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DEDICATION
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.

H
ead Start:

Nowadays Kendra Schmitt puts most of her time into the new clinic in Cedar Tree. Always the responsible one in her family, she has avoided any kind of entanglement. In particular with a persistent young investigator. With her schedule a bit more predictable, she is ready to explore a personal life and concedes to what turns out to be a disastrous blind date. 

Junior member of the GFI team, Neil James, has seen and experienced more than most at his age. When his team becomes part of a task force investigating a series of murders in the area, his protective instincts kick into high gear. The victims' profiles closely match that of a certain physical therapist. 

Neil has been trying unsuccessfully for over a year to get closer to Kendra. Now that she might be in danger, he’s determined to break through her resistance and goes all out to win her trust. 

Especially now that the killer’s focus appears to have zeroed in on Kendra.

PROLOGUE
“L
ater!” 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.

-

H
is 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 ONE
K
endra

“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.
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