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      For Daniel. Thank you for forcing me to watch all those episodes of CHiPS during summer break. I’d like to think I learned something.
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Cici

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The beginning is always today. ― Mary Wollstonecraft

      

      

      

      Mere days ago, the Reverend Cecilia Gurule never once raised a firearm at another person. Now, she bore direct responsibility for multiple men’s deaths.

      As she closed her eyes to let the spray from her shower hit her face, she couldn’t stop thinking about the articles written about her since the dramatic helicopter rescue a few days before. The headline that stuck out at her most, the one that caused her the deepest pain, was from an Arizona newspaper: A Reverend with a Rap Sheet.

      How quickly situations changed.

      No, Cici wouldn’t go to jail—the men she’d killed or helped kill were international spies. Most papers considered her a hero.

      She wasn’t.

      She wasn’t a hero or maybe even a good reverend. Or person. Or…she sputtered as she inhaled water.

      Before the Chaco Canyon incident, Cici liked water in all its forms, but especially bodies of it. She found lakes and even rivers soothing, restful, and beautiful.

      Now, as the water spit against the white subway tile walls, she transported back to the harrowing fifty-plus-hour-trek across one of the most desolate areas of the country…to the moment when she stood in the pelting rain, those Russian operatives shooting at her. Worse than those mud-soaked moments of fear was what followed: the roaring rush of black water, muck, rock and tree branches that overwhelmed two of the Bratva, Russian spies and assassins, who’d stood in its wrathful path.

      At that moment, transported back to the flood, she feared that she would be pulled under, thrashing, struggling to emerge…to gasp for air…and unable to do so because the sluicing torrent thrust her down against the unforgiving rock of the Chaco Canyon plateau.

      The nightmarish vision worsened, becoming more real. She stumbled out of the shower, thankful for its clean transition from the rest of the pebbled-tile flooring covering her bathroom. She shivered as she wrapped herself in a towel. Droplets still fell from her face and water dripped from her hair, down her back. She leaned against the tile wall that had charmed her into choosing this house as her legs gave out.

      She’d wanted a shower; she wanted to finally feel clean and maybe even relaxed. But the mere idea of water touching her again sent her pulse racing and her breath into sharp pants.

      She cried out as she slid to the floor, her ankle throbbing as she jarred the mending bones.

      A soft knock whispered on the door—more a brush of knuckles.

      “Cee? Are you okay?” Sam asked.

      Sam Chastain had been with her every moment since he’d carried her to the helicopter. He’d told Cici he gave up his position as a detective at the Santa Fe Police Department to transfer to the secretive federal task force his ex-lover Jeannette had been sent to Santa Fe to recruit him for. He’d explained he hadn’t been willing to listen to Jeannette until Cici’s text message.

      “Are you okay with the change?” she’d asked.

      “Yeah. I liked the task force work we did in Denver. It felt more relevant, like I was doing something that made a difference, kept people safe. This is like that but with a bigger pay-off. Those Bratva agents who survived have already spilled some good intel. We’ll be more prepared for the next cyber and voting attacks because of it.”

      Sam’s boss—his job—no longer centered around Santa Fe, and she’d been the catalyst for the move. That had caused her hours of concern.

      But, Cici couldn’t be mad at him for taking the position. Sam found her. And he saved her life. Again.

      Just as he had in Taos and up on Aspen Vista Trail.

      “Yeah?” she croaked, trying to calm her racing pulse. She failed.

      “Are you okay?” Sam asked. “Do you need help?”

      She leaned her head back against the wall and stared up at the thick timber beams in her ceiling. Her muscles continued to quiver as the remnants of fear faded from her body.

      “N-no. I, um, I bumped my ankle. I’m okay.”

      “I can…”

      “No.” This time her response sharpened. She didn’t want Sam to see her like this. She must be wild-eyed and she wasn’t even sure she managed to get all the conditioner from her tangled, dripping hair before she panicked.

      “All right. Call me if you need me.”

      His footsteps retreated back down her short hall.

      She settled her forehead on the soft, white terrycloth covering her knees and breathed deeply. She was a mess.

      This past year, she’d managed to get herself into way too many tight spots. Granted, there was no way she could have known she’d walked into an international spy game last week. Her frown deepened. Nor would she have left her congregants Henry and Grace to deal with their kidnapped child alone. And her sister’s murderer…Cici could never be upset for the justice served there.

      She lifted her head and stared at the nicks covering her hands and forearms interlaced with purplish and yellowing bruising. She knew, because she’d looked before she entered the shower, that her nose peeled from overexposure to the harsh New Mexican sunlight and a large abrasion bisected her temple, angry and red and ugly.

      “Cee?” Sam asked again.

      With a start, Cici realized she’d been sitting on the floor, zoned out for a while. The lack of clarity, the inability to focus, had been happening too often since she returned from the hospital.

      “Yep. Coming.”

      “I’m going to take the dogs out for a quick walk. Will you be okay for a few minutes?”

      Relief flooded her system. “Great. They’ll love that. I’m just…just drying my hair.”

      She picked up the wet ends and grimaced at the clumps of conditioner glopping from the long, dark strands onto the towel. She waited until she heard the dogs’ excited prancing. Sam spoke to them in that low voice of his that never ceased to cause a soft ripple of response across the nerve endings at her nape. He was nearby and she was safe. Her back door clicked shut.

      Cici stood on weak legs and turned on the tap in the shower. She plunged back inside, ignoring the sting of cold droplets on her shoulders and back. She shoved her head into the warming spray and washed out her hair even as her stomach convulsed and she gasped for air.
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        * * *

      

      Cici managed to dress in a pair of wide-legged pajama pants that allowed her to strap on her ugly, clunky black boot beneath and a matching T-shirt. It was a gift from her friend who’d stopped by earlier in the day along with just about the entirety of the city. Well, maybe not all of the city, but at least most of her church members had dropped in to say hello and gawk at her injuries.

      She managed to comb through her wet hair and towel it dry enough not to leave stains on her clothing. She gathered her dirty clothes and the wet towels and started a load of wash. Exhaustion tugged at her joints and the pain in her ankle forced her to her couch. Sam found her tucked under a thick blanket, reading, when he returned from his walk to the park with the Great Pyrenees. Mona and Rodolfo grinned, their pink tongues lolling over the side of their black lips.

      “They like the cooler temperatures,” Sam said. “They frisked around at the park, and I didn’t have the heart to leash them right back up and bring them home.”

      Cici smiled as she shut her novel. She reached over to pet Rodolfo’s soft ears. Mona laid her head in Cici’s lap, giving her a soulful look from her dark eyes.

      “While they keep you company, I’ll fix you a plate for dinner. Have a preference?”

      Mrs. Sanchez, the church secretary, had set up a meal train for Cici, which left her fridge and freezer full of delicious food. Cici would have asked them to stop, but she understood the desire to do something to show their concern for her continