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When life hands you lemons, hand them back.


You deserve chocolate.


—SIGN AT THE SUGAR SHACK





Normally, Sheriff Sunshine Vicram would’ve been alarmed at the sight of a knitting needle sticking out of a guy’s neck. At the very least, she would’ve been concerned for the horrified man’s well-being. Yet, there she stood. Unmoved. Unshaken. Unstirred. Much like the forgotten bottle of dirty martini mix in the back of her cabinet. At the tender age of early-thirty-something, Sun realized she had seen it all. The world held no more surprises. No more magic. It just was.


“Stop it,” the man standing beside her said.


She turned to her chief deputy, the blond bank vault door known as Quincy Cooper, and asked, “Stop what?”


“That.” He circled an index finger, outlining her in midair. “That thing you keep doing.”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She crossed her arms over her uniformed chest and went back to staring at the knitting needle and the impaled man behind it.


“You know exactly what I’m talking about. You’re pining.”


“I’m not pining.”


“You’re pining.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “Worse, you’re pining for a man who clearly doesn’t want to talk to you.”


The accuracy of his words stung like lemon juice on a paper cut, and she had to give it to her bestie. He never missed an opportunity to be brutally honest. “Please,” she said, lifting her chin and forcing her poker face to hold fast under fire. “You’ve been pining after that same man’s sister for months. You have no room to talk.”


“Touché.”


“Besides, it’s not that. It’s just …”


Wait. What was it? The pit of despair she’d fallen into? The black hole of melancholy to which she’d succumbed? The bottle of Patrón she’d finished off at two that morning?


“It’s just?” Quincy prodded.


She rubbed her temple. She always forgot how horribly tequila affected her until the morning after, then it all came rushing back. And up. She wrapped a protective arm around her queasy stomach, squishing her memo pad in the process. “It’s just … this has been a really long week.”


He checked his watch. “It’s eight thirty-seven—a.m.”


A questioning brow rose of its own volition as she looked up at him.


“On Monday.”


“Your point being?”


He lifted a heavy shoulder, giving in. “They say the first five days after the weekend are the hardest. Hang in there, cupcake.” He nudged her with his elbow.


She nudged back, then returned her attention to one of Vlad’s distant cousins, Doug the Impaled.


Their assault victim, an older man wrapped neck-to-kneecaps in a trench coat, lay on a gurney, cradling his neck with both hands. He stared up at them, panic rounding his lids, but he didn’t dare speak. Probably because of the knitting needle protruding from one side of said neck. Doug, their resident flasher, had apparently flashed the wrong person and ended up in the emergency room as a result.


“My first question,” Quincy said, tilting his head for a better view, “is how did someone get the capped end of a knitting needle so far into his neck like that?”


“Right?” Sun grimaced at the metallic object. “The pointy end is sticking out.”


“Maybe both ends are pointy?” he guessed. “Do they make knitting needles with dual pointy ends?”


“Maybe.” Sun tilted her head, too. “That makes so much more sense than what I was thinking. Wouldn’t it have hurt the assailant’s hand, though? To jam it in there like that?” She made a stabbing gesture with her pen, trying to imagine the scene in her head. The needle had been embedded far enough to remain stationary when Doug breathed. Undoubtedly a good four inches, if not more.


Quincy tossed a questioning gaze to the nurse. “Any hand injuries today?”


The nurse, a pretty brunette who looked like she’d graduated from nursing school thirty seconds before walking in the door, shook her head. “Not that I know of.” She scanned the area, worry scoring lines into her forehead. “The doctor should be here any minute.”


Sun leaned closer to Doug and said loudly, “Do you know who did this?”


Doug glared at her, then shook his head. Just barely, obviously afraid to move.


Quincy cleared his throat from behind her. “Yeah, I don’t think Doug’s hard of hearing.”


“Right.” She straightened. “My bad.”


She was off her game. She’d been off her game since she told Levi Ravinder—aka, the man she’d been in love with since conception—they had a lot more in common than he might think. They both liked pepperoni pizza. They both loved sunsets and long walks on the beach. They both had a fifteen-year-old daughter named Auri.


Weird.


“You know Auri is yours,” she’d said to him, sitting in the back of Quincy’s cruiser. Well, Levi was sitting, handcuffed and more than a little miffed. Sun was straddling. Not miffed in the least.


He’d stilled at her words, his inscrutable and impossibly handsome face even harder to read than normal. And she was an above-average reader.


Instead of joy or amazement or elation at finding out he had a daughter he never knew about—all the emotions she’d naïvely hoped for—he just sat there, staring at her, his expression guarded. Cautious. Almost calculating.


Sadly, before Sun could ferret out what lay hidden beneath his stoicism, she got called to the scene of a traffic accident, and the first chance he got, Levi ditched the protective custody she’d forcefully placed him into. He vanished, and in the process, he’d stolen Quincy’s cruiser.


Sun understood. Not the car-theft thing but the running thing. It was a lot to lay on a guy. Especially since, five minutes earlier, she and her deputies had also informed Levi that his uncle Clay was trying to kill him—hence the protective custody—and take over his very successful distillery.


She’d blindsided the poor man with those five words, sent him running, and now she could concentrate on little else. They’d found the stolen cruiser at his house an hour later, as was his intention, but no Levi. And, possibly even more concerning, no Uncle Clay.


In her dreams, the scene in the back of Quincy’s cruiser had gone very differently. She’d imagined Levi’s expression morphing into one of shocked happiness when he learned the truth about their daughter. She’d imagined his mouth covering hers, grateful and eager. Kissing her until her toes curled. Until the oxygen fled her lungs.


“Who’d you piss off, Pettyfer?”


Sun blinked up at Quince, snapping back to the present, and nodded. “Right?” she said, recovering quickly. She had to get a grip or Levi Ravinder was going to cost her more than just her ability to drink in moderation. He was going to cost Del Sol’s newest sheriff her job. “Who did you piss off? Knitters are usually so laid back.”


“Exactly,” Quince agreed, making the word sound like an accusation as he stared Doug down. “They hardly ever stab people. Statistically speaking.”


The nurse managed to pry Doug’s hands off his throat for a better look, but she was afraid to touch anything. “I don’t think your windpipe has been punctured, Mr. Pettyfer.”


