

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents


EDGE OF DARKNESS

COPYRIGHT

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

EDGE OF DARKNESS

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

CHAPTER 31

CHAPTER 32

CHAPTER 33

CHAPTER 34

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

ALSO BY FREYA BARKER


 

 


[image: A close up of a logo  Description automatically generated]



 


Copyright © 2020 Margreet Asselbergs as Freya Barker

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or by other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author or publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in used critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses as permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the author, mentioning in the subject line: “Reproduction Request”

at freyabarker.writes@gmail.com

This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to any person or persons, living or dead, any event, occurrence, or incident is purely coincidental. The characters and story lines are created and thought up from the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

 

ISBN: 9781988733487

 

Cover Design:

Margreet Asselbergs

 

Editing:

Karen Hrdlicka

 

Proofing:

Joanne Thompson

 

Formatting:

CP Smith

 


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I’ve been blessed with an amazing group of loyal supporters. Without them most of you would not be reading my books. I would be lost without this group at my back.

Karen Hrdlicka and Joanne Thompson, my fabulous editing/proofreading team; Deb Blake, Pam Buchanan & Petra Gleason, my beta readers for Edge Of Darkness; and CP Smith for her fabulous formatting.

Perhaps less visible but equally important: Stephanie Phillips of SBR Media, my agent; Debra Presley & Drue Hoffman of Buoni Amici Press, my publicists; Krystal Weiss, my personal assistant; and finally all the wonderful bloggers, who spread the word of every new release.

Finally I’m very grateful for my readers. You take a chance on me with every new book you purchase and read, and I can’t thank you enough for putting your faith in me.

I’m thankful to have you all by my side on this amazing journey!

Love you all.


EDGE OF DARKNESS

 

Road rash and Jack meets handcuffs and street smarts.

 

I am a wandering disaster.

A hedonist, a lover, a son, and a rebel.

 

My name is Yuma.

I’m sober enough to see the need for redemption, but too blind to realize I already found it.

 

I am an independent seeker.

An overachiever, a  friend, a misfit, and a cop.

 

My name is Lissie.

I’m determined enough to find acceptance, but too stubborn to see all I need is my own.

 

We shouldn’t get involved—all the odds are against us—but when bodies turn up on common ground and lines between duty and purpose get blurred, our future becomes clear.

 

 

FIND MORE OF MY BOOKS HERE!

(https://freyabarker.com)


CHAPTER 1

LISSIE

I LISTEN TO the conversation at the table with half an ear, but my attention is captured by the man sitting at the bar.

A biker: too-long, dirty blond hair tied back at the nape of his solid neck, slightly darker beard, worn jeans, and an old T-shirt covering his large frame. He’s playing with a full shot glass, but only drinking from the tall glass.

Yuma.

He told me his name when I followed an investigative lead straight to the apartment building his motorcycle club owns and he manages. A stroke of luck, on more than one count, since it turned out to be a hot lead, but also had a vacancy sign on one of the apartment units. Since I was in dire need of some better digs than the trailer I’ve been renting month-to-month once I moved here, I inquired about it.

After jumping through some hoops to qualify, I finally signed the one-year lease yesterday. It was a bit of a momentous occasion; my first real place on my own. Odd, for a thirty-seven-year-old woman, I know. I moved into one of the cabins dotting my family’s ranch outside Albuquerque at twenty-four, and that’s where I stayed until a few months ago when life took a left turn.

When the conversation at the table turns to one of my colleagues, Tony Ramirez, moving his girlfriend, Blue, into his home, my ears perk up. Coincidentally I’m supposed to move this weekend as well, but when Blackfoot asks me if I’m in for Blue’s move, I tell him I’ll be there. It’s not like I have a ton to move myself. I can always bow out early and transfer my stuff in the afternoon or on Sunday.

When I look back to the bar, Yuma is gone, but the shot glass is still sitting there, untouched.

_______________

“NEED A HAND?”

My precarious hold on the queen-sized mattress I bought only two months ago slips, and it starts sliding back down the stairs. Given that the skies broke open in a late-afternoon summer downpour, I really don’t want my new mattress to end up in a puddle in the parking lot.

“I’ve got it.”

I still haven’t seen who’s attached to the deep voice, but I recognize it all the same. Yuma doesn’t talk much, but every time he does it has impact. I’ve been trying to find excuses to get a little friendlier with him, and this is the perfect opportunity.

“Thank you.” The bottom half of the mattress is suddenly lifted high and I can barely grab on to guide it through my front door.

“Keep going,” he grunts, when I go to set it down. In the bedroom, I drop my end on the hardwood floor. “Where’s the bed frame?”

