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            Author Note

         
         
            Whelp, as it happens, authors make mistakes. I think, I hope, the trick to forgiveness is to admitting those mistakes. What mistake, you ask? In a previous book, it’s very briefly mentioned
               that Kel’s mom passed away. That’s not true. She is alive and well and causing some havoc in this book. Just wanted to let
               you know in order to avoid any confusion. Yes, I said she was dead. No, she’s not dead. Consider it deleted.
            

            :) Happy Reading!

            XOXO, Jill

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Dig deep

         

         “Stay down.”

         
         No, she would not stay down. Mostly because Ivy Snow didn’t know the meaning of the words. Not once in her hard-knock, scrappy
            life had she ever “stayed down.” So she popped back up, using a spin and a roundhouse kick to level her opponent.
         

         
         Her kickboxing partner and friend hit the mat and grinned from flat on her back. “That’s gotta be worth at least a donut. You’re buying.”
         

         
         “Can’t,” Ivy said, eyeing the time. “I’ve gotta get to work.”

         
         “Well damn.” Sadie sat up and yawned. “I’ve still got a whole hour and a half before I have to do the same, which means I’m
            going back to bed. And if I’m lucky, Caleb’ll still be in it.”
         

         
         Caleb was Sadie’s fiancé. Ignoring the little spurt of envy at the thought of having someone waiting in bed for her, Ivy hit
            the locker room to shower and change.
         

         
         Fifteen minutes later, suitably beaten up by their four-times-a-week kickboxing session, she left the gym. It was six a.m.,
            her very least favorite time of the day, and she shivered unhappily. It was two weeks before Christmas, which for San Francisco
            meant it could be any weather at all. Today it was forty-five degrees and she’d forgotten her jacket. She was on a budget,
            a tight one, but it wasn’t worth freezing to death for a couple of bucks so she decided to forgo walking and hopped on a bus
            rather than turn into a human popsicle.
         

         
         A guy in a suit, sneakers, and holding a huge energy drink took the seat next to her, giving her a not-so-discreet onceover.
            “Morning,” he said with a charming smile.
         

         
         And yes, she’d just felt a little wistful about not having anyone waiting for her in her bed, but that was fantasy, and Ivy
            was nothing if not grounded in reality. These days she prided herself on her sharply honed survivor skills, but in the past,
            she’d definitely failed herself in the man department. This was in good part thanks to a wanderlust lifestyle and a weakness
            for sexy grins that promised—and usually delivered—trouble.
         

         
         Like this guy’s.

         
         But that was all behind her now. She’d promised herself. So she gave him a vague, not-interested smile and turned away to
            look out the window. Rude? Probably. But she was calloused, and—as every guy she’d ever let in too close had complained—a
            tough nut to crack. The words cold and scary had also been thrown around.
         

         
         She didn’t mind. She actually liked it, even if the image went completely against her Disney princess-like moniker, Ivy Snow. Maybe especially because it did. Her name had been a bone of contention for a long time, but it wasn’t like she’d named
            herself. Her mother had done that, reportedly on some good prescription meds at the time.
         

         
         At her stop, she exited the bus and walked the last two blocks to work, getting a little happier with each step because one,
            exercise was over for the day, and two, she loved her job.
         

         
         For as long as she could remember, her entire life had been transient. This was mostly thanks to a dad who’d taken off a long
            time ago and a lounge singer mom who changed bar gigs like other women changed nail polish. As a result, Ivy had gone to a
            bunch of different schools, managing to slip through a whole bunch of cracks while she was at it. Luckily, she had been insanely
            curious and loved reading, and had taught herself most of the time. As a result, she was a pro chameleon and excelled at temporary.
            Temporary friends, temporary jobs, temporary life. It had suited her for a long time.
         

         
         Until it hadn’t.

         
         She’d woken up one day about a year ago and had realized she’d changed. Moving around no longer suited her and she was over
            living out of a backpack. So at the dubiously mature age of twenty-eight, she was trying a new lane. She’d settled in the
            Cow Hollow District of San Francisco, running a thing called The Taco Truck and living in an apartment that had her name on
            the lease.
         

         
         Roots. After a lifetime of running, being invisible, and just barely getting by, she was growing roots. She was going for
            a life that until now had existed for her only on TV and in the movies, meaning friends and family, real family who’d stick with her through thick and thin. And maybe . . . maybe even someone to love.
         

         
         Unnerving that she was actively working toward the very things that had terrified her for most of her life, but she’d decided
            she’d rather be scared shitless than live with regrets. So she’d learned to put a smile on her face, because everyone knew
            you had to fake it to make it, right?
         

         
         The Taco Truck was parked in the alley of the Pacific Pier Building. She kept it there at night thanks to the fact that the
            owner of the building, Spence Baldwin, loved her food. And his grandpa, Old Man Eddie, who lived in the alley—by choice—had
            spent most of last year acting as a guard dog for her.
         

         
         But just before winter had hit this year, Spence had finally talked his grandpa into taking an apartment in the building,
            so he no longer had eyes on her truck. Still, it felt safe here.
         

         
         On work days, she pulled the truck out to the street at the entrance to the courtyard, always a gamble because her city permit
            hadn’t yet come through. Permits were incredibly difficult to come by, but she’d been told she was finally going to get one,
            and hopefully that was true.
         