“So, he can talk?” Quincy asked.


She offered a noncommittal shrug. “He can try. I guess. I don’t know.” She bit her lip and glanced up between the two of them. “Wh-what do you think?” Poor girl. She didn’t look much older than Auri.


After a quick glance at the girl’s name tag, Sun said softly, “Wendy, you’re doing great. Doug is just an ass.”


He glared at her.


She glared back. The man had refused to reply to their first round of questions, pointing at the knitting needle to justify his silence. She had two missing persons to find. She didn’t have time for this. “Cut the crap, Doug. What happened?”


“I’m the victim here,” he said, his voice a little hoarse but no worse for the wear. “They tried to kill me.”


Quincy shifted his weight and released a long, irritated sigh.


Sun fought the urge to do the same. Doug created more drama than Hollywood during sweeps week. So far, he’d caused a pileup on Main Street, set a woman’s hair on fire—long story—and gave Sun a concussion trying to save his ass after he’d flashed Mrs. Papadeaux only to have her chase him under the Cargita Bridge with a melon baller. Sun shuddered to think what the woman would’ve done with the baller given more time.


“They?” Quince asked, his voice sharp enough to slice through her fuzzy musings once again.


Doug nodded at Quincy’s inquiry and instantly regretted it, making a face only a mother could love.


“Did Mrs. Papadeaux finally exact her revenge?” Sun asked. She’d barely been on the job four months, but even she’d had enough of the man.


“Mrs. Papadeaux?” Doug asked, appalled. He had slick, sun-damaged skin, the leathery folds creasing as he frowned at her. “I was jumped. By a gang.”


“A gang of knitters?”


He turned an orangish shade of red. Salmon perhaps. Or coral. Why he needed people to see his penis was beyond her. She thought about asking a psychologist, then realized she didn’t care.


“How should I know what gang members do in their spare time?” Doug asked. “I was just walking down Main—”


“Wearing a trench coat,” Quincy added.


“—minding my own business.”


“Doubtful.”


“—when out of nowhere, a street gang attacked me.”


“Because we have so many of those running around Del Sol.” Sun let her doubt manifest into a frown. A frownier frown than she’d previously been wearing. A scowl, if you will.


As a small New Mexico tourist town in the middle of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, Del Sol just didn’t attract many gangs.


Though she hated to admit it, Doug did look pretty beat up. Bruises and scrapes peppered his face and hands, and his left eye was swelling alarmingly fast.


“And all of this happened at the corner of broad and daylight?” Quince asked.


“No. I told you, Main.”


“With no witnesses?”


He tested the knitting needle with his left hand before shuddering and dropping it. “I don’t know. I don’t remember seeing anyone. It … it all happened so fast.”


Quince wasn’t buying it. “I guess I could canvass the area. See if anyone saw anything.”


“Oh, you don’t have to do that.” Doug tried to sit up and immediately regretted it. He lay back with a wince and said, “I can’t imagine anyone saw. We were in a pretty secluded spot.”


Quince took a step forward, his patience gossamer thin, and said from between gritted teeth, “You just said you were on Main.”


“Yeah, but they jumped me right as I turned down that alley between the Sugar Shack and Bernadette’s?”


“Of course they did.” Sun’s chief deputy seemed to be hovering on the same precarious edge she was on. The one called I’ve Had Just About Enough of You, Mister Man. He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned closer to her. “I say we push the needle the rest of the way in and call it a day.”


So tempting. “I hear you, but then we’d have to get rid of Wendy, too, and she seems really nice.”


Wendy’s startled gaze landed on them. Sun winked at her, and for the first time since they’d arrived, the girl seemed to relax. She hid a grin and said, “I’ll see what’s keeping the doctor,” before sliding the curtain closed around them and heading down the hall.


“I’m going to ask one more time, Doug, then you’re on your own.” But before Sun could make good on her promise, her phone rang. She answered the call from her new lieutenant, Tricia Salazar, only to be yelled at.


“He’s gone!”


Odd way to start a conversation, but okay. She’d play along. “You didn’t chain him to the radiator?”


“What? No. Why would I chain him to the radiator?”


“The filing cabinet?”


“No.”


“The coffee maker?”


“Is that even possible?”


“Perhaps if I knew who we were talking about, I could answer that question.”


“Oh, sorry, boss. Randy escaped again and I panicked.”


Sun let the tension drain from her shoulders with a relieved sigh. Just the raccoon. A raccoon that was going to be the death of her. Or Quincy. Probably Quincy. “We should’ve named him Houdini.”


“What should I do?”


Sun cupped a hand over the phone and stage-whispered, “Whatever you do, don’t tell Quincy.”


Salazar laughed softly into the phone, but Quincy scowled at Sun when realization dawned. He bit down and turned away, anger tightening his jaw.


“How’s Doug?” Salazar asked.


“He’ll live.”


“Oh,” she said, not bothering to hide her disappointment.


Sun swallowed a bark of laughter. Salazar didn’t really want Doug to die, but a more debilitating injury would’ve made all their lives easier. At least for a little while. “Call me if you find the you-know-what.”


“Will do, boss.”


She hung up and slid her phone into its case on her belt.


Quincy scrubbed his face and said from behind his hands, “He got out again, didn’t he?”


“It’s your own fault.”


He lowered his hands and scowled at her. Again. “How the hell is it my fault?”


“I have no idea, but I’ll think of something.”


“That thing is a menace.”


“Yeah, yeah.” Sun may not know a lot about raccoons, but she knew a ton about her best friend, and no matter how much he grumbled and protested and complained, he admired the clever creature. The fact that it was on a mission to make Quincy’s life as miserable as raccoonly possible seemed moot. If Sun didn’t know better—and she really didn’t—she would swear it was targeting her chief deputy. “We need to move the cage out of the locker room and into the bullpen at night so the cameras can record how he’s getting out.”


“Yeah, if I don’t kill him first.”


All talk, this one. “You’re just mad because he ate your Twizzlers.”


He pressed his lips into a straight line. “Can we finish up so I can go arrest the love of your life?”


Ever since Levi escaped—like, two days ago—Quince had been dead set on arresting him. Like oddly obsessed. As though Levi stealing—no, borrowing—his cruiser had somehow assaulted his manhood.


