing smells of bacon and fresh coffee wafted to him, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten.

      Noah had intended to take his bag to his room, but Max changed the plan when he trotted to the dining room and plopped at the feet of a pretty blonde woman at the nearest table. She smiled at the dog and ruffled his fur. Noah hurried over. When she looked up, the soft smile was still in place and her eyes sparkled a brilliant blue. Noah’s words of apology flew out of his head.

      Max nuzzled against her jeans, and her smile widened. “I assume this big old charmer is yours.”

      Noah recovered quickly, his grin slow and easy just as he’d prepared on the drive down. His setup as a vacationing writer required him to relax on mountain time. “Yes. His name’s Max. Sorry he interrupted you. He’s usually pretty well behaved.”

      “No problem. He’s adorable. Can he have a piece of bacon?”

      “Sure. But fair warning. He’ll become your best friend forever.”

      The woman picked up a strip of bacon from her plate, ripped it in half then held it above Max’s head. “Sit pretty.”

      Of course Max knew the drill and performed impeccably.

      Her genuine laughter as Max delicately took the treat mesmerized Noah. Most women he knew would be offended to have a dog in the dining room. And it would never cross their minds to give him a treat.

      She had Max roll over next. Then her friend, also blonde and pretty, nudged her.

      “Maybe you should invite Max’s owner to join us for breakfast.”

      “Max’s owner.” Noah extended his hand. “Or Noah. Either one works. And you are?”

      “Sophie. And Max’s new best friend here is my cousin, Hadley.”

      Noah shifted his attention. “Beautiful name. Nice to meet you.”

      “Thank you.” Hadley accepted his hand briefly, but the warmth in her eyes when she’d played with Max was gone. “I’m sure Noah’s busy, Sophie.” She patted Max once more. “And we have to get going.”

      Noah stepped back, surprised by the brush off and curious about her abrupt attitude shift. He had little time to contemplate it though, and she was probably doing him a favor since his focus was squarely on Miguel’s case.

      But damn if he didn’t want to challenge her on it.

      He offered a parting smile. “Yeah. Come on, Max. We still need to find our room. Nice to meet you ladies.”

      

      “Ouch!” Hadley winced at the sharp kick to her shin under the table that matched Sophie’s frown.

      “What’s wrong with you? That guy was totally into you.”

      Hadley rolled her eyes. She checked to make sure the handsome stranger had left the room then rubbed her leg. “Very funny. He came over to get his dog back.”

      Sophie shrugged. “Say whatever you want, but I saw him when he walked into the room. He couldn’t keep those gorgeous green eyes off you. And that sexy smile could melt a girl’s —”

      “Sophie!” Hadley glanced quickly around the room to make sure no one was eavesdropping. If the whispers when they’d walked into the dining room were any indication, they were already the talk of the small town. They didn’t need to give the townspeople any more fodder.

      “Heart. I was going to say melt a girl’s heart.” Sophie grinned around her coffee mug.

      “Yeah,” Hadley drawled. “That’s what I thought.”

      She picked at her omelet, staying quiet as her fanciful cousin continued on about Noah. Keeping Sophie on task was hard enough. The last thing she needed to do was give her one more thing to focus on, especially something so pointless.

      She hadn’t lied about Noah’s eyes though, or his smile. A guy that gorgeous with a sweet dog would be a one-two sucker punch if she was in the market. But romantic relationships were off the table until she made partner at Stephens and White. She couldn’t afford that kind of distraction.

      Heavy footsteps approached, drawing Hadley’s attention away from her own silly musings. She swallowed the last of her coffee and dropped her napkin on her plate. The smile she attempted as Deputy Wilson approached the table withered at the woman’s stern look.

      “The sheriff would like you to stop by the office this morning.”

      Her voice carried with the reverberation of a sonic boom, causing every head in the room to swivel in their direction.

      Hadley cringed and pretended not to feel the curious stares. “Is there a problem?”