“Haven’t gotten around to that yet. Just drop it on the floor for now.”

“You don’t have a bed?”

He drops the mattress and I finally get a look at him. He’s wet. As in, caught in the downpour kind of wet. It’s a good look on him, even though he’s making a puddle on my wood floors.

“Sure I do.” I point at the mattress.

He pulls up a dubious eyebrow, but then drops the subject.

“Where’s the rest of your shit?” he asks, already walking out of the apartment.

“Back of my truck.”

I motion in the general direction and he takes off down the stairs, calling over his shoulder.

“Stay there.”

“Yes, sir.” I almost salute his barked order but he’s not even looking at me.

It takes him half an hour to finish unloading the bed of the truck I had loaded high and covered with a tarp. When he walks up with the last of my boxes, he hands it to me but stays outside on the walkway, leaning against the door opening.

“Nice truck.”

“Thanks.”

I grin. I love my black, heavy-duty GMC Sierra. I bought that truck early this year when the old Ford pickup I’d been driving since high school finally gave up the ghost. My family thought it was ridiculous for a girl to buy a man’s truck, which only served as an incentive. Peter, the younger of my two older brothers, said some nasty shit, but what else is new? I can’t help he blows through his money like water and can’t afford one.

“Your friends couldn’t give you a hand?”

“I’m new to town. Haven’t made that many,” I confess with a shrug.

“Saw you at The Irish the other day, looked like a group of friends to me. They couldn’t help?” He pulls a do-rag from his back pocket and mops at his face, but keeps his eyes on me the whole time.

“I didn’t ask. They were busy today and besides, it’s not like I have a ton. I could manage.” I swear he snorts, but I can’t be sure since he has the bottom half of his face covered with his big hand. “I appreciate your help though,” I quickly add.

The only response I get is a grunt. Then he raps his knuckles on the doorway and with a chin lift, turns on his heel and heads down the stairs, disappearing under the overhang.

Okay, so nix the hot chocolate I was about to offer him. So much for a friendly conversation over a hot beverage.

It’s almost midnight by the time I have my sparse belongings put away and arranged the way I like them. The rain outside has stopped and I peek out the living room window to the river across the road. One of the many perks of this unit: hardwood flooring throughout, an updated kitchen complete with island, and a fabulous view of the Animas River.

The water is choppy and even by the light of the odd streetlight; I can see it streaming by. It reminds me of the creek running beside my old cabin back home.

I’m about to close the blinds when I hear an engine start up. A lone motorcycle crosses the parking lot and pulls out into the street. Its deep rumble still audible after the biker disappears from sight.

YUMA

I RIDE WHENEVER temptation looms and it sure as fuck does tonight.

For the past three months, I’ve stayed in the small apartment off the office. I would sleep at the club, where I have a room, or at my place up the mountain, if I didn’t think being at either of those places would send me right back down the hole I’m just climbing out of.

Some days everything is a temptation, even a hot fucking cop.

That’s another thing I’ve gone cold turkey on—women. Or maybe I should say sex in general, since I’m afraid there were times I wasn’t that discriminate. Sex and booze have gone hand in hand since I was a teenager. Part of that was growing up in an MC, where morals were loose and the law wasn’t something we concerned ourselves with.

Things have changed in the past twelve or so years, since my dad handed Ouray the gavel. Fuck, was I pissed. I’d grown up the crown prince, thought my future was cemented by merit of my father’s reign over the club. I played it off as a responsibility I didn’t want—being president—but it stung.

Fuck that, it killed.

If I cared before, I certainly didn’t give a shit after. The knowledge expectations were low anyway; I didn’t even bother trying to change them. What was the point?

Momma got shot last year. Her body healed, but her mind started sliding. I got injured myself, not long after. The club was hit hard and everyone was pulling their weight to keep us afloat. Everyone except me, that is. I was too busy numbing myself with Jack and whatever else I could get my hands on.

Then one morning, I woke up and happened to catch the date on my phone. My birthday. My fortieth birthday. Fuck, when did that happen? My eyes were bloodshot in the bathroom mirror and I looked like death warmed over. Forty years old and I was fucking drinking myself into an early grave.

I got scared that morning four months ago. So scared, I drove myself to the club, still drunk, and asked for help. By nighttime, Trunk had me on a plane to Denver where I spent sixty days in an addiction treatment center. The worst part of getting sober is discovering how low you’ve really sunk.

Coming home had been fucking torture. Everyone eyeing you like any minute you were going to fall off the wagon. Careful with what they say around you. Fucking awkward as hell. I jumped at the chance to take over the Riverside Apartments, needing something to keep me busy. Nights are tough, though. Momma used to say idle hands are the devil’s playground; and I’ve never understood it as well as I do now.