“Not yet,” Sun said.


“Why not? He stole my cruiser. Stealing is illegal. Arresting him is kind of our job.”


“First, he borrowed your cruiser.”


“Seriously?”


“We found it an hour later.” Quince opened his mouth to protest again, but Sun cut him off. “And second, we have something else to do first.”


He rubbed the line between his brows. “And that would be?”


She released a withering sigh, hardly able to believe what she was about to say, but it had hit her about three shots past midnight. She steeled herself and said, “We have to find Clay Ravinder before Levi does and put him into protective custody before Levi kills him.”


Quincy’s jaw literally dropped open. After a few blinks of astonished disbelief, he said, “And you want to prevent that from happening why?”


She shrugged. “Apparently that’s part of my job.”


“Oh, right. The sheriff thing. Still, that’s a big ask.”


“Quince, if Levi finds him first, he’ll make the man rue the day he was ever hatched.”


“And that’s bad because?”


“Because I don’t want Auri visiting her father in prison.”


That sobered him. He bit down, his jaw working hard under the stress, then lowered his head. “Does she know yet? The bean sprout?”


A wave of anguish washed over Sun and settled beside the last remnants of tequila souring in the pit of her stomach. How would she tell her daughter who her real father was? How would Auri take the news that he’d been right in front of her this whole time and no one, not even Sun, knew?


She couldn’t think about that just yet. She had far too many irons in the fire at the moment, one of them being protecting the most hated man in town from one of the most beloved. Levi was nothing short of a folk hero to the citizens of Del Sol. Putting him in prison for premeditated murder would not sit well with them. “No,” Sun fairly whispered, “she doesn’t know yet.”


He nodded in thought. “Are you going to tell her?”


Sun’s gaze snapped to his profile. “Of course.”


“Because no one would blame you if—”


“Quincy,” she said, interrupting before he could even finish the sentiment, “just because you never liked the guy—”


“Who says I never liked him?” When Sun’s expression flatlined, he lifted a shoulder in defense. “I just think you can do better.”


He’d said that very thing many times over the years, but they were no longer talking about the man she’d simply been crushing on since the first time she’d laid eyes on him. Levi was the father of her child. And he was a good man. He’d risen above his family’s illicit activities and created a legitimate, thriving business. One that employed half the people in the county, not to mention every member of the Ravinder clan. And keeping that group employed could not be easy.


“Quince, is there something more to your dislike of Levi?”


“More?”


“Something you’ve never told me?”


“There’s plenty I’ve never told you.”


“Really? Like what?”


“You put too much cilantro in your pico.”


“Quince, I’m serious. You’ve never … Wait.” She had to take a step back, she was so appalled. “I have never put too much cilantro in my pico de gallo.”


He snorted. “Please.”


“I don’t even put cilantro in my pico de gallo.”


“Yes, you do. Cilantro is like the brussels sprouts of Mexican cuisine. I can smell it from a mile away.”


“Cannot.”


“Can too. And you put too much.”


“Since when?”


“Since always.”


She would not take this lying down. Or standing up. Either way. “Fine.” She stepped closer and poked him in the chest. “But just remember, you started this.”


He leaned down until they were nose-to-nose. “Oh, don’t you worry. I will.” After a long pause, he asked, “What’d I start?”


“Cook-off, mister. You. Me. Diced tomatoes. It’s time to put your money where your mouth is.”


“You cook your pico de gallo? Because that would explain a lot.”


“What? No.” She turned away from him so he couldn’t see the guilt lining her face. It was only once, for heaven’s sake. She’d been young. Naïve. Unaccustomed to the nuances of Mexican cuisine. “Levi,” she said, getting back to the business at hand.


His gaze volleyed to Doug, then back again, before he replied. “Later. I need to go check on the kid.” The kid he referred to was none other than Cruz De los Santos, a high school freshman whose father—one of Quincy’s best friends—had recently died, leaving Cruz an orphan and Quincy a first-time guardian. Which was just scary. “What about this guy?” Quince hitched a thumb over a massive shoulder.


“Yeah,” Doug said. “What about me?”


Sun closed the memo pad she had yet to write in and stuffed it into her front pocket. “We have your statement, Mr. Pettyfer. We’ll be in touch.”


No longer the center of attention, Doug’s face fell. Honestly, if all the women he flashed would simply point and laugh instead of shrieking with indignant shock, Doug would eventually stop his shenanigans. Sun made a mental note to offer a class on how to handle flashers.


Wendy rushed in with the doctor at last. Because God forbid Doug suffer any longer than necessary.


“If he flashes either of you,” she said, glaring at their patient, “call the men in white coats to come get him. I’m done.”


To Sun’s surprise, the blood drained from Doug’s orange complexion. Interesting. His reaction gave her all the ammunition she needed to get a handle on the man. If she’d known he was so afraid of a stint in the psych ward, she would’ve threatened him with that months ago. She walked to the parking lot with a renewed bounce in her step.


“I won’t be long,” Quincy said as he climbed into his cruiser. It was like shoving a stuffed animal into a tin can.


“Give Cruz a hug for me.”


Quince shifted his cruiser into reverse, shook his head, and said, “Yeah, not happening,” as he backed out of his parking space.


Five minutes later, Sun was still thinking about Cruz when she pushed through the two security doors at the sheriff’s station and wound her way through the bullpen toward her admin’s office. It still boggled her mind. Cruz, a fifteen-year-old kid, fought off a thirty-year-old with a good fifty pounds on him to save her daughter. She owed him everything.


Her phone rang again just as she got to her admin’s desk. Anita Escobar’s dark blond ponytail was even frizzier than usual, a sure sign she’d woken up late that morning. An even bigger sign was the fact that her official polo shirt was inside out. A white patch of backing material with chaotic black-and-gold stitching where the embroidered badge would be kept tugging at Sun’s gaze. She could hardly blame Anita, though. They’d had a rough few days.


Anita smiled up at her.


Sun smiled back as she answered the second call that day from her lieutenant. “That was fast,” she said, looking around for Salazar. “I’m here at the station. Did you catch the mongrel?”


“No,” she said breathlessly. “Sorry, boss. I must’ve just missed you. I’m headed to Copper Canyon. Drew Essary was out hunting this morning. He called in a few minutes ago. He … he thinks he found a body.”


Sun had been rifling through a stack of messages Anita had on her desk. She stopped and gave Salazar her complete attention. “He doesn’t know for sure?”


“He couldn’t tell. He only saw it through his binoculars. Said it’s on an incline pretty deep in the canyon and hidden under some brush. He wanted to let us know before he tries to go down to check. He will likely lose cell service.”


“Good thinking on his part.” Sun had known Drew her whole life. An old cowboy, cantankerous through and through, yet razor sharp. He didn’t miss much, but a body? Had Levi done something desperate? Had he fought with his uncle Clay? Killed him? Or maybe Clay somehow got the upper hand and finally accomplished his goal of getting Levi out of the way? Sun fought the darkness tightening the edges of her vision. “Where is he exactly? Copper Canyon is a big area.”


“I’ll text you his directions. I just wanted to get the area cordoned off for you. He said you’ll need rappelling gear to get down there. He only has a rope, but he’s going to give it a shot.”


Sun headed for her office to drop off her things. “Okay. Text me those directions. I’ll get the gear and meet you there.”


“Should I radio for a bus just in case?”


Sun paused to think about that, then said, “Not yet. Let’s make sure Drew is right before calling in the cavalry.” She couldn’t believe Drew would call them if he weren’t seriously concerned, but he could still be mistaken. He could be seeing a pair of pants someone threw out. Or an animal. Or, hell, even a mannequin. No need to call an ambulance just yet.


“You got it, boss.”


They hung up and she called Quincy. “Possible DB at Copper Canyon,” she said when he picked up. “We need the climbing gear.”


“It’s at my house.”


“Quincy,” she whispered, panic closing her throat.


“Don’t even think that,” he said, reading her mind. “I’ll be there in five.”
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Carry binoculars when hiking so when you make frequent stops, it looks like you’re appreciating nature and not fighting for air.


—PRO TIP FROM DEL SOL SPORTING GOODS





“I just don’t understand why we can’t raise penguins.”


Auri’s grandma gave her a patient look, her silvery blond hair perfectly coiffed, her pink lipstick expertly applied. As always.


“We have, like, a thousand acres of land behind the house,” she added, strengthening her argument tenfold.


“We have half an acre.”


“Penguins are small.”


“And it’s illegal to keep a penguin as a pet. Your mother would have to arrest you.”


There was that. “I guess,” she said, not convinced in the least. This called for some serious research on penguin laws. Maybe they could call it a sanctuary. Or a penguin reserve. Did they have those in New Mexico? She leaned over and gave her favorite—and only—grandmother a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks for dropping me off, Grandma.”


“Have a good day, hon.”


“I’ll try but it’s hard when all of your hopes and dreams have been dashed.”


“I think you’ll survive.”


“Let’s hope so.” She waved goodbye and closed the door.


Her grandma brought her to school because her mother, the infamous Sunshine Vicram, had been called in to a possible assault. The price of being sheriff, she supposed. But it had always been like that. When her mom became a detective for Santa Fe PD, her hours went from long to endless. Auri would end up at her grandparents’ house every time a big case hit, which was more often than not, and her mom had to work for days on end.


Strange thing was, Auri didn’t mind. She never minded. Her mom did important stuff and her grandparents spoiled her to the point of obscenity. Win-win.


But Auri was worried about the woman who birthed her. She’d been depressed since Levi escaped. Like, more depressed than usual. So depressed she’d turned to her archnemesis last night: tequila. Never a good sign, so it was up to Auri to hunt Levi down and keep him from killing his uncle.


Auri tossed another wave over her shoulder as her grandmother pulled out of the drop-off area. She then waved at a trio of elementary school boys, the same ones who greeted her every morning while waiting for their bus, before walking toward her first class. She walked until the Buick Encore drove out of sight, then she hooked a left at the ag building and headed toward the tree line that surrounded the high school. Auri had promised to stop sneaking out of the house. She’d said nothing about sneaking out of school.


Skipping a class or two, especially now, was not going to hurt anything. It was a short week and the last week of school. Finals were over and Auri had taken all of her makeup exams that weekend online, save one. In lieu of Mr. Torres’s Terrible Test of Torment, she’d opted to write a paper. Because she could. Because she’d been in the hospital. Because his final was only whispered about in the halls of Del Sol High. No one spoke openly about it lest they invoke the demon Mr. Torres had clearly consulted when constructing said test.


Who knew this school would be so much fun? And open-minded? Not all school districts would put up with demon-consulting as a side hobby for their teachers.


She hiked uphill far longer than she’d prepared her lungs for, causing her fingers to seek out the inhaler she kept in her jeans pocket. She brushed her fingertips across it, more as a soothing mechanism than a need. She just wanted to know it was there. Her inhaler. An inanimate object, but one she could count on. If everything else fell apart, at least she knew she’d be able to breathe.


Two long, stressful years later, with her lungs screaming for more oxygen, she crested a landform that was apparently only seven inches shorter than Mount Everest and started down the other side toward the Pecos River. More importantly, toward Quincy Cooper’s cabin. And even more importantly, toward the hottie ensconced inside.


Cruz De los Santos had just gotten out of the hospital and had been ordered to stay home. His injuries were much more extensive than her silly submissive hemogoblin had been. Cruz had been stabbed. Three times. Saving her.


Guilt cinched the vise around her chest tighter, and Auri checked for her inhaler yet again as she stumbled along the uneven ground. She finally hit the row of cabins where Quincy—and now Cruz—lived. Having been part of a river campground before the owners called it quits and sold them off as permanent housing, the cabins all looked the same, so she strolled around a line of piñon trees until she spotted Quincy’s lawn chairs and fishing gear on one of the front porches. She’d always loved the area. The river. The trees. The boy looking at her from under the doorframe, his arms crossed over his chest as he leaned against it.


“You’re upright!” she said, taking the steps two at a time.


“I am.”


She fell to her knees in front of him, lifted his shirt—which was not her usual M.O.—and checked the bandages underneath. No idea why. It’s not like she’d know what to do if anything were amiss. “You ripped your stitches. Should you be upright?”


He spread his arms as she examined him and watched her from underneath those impossibly thick lashes. She knew this because she made the mistake of looking up. She stopped assaulting him and took a moment to appreciate what stood before her. His rich gaze sparkled with humor, and he looked much better than he had just last night. The paleness that had plagued him since the incident had disappeared to reveal the bronze skin and smooth features she’d grown so fond of. Even the peach fuzz framing his jaw looked darker, his sculpted mouth somehow fuller.


He reached down and picked up the braid that had fallen over her shoulder. “I like this.”


“Oh, thanks.” She stood, suddenly embarrassed that she’d been caught, yet again, ogling him. “It’s French.”


“Ah,” he said, fighting a grin.


It happened to him a lot. The ogling. Everywhere they went, gazes tended to wander his way. But he and Auri had been hanging out for months now. She had to get over it. He would eventually grow tired of her constant fawning. Her incessant need to be near him. The tiny hearts bursting out of her eyes every time she looked at him.


The problem lay in the fact that this was Cruz De los Santos. The same Cruz De los Santos who wrote poetry and built computers and modified carburetors. Whatever a carburetor was. He was such an enigma. Quiet and reserved and full of mystery. His dad had died and no one knew for weeks. He’d kept it locked inside him, afraid if anyone knew, he’d be sent away. Away from Del Sol. Away from her.


Auri’s heart ached as she studied her shoes. The planks in the porch. The black beetle carrying a leaf four times its size. Anything but him. She could only hope her flushed face didn’t match the bright red of her hair.


She cleared her throat and picked up where they’d left off in their texts that morning. “No.”


“Umm, yes?”


She looked up at him. “You can’t come.”


He recrossed his arms over his chest, catching on. “I can, actually.”


“No, you can’t.” She stepped closer. “The doctor said. It’s a field trip in the mountains. Too much walking. Too much hiking over uneven terrain.”


“It’s been almost a week. I’m as good as new.”


“Really?” she challenged, then she did something she never thought herself capable of. She poked his abdomen. Hard. Purposely hurting him.


He winced and curled into himself. Covering his midsection with both arms, he actually had the gall to say, “That doesn’t mean anything. If I poked you like that, it would hurt, too.”


He had a point. “I’m just worried about your innards. What if you rip your stitches again?”


“The only way my stitches will rip is if you keep poking them. Sadist.” He rubbed his stomach, then picked up her braid again and ran his thumb over the thick weave. “Is that why you’re here and not at school? To poke me?”


“No,” she said, her insecurities skyrocketing. But why? She’d never been insecure about anything. Why now? What was it about Cruz De los Santos that made her feel insecure when he was the most respectful guy she’d ever met? She forced a smile. “I’m done with finals. This last week is fluff. Movies and games and popcorn.”


He dropped her hair but still didn’t look at her. “Which is why you should be there.”


And there it was. That feeling. That fluttering of insecurity that had steadily been gaining momentum over the last few days. In hindsight, it began when she almost got him killed. “Yeah, well, my submissive hemogoblin would beg to differ. Some of the kids get pretty rowdy.”


During the attack, the one where Cruz had saved not only her life but Mrs. Fairborn’s as well, Auri had been thrown across the kitchen floor. She’d hit her head on the corner of a hutch and got a killer percussion. Or, as the doctor had called it, a submissive hemogoblin. She’d lost consciousness soon after. Not soon enough, however. She’d stayed lucid just long enough to see a knife slide into Cruz’s abdomen. Three times. One horrifying violation after another. She’d been having nightmares about it ever since.


He straightened in alarm at her confession. “Does it hurt?” He tilted his head to look at the side of hers. The shaved and stitched side she’d carefully covered with the French braid. When he reached up and took her chin in his hand to angle her head for a better look, the warmth of his fingers sent electricity shooting through her body.


“N-no, it doesn’t hurt. Not much anyway. I just wanted to check on you. See if you need anything.”


“Besides you?” he asked softly, lifting one of the plaits of hair to check her stitches.


She stilled. She’d never wanted to be with a guy. Not in that way. Not until Cruz. He was proving the exception to every rule she’d ever created. Not to mention a few her mother had composed. Namely, Thou shalt not have sex until thou art thirty-two. Her mom took her duties very seriously, but Auri’s body turned to lava every time she was around this guy.


Apparently satisfied, Cruz eased his hold, though his fingers lingered and his bronze gaze locked onto hers for a solid minute.


She took an involuntary step closer. Wanting his mouth on hers. Wanting his arms around her. His hips pressed into her abdomen. But she couldn’t bring herself to initiate. Instead, she dropped her gaze and asked, “You said in your text you had something to tell me? Something important?”


He dropped his hand, stuffed it into his front pocket, and looked across the river flowing a few yards away. “I do, but I want you to know I’m saying it with the utmost respect.”


Her stomach clenched so hard she almost doubled over. Here it comes. He was breaking up with her even though they’d never been exclusive. Not officially. “Oh. Okay.”


“I didn’t want to be the one to tell you this, but you’re saying it wrong.”


She blinked up at him and felt her brows inch together. “I’m sorry?”


He turned back to her, his expression severe if not for the slight crinkling at the corners of his eyes. “Hemogoblin.” If she didn’t know better, and she really didn’t, she’d swear he was on the verge of laughing. “That’s not a real word.”


She stepped back, appalled. “It most certainly is.”


“Wanna bet?”


She didn’t dare. “No. But it is.”


“Well, hemoglobin is a word, but I’m pretty sure it doesn’t mean what you think it does.”


“Hemoglobin?”


“Yes.”


“Glow?”


“Yes.”


“And it doesn’t mean—?”


“No.”


She crossed her arms over her chest. “Then what does it mean, Mr. Smarty Pants?”


“It’s a protein in your red blood cells that carries oxygen to your organs. Among other things.”


“What?” She took another step back. “It’s not a head wound?”


“Not that I know of.”


“Oh.” Stunned, she walked to one of the chairs on the porch and sank onto it, the wood slats creaking against her weight. “I was wondering why swelling in the brain would be named after a goblin. I just thought it was left over from medieval times or something. Like when they would use a drill on someone’s skull to release the evil spirits.”


“Ah.”


“So, I don’t have a submissive hemo-glow-bin?”