         
         Just looking at the truck had put a smile on her face—a real one. She moved the truck and had just parked for the day when her day’s deliveries arrived. She received her preordered inventory
            and eyed the time. Six thirty. She opened at seven sharp, so she got started chopping ingredients, frying up meats, arranging
            the makings for the day’s menu. Her menu. She liked the work. Actually, she loved the work, and her boss wasn’t bad either. She smiled at that as she worked
            because she was the boss. She owned the truck.
         

         
         Okay, so she was making payments on it, but she was actually in the black these days. Everything about that thought improved
            her day on the spot. Today she wasn’t going to worry about bills or permits. She was going to enjoy herself, her food, and
            her new goals.
         

         
         She was comfortable here in her small but mighty space of seventy-five square feet, working her magic, making what she liked
            to think were the most delicious tacos in the Bay Area. It wasn’t an easy job. She spent just as much time prepping and being
            a mechanic as she did being a chef. And then there was the ordering and buying of all the necessary supplies, not to mention
            the bookkeeping, which often kept her up late into the night.
         

         
         Her work was never done, but she was good with that. Hell, she was great with that. After spending most of her life at the
            mercy of others, she thrived on being independent and having no one tell her what to do or when to do it.
         

         
         She was still prepping when she heard voices outside. She handled breakfast and lunch on her own, her two biggest meals. After
            that, her part-time helper, Jenny, came in the afternoons to handle the much thinner dinner crowd and closing. For now, Ivy
            still had her Closed sign up, but the voices stopped right outside her truck. Men, at least two of them, possibly three. With a sigh, she opened
            the serving window and stuck her head out.
         

         
         A trio of extremely hot guys dressed in running gear and looking hungry as hell glanced up from the menu board posted on the
            side of her truck. Ivy knew two of them, Caleb and Jake, both currently off the market, so she felt free to give them her
            flirtiest smile. “Sorry, guys, not open for another twenty minutes.”
         

         
         Jake returned her flirty smile from his wheelchair while upping it another factor, which she knew was just a ploy to get his
            way.
         

         
         “But you make the best food in the city,” he said sweetly, as if Ivy could be swayed by sweet. “And we’ve all gotta be at
            work by seven.”
         

         
         Caleb stood at his side, and was a friend of Ivy’s, and also a savior as he’d helped her navigate the purchase of her truck
            when dealing with the previous owner had gotten tricky. “I’m pretty sure you said you owed me a favor,” he reminded her, always
            the negotiator.
         

         
         Knowing the venture capitalist could talk anyone into just about anything, she laughed and gave in. “Fine. Figure out what
            you want and make it quick. But then we’re even, Caleb.”
         

         
         They weren’t even. She owed him much more than an early breakfast, and they both knew it. But having gotten his way as he
            always did, he smiled. “The usual for me.”
         

         
         “Me too,” Jake said.

         
         Ivy nodded and turned her attention to the third man.

         
         She’d never seen him before; she most certainly would have remembered. Like the others, he was in running gear that fit his
            leanly muscled bod, which he held in a way that suggested military or cop. And just like that, the always-on-alert scared
            little kid she’d once been sent an automatic danger warning to her brain.
         

         
         But she was no longer helpless, she reminded herself. She no longer had to pretend to be tough and brave. She was tough and brave. So she kept her smile in place, forcing herself to relax. She had nothing to hide. Well, almost nothing,
            anyway.
         

         
         And it wasn’t exactly a hardship to look at him. His smile certainly was heart-stopping as he added his charm to both Caleb
            and Jake’s. And there was considerable charm. He had dark eyes and dark hair cut short, and in spite of his smile, when those eyes met hers, they gave
            away nothing of his thoughts.
         

         
         Yep. Cop, she thought, which was a damn shame.

         
          

         Kel O’Donnell stood there in front of The Taco Truck, starving and aching like a son-of-a-bitch. Pushing his body on a five
            mile, full-out run hadn’t been the smartest of ideas after what he’d been through. But his more immediate problem was that
            if he didn’t get food and fast, his stomach was going to eat itself.
         

         
         The woman inside the truck looked to him for his order. “And you?” she asked, her voice slightly amused, as if life wasn’t
            to be taken too seriously, especially while ordering tacos.
         

         
         But he was taking this very seriously, as his hunger felt soul deep. “What do you suggest?”
         

         
         This caused twin groans from his cousin Caleb and their longtime friend Jake, which Kel ignored.

         
         Not his server though. She quirked a single brow, the small gesture making him feel more than he had in months. Certainly
            since his life had detonated several months ago when he’d chased after a suspect on foot, only to be hit by the getaway car,
            getting himself punted a good fifteen feet into the air. That had hurt. But what had hurt more was his perp turning out to
            be a dirty cop. And not any dirty cop, but a longtime friend, which had nearly cost him his life and career.
         

         
         But hell, at least neither were on the line this time. It was just a pretty woman giving him some cute, sexy ’tude while waiting
            on him to decide between avocado and bacon tacos or spicy green eggs and ham tacos.
         

         
         “You’re going to have to excuse my dumbass cousin, Ivy,” Caleb said. “Kel hasn’t lived in San Francisco for a long time and
            doesn’t know that you’ve got the best food truck in all of Cow Hollow. Hell, in the whole Bay Area.”
         