      “He didn’t say, but I wouldn’t dawdle if I were you.”

      “Thank you, Deputy,” Hadley mumbled as the woman turned on her heel and walked away.

      From two tables over, a woman with frizzy gray hair leaned toward her husband. “Those are the girls who found Jose Morales.” She clucked her tongue and shook her head. “His poor mother.”

      Her stage whisper set tongues wagging around the room once again. Hadley grabbed the check, scribbled her name and room number on it, then dropped a few bills on the table.

      “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Sounds good to me.” Sophie followed her out of the dining room. “We need to check out the hot springs today. Got your swimsuit?”

      Hadley wished they could lay low, but she hid her grimace for Sophie’s sake. Her cousin’s blog was just starting to gain real traction with readers and advertisers, and she needed solid reviews of all the area attractions.

      “Right here in my bag. But we better stop by the sheriff’s office first. I’d rather not have the deputy following us all over town.”

      “Hadley Bruce?”

      A tall man rose from a bench on the opposite side of the lobby, his hand lifted in a wave. He met them near the door, and with a flick of his wrist, produced a business card and held it out to her. “Mitch Freeman. Regional Director for Herrera Holdings.”

      A sense of dread filled Hadley as she glanced from the business card to the man’s stoic features. This day just kept getting better and better.

      “I’d like to ask you a couple of questions about yesterday.”

      She tilted her head. “I don’t have any information for you, Mr. Freeman. I’m sorry.”

      She went to move around him and found her path blocked.

      He gave her a thin, practiced smile. “Surely you can understand my company’s interest in this case. Our image, at the very least, could be negatively impacted.” He took her silence for agreement. “I couldn’t find your name in our company files. When were you employed by Herrera Holdings?”

      His surprising question took on a hint of accusation. “I’ve never been an employee there. I work for Stephens and White and helped a few years back with an audit. That’s the only reason I even knew the name.”

      “What year? How long ago did you have access to their books?”

      His stale breath smacked her in the face with every syllable. Hadley crossed her arms to ward off his attack. And it was an attack. “I am not answering that question. In fact, I’m not answering any more of your questions. If you’ll excuse me.”

      The man started to follow them. “What can you tell me about what you saw?”

      Shocked by his boldness, Hadley turned on her heel. Normally, she’d deflect and move on to diffuse the situation, but she was ready to give him a piece of her mind.

      “Noah!” Sophie called, waving across the room. “We’ve been waiting on you. We’re going to be late.”

      Hadley’s mouth snapped shut as she looked at her cousin. Sophie’s gaze was fixed on the staircase as Max trotted down with Noah a step behind. Hadley wanted to fall through the floor, mentally cataloging reason forty-seven why she was going to kill her cousin before this trip was over.

      The surprise that flickered across Noah’s face had vanished by the time he joined them near the door.

      “Sorry to keep you ladies waiting, but Max couldn’t make up his mind on a bandanna color,” he said, a hint of humor in his deep voice as he turned to Hadley. “I suggested red, but he wouldn’t budge until I put the blue one on him. Probably wanted to match your beautiful eyes.”

      Hadley noticed a little more southern drawl in his voice and wanted to ask him if he really thought a line like that would work. But she was more interested in getting away from Mr. Freeman. She didn’t trust herself to respond well enough to keep up the ruse, so she reached down and petted Max’s soft head instead.

      Freeman watched the exchange then, with an audible exhale, extended his card again. “Please take it. Let me know if anyone tries to talk to you about this situation. And avoid the press at all costs.”

      Hadley stood and faced the dour man. “I won’t need your card, Mr. Freeman. I appreciate your situation, but you’ll probably have better luck communicating with the sheriff. I have nothing to share with you and certainly nothing to say to the press.”

      He nodded sharply. “Good. Let’s keep it that way.”

      After a hard yank on the lobby door, Hadley jogged down the steps and onto the sidewalk, annoyed by the man’s rudeness. Sophie followed with Noah and Max right behind.