He sat in the chair beside her. “I don’t think that’s a real thing.”


“Why didn’t my mother tell me?”


“I can’t imagine,” he said, trying to hide his nuclear smile behind a fist.


She studied it, that smile, for a few seconds. “If I didn’t know better—” she began, but the sound of a vehicle pulling into the drive stopped her mid-sentence.


Both heads snapped toward the sound.


“Quincy!” she whispered. No clue why. She jumped to her feet. “I can’t be here. He’ll tell my mom, then my mom’ll call my grandma, and my grandma’ll tell my grandpa, and they’ll send out the National Guard and the CIA because my grandpa was in military intelligence and he has connections, and then I’ll be grounded for the rest of my natural-born life. Or all summer. Whichever ends first.” She said all of this while searching frantically for a place to hide. Without thought, she rushed inside the cabin and wedged herself between a wall and a pile of—thankfully—clean laundry, praying he hadn’t come home to change his clothes.


“Hey, kid,” she heard Quincy say. A car door closed and footsteps sounded as Quincy’s heavy boots trod up the steps.


“Hey,” Cruz said.


Quincy stopped just outside the door. “You okay?”


“Peachy.”


Auri almost giggled. Not many boys her age would willingly use the word peachy.


“Are you heating the entire neighborhood?” He must’ve noticed the wide-open front door. It was hard to miss.


“Heater’s off.”


“Right. Right, I know.” He shuffled his feet. Kicked at something. “I just figure I should say shit like that, me being your guardian and all.”


“I appreciate it.”


Auri could hear the humor in Cruz’s voice.


“Okay, well, carry on,” Quincy said before stepping into the cabin and walking to what sounded like a metal cabinet not three feet from her head.


She froze, praying she’d managed to get her shoes all the way under the clothes.


“Ten-four,” Cruz said, following him in, his footsteps much lighter than Quincy’s. Only the creaks of the floorboards gave away his position.


She still couldn’t believe Cruz was living with Quincy. At least for now. And they worked well together. Auri would’ve appreciated that fact more if she weren’t on the verge of being discovered by her mother’s BFF. She squeezed her eyes shut, afraid to breathe even though his laundry smelled lovely.


She heard metal scraping along a shelf as Quincy drug something out of the cabinet.


“Cool climbing gear,” Cruz said as he nudged the bottom of her right foot.


She panicked and tried to pull her knee to her chest without disturbing the mountain of clothes on top of her. The act proved impossible, so she stopped and prayed he wouldn’t notice a random foot sticking out from under his laundry.


“I may or may not have been using county gear for a trip to Mexico a few months ago, but we need it now. Official business.”


“Going undercover as a submissive?”


“Rappelling down the side of a mountain.”


“So close,” he whispered loudly, and Auri had to suppress a giggle.


Quincy walked to the door but stopped long enough to say, “By the way, if that juvenile delinquent isn’t out of this house in two minutes, I’m siccing her mother on her.”


Auri rose up from the laundry like a phoenix rising from the ashes, only not nearly as majestically. “Juvenile delinquent?”


“Two minutes,” Quincy said with a soft laugh before closing the door behind him.


She gaped at Cruz, but before she could say anything, Quincy’s phone rang from outside a window near her head. Worried it was her mother, Auri scrambled to her feet to peek through the pane.


Quincy had stopped on the porch to stuff the gear into a canvas duffel bag. Fumbling to get his phone out of the case at his belt, he half dropped it onto the side table between the two patio chairs and put it on speaker as he continued his mission packing ropes, harnesses, and rings of those metal clasps into the bag.


“Hey, Drew. We’re on our way.”


“You … to hurry,” the caller said. The spotty connection cut out every few words. “I’m at … Injured female. Teen. Maybe early twenties.”


Quincy stopped packing and stared at the phone. “Holy shit.”


“I don’t … how long … down here.”


“You’re in the canyon with her now? How do you have cell reception?”


“Yeah, she’s … so not far down. Bitch to get here, though. She’s … of an incline. Hurt pretty bad. She …”


“You’re cutting out, Drew. Can you repeat the last?”


“Hold on.” After a minute of grunts and heavy breathing, he came back on the line. “Had to climb up a little. Can you hear me?”


“I can. What’s up?”


“I don’t have a good foothold, but I wanted you to know. She woke up just long enough to beg me not to tell the sheriff I found her.”


Quincy’s gaze shot to Auri’s, the hazy pane distorting his worried expression. “What do you mean?”


“She lost consciousness again before she could explain. The kid’s beat to hell, Quincy. Someone got the better of her, and for some reason she doesn’t want the sheriff to know.”









3




Sometimes, someone unexpected comes into your life out of nowhere, makes your heart race, and changes you forever.


Those people are called cops.


—SIGN AT QUINCY’S DESK





“He didn’t recognize her?” Sun tightened her grip on the steering wheel as she took a curve up the narrow highway a tad too fast. It didn’t help that the early morning sun was in her face.


Quincy tensed, not daring to take his eyes off the road despite the blinding sun. “No. He kept cutting out. She’s young, though.”


Sun spotted an ambulance in her rearview about a mile behind them, lights blazing and siren blaring, a split second before the mountain separated them again. And behind the ambulance, she’d spotted one of her deputies’ cruisers. Probably Rojas since he’d responded to her call first. “How do you know she’s young?”


“He called her a kid.”


Sun glanced at him long enough for him to gesture toward the winding road ahead of them with a quick nod. She turned back and took another turn faster than a sheriff had a right to. “Have you heard any chatter? Anyone missing?”


“Not a damned thing.” He looked over his shoulder at the steep drop barely two feet from him. He’d never been a fan of heights, but he seemed more uncomfortable than usual.


“What?” she asked him.


He glanced back at her. “What what?”


“What aren’t you telling me?”


He shook his head and studied the road again. “We’ve known each other way too long.”


“True, and you’re the richer for it. What’s going on?”


He bit down, his jaw muscle jumping at the pressure he exerted on it before answering. “She spoke to him. Only a few seconds before losing consciousness again.”


Sun swerved to miss a boulder on the side of the mountain that protruded onto the road. She’d been complaining about the safety hazard for years and was finally in a position to do something about it, but it had yet to climb to the top of her to-do list. Cases had been flying at her left and right since she’d taken office, and now this. “And?”