         
         “It’s true,” Jake said and nudged Kel, and with Jake in the wheelchair, he got the nudge right in the back of the knee and
            just about went down.
         

         
         “Everything on the menu,” Jake said, “and I do mean everything is gold. Trust me, it’ll melt in your mouth and make you want to drop to your knees and beg Ivy here to marry you.”
         

         
         Ivy sent Jake the sweetest smile Kel had ever seen. Then those compelling eyes were back on him, the sweet completely gone.
            She leaned out her serving window a little bit, bracing her weight on her elbows. Her hair was the color of fire, a stunning
            pile of red held back by an elf headband, which left a few strands falling around her face, framing it. Her apron read I don’t wanna taco ’bout it. “What do I suggest?” she repeated.
         

         
         “Yeah.” Just looking at her, he could feel himself relax for the first time in . . . way too long. Something about her did
            that to him. Instant chemistry. He hadn’t felt it often in his life and it always ended up a train wreck, so why the hell
            he felt relaxed, he had no idea. But it had him flashing another smile. “How about you pick for me.”
         

         
         Her lips quirked at that. “Fair warning—I like things hot.”

         
         “I love things hot,” he said.
         

         
         Jake just grinned. “Aw man, she’s gonna eat you up and spit you out. I’m so happy.”

         
         “Shh,” Caleb said. “I don’t want to miss him getting his ass handed to him.”

         
         Ivy just cocked her head at Kel. “Think you can handle the heat?”

         
         “Oh yeah.”

         
         “Five minutes.” And she shut the window on them.

         
         They moved to one of the two picnic tables at the entrance to the courtyard in front of them, where they sat to wait for their
            food. Caleb looked at Kel and shook his head. “Man, as much as I enjoy seeing you get your ego squashed, I feel duty bound
            to warn you. Whatever’s making you smile, it’s never going to happen. Ivy’s not the girl you have fun with and walk away from.
            And plus, she hates cops.”
         

         
         “Agreed,” Jake said. “You’ve got a better shot at stealing Sadie away from Caleb. And good luck with that. Your cousin’s woman
            is batshit crazy over him, God knows why.”
         

         
         Caleb just smiled, apparently not feeling the need to defend his relationship.

         
         Kel was happy for him. Very happy. Caleb hadn’t given his heart away . . . ever. And for good reasons, which Kel had hated
            for him. “About time you found someone who deserves you.”
         

         
         Caleb was quiet a moment. “I like having you here,” he said, kind enough to leave out the tone of recrimination. It’d been
            a long time, too long, which had been all Kel’s doing. He’d spent the first ten years of his life here in the city, he and
            his sister and his parents. They’d lived next door to his aunt and her kids, including Caleb. Kel hadn’t realized at the time,
            but they’d all been poor as dirt, even though his parents had always managed to make it seem like they’d had everything they’d
            needed.
         

         
         Then his mom had destroyed that happy illusion with a single, shattering mistake, creating a huge rift none of them had recovered
            from. Two years later had come yet another blow. His dad had died, and Kel and his older sister, Remy, had gone to Idaho to
            be raised by their grandparents.
         

         
         It’d sucked.

         
         “You see Remy yet?” Caleb asked.

         
         Kel’s sister had moved back here to San Francisco after getting married last year. And no, he hadn’t seen her yet. And yes,
            he was stalling.
         

         
         “Okay . . . how about your mom?” Caleb asked.

         
         Kel slid him a look.

         
         Caleb raised his hands. “Hey, just asking.”

         
         “Uh-huh. Do you ask all your employees such personal questions?”

         
         “No, just my brother.”

         
         “I’m your cousin.”
         

         
         “You’re my brother,” Caleb said with meaning.
         

         
         Kel sighed and looked over at Jake.

         
         Jake shrugged. “He likes to adjust facts to suit him. But you knew that already.”

         
         Ivy came out of the truck with three baskets. She served Jake first, then Caleb, and finally Kel. She handed him his basket
            and stood there at his side, a tiny pixie of a woman in that sassy apron, elf headband, and painted-on jeans faded to a buttery
            softness. Her boots were serious and kickass, and because he was a very sick man, they turned him on.
         

         
         Since she was clearly going nowhere until he tried her food, he took a bite of what looked like the most amazing breakfast
            taco he’d ever seen and . . . almost died. Spicy was an understatement. Holy hell hot was an understatement. But it was also
            the best thing he’d ever tasted, even if his tongue was numb.
         

         
         Ivy smiled at him. “Still think you can handle the heat?”

         
         Jake and Caleb were doubled over laughing, the asses. “I’m not a cop,” he managed to wheeze, holding her gaze while he took
            another bite. And another. No doubt, he was going to eat her food the entire two weeks he was here. If he lived that long.
         

         
         “He’s a sheriff and ranch owner in Idaho,” Caleb said. “So . . . kind of a cop.”
         

         
         “Also kind of a cowboy,” Jake added ever so helpfully.

         
         Kel rolled his still watering eyes. His grandparents had left him and Remy their ranch, which he oversaw, but had employees
            handling the day-to-day operations since his day job was more like a 24–7 job. “I’m just a guy on vacay,” he croaked out.
            The more accurate term would have been assigned-slash-leave, but hell if he was going to share that. Or the fact that his
            still healing broken ribs ached like a bitch, as did the deep bone bruising he’d suffered down the entire right side of his
            body from being pitched into the air by a moving vehicle.
         

         
         Caleb snorted. “You don’t do vacay. As evidenced by the fact you agreed to work for me for the entire two weeks you’re here.
            I needed him,” he said to Ivy. “He’s got serious skills. He’s going to manage security on several large projects, including
            my most recently acquired building, the one being renovated into condos.” He looked at Kel. “Ivy’s going to buy one with her
            brother, who’s an antiquities specialist. It’s a great investment,” he said like a proud parent, even though at thirty-two,
            he couldn’t have been more than five years or so older than Ivy.
         

         
         “Actually, it might just be me investing,” Ivy said. “Brandon just got into a deal on the East Coast I was telling you about.”

         
         “The auction house job.”

         
         “Yes, and it’s going to keep him busy for a while, so . . .” She shrugged. “I told him I’d go after this myself.”

         
         “That’s too bad,” Caleb said. “Was looking forward to meeting him.”

         
         Kel stopped chewing because something in Ivy’s tone had just set off his bullshit radar. She was either lying or stretching
            the truth, but his eyes were still watering and his throat was burning or he might’ve joined the conversation.
         

         
         Ivy reached out as if to take away his basket, but he held firm to it and kept eating. He was starting to sweat and he couldn’t
            feel his lips, but he also couldn’t get enough.
         

         
         “Okay, cowboy, it’s your funeral,” she said, and he couldn’t tell if she was impressed or horrified.

         
         A few more people were milling around her truck now, and she eyed her watch.

         
         “They start lining up earlier every day,” Caleb said.

         
         “Hey, Ivy,” one of the guys who was waiting called out. “The fuzz! They’re coming around the corner!”

         
         “Crap!” Ivy ran toward her truck, yelling to the people standing in line, “I’ll be back in ten minutes. If you wait and save
            my spot, I’ll give you a discount!” And then she slapped the window and door closed and roared off down the street.
         

         
         A minute later a cop drove by slowly, but didn’t stop. When he was gone, the group of people who’d been lining up for tacos
            stepped into the empty parking spot Ivy had left.
         

         
         Not ten seconds later, a car came along and honked at the people standing in the spot. “Get out of my way,” the driver yelled.

         
         No one budged.

         
         The car window lowered and a hand emerged, flipping everyone the bird.

         
         This didn’t make anyone move either, and finally the guy swore and drove off in a huff.

         
         “What the hell?” Kel asked.

         
         “She’s not supposed to be on the street before seven,” Jake said.

         
         “I’m working on getting her a city permit,” Caleb said. “They’re extremely hard to get.”

         
         Kel was boggled. “But . . . those people are blocking the street. They could get a ticket.”

         
         “Thought you weren’t a cop,” Caleb said, looking amused.

         
         Kel shook his head and went back to his tacos, and for a guy who believed in the law, when the incredible burst of flavors
            once again hit his tongue, he thought maybe he could understand the flagrant disregard of it in this one case.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Go hard or don’t go at all

         

         That night, Ivy stayed up late paying the bills that couldn’t wait any longer, setting aside the ones that could, playing
            around with her credit card, doing the monthly money dance between bank accounts. Just the insurance policies alone—general
            liability, business owner, commercial auto, self-employed health care—nearly killed her.
         

         
         But it was also an undeniable thrill to be legit.

         
         For someone who’d grown up in dumpy trailers and motels across the southern states, living off her mom’s cash tips from singing
            in lounges and crap bars, it was certainly surreal.
         

         
         She even had a savings account, which made her smile every time she thought about it. A savings! She’d been in the city for
            just over a year now, living off next to nothing in order to put away every spare penny. She had eighteen grand put away,
            a fortune for her. But she was still two grand short of having enough for the down payment on a condo in Caleb’s newly acquired
            and renovated building. The twenty thousand was only half the required down, but there was a first-time buyers program in
            play to ensure equality of housing, and the mortgage broker—Caleb—was going to match her down payment. The agreement was that
            she’d work that debt off by catering all of his business events, of which there were many. This was a good deal for both of
            them. Ivy didn’t have to put up cash she didn’t have, and Caleb was guaranteed her most excellent catering, if she said so
            herself.
         

         
         For the first time in her life, she just felt ridiculously proud of herself. She was so close to having it all together. She
            wanted that condo. Needed that condo. It would be 1,600 square feet of home, and it even came with a parking space for her truck.
         

         
         Right now, the owner of the Pacific Pier Building allowed her to park overnight in the alley, which was like having a golden
            ticket. But that was only temporary, and playing Russian roulette with the parking police wasn’t easy. Plus, she really wanted
            to have the truck more safely stowed at night because she came from a world where your possessions could be taken away at
            any moment if you didn’t clutch them tight to your vest.
         

         
         Having it so far from her apartment was a constant source of stress. Other than her slowly growing savings, the truck was
            all she had. And both were thanks to the business plan she’d painstakingly put together when she’d taken over the taco truck.
         

         
         She’d come so far. Granted, she still had a long way to go, but pride filled her. And as usual, right on the heels of that
            was an odd sense of loneliness because she didn’t have anyone to show off to. Her mom was much more interested in her next
            singing gig than her children, so contact was extremely infrequent. As for Ivy’s brother, he was sweet and charming and charismatic
            and . . . utterly incorrigible. He was one of those guys who could use their powers for good or bad.
         