I went to one AA meeting when I first came back, but sitting there, listening to everyone’s goddamn sob story, had only made me more depressed. I haven’t been back since.

Then the other night I found myself sitting at the bar at The Irish, ordering a shot. Fuck, that smell had my hands shaking. As some kind of personal challenge that I can lick this on my own, I kept that glass in front of me while asking for a glass of tap water on the side. I drank that. Then I spotted Detective Bucco sitting with a group of people, talking and laughing, and I knew if I didn’t get out of there I’d lose my battle of wills with that damn shot glass.

It’s so damn enticing to look for a hookup to keep the demons and loneliness at bay. That’s what had me jump on my bike tonight. Even the fresh-faced detective in unit twenty-four—not at all my regular type, which usually veers toward stacked and easy—is too much of a temptation.

The lights are still on at the clubhouse when I come through the gates. I’m not sure what I’m doing here, but I hope some brotherhood will do the trick.

Tse and Brick are sitting at the bar with a couple of beers. The moment Tse sees me coming in; he grabs both his and Brick’s bottles and tucks them away behind the bar.

“What the fuck is that all about?” I snap, annoyed.

“You don’t need to watch us drink, brother,” Tse says.

“You know what I don’t need? I don’t need my brothers to fucking tiptoe around me.”

“Good by me,” Brick says dryly, leaning over the bar to grab his beer, taking a deep swig.

“Asshole,” I grumble, pulling out a stool.

“You want something?” Tse asks when I sit down.

“Grab me a water, will ya?”

He tosses me a bottle and grabs fresh beers for him and Brick.

“So what are you doin’ out in the middle of the night. Hot date?” Tse nudges me.

“Fuck no. I was just bored.”

“Bored is bad,” Brick says, giving me the side-eye.

He’s about ten years older, and joined the Arrow’s Edge just last year. Decent guy, from what I can tell, although I haven’t had much opportunity to hang out with him. His comment is on point, though, and I wonder if he knows what that’s like.

“Very bad.”

“You going to meetings?”

I glare at him, about to launch a “What the fuck is it to you” at him when I catch myself. His gaze is steady and unwavering, dead serious. A quick glance at Tse shows him equally serious.

“No,” I bite off. “Went to one and that was enough. Not big on sitting in a circle, sharing sob stories, and singing fucking ‘Kumbaya.’”

Brick chuckles and takes a swig of his beer.

“More than one meeting in town, brother. Not all of them are in a church basement.”

“And you know this how?”

He shrugs. “You’re not the first alcoholic I know.”

I’m not an idiot, I know what I am—sixty days sobering up in a treatment center made sure of that—but hearing someone slap that label on me still doesn’t feel good.


CHAPTER 2

LISSIE

“BUCCO!”

Ramirez sticks his head around the doorway and I quickly shove my private file into my desk drawer.

We share the large office space—separated by dividers—between the four detectives. It makes communication a lot easier, but it means I have to be careful guarding what I’m not ready to share. Not yet.

“Yeah?”

“We’ve got an issue at the new subdivision they’re building near Hesperus.”

“What kind of issue?”

“They’ve dug up a body.”

My attention piqued, I scoot my chair back and shove my cell phone in my pocket.

“Let’s go.”

It takes us ten minutes to get to the new development just west of town. It’s clear the building is done in phases. Right off the road there is a row of houses that look finished. Another small section is under construction, but it’s the area where only some excavation is visible on the back end of the property, where a couple of cruisers are parked and a crowd has gathered.

“What’ve we got?”

One of the officers, Jay VanDyken, is waiting at the perimeter by the hole.

“It’s kinda ripe,” he shares. “Victim is male, my guess he hasn’t been down there longer than a couple of weeks.”

“Any identification on him?”

“Don’t know. Waiting for the crime scene techs to get here.”

“What about the coroner?” I ask him.

“New guy is on his way in.”

We’ve been short a coroner since Doc Franco became ill, but last week we were told a replacement had been found. We just haven’t had the pleasure yet.

“Let’s have a look at the body,” Tony announces, ducking under the caution tape.

I reluctantly follow him. Not my favorite part of an investigation, but a necessary one.

The smell hits me within a few feet of the edge of the hole. The ripe, heavy smell of death gets into everything. I know I’ll have to strip the moment I get home and get my clothes into the washer before I scrub myself in the shower. Even then, I’ll still be smelling death days from now.

The fact I don’t do well with death is a well-kept secret. I’m from a long line of law enforcement and my father and brothers would never have let me live it down if they knew.

Yes, everyone in my family is a cop. My grandpa had been, my father still is, and both my brothers are too. The only girl in the family, and the youngest, I grew up dreaming of becoming a cop as well. Mom supported that dream—she would’ve supported anything I set my mind to—but she passed away when I was thirteen. Dad and the boys, not so much. I had some hope when Dad remarried two years later, but Elsa was all about the ranch and never understood my ambitions.

I’d been a cop for close to ten years before the ribbing and ridiculing finally wore off, only to turn into anger and vitriol last year. Turns out, I handle taunting better than I handle outrage. Or dead bodies, for that matter.

“Not much left to identify him,” Ramirez points out.

There isn’t. His face is barely recognizable as such, and I immediately consider that someone had to be plenty pissed to inflict that kind of injury.

“Whoever killed him knew him, and didn’t particularly like him,” I point out.

“Understatement of the year…” Tony says, pulling a pen from his pocket to move aside the jacket the victim appears to be wearing. I suppress a shudder. “…seeing as this is a bullet hole in his chest. Overkill, if you ask me.”

I pull out my phone and do a quick online check.

“He died sometime in the past three weeks,” I announce.

“Where’d you get that?”

“That heat wave ended three weeks ago. Daytime temps have stayed pretty mild, but the nights have gotten pretty chilly. He’s wearing a coat, which tells me this happened at night or very early in the morning,” I clarify, walking around the body.

“I agree with that assessment,” a woman’s voice sounds behind us, making all three of us turn.

A gray-haired woman dressed in jeans and a blue windbreaker is looking down on us from the edge of the excavation.

“And you are?” VanDyken asks, an edge to his voice.

“Meredith Carter. Dr. Meredith Carter.”

Ah. Our new coroner is obviously a woman. Ramirez regroups quickly and holds out a hand to help her down into the hole. As she steps down, I notice her purple Doc Martens and I glance back up to her face. On closer examination, our new coroner is much younger than the gray hair implied.

“Tony Ramirez, and this is Lissie Bucco and Jay VanDyken, he was first on scene.”

“Perfect,” she says, pointing at the officer. “Then you can give me a hand.” She tosses a pair of latex gloves at him, dons a pair herself, and bends down over the body, not waiting to see if he follows suit or not.

Tony grins and comes to stand next to me, his arms crossed over his chest.

“Do you get the sense we’re witnessing some kind of power conflict here?”

“There does seem to be some tension,” I agree quietly. “Interesting.”

We stand there, quietly observing Dr. Carter as she has Jay roll the body over, when Tony breaks the silence.

“So how’s the new place working out?”

“Love it. I can cross the bridge and walk to the City Market in five minutes. It’s perfect.”

“I’m glad it’s working out. Getting along with your landlord?”

I turn and find his inquisitive eyes on me.

“Yeah. Hardly see him.”

Not face-to-face anyway. I’ve heard his bike and watched him drive off a few more times these past couple of weeks, but I haven’t actually spoken to him since he helped me move in. Maybe I should talk to him about that dripping faucet in the bathroom.

Then Tony surprises me when he says, “Probably best.”

YUMA

“I HOPE I didn’t drag you from something important.”

I look up at Lisa, who not only lives in unit twenty-three with her two grandchildren, but also works at the club. Last year when she arrived in Durango, she needed a job, and the club was in need of someone to take over for Momma, who was recovering from her injury. Momma never fully recovered and Lisa stayed on.

Right now she has a window with a crack in it, courtesy of her five-year-old granddaughter, Kiara, who is standing in the corner of her bedroom, eyeing me with big scared eyes.

“Nothing important,” I reassure Lisa, before turning to the little girl. “What happened?” I immediately feel like an ogre when her eyes well up.

“Well?” Lisa prompts her. “Tell Mr. Yuma why the window broke.”

“I throwed my ball.” She points at a softball lying on the ground. “Ezrah throws his ball all the time.”

“Ezrah’s ball is foam, baby—your ball is hard.”

“I didn’t know.” Her bottom lip starts quivering and her face crumples.

“I can fix it,” I quickly announce, not a fan of tears. “I was gonna change out some of these windows anyway. Gonna measure and head to Home Depot.”

It’s not exactly a lie, about changing out the windows. Last year a lot of the units got new sliding doors to the balconies and new windows, but none on this side of the building have been replaced yet. If I’m gonna do one window, I may as well do them all.

Fifteen minutes later, I walk out of twenty-three and look over at twenty-four. Elizabeth Bucco, that’s the name on her lease. Except, she doesn’t strike me as an Elizabeth. It’s too stiff; too formal for the girl-next-door vibe she gives off. Then again, she doesn’t look like a cop either. She seems normal, straightforward, and unlike most women I encounter.

It’s the middle of the day and her truck isn’t here. I already knew that because I watched her drive off early this morning. If I’m not fucking careful, I’m replacing one addiction with another. Her.

And I don’t even know her.

I dial Ouray’s number on my way to my bike.

“Yeah.”

“I need Wapi for the day.”

“For?”

“Getting a start on the rest of those window replacements. Could use a hand.”

It’s quiet for a moment on the other end before he responds.

“Thought you wanted to wait for spring.”

I had told him that a while ago.

“Changed my mind.”

“Anything happen?”

“Nah, just need something for my hands to do.”

“Gotcha. Yeah, I’ll send Wapi.”

“Tell him to meet me at Home Depot with the truck. Headin’ there now.”

I don’t have to wait long for Wapi. He drives up in one of the club trucks five minutes after I park.

“Did you bring tools?” I ask, when he gets out of the truck.

“Yup. Small compressor’s in the back too.”

“Good.”

In the end, we were only able to get three windows and one sliding door, but what I’ll need for the remaining three apartments is ordered from the warehouse and should be delivered tomorrow.

Lisa already left for the club by the time we get to her apartment, and we get to work right away. We’re just putting the second window when I hear Wapi, who’s holding the window in place, whistle softly between his teeth.

“Nice,” he drags out, just as I see her coming up the stairs.

“Watch it,” I growl. “Off-limits.”

I can feel him looking at me, but I’m too busy following her progress. At the last moment, she spots me in her neighbor’s window and throws me a smile and a wave.

“Hold this,” I tell Wapi and take off out the door.

I just catch her before she can close the door behind her.

“Don’t come too close,” she says with an apologetic smile. I automatically take a step back. “I spent the afternoon at a crime scene. I’m pretty sure I smell.”

Yeah, she doesn’t even try to be anything other than she is.

“Quick heads up, we’re upgrading windows in a few units and I’m gonna need to get into yours at some point this week.”

“Okay. Do you need me to be home? My schedule can be—”

“No,” I interrupt. “I’ve got a key.”

“Of course,” she replies, looking a bit flustered, a soft blush coloring her cheeks.

It’s a good look on her: a hint of innocence to contrast the invitation of that generous mouth and the mysteries behind those brown eyes.

I don’t even realize I’m staring at her until she mumbles, “I really should have a shower.”

“Right.” I give myself a shake and force my feet to start moving. “Later.”

I barely hear her response; a mental image of her in the shower has me rush back into the apartment next door.

“Who’s that?” Wapi asks when I walk in.

“New tenant,” I grunt, as I go back to shimming the window in the frame.

“Lucky bastard,” Wapi mumbles under his breath, and I throw a sharp glance his way.

“She’s a cop.” I’m not sure if I’m warning Wapi or myself at this point.

We work in silence after that. Three bedroom windows are done when I call it a night. It’ll be dark before we’ll get the slider in, so it’ll have to wait until tomorrow.

“What time?” Wapi asks when we get the tools cleaned up.

“Nine, and pick up some donuts.”

“Gotcha.”

I watch him drive off before I turn back to the small apartment beside the building office. Back to the quiet oppression of those four walls. When my eyes drift up to her front door, I abruptly turn around and aim for my bike. Everywhere I fucking turn, bad decisions are pulling at me.

I ride without a real purpose other than distraction, but even as the sun is starting to sink behind the mountains, I feel the need for something more burning a hole in my gut. Breaking out in a sweat, I pull off on the side of the road. I fish my wallet from my back pocket to look for the piece of paper Brick handed me a few weeks ago.

It’s the schedule for meetings at a community clubhouse, not too far from the apartments, but right now I’m on the other side of town up in the mountains. Even if I hustle, I’ll be late. I don’t even know if they’ll let me in once a meeting has started.

I realize I’m creating excuses, which is something I’ve been very good at. My life, until the day Trunk put me on that plane, had been a continuous stream of excuses. At the center they didn’t put up with that, but it’s still an easy trap for me to fall into.

Knowing I need to pull myself out of this spiral, I shove the paper and my wallet back into my pocket and aim my bike back to town.

I find a spot in the busy lot, park, hang my lid off the handlebar, and take a deep breath in. Here goes nothing.

Handwritten signs direct me to a large room, set up as a theatre, which allows me to slip into the back row without drawing too much attention. Better than the circle of chairs at the church.

“I see a few new faces,” the guy at the front points out. “Maybe this is a good time to introduce ourselves.”

One by one people stand up, and I sink farther down in my seat, not quite ready to do anything but listen. But the next moment I sit up straight, my eyes drawn to the person speaking.