      “How was that for schmoozy charm?” Noah grinned. “I think he bought it.”

      It was too much to hope that Noah would simply go on his way, and he deserved something in the way of explanation. “More smarmy than schmoozy,” Hadley said. “But appreciated all the same. I’m sorry about that.” She smiled and extended her hand. “Thanks for playing along. I’m not sure what else would’ve stopped that guy.”

      He took her fingers in his warm ones and gave a little nod. “My pleasure. Pretty intense guy. Why was he bugging you?”

      Hadley was keenly aware that Noah hadn’t released her hand. His grip was confident but casual. More casual than the sensations flashing through her body. Her mind immediately pushed back against them. Now was not the time for her hormones to jump up and do the wave.

      She dropped his hand. As she opened her mouth to reply, Sophie jumped in.

      “It’s a long story,” she said. “But bottom line is we found a dead body on the mountain yesterday, and there’s a connection to some rich businessman in Denver. The guy asking questions said he works for him.”

      Noah pulled sunglasses from the top of his head and slid them on his face. “What an ass. Like finding a dead body isn’t stressful enough.”

      “Exactly!” Sophie nodded.

      He stretched, arms high, then looked up and down the town’s main street. “So where are you ladies headed?”

      Hadley caught Sophie’s I told you so look. She was no help at all. And Hadley wasn’t quick enough on her feet to come up with a believable lie. “We’ve been summoned to the sheriff’s office.”

      “Really? Mind if I tag along?”

      Noah’s grin surprised Hadley, but not nearly as much as his request to join them. She opened her mouth to refuse, but Sophie cut her off.

      “Sure. Why not?”

      Hadley stood rooted to the spot, unsure how this situation had slipped so quickly out of her control. She quirked an eyebrow at Noah. “Why would you want to? Aren’t you on vacation?”

      Sophie frowned but Hadley ignored it.

      “Yep. But I’m a mystery writer so, in my line of work, I’m always looking for material.”

      What could she say to that? She didn’t want to provide material. But more than that, she didn’t want to provide material to Noah. He unsettled her.

      “That’s exciting. Are you working on a story now?” Sophie asked.

      “Suffering from a little writer’s block, I’m afraid. Thought a trip to the mountains might help.” He turned to Hadley with hands extended, palms out. “I don’t want to intrude.”

      Hadley breathed a quiet sigh of relief. He’s just bored, not interested.

      Max moved over and sat on Hadley’s tennis shoe, his ears perked up. She squatted and rubbed the dog’s ears, her whisper loud enough for only him. “What do you think, boy? You up for a visit to the sheriff’s office?”

      Max nuzzled into her palm then answered with a lick to her cheek.
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      Noah stood behind Hadley as she squared her shoulders outside the red wooden door emblazoned with the gold sheriff’s star. His radar was on full alert. Not only was he curious as to why the sheriff called Hadley back in, he wanted a read on the lawman.

      Hadley reached for the door, but Noah beat her to it. “After you.”

      The wariness in her eyes tugged at him. She was nervous as hell.

      Sophie followed Hadley in while Max lingered with Noah by the entrance. A young receptionist with short dark hair looked up from her computer.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “Good morning. I’m Hadley Bruce. Sheriff Callaway asked me to stop by.”

      “Sure. Let me get him.” She rose from her chair.

      “I hear her, Miranda.” The irritated voice boomed from the back office. A moment later, the sheriff strode into the room, lips pursed in a grim line. “Ms. Bruce. I try not to jump to conclusions, but it appears that you intentionally misled me yesterday.”

      The man’s blatant animosity propelled Noah to stand behind Hadley. Her hand flew to her chest and she took a step back and straight into Noah’s chest. She jumped at the contact but didn’t turn away from the sheriff or his accusation.

      “That’s not true,” she squeaked.

      The sheriff slapped his hand on the counter. “Miranda. Where’s that paper I wrote her number on?” He snatched it out of the girl’s hand and raised it to Hadley’s face.

      Noah’s fists clenched at his side at the near contact. The man had obviously practiced his intimidation tactics.

      “See this? You gave me the wrong phone number. Now that we’re convinced we’ve got a murder on our hands, how should I interpret that?”

      Noah expected Hadley to recoil, but instead she leaned closer to the paper. “That is my phone number. 602-555-1098.”

      “Nine? Looks like a seven to me.”

      Noah winked at the receptionist who hid her laugh behind a cough, earning a glare from her boss.

      “I’m sorry about that, but you wrote it.” Hadley crossed her arms.

      Noah stepped forward. “Didn’t you already take their statements?”

      Callaway turned his beady gaze on Noah. “Of course I did. You their attorney?”

      “Sheriff Callaway.” Hadley shot Noah a look. “I haven’t hired an attorney. And I didn’t try to mislead you at all. Besides, you know where we’re staying, and we’ll be in town for several more days if you need to talk to me.”

      The energy in the room shifted after Hadley’s explanation, but the frown didn’t leave the sheriff’s face. His jaw clenched and he handed the paper back to the receptionist. “There’s no reason for you to stay. In fact, after looking over what we know, I’ve decided to allow you girls to leave. That’s why I needed a good number for you.”

      Sophie’s hand flew up. “Wait. Allow us? You’ve decided to allow us to leave? We were never suspects.”

      Noah wished he could press for whatever information the sheriff had but if the bulge of Callaway’s eyes was any indication, things were about to go from bad to worse. Hadley must have felt the same way. She reached for her cousin’s hand and squeezed it in a silent plea.

      “Thank you, Sheriff,” Hadley said. “We won’t be in town much longer. Like I said, just a few more days.”

      After a moment of silence, he seemed to get his blood pressure under control. “Make sure you aren’t. You girls discovered that body. Until you leave, you’re a constant reminder to the townspeople about what happened. That ain’t good for anyone’s peace of mind. And it sure ain’t good for tourists.”

      Noah wanted to blast the sheriff for his aggression, but now wasn’t the time.

      Hadley plastered another smile on her face. “Have a good day, Sheriff.”

      Outside the office, Noah noticed the almost imperceptible tremble in Hadley’s hands. She’d diffused the situation impressively, but it had affected her. Interesting that she hid it so well.

      “Is he always that friendly?” Noah asked.

      Sophie stomped down the sidewalk still ready to spit nails. “What a jerk. The nerve of that guy. Like he has the right to tell us whether we’re free to stay or go.”

      With a hand on Sophie’s arm, Hadley stopped her. “Take a deep breath, Soph. Everything’s fine. We’re going to stay out of his way and finish what we came here for.”

      The fire went out of Sophie and she sank onto a wooden bench in front of the old-fashioned ice cream parlor. “I can tell you, I don’t have anything good to write right now.”

      “You’re a writer, too?” Noah asked.

      “Travel blogger. I’m supposed to be exploring the area to promote it.” Her voice became even more forlorn. “This whole mess is my fault, Hadley. You were right. I shouldn’t have dragged you into this. I won’t blame you a bit if you decide to head home. I can do the rest on my own.”

      Hadley dropped beside Sophie on the bench. She opened her mouth then shut it again quickly. The hope that flickered in her eyes was gone when she nudged Sophie with her shoulder. “I’m not leaving you here alone. Especially now. There was a murder, for Pete’s sake.”

      Noah studied the women. Odd that Hadley would want to cut her time here short. It wasn’t because she was involved in the murder. He and Max were a great team at reading people, and if he were a gambling man, he’d bet Miguel’s fee that these women had nothing to do with the actual crime. But Hadley’s connection was an unexpected avenue he planned to explore.

      She rubbed her hands together. “Okay. Decision made.” She hooked a thumb over her shoulder toward the parlor. “Think it’s too early for ice cream? I mean we just ate breakfast but I’m still on vacation.”

      A small smile crept onto Sophie’s face as she shook her head.

      “Me either. Now let’s go find out if their chocolate, caramel, and peanut sundae is praiseworthy enough to be included in your promo.”

      “Ice cream does make everything better,” Noah agreed.

      Sophie lunged into Hadley’s arms. “I love you so much. Thank you. It’ll be so much more fun with you here.”

      Hadley grimaced. “More fun, huh?”

      Noah bribed Max to sit outside with the promise of ice cream then followed the women into the shop. The metal table Hadley chose was barely large enough for three adults to sit around comfortably but it gave her a straight line of sight to where Max waited. Noah smiled at that as he carried the sundaes to the table.

      Hadley tested hers first and moaned her appreciation. “Oh my. This is decadent.”

      With effort, Noah pulled his gaze away from the delight on Hadley’s face and looked out the parlor’s bay window at the town’s main street. He took in the bookstore/geology shop tucked in between a variety of novelty boutiques and the people wandering along the sidewalk. He dabbed his spoon in his sundae and turned his attention to Sophie.

      “This place has to be on the good list,” he murmured after swallowing the bite. “Do you still have a lot of sights to see for your blog?”

      She nodded. “The tourism people gave me a pretty exhaustive list, but I’m trying to make sure I hit the most important ones. We’re doing the natural hot springs today.”

      “You’ll love them. Have you all been to this area before?”

      “No. We’re from Phoenix. Most of the stuff I’ve blogged about so far was in that area. This is my first time outside of Arizona.”

      Noah latched onto the idea that took root in his brain. “Maybe I can help if you ladies are up for it. My editor is giving me an extension on my deadline to fix my writer’s block, so I’ve got some free time on my hands. And I happen to know quite a bit about the area. I’d make a great unofficial tour guide.”

      For a second, the twinkle in Sophie’s eyes as her gaze slid from Hadley back to him made him wonder if she was going to call bullshit on him. But there was no way she could possibly know he’d only been to the San Juan Mountains once.

      “I’m sure I could use your expertise. Don’t you think that’s a good idea, Hadley?”

      Hadley was almost fast enough to hide her surprise. “It’s a very nice offer, but you already have your list together. I don’t think —”

      “You’ve been telling me that connecting with locals is one of the best ways to get a real flavor for the area.”

      “Noah is a tourist.”

      “I live in Denver.” He shrugged. “Practically a local.”

      Hadley looked as if she was biting down on her tongue. Hard.

      “Besides,” Sophie continued, “If we’re really efficient with our schedule, we’ll have time for a whole other adventure.”

      Noah leaned in. “Like what?”

      “Well, it sounds like we’ve got a murder on our hands, and the sheriff is a loser.” She paused. “What if we decided to solve the case ourselves?”

      The topic wasn’t humorous, but Noah wanted to laugh out loud at the horrified look on Hadley’s face as her spoon slipped from her fingers and clattered on the metal table. He held himself to a broad smile instead. Sophie was quickly turning into his best friend. He wasn’t about to pass up the opportunity to pursue leads through them.

      Hadley retrieved her spoon then shot a pointed look at Sophie. “I hope you’re joking.”

      “Of course I am. Kind of. I mean, think about what a great adventure blog post that would be. Murder Mystery in the Mountains.”

      “That’s beyond adventure, Sophie. Even for you. For all we know there’s still a killer in the area. Sherlock Holmes we are not. You’re a blogger. I’m an accountant.” She jerked a thumb toward Noah. “He writes novels.”

      Noah shrugged. “They are mysteries.”

      She frowned at him. “You’re not helping.”

      “Let’s compromise.” Noah touched Hadley’s forearm. “We’ll do this one day at a time. Hot springs today. Then, if we get bored, maybe murder mystery tomorrow.”

      Sophie grinned. “Sounds like a plan.”

      Hadley pulled away and looked at him as if he’d grown a second head. “You’re both out of your minds. I will never get that bored.”