         
         He’d tried to choose good. It just hadn’t worked out for him. It was always about the next get-rich-quick scheme. And unfortunately,
            along with those came trouble. She’d had to distance herself.
         

         
         It’d hurt because in spite of all his faults, Brandon was blood, and he cared about her. In his own way. Which wasn’t always
            the right way. Or any sort of legal way. The biggest problem they had was that she couldn’t trust him to keep her safe. Or
            to put her first in a bad situation—which she only ever landed in when he was involved. Some of those memories were bad enough
            that they still haunted her.
         

         
         So she’d gone west without a forwarding address, and instead of wishing for her family to change, she’d gone after making
            new connections. She’d made friends here, and was happy. The only thing that kept her from enjoying her life fully was knowing
            she’d lied to everyone about her past.
         

         
         But that was a problem for another day.

         
         Leaning back in her kitchen chair, she looked around. Her apartment was a third floor walk-up, and she used the word apartment loosely. The building had once upon a time been a single family dwelling, and when the owners had renovated each of the floors
            into individual units back in the 1930s, they’d called the attic a “generous loft.”
         

         
         The two hundred and fifty square feet hardly qualified for generous anything, but she had a roof that leaked only in big rainstorms,
            decent electricity—if she didn’t run her toaster and her blow dryer at the same time—and almost always could get hot water
            for a good three to four whole minutes at a time.
         

         
         But the best part of the deal was that the landlord, a sweet old lady named Evelyn, adored her and gave her a huge discount
            on the monthly rent—in exchange for leftovers from Ivy’s truck every day.
         

         
         Tonight that had been brisket tacos, and Evelyn had been thrilled. She’d talked Ivy into having a seat and joining her as
            she’d eaten, telling stories about her kids, and her kids’ kids . . . none of whom, at least that Ivy could tell, ever came
            and saw her.
         

         
         Evelyn also always made Ivy tell her a story about herself as well, and tonight was no different. Evelyn had wanted to hear
            about Ivy’s famed brother, so she’d drawn a deep breath and did what she did.
         

         
         She told stories.

         
         She was good at it. She’d been making up stories about her family since she’d been little, each different, each more exciting
            than the last, and all as far from the truth as she could possibly get. Because the truth wasn’t a story, it was a nightmare.
            Mentally sifting through a long list of fantasies, Ivy told her landlord all about Brandon the artist, who was living in Paris
            at the moment, becoming famous for his incredible oil landscapes. She left off the fact that he peddled stolen art instead
            of creating it, and it hadn’t been Paris, France, but Paris, Texas.
         

         
         Now, in the attic with her lights dimmed and the only sounds the creaking of the old bones of the building that had seen better
            days decades ago, Ivy shook her head and clicked on one of her open tabs to view her savings balance.
         

         
         Still there, and she felt the smile curve her lips. A few more weeks and she’d be able to talk to Caleb about getting the
            paperwork started for the condo. Her condo. It was almost unreal to her, given how she’d grown up in a string of motels, each
            more roach infested than the last because Brandon, ever the fun-loving, trouble-seeking stoner of their threesome, had burned
            down the one halfway-nice trailer they’d had.
         

         
         Ivy had left “home” at age sixteen to strike out on her own, couch surfing or living out of her car, working at whatever jobs
            she could get, mostly in bar kitchens, which was where she’d learned to cook.
         

         
         Something that had given her purpose, and now a job she loved.

         
         With a smile, she changed venues, moving to her office desk—which was really her bed. She fluffed her pillows behind her and
            stretched out her legs. She considered going to sleep. It was late, midnight, and she had to be up at five a.m. for kickboxing
            class.
         

         
         Ugh.

         
         Well-known secret: Ivy hated kickboxing class. She hated the gym. She hated to work out at all, but she hated the way her
            clothes fit when she didn’t do it even more. And yet she still might’ve taken the extra hour to sleep if her exercise app
            hadn’t texted her a notification with a picture of a guy working out, captioned: This is Jack. Jack got up on time for his workout. Be more like Jack . . .

         
         Yes, her exercise app had shamed her into getting up. So here she was, being beaten up and paying for the pleasure. When she’d
            first come to the city, she’d been oddly lonely and sad. She’d gone to Google instead of a therapist she couldn’t afford,
            and had learned that moving your body helped with depression. She still hated the gym. Hated. But she was a whole lot less sad.
         

         
         But because she knew herself, she’d doubled downed and bought a gym pass knowing she was far too cheap to not go. So she tried
            to get to sleep, but couldn’t. Something was niggling at her. Had she left something on in her truck? Had she left something
            plugged in? Had Jenny locked it up properly? She’d swear the answers to those questions were no, no, and yes, but . . . she
            couldn’t shake the feeling.
         

         
         There’d been many times in her life when her instincts had been all she had, and they’d never failed her. The first time they’d
            kicked in, she’d been fourteen years old, Brandon sixteen. Since their mom had worked nights, Brandon had been in charge.
            He’d had some new friends over to play darts in the yard—a hustle, of course. On a good night, Brandon could earn several
            hundred in cash.
         