After Quincy took a calming breath, he explained. “For some reason, she doesn’t want you to know Essary found her.”


She stared at him, spurring him to gesture toward the road again. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


“No idea, boss. Apparently, she begged him not to tell the sheriff he’d found her.”


Sun frowned and thought back. She hadn’t arrested any young females lately. Or older ones. Who would be afraid of her?


“Want to talk about Clay?” he asked her.


Sun winced. “Why on planet Earth would I want to talk about Levi’s uncle?”


“I don’t know. You’re the one who wants to put him into protective custody.”


“I don’t want to,” Sun argued, feeling the need to justify her actions. It was a hard pill to swallow even for her. “I have to if I want to keep my daughter’s father out of prison.”


Quince didn’t reply, which meant he didn’t entirely disagree with her, and it irked him. He studied the horizon in thought, and Sun could almost hear the wheels in his head spinning.


“You agree with me?” she asked, spurring him for his thoughts.


He snapped out of it and released a breathy sigh. “I don’t really have a choice, do I?”


She snorted. “Since when did that stop you?”


“No time like the present. There’s Salazar.” He pointed to her lieutenant’s cruiser, changing the subject.


With her emergency lights on, Salazar had parked and barricaded the road down to one lane. Thankfully, this wasn’t a busy highway. Mostly locals with an occasional tourist or hunter. But Salazar knew enough not to park on the dirt pull-off which would hopefully be teeming with evidence.


What surprised Sun most about the scene, however, was the fact that Levi’s truck was parked on the other side of the pull-off, hugging the face of the mountain as much as possible. Salazar had cordoned off his pickup as though he were a part of the first response team, and for some bizarre reason, that warmed Sun’s heart. Not that he didn’t deserve it. He’d helped with several cases. He’d saved her life. He’d earned the right to be cordoned.


Sun pulled in behind Salazar and turned on her emergency lights. Anyone coming around the mountain should have enough time to slow down, provided they weren’t driving fast enough to break the sound barrier. Rojas could take the other end of the roadblock when he got there to keep traffic flowing.


She looked up and saw Levi grabbing some gear out of the back of his truck.


Quincy put a hand on her arm to stay her before she could get out, his expression serious when he asked, “Can I arrest him now?”


“No.”


She got out and started to close her door when she heard him whisper, “I never get to have any fun.”


“Hey, boss,” Salazar said as she motioned for a motorist to go around.


“Hey, Lieutenant. What do we have?”


“Essary is down there about a hundred feet.” She gestured toward the guardrail, then pointed to the dirt near it. “There are some tire tracks there. And a pretty good footprint there. It looks like someone pulled over and threw the victim over the side of the guardrail after the rain.”


“Is that blood?”


Salazar nodded. “Looks like it. I’ve already called for a forensics team.”


“Thank you, Lieutenant.”


“Sure thing, boss.”


Quincy knelt down to survey the area from a different angle. “There’s some hair and possible fibers underneath that rail there.” He gestured toward the possible evidence, then stood.


Salazar bent at the waist for a better view. “You’re right. I’ll point that out to forensics when they get here.”


Sun nodded and watched as nonchalantly as possible, doing everything in her power to slow her heart rate when Levi walked up to them, his smooth gait that of a predator. Sadly, she didn’t do nonchalant well. She was much more of a chalant girl.


“How was my cruiser?” Quincy asked him, a sharp edge to his voice.


The smirk that overtook Levi’s features caused Sun’s stomach to clench. “Drives great. Thanks for asking.”


Quincy stepped closer to him but Levi simply graced him with a bored expression. While their lofty heights were almost a perfect match, Quincy was bigger than Levi. His arms more muscular. His shoulders ever-so-slightly wider.


But Levi’s lean frame suited him. He was strong, wiry, and fast. His whiskey-colored irises glistened with humor, but Sun could see the lines of fatigue and worry etched into his handsome face. At least two days’ worth of stubble framed a mouth she’d been in love with since childhood. Though still clearly visible, the bruise he’d received a few days prior, along with a subconjunctival hemorrhage in his left eye, was finally beginning to fade. Hopefully he’d learned a valuable lesson about trying to stop a truck with his body. Those altercations never ended well.


“Why don’t you get the gear?” Sun said to Quince. He wouldn’t really start anything, but she figured she’d give him an excuse to back down either way.


After another testosterone-infused moment of dick measuring, Quincy walked to the back of the cruiser to grab their climbing gear.


“How’d you beat us here?” she asked Levi.


He carried climbing gear like he was going to join them. “I was on my way to Taos when I heard the call.” He gestured north as evidence, but Sun doubted his explanation. One could certainly get to Taos, New Mexico, from this road, but it would take at least an hour longer than the traditional route. Why come this way?


Levi had a knack for disappearing. For falling off the grid. And once he did, finding him was damn near impossible. If Levi Ravinder didn’t want to be found, he wouldn’t be found. Simple as that.


Sun had always wondered where he went. Was his hideout nearby? Did he have a cabin up here somewhere?


She made a mental note to check out all the homesteads in the area before turning back to him. “And you thought you’d tag along?” she asked as she grabbed an emergency backpack out of her cruiser.


The stoic look he gave her revealed nothing. He only tightened his grip on the rope he had slung over his shoulder. The wide shoulder with an impossibly long arm attached to it, all muscle and sinew. The long-sleeved shirt he wore could not disguise the pristine physique of his arms.


He pressed his mouth together as though waiting for a follow-up. She wanted nothing more than to throw in the towel and just ask him. Was he mad at her for trying to put him into protective custody? Was he upset that his own uncle was trying to kill him? Which, who wouldn’t be? Or was it simpler than that? Was he mad about being a father? Maybe he was one of those men who vowed never to have kids, and Sun had thrown a wrench into those plans. If so, sucked to be him. It took two to make a baby. He should’ve thought about that before seducing her. At least, she assumed that’s what happened. The details of that night were still a little sketchy. Either way, now was not the time to bring it up. Not when a woman’s life hung in the balance.


She took a rope and harness from Quincy and walked around to the edge of the guardrail. Trying to preserve the scene as much as possible, she stepped to where the guardrail met the mountain. There was just enough space to squeeze between them, but not much of a rim beyond that.