CHAPTER 3

LISSIE

“MY NAME IS Lissie, and I’m an alcoholic.”

My knees are wobbly and I’m sick to my stomach, as I feel all eyes in the room on me. It’s the first time I’ve said out loud what I’ve denied myself to be for more years than I care to admit.

I’ve never been a stumbling drunk, but vodka became my numbing agent of choice somewhere in my early twenties. At first it was hidden in girly mixes tasting more like Kool-Aid, just so I didn’t have to feel the sharp taste of the alcohol, but eventually I drank it straight, welcoming the slow burn down my esophagus.

I never drank during my shifts, but the moment I’d get home, after dealing with the dark side of humanity all day long, my bottle was waiting for me to wash away all that ailed me. There was a lot that would stick to me—too much—but I’d never found anything that would work its magic like a couple of shots did.

I’d looked up meetings as soon as I moved here. I’d never went to any back in Albuquerque, for fear of bumping into someone who might get word back to my family. A futile attempt to hide what ended up becoming the weapon my father wielded to bend me to his will. Memories of that confrontation still cut sharp and reinforce my need to stay sober.

Which is why, after today, I needed more than my own will holding me up.

The few meetings I attended here before I sat quietly in the back, absorbing the strength of others as they shared their stories. Tonight just listening is not enough.

“Hi, Lissie,” the communal mumble goes up, and I dart a quick glance around the room before sitting back down.

Somewhere behind me, I hear the next person introduce himself and I cast a look over my shoulder when my eyes freeze on a familiar figure.

Shit.

I can’t escape the intensity of his blue eyes as he stares at me attentively. There isn’t much else I can read from his blank expression and it makes me feel like a bug under a microscope. I straighten in my seat, barely able to focus on what is being said.

It makes sense now, the scene at the bar. It also makes things a little more complicated.

I hold no illusions I could keep the attention of a guy like Yuma. Not on a romantic level anyway, but what I’m looking for doesn’t require romantic, or long term. All I need is a foot in the door and an AA meeting could be a good place to find common ground.

Unfortunately, by the time the group jointly recites the acceptance prayer and falls on the refreshments set out in the adjoining kitchen, the chair where Yuma was sitting earlier is empty.

I head straight home. Forfeiting the pastries I can do without—all they do is gather on my ass—using fatigue as an excuse with Frank, the middle-aged banker who volunteered to be my sponsor at the first meeting I attended. I’m not a blabber by nature, and the fact he spilled his life story within five minutes of meeting me had me hesitate to accept his offer. I got the distinct sense he was more interested in a sounding board for his divorce woes than he was providing a failsafe for me.

I’m still on the fence about the whole sponsorship thing. I can see the benefits for some, but I don’t make friends easily because I don’t trust easily. I have my reasons.

The craving for sweets is persistent, so I stop at the City Market on my way home and raid the bakery department. Good thing I have more than one size of jeans in my closet.

“Is that your truck?”

Ezrah, the boy who lives with his sister and grandmother in the apartment next door, is sitting on the steps when I get out of my truck. I stop and grin up at him.

“Yup. All mine.”

“Never seen no chick drive a truck like that.”

I swallow a chuckle at the chick label. Before I have a chance to respond, Lisa appears at the top of the stairs. When she first introduced herself to me as the kids’ grandmother, I had trouble believing it. She looks way too young.

“Ezrah. Get your bony ass inside and finish your homework, boy.”

He grudgingly gets up and drags his butt up the stairs, mumbling something under his breath, for which he earns a flick to the back of his head.

“Mind your manners.”

“Night, Ms. Bucco,” he dutifully complies.

“Call me Lissie, Ezrah. Night.”

I climb up the stairs where Lisa is shaking her head, watching her grandson go inside their apartment.

“I swear that boy is growing sassier by the day,” she mutters. “Thought enrolling him in regular school this year would be good for him, but I’m wondering if it’s that good for me.”

“Handful?”

“You have no idea. Anyway,” she says, pointing at my grocery bags. “I’m sure you have stuff that needs to be put away, and I better get in there and make sure he’s doing what he’s supposed to.”

“You know, if you ever want time off, I don’t mind keeping an eye on them, if I’m home,” I find myself offering.

I’m not sure what’s come over me, because A, I don’t have any real experience with kids, and B, I’m not usually this socially forthcoming.

“That’s sweet,” Lisa answers. “But I wouldn’t do that to you unless I was in a real bind. Appreciate the offer through.”

“No problem.” I wave it off a little awkwardly, feeling dumb for even having offered. The woman doesn’t know me from Adam.