         
         But halfway through the evening, Ivy’s instincts had kicked in, the hair on the back of her neck standing straight up. Not
            questioning it, she’d climbed out a back window of the trailer and huddled in the bushes, listening as some of the guys who’d
            become bored with losing money to Brandon had come inside to “have some fun with the hottie little sister . . .”
         

         
         Brandon had been furious when he’d found out, and had promised not to bring them around again. And he hadn’t. But that didn’t
            mean the trouble stopped. A year later, this time in a seedy motel in Florida, Brandon had been selling pot out of their single
            room, using the bathroom as his “office.” He’d been open for business when Ivy had gotten the same hinky feeling, complete
            with the hair standing straight up on the back of her neck. Again, she’d sneaked out a window. She’d gotten across the yard
            when the police had come, sirens screaming, into the lot and confiscated all their possessions and Brandon.
         

         
         Lesson learned. She never ignored her instincts now, never. Which meant she shut off her laptop, locked up, and headed down
            the stairs. It was only two miles to her truck. Normally, she’d just hoof it over there like she did every morning, because
            calling a Lyft was a luxury she’d given up for her savings account’s sake.
         

         
         But no matter how badass she liked to think she was, she wasn’t stupid. No way was she going to risk walking that far alone
            this late at night. So though it killed her, she opened her Lyft app.
         

         
         Fifteen minutes later, she got out of the Lyft at the southeast corner of the building, which housed O’Riley’s pub. The place
            was packing and thriving. Music and laughter poured out of there as she walked by and stopped at the front of the alley to
            eye her truck.
         

         
         All looked well. But unable to shake her weird feeling, she moved closer, and then she was running toward it because the back
            door was cracked, the lock broken and dangling uselessly.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Leave it all in the room

         

         Kel heard something, a female cry maybe? It indicated fear and he immediately moved in that direction from the pub, where
            he’d been with Caleb.
         

         
         They’d met up with a bunch of his cousin’s friends for dinner and drinks, including Sadie, Caleb’s lovely significant other.
            It’d been a sort of welcome back to the city thing, and though Kel had planned to lay low for the duration of his visit, being
            out tonight had been good. Caleb had toasted and roasted him—with “Kel the Cowboy Does the City” jokes, cracking himself up.
         

         
         None of it had bothered Kel, it’d all been in good fun, and sitting there surrounded by Caleb’s tight-knit group of friends
            and the exciting, urban energy of the city itself, made his own not-great reality feel a million miles away.
         

         
         He’d left San Francisco when he’d been twelve years old, and it hadn’t been under the best of circumstances. He hadn’t given
            it much playtime in his brain in the nearly two decades since, but being back had definitely opened the floodgates.
         

         
         Realizing that, and the fact that the pub had gotten too loud for him, he’d left just after midnight, escaping to the courtyard
            attached to the pub. It was peaceful out here and he’d taken in the incredible architecture of the old building, the corbeled
            brick and exposed iron trusses, the large picture windows on the retail shops, the cobblestone beneath his feet, and the huge
            fountain centerpiece where idiots the city over came to toss a coin and wish for love.
         

         
         And all of it was decorated for the holidays with garlands of evergreen entwined with twinkling white lights in every doorway
            and frame, along with a huge Christmas tree near the street entrance, making it look like a Christmas card. It’d rained earlier,
            so the cobblestone pavers were wet and shiny.
         

         
         He’d stood there looking up at a sky that was vastly different from the one he had in Idaho, all the old memories stirred
            up and causing havoc in his head, the ones he’d thought he’d put to rest a long time ago.
         

         
         That’s when he’d heard the cry and then muttered cursing. He ran down the courtyard, passing the pet shop, the coffee shop,
            the tattoo place, the hundred-plus-year-old fountain in the middle, a wedding shop, a paint and wine place, a stationery store . . .
            and ended up at the alley opening to the street. There he turned in a slow circle looking for . . . what, he had no idea.
         

         
         He saw Ivy’s taco truck. He’d noticed it earlier when he’d walked into the pub with Caleb. Catching movement in the alley,
            he stepped closer. The back door to the truck was open, and from inside he could see a beam of a flashlight moving around.
         

         
         Pulling his gun was automatic, and he stepped closer, catching a shadow of a figure inside. “Hands where I can see them,”
            he called out.
         

         
         The figure jerked, gasped, and then whirled around. In the ambient lighting, he immediately recognized her.

         
         Ivy.

         
         He slid his gun away. “You okay?”

         
         “Hell no, I’m not okay! Are you kidding me? You just gave me a freaking heart attack! What’s wrong with you?” She had a hand
            to her heart. She’d startled hard, and for the beat before she’d recognized him, there’d been real fear in her eyes, something
            that had quickly turned into pissed-off woman. 
         

         
         “What are you doing here?” she demanded.

         
         “I was at the pub.” He took in her appearance. Camo leggings, untied boots, huge black sweatshirt that threatened to swallow
            her whole and hit her at her knees. No makeup. Eyes stricken, mouth grim, her wild hair loose around her pale face. And he
            got the feeling whatever had brought her down here, it’d been without warning. “I’m going to ask you again,” he said quietly.
            “Are you okay?”
         

         
         She exhaled a long shaky breath and then shook her head as she turned away from him. “Do you always carry a gun when you go
            out, cowboy?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Always?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “How about during the day?”

         
         He gave her a look, wasted because she still had her back to him. “Still yes.”

         
         “How about when you’re in bed with a woman?”

         
         He knew what she was doing. Stalling. Also clearly trying to annoy him. But he’d been to hell and back, and on the return
            trip he’d learned how to shut himself off enough that he didn’t get easily annoyed. “Do you always answer a question with
            another question?”
         

         
         Again she shook her head. She moved inside to an industrial refrigerator and dropped to her knees in front of the low pull-out
            freezer. When she went through the drawer, she made a sound of distress.
         

         
         He was at her side in a second. “What is it?”

         
         “Someone broke in. Took some money. Left my refrigerator and freezer door open, and it’s been just long enough that nearly
            everything is ruined.”
         

         
         “Why did you have cash in here? And how much was taken?”

         
         “It was petty cash, locked up in my cash drawer, and it was around a hundred bucks. Which maybe doesn’t seem like a lot to
            you, but to me it might as well be a grand.”
         

         
         Kel pulled out his phone.

         
         This got him a reaction. She whipped around, eyes wide. “What are you doing?”

         
         “Calling the cops.”

         
         The look on her face defied description. Incredulous disbelief and maybe instant wariness. “No, you’re not.”

         
         Okay, definite wariness. Cops made her nervous. Interesting. “You have a problem with the police, Ivy?”

         
         She tossed up her hands. “Why are you even here? Go away.”
         

         
         He wasn’t going to do that, for a bunch of reasons, the least being that she could be in danger. “Do you have something to
            hide?”
         

         
         Ignoring him and his question, she pulled her phone from her pocket and sent a text. Then she went about turning on the lights.
            When a text came in, she read it, sighed, and slipped the phone away.
         

         
         “Who was that?”

         
         She looked at him as if surprised he was still there. “My employee, Jenny. She closed up tonight like always, and said everything
            was fine when she left, no problems.” She began methodically taking everything out of her fridge and freezer. When he tried
            to help, she “accidentally” elbowed him in the gut.
         

         
         “Oops, sorry,” she said, sounding anything but. “Stand back. Better yet, get out.”

         
         “Not going to happen.”

         
         Turning to him, she went hands on hips and blew a strand of hair from her face. “Why not?” she asked in exasperation.

         
         “Because someone violated your personal space.” He softened his voice. “And you seem shaken by that, as anyone would be. You
            shouldn’t be alone.”
         

         
         “I’ll call someone.”

         
         “Okay,” he said, calling her bluff.

         
         She stared at him and then rolled her eyes. “I can’t, okay?”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “It’s too late.”

         
         “A friend won’t care,” he said. “Neither will a boyfriend.” He hadn’t meant to say that, but she was both the most infuriating
            and yet fascinating woman he’d ever met.
         

         
         Her gaze shuddered and again she turned away. “Even if I called the police, they can’t do much. It was just some light vandalism,
            and missing cash is impossible to trace.”
         

         
         He knew this to be true, frustrating as it was. “If you’re not going to call anyone, I’m staying.”

         
         “Fine.” She gathered up her red waves of hair and tamed it into submission with a hairband she’d had around her wrist. Then
            she slapped a pair of latex gloves against his chest and donned her own pair. “You can make yourself useful.”
         

         
         He called a 24–7 locksmith, who showed up and replaced the lock, while Kel and Ivy dumped what had to be hundreds of dollars
            of food since they couldn’t be sure it was still safe to serve.
         

         
         Kel paid the locksmith, and in doing so pissed off Ivy. He hadn’t meant to step on her pride, but he had the feeling she was
            already stretched thin, and the late-night cost of having the guy come out hadn’t been cheap.
         

         
         “I’m going to pay you back,” Ivy said stiffly.

         
         He hated that she was acting like an injured animal with her back up to the wall, so he did his best to give her lots of space.
            Not easy in the close quarters, but he deferred to her for what she wanted done and then quietly followed her example without
            pushing.
         

         
         And he wanted to push. He wanted to know why she felt so . . . alone. Why she didn’t trust anyone. But she wasn’t exactly
            an open book, so he worked alongside of her, meticulously scrubbing everything down.
         

         
         “People rave about your food,” he said.

         
         She looked up, and he could tell the statement gave her pleasure, but she kept her cool. “Everyone loves a good taco.”

         
         “Do you do it all yourself?”

         
         “I’ve got part-time help. Jenny’s a grad student and helps serve the dinner crowd. But I do all the food stuff.”

         
         “You’re a good cook.” He cocked his head. “Or is the right word chef?”
         

         
         She grimaced. “Chef seems a bit fancy for what I do.”
         

         
         “I’ve gone to upscale restaurants that don’t come even close to what you manage to create inside this truck.”

         
         She bit her lower lip as if to hold back her smile, but those blue eyes lit. Nice to see the spark back. He hated what the
            break-in had done to them, leaving them hollow and haunted. “How did you learn to cook?” he asked.
         

         
         “My earliest memories are of rifling through what was available to eat and making it seem better than it was,” she said, and
            shrugged. Her head was down now, she was concentrating on scrubbing her counter as if its life depended on it. “I was four
            maybe?” She shrugged again. “Turns out, I like to eat.”
         

         
         His chest had gone tight, and he had questions, so many questions, but he worked at keeping his mouth shut because he wanted
            her to keep talking.
         

         
         “As I got older,” she said, “I realized I was good at it.”