She leaned over and spotted Drew Essary. He sat on the incline in full hunting regalia, one foot braced against a branch, holding the unconscious girl’s hand.


From what Sun could see, the girl wore a bra, only. At least on her upper half. Lacy and bright pink. The bottom half of her body was covered in leaves and brush, and Sun wondered if the girl had done that in an effort to stay warm or if Drew had done it. Her hair, recently dyed purple, obscured most of her face, but the small portion Sun could see was swollen beyond recognition. Identifying her could be difficult.


Quincy and Levi both looked over her shoulder.


“Mr. Essary,” Sun called down.


He looked up, visibly relaxed, waved. “I’m glad you’re here.”


“Me too. We’re coming down.”


He nodded, then shifted his weight for a better position as though beginning to cramp. It was still early enough in the high canyon to be chilly. Their breaths fogged the air as she built her anchor using a wood post of the guardrail. Once built, she strapped on her harness, knotted both ends of her rope and clipped it to the anchor, then started over the side.


Her newest deputy, Poetry Rojas, pulled up to the scene, the ambulance right behind him. Trusting her lieutenant to figure out how best to preserve the area, she began her descent. Quincy used the post next to hers, careful to disturb the dirt as little as possible, while Levi used the guardrail itself as an anchor. A fact she was not fond of. The edge his rope would travel on was dangerously sharp, but she understood his reasoning. If he’d used the next post, he’d be getting too close to their active crime scene.


It took less than sixty seconds to get down to Drew and their victim. Sun arrived with a few scrapes from random branches and a lock of blond hair tugged loose from her French braid, but no worse for the wear. She didn’t want to disturb the scene, but there was no help for it.


“I’m sure glad you’re here, Sheriff,” Drew said, keeping the girl’s small hand enveloped in his own. The older man wore khaki coveralls, his scruffy beard matching perfectly.


“Mr. Essary, why are you out here hunting alone?”


“Please. I been hunting this land since I could walk. And I was there the day you were born, Sunny Girl. Call me Drew.”


Sun smiled but kept her gaze on the girl. Keeping a tight grip on her rope with one hand, she took off the glove of the other to check the girl’s pulse. She was like ice, her pulse weak, and Sun knew she would never have survived another night in the canyon. “Thank you for doing this, Drew.”


“Couldn’t leave her here to die. I’m just glad I seen her.” He pointed to the canyon floor. “I was hunting over there by the pass when I saw her.”


Sun realized how fortunate their Jane Doe was. “How on earth did you see her from there?”


“Binoculars. Seen a foot first.” He pointed. “Purple sock. Went from there.”


The girl’s left foot was indeed visible through the leaves, the purple sock hanging halfway off her tiny foot, bright against the fallen brown leaves and brush that surrounded it. But the odds of him seeing even that were fairly astronomical.


Levi wedged himself beside Sun and took the blanket out of her backpack. After handing it to her, he rezipped the canvas bag and surveyed the area while Sun pretended not to be flustered by his nearness.


“Any thoughts on how to get her up?” Quincy asked as he rappelled to the girl’s other side and helped Sun cover her with the blanket.


“It would be easier to go down,” Levi said.


Sun looked over her shoulder and followed his line of sight. “I agree. There.” She gestured toward a small clearing, the frigid waters of the Gallinas River trickling beside it. “We can call in a helicopter.”


“This isn’t going to be easy either way,” Quince said, taking in the distance. They were halfway up the incline, about a hundred feet before hitting the floor.


“I’m game if you are,” Levi said, a challenge settling on his face. A gorgeous challenge. A provocative one.


Sun was so hyperaware of every aspect of Levi Ravinder—his nearness, the heat wafting off him, the darkness lying just beneath the glint of humor in his eyes—it was a wonder she could think straight at all.


Quincy shrugged, rising nonchalantly to the challenge, and began preparations by tying a second rope onto his first. She loved these two men so much. One like a brother. The other not even remotely brotherly like. Unless one were into that sort of thing.


“Sunshine,” Drew said, his graveness slingshotting her attention back to him.


She leaned in and asked softly, “What is it?”


He cleared his throat, glanced at her cohorts, then said softly, “I—I touched her.”


Normally in a situation like that, warning bells would have been ringing off every corner of her brain, but she’d known Drew a long time. Apparently since the day she was born.


“She was … exposed.” He shifted, unable to look Sun in the eye. “I—I moved her bra a bit. You know, to cover her.”


Sun nodded and put her free hand on his arm. “It’s okay. I’ll tell forensics when we get her to the hospital. You might have to give them a DNA sample to rule yours out.”


His gaze shot to hers. “Absolutely. Anything you need, Sunny.”


“Did you move these leaves on top of her?”


“No, ma’am. Those were like that when I got here. I wanted to take off my coveralls and put them on her, but I didn’t think I could get them off without tumbling down this damn mountain, probably breaking my neck in the process. And I wasn’t sure I should move her.”


Sun reached over and brushed a strand of the girl’s purple hair aside. The right half of her face was the most swollen, her eye a mere slit in a sea of blue-and-yellow puffiness, which meant her assailant was a lefty. Her lips didn’t fare much better. A vertical crack split the right corner of her lips. And her small nose sat crooked on what promised to have been a beautiful face. But with all the swelling and bruises, even with the girl’s light skin tone, Sun couldn’t be certain of her ethnicity.


She turned back to him. “You were right to leave her as you found her and call us. We don’t know the extent of her injuries. I’d bet my last nickel that you saved her life.”


He acknowledged her praise with a stoic nod, then returned his gaze to the girl. “Poor little thing. She’s just a kid.”


“I think your initial assessment of late teens or very early twenty-something was correct.”


“Who would do this?”


“I don’t know, but we’ll damned sure find out.” Sun squeezed his arm reassuringly, then reached for the mic on her shoulder. “Salazar, we need a neck brace, a stretcher, and a helicopter. We’re taking her down.”


“I agree, boss. That seems like the least dangerous route and the canyon walls are plenty wide for a chopper.”


“Roger that.” She heard Salazar call out for a stretcher as she studied her team. “This isn’t going to be easy.”


“Nothing worth it ever is,” Quincy said.
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