      Noah checked his watch and spooned up the last of his sundae. “I’m getting ready to be that bored. I’ve got to catch a Skype call that will probably go on way too long, then maybe I’ll meet you at the hot springs this afternoon.”

      He purchased the promised doggie cone then met Hadley and Sophie outside. Max the womanizer insisted on one last pet from Hadley, who was more than happy to oblige. Noah whistled on the way back to the hotel. He’d established a connection to the women who’d found Jose’s body and had an avenue to gain more information from them and possibly through them. Not a bad morning’s work.
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      Hadley leaned against the side of the town’s public pool, resting her head on the beveled edge. The events of the past twenty-four hours had taken a toll. She hadn’t even realized how tight her back muscles were until the warm, bubbling water of the natural hot springs began to soothe some of the tension.

      “This is nice.” She forced one eye open and looked at Sophie who lounged next to her. “But next time, maybe invite Pauline instead, okay? Next to you, my sister is the most free-spirited person I know.”

      “If she weren’t underage I would.” Sophie sighed. “But seriously, you needed a break. You work too hard. And don’t give me that look. Besides,” she added with a grin, “you know your life would be super lame without me.”

      Hadley should probably be offended, but there was a certain amount of truth to Sophie’s statement. Hadley preferred to think of herself as stable. Growing up in near poverty had a way of reinforcing the need for security as an adult.

      She cupped her hand and splashed Sophie. “Whatever. I balance out your crazy. Besides, between you, me, and Pauline, one of us has to make sure we have a future.”

      “Yeah, yeah. So, what’s she up to this summer?”

      “Just finished her junior year. Karen threatened to kick her out if she didn’t pass all her classes, but I think the furor has died down some since she scraped through. We haven’t talked in a couple of weeks, but last I heard she’s working at a tattoo parlor in Tempe for the summer.”

      Thinking about Pauline, who was seventeen going on thirty, didn’t help Hadley’s stress level. She made a mental note to check in with her tonight. Surely she would have called or texted if their mother had found another excuse to kick her out.

      “Tattoo parlor sounds interesting. Maybe I’ll hit her up when we get back. I’m thinking about getting some ink.”

      “Of course you are.” Hadley sighed. “You should do some research first. Do you know how hard it is to remove them once —”

      Sophie’s hand came up out of the water. “Uh-uh. Stop it. You’re the only person I know that could chill in a hot tub and get more stressed out. This is your first vacation. Ever. You promised me you’d relax and have a good time.”

      They had some version of this conversation almost every time they were together for an extended period. Sophie tended to leap and then look. But Hadley swallowed the retort that sprang to her lips. Sophie was right. She had promised to suspend some of her control tendencies. She just hadn’t expected it to be so difficult.

      Sinking further into the water, Hadley closed her eyes and released a slow, deep exhale. “I’m trying.”

      “I think you could have a really good time this week, if you let yourself.”

      Hadley refused to open her eyes. She knew exactly where Sophie was going, but she was not having this conversation. “Leave me alone. I’m supposed to be relaxing.”

      “You know what’s great to help you relax? Sex. Hot, steamy, sweaty sex.”

      “Sophie!” Hadley popped out of the water, her eyes darting to the nearby lounge chairs. Thank God no one was within earshot. “Cut it out. That whole situation with Noah is weird enough as it is.”

      Sophie scooted closer and lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Please. What’s weird about it? He’s hot, apparently single, and very interested in one Hadley Hemingway Bruce.”

      Hadley had been too busy trying to figure out his motives to think about much else. “It doesn’t strike you as odd that he just showed up out of nowhere, and now all of the sudden he’s our tour guide? What if he had something to do with the murders and is trying to figure out what we know? What if he is the murderer?”

      Sophie burst out in convulsive laughter. Hadley couldn’t hang on to her frown. “Too much, huh?”