“But you know, maybe one of these days you’d like to pop in for coffee?” she suggests. “Lights are on means I’m home. Just knock. It would be nice to talk someone other than a couple of kids or a bunch of grunting bikers.”

“Bikers?”

“I work at Arrow’s Edge MC,” she explains. “But that’s a story for another day.”

I know Lisa and her grandkids were the victims of the American Nationalist League group the FBI had been investigating. The same group kidnapped Jamie and Trunk’s little boy, River, last year. You learn a lot over the coffee pot in a police station.

“Sounds intriguing. I’ll pop in when I get a chance,” I promise, as I fish my keys from my pocket and open the door to my apartment.

I quickly turn on lights and take my bags to the kitchen, where I put everything but the massive cinnamon bun I scored away. Most days I’m happy for the sounds of life that filter through from the apartment next door, but tonight it only makes me feel more alone.

The massive bite I take out of the sticky pastry only makes me feel moderately better.

YUMA

DIDN’T SEE THAT coming.

I recognized her voice, but still I needed my eyes to prove to myself it was really her. The same woman I visualized having a shower ever since leaving her apartment earlier that night.

It was her all right, even with her usual stern ponytail in a sloppy bun, there was no denying that lush ass. There may not be more than a handful up top, but the curves on her bottom half sure make up for it. Fuck if I know why, when tits have always had my attention; I’m suddenly focused on this woman’s ass.

I thought the name Elizabeth didn’t suit her. Hearing her call herself Lissie fits much better.

The moment I realized I was in an AA meeting drooling over her, I bailed. So many things wrong with the direction my thoughts wanted to go.

They say to avoid romantic entanglements at least until you’ve passed the one-year sober mark. Not that I’m envisioning anything remotely romantic. Carnal, yes, but not romantic. I’m sure banging a fellow alcoholic is breaking all the rules.

Sonofabitch, I need to get my head in check.

“Hand me a shim.” I grab it from him and slide it between the window and the casing to get it snug.

We did Lisa’s sliding door this morning and have moved on to her neighbor’s apartment. It struck me when I walked in, how bare it is. I already knew she didn’t have a lot of furniture, but seeing the single loveseat with some kind of upholstered footstool in front of that flat-screen TV looks a little lonely. Hell, even the much smaller apartment I have downstairs is better outfitted than this one.

Aside from the bathroom and bedrooms behind doors off to one side, the rest of the apartments are all open concept; making this one look almost cavernous with the sparse furnishings. A dining table is missing and the kitchen peninsula has two simple wooden stools, which indicate the detective is not exactly equipped for entertaining.

With the shims in place, it doesn’t take long to frame the living room window. Next up is the bedroom in the front. This room has more personality and what it reveals surprises me. Far prettier and more colorful than I would’ve expected from an Elizabeth, but perfect for a Lissie. The lady has layers. Fuck.

We’re halfway through installing this second window when I spot the truck pulling into her parking space. A quick glance at my phone shows it’s a little past four. I’d hoped to have this window done and be out of here before she got home.

She looks a little green around the gills when she walks up the stairs, barely acknowledging Wapi holding her bedroom window in place on the gallery out front. I quickly set a few shims as I hear her walking in. A thump, followed by a second one, and then a deep sigh is audible on this side of the wall.

I spray sealer in the spaces around the window and twenty minutes later we have it framed. When I carry my tools out of the bedroom, I spot her lying on the couch, watching some home renovation show on TV with the sound muted.

“You okay?”

Her head turns and she doesn’t just look green around the gills, her eyes look haunted.

“Fine,” she says without much conviction, before turning back to the TV.

I carry my tools outside where Wapi is waiting.

“Change of plans. The last window and those sliders are gonna have to wait.”

“She okay?” he asks, trying to look past me into the apartment.

“Not your concern. You’re done for today.”

Without another word, I step back inside and close the door in his face. Lissie doesn’t notice until I start walking toward the loveseat. Then she glances over her shoulder. Everything screams at me to get the fuck out of here, but the look I see in her eyes keeps me moving forward. She doesn’t even look surprised I’m here; she’s so far up in her head.

“What happened?”

I sit down on the armrest farthest from her—which isn’t saying much given the size of the couch—and watch her blink a few times. A slightly sickly smell emanates from her.

“Autopsy. Not my strong suit. Especially when the body is ripe.” My inner wince must’ve been obvious on the outside because she adds, “I swear the stench sticks to my skin. Seems every time we meet I smell. I don’t usually.”

“It’s not that bad,” I lie and she knows it. “Nothing a shower won’t fix.”

She immediately pushes up off the couch.

“I think I will. Sorry if interrupted your work, didn’t know I was gonna be home so early.”

“We were breaking for the day anyway.”