         
         “Where did you grow up?” he asked, having detected a very slight, maybe Southern, accent in certain words.

         
         “We moved around a lot, mostly the South though. My first jobs were cooking in bars. Eventually I worked my way up to restaurants,
            honing the skills. But once a city rat, always a city rat. Staying in one place made me itchy and anxious. I liked being on
            the move, never settling down.”
         

         
         “You could work at any five-star restaurant in the city,” Kel said.

         
         She shook her head. “I’m not that good.”

         
         “Yes, you are.”

         
         Their gazes met and held. He’d have sworn the air shimmered and heated, but that was most likely either exhaustion or wishful
            thinking.
         

         
         She looked away first. “I’ve always liked being able to move around when I want to. Running a food truck’s the natural progression
            for me.” She smiled. “Old habits die hard and all that.”
         

         
         She’d carefully left off any mention of family, and while he wanted to know so much more, he didn’t want to spook her either.
            “You’ve got a brother. Older? Younger?”
         

         
         “Brandon’s two years older.” She was turned away from him now, still scrubbing. “He was fond of eating too, so he was happy
            that one of us was willing to cook.” She paused a moment. “He was the dessert king though. We had quite the sweet tooth, and
            that was his job. Getting the sweets.”
         

         
         Her voice hadn’t changed, but there was something off about her body language. It was defensive, and didn’t match her casual
            voice, and he realized it was the same way she’d acted when Caleb had mentioned her brother that morning. Wishing he could
            see her face, he asked, “What about your parents?”
         

         
         She shrugged. “My dad was never around, and my mom worked nights singing in bar lounges and sleeping during the day.”

         
         “So you’re self-taught,” he said, and she laughed, although he wasn’t sure it was with true mirth.

         
         “Most definitely self-taught. How about you?” she asked, turning the tables on him. “Do you cook?”

         
         “If I have to,” he said, making her laugh again, which he enjoyed. “Not while I’m here though. I’m staying with Caleb. His
            fiancée, Sadie, has been cooking. My cousin’s spoiled rotten and doesn’t even know it.”
         

         
         “Oh, he knows it. Sadie’s great.”

         
         “You know her?”

         
         She nodded. “I was invited to the pub tonight, but I had work to do. You’re here on vacation?” she asked, changing the subject
            from herself. “And to work with Caleb?”
         

         
         Not vacation. More like a leave of absence while his superiors poured over his last case, the one case in all the years he’d
            served in law enforcement to go bad. They’d decide his fate, which, for the record, he hated. “I’ve got two weeks off and
            Caleb nagged me out here.” His good humor faded some as he thought of that, of how upon going back, his life could go one
            of two ways.
         

         
         “To handle security on the new building,” she said. “Because Archer Hunt and his investigations and security company, who’d
            normally handle this, aren’t available. Something about a government contract and being stretched too thin.”
         

         
         “You know a lot about Caleb.”

         
         “Everyone in this building are friends and coworkers. And most of them gossip like middle schoolers.” She shook her head.
            “There aren’t many secrets here.”
         

         
         “I’m getting that,” Kel said. “I’m putting together security teams to manage and handle Caleb’s new buildings. That, and setting
            up the security systems, getting them in place to run smoothly for after I’m gone. Caleb put some temporary contract workers
            in place to cover everything, but he needs someone in charge.”
         

         
         She met his gaze. “And you’re good at being in charge.”

         
         A statement not a question, and he was pretty sure it wasn’t a compliment of any sort, so he did his best to look harmless
            and innocent.
         

         
         With a snort, she went back to work.

         
         Okay, so she wasn’t easily fooled. And she was most definitely not a slacker. It was two hours before she was satisfied they’d
            cleaned and properly sterilized everything. Then she took out a small menu chalkboard, wiped it clean, and wrote CLOSED for breakfast, but will open at 11 for lunch. She hung it on her closed serving window.
         

         
         “I’ll need the morning to restock,” she explained as they exited the trailer into the chilly night.

         
         “And maybe to sleep,” he said, noticing the time.

         
         She shrugged, like sleep wasn’t as important as her job.

         
         He could understand that. He’d made his job more important than his life for years.

         
         San Francisco never closed its eyes. Even at three in the morning, the city was hopping. Traffic flowing. People moving on
            the streets. With what sounded like a bone-weary sigh, Ivy turned to the new lock on her truck. She struggled with it a moment,
            so he moved in close to help, once again making her jerk in surprise.
         

         
         “Seriously,” she snapped. “Stop sneaking up on me.”

         
         Her fingers were freezing. He pulled his gloves from his jacket pocket and handed them to her.

         
         “I’m not taking your gloves,” she said, shoving her hands into her sweatshirt pocket.

         
         “Not taking,” he said. “Borrowing.”

         
         Her shoulders slowly lowered from where they’d been up at her ears. “Okay, thanks,” she said, almost begrudgingly, making
            him laugh.
         

         
         “What?” she asked, eyes narrowed.

         
         “You’re as prickly as a porcupine.”

         
         She cocked her head. “Is that something you say on your ranch in Idaho?”

         
         So she had been listening to his and Caleb’s and Jake’s breakfast conversation earlier. Interesting. In another woman, he
            might’ve taken that as a sign of interest. In this woman, he had no idea. “It’s something you say
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