      Sophie wiped the tears from her eyes. “Ya think?” Another laugh escaped. “Listen. Just because you don’t take time to notice the guys around you doesn’t mean they don’t notice you. I’m just trying to get you to live a little. Remember, what happens in Colorado stays in Colorado.”

      Hadley resisted rolling her eyes. Her cousin had an awful habit of seeing the best in people, often to her own detriment. Thank God one of them could focus. They had one week to get everything done on Sophie’s list, and Hadley having sex with the hot author wasn’t on it.

      “Must’ve been a good joke. I heard the laughter from the pool entrance.”

      Noah’s deep voice sent a wave of jitters through Hadley as he approached with a bucket of beers. He pulled two cans out of the ice.

      “That it was. Thanks, Noah.” Sophie accepted a can. “Think I’ll take a break from the water. I need to reapply sunscreen anyway. If I don’t get out now, I’m either going to turn into a prune or fall asleep.”

      Hadley glared at her cousin as Sophie gathered her things and headed over to a chaise. Hadley pulled her gaze back to Noah as she swallowed her mortification over Sophie’s obvious ploy. He popped the tab and handed her a beer.

      “Thank you.” She took a long drink and let her gaze wander to the ripple of muscle as he pulled his gray t-shirt over his dark hair and tossed it next to the beer bucket. No harm in taking in the view, she supposed.

      “So was your conference call as boring as you thought it would be?” Hadley asked.

      Noah grabbed another can then lowered himself into the water. “Painfully so,” he said with a sideways grin. “Especially because I spent the entire time thinking about this moment right here.”

      Hadley had no idea what to say, and fortunately, Noah didn’t let the awkwardness linger. He raised his can in a toast. “To new friends,” he said. “And new adventures.”

      Hadley tipped her can to his then took a drink before pointing to the seat where Sophie reclined. “Uh-uh. She’s the adventurous one.”

      Noah leaned back against the pool ledge. “Maybe. But you’re here, right along with her.”

      “Through an unhealthy amount of coercion.” She took another drink. “Sophie looks nice and all, but underneath, she’s a brute. Trust me, if it weren’t for her, I’d be hanging out at home or at the pet rescue near my complex.”

      “Well, cheers to that, too.” He raised his can again. “Noble cause, and I’m sure they love you. I know Max fell hard at first sight. Do you have dogs?”

      “Not yet. Still debating. But at least working at the shelter lets me pretend I do.” She paused. “Speaking of Max, where is he?”

      “Pouting in the hotel room. The pool doesn’t allow dogs.”

      An image of Max’s sad dog face popped into her mind. “And you left him?” she teased. “Where’s your heart?”

      Noah laughed. “Depends on who you ask. If you asked Max right now, he’d tell you I don’t have one.”

      Hadley studied her beer can. Maybe Max had softened her toward his owner, but she needed to keep her head on straight. If they were going to spend time with Noah, she needed to know more about his motivation. There had to be more to him than smooth words and a disarming smile.

      She finished her beer and accepted another although, thanks to the altitude, she was already feeling the effects.

      “Why the debate about getting a dog?” Noah asked.

      Hadley shrugged. “It would be fun, but it’s also a lot of responsibility. And sometimes I work really long, crazy hours. I don’t know. Just not ready to make the leap.”

      Noah nodded. “You said you’re an accountant, right?”

      “For the moment,” Hadley murmured as worry for her job crept in. “I’m in audit. But I have a new boss who doesn’t like me very much, so we’ll see how things go when I get back next week.”

      “He sounds like an idiot.”

      Hadley smiled at his quick defense of her. “You don’t even know him.”

      “I know enough.” Noah relaxed against the wall. “So what does an audit accountant do?”

      “Basically, we go through the books of large companies, verifying their controls and accounting practices.”

      “Sounds interesting.”

      Hadley couldn’t contain her laugh. “Now I know you’re a liar. Or a crazy person. Anyone in their right mind says it sounds boring as hell.” She shrugged. “But I like it. I like keeping everyone honest.”
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