Neither of us addresses the bigger elephant in the room, and when she disappears into her bedroom and closes the door, I’m pretty sure the smart thing to do would be to get the hell out of here. Instead I pull out my phone and order a pizza.

We both have to eat.

Twenty minutes later she comes sauntering in, wearing men’s flannel pants and an oversized T-shirt. She seems surprised I’m still here, I just moved from the armrest onto the couch.

“Oh.”

I push up and walk into the kitchen. “Got us pizza. Where’s your plates?”

It takes her a few seconds to get with the game, but then she moves toward one of the cupboards, pulling down a couple of plates.

“Glasses over the sink and tea in the fridge,” she says over her shoulder, opening the pizza box.

“Sweet?” I ask cautiously.

“Unsweetened.”

Fucking perfect.

We eat in silence, sitting at the counter. Lissie surprises me by eating three pieces while I kill off the rest of the pie. When she gets up to put the plates in the dishwasher, I ask the question that exposes the elephant.

“How long?”

Her movements still.

“Eight months,” she finally says. “You?”

“Bout half’a that,” I admit grudgingly.

I watch her turn around and open her mouth for what I assume is the next question, when my phone rings.

“Yeah.”

“Brother…” Ouray’s voice sounds solemn and my whole body goes on alert.

“What?” I snap, the hair on my neck on end.

“It’s Momma.”

 


CHAPTER 4

LISSIE

I WAKE UP from another restless night.

It’s been like that since Yuma stormed out of here a couple of days ago with no more than an “I gotta go.” I haven’t seen him or heard from him since. I eventually put his toolbox, which he’d left outside my door on the gallery, in my apartment, where it still sits.

Add to that, the case of the dead guy found in the new development is one big question mark. We haven’t even been able to identify the guy. That’s what had made me almost puke in the morgue, the discovery someone—with great precision—removed any identifiable marks from the guy’s body. Not a tooth left in his mouth or recovered for that matter. No fingerprints, since the tip of each finger had been cut off. We know he was somewhere between thirty-five and fifty-five. We know he was five foot eleven and a smoker. We even know at some point in his life he had an appendectomy. But none of those things are enough to identify him by.

I stretch and groan at the stiffness in my muscles and fling back the covers. A quick glance at my alarm shows five thirty and I groan again before swinging my legs over the edge.

The plan for today is to try and catch some of the guys at the construction site we haven’t been able to question yet, and it’s easier to catch them when they get there than to chase them all over the large development. I had no idea how many tradesmen, suppliers, and contractors visit a construction project on any given day. Since we can’t even pinpoint the exact day our vic was buried, we need to talk to basically everyone who’s ever set foot on the site.

I step into the shower, and this time I groan because the hot water pelting down on my back feels really good. It doesn’t stop my mind from churning though.

Cases like this one—where we’re basically grasping at straws—eat at me. I get so invested everything else gets ignored, which is why, when I walk out of my front door with a bagel shoved in my mouth, I squarely run into a really hard, wide chest.

“Fuck me,” Yuma mutters, steadying me.

I rescue breakfast from my mouth before mumbling an apology, trying not to spray the man.

“I’m looking for my tools.”

No hello, sorry I ran out of here the other day. No hey, how are you? It’s enough to bring out the bitch in me, but check myself. He bought me pizza after a bad day, that’s all. He doesn’t owe me a damn thing.

“I put them inside. I was afraid someone was going to take off with them.” Pushing open the door, I gesture at his toolbox sitting in my hall. “There they are.”

I try not to be offended when he grabs them and immediately starts walking away. There’s something about the clenched jaw visible underneath the scruffy beard that tells me he’s not just being rude.

“Yuma? Are you okay?” I call after him. I half-expect him to keep moving and am surprised when he stops and turns.

The man has gorgeous blue eyes that, right now, look tormented. He doesn’t say anything, simply staring at me.

“Yuma?” I take a step toward him, but a tight shake of his head stops me.

“I can’t,” he says, regret filling his voice, before he heads down the stairs, leaving me to stare after him until he gets to a truck parked below and looks up. “New windows will have to wait.”

I open my mouth to tell him not to worry about that, but he’s already getting into the passenger seat.

Shaking off the entire incident, I shut and lock my door, and head to work.

_______________

“SO THE PLANS were changed?”

I nod, spreading the copy of the plans I was able to get from the foreman on site this morning.

“Here, look.” I point out where the current excavation is. “This was supposed to be the final phase.” Then I indicate what was shown as phase three. “This section was originally marked as phase three, but…” I roll out the next set of plans. “…a little over three weeks ago, the developer decided to reprioritize the remaining phases.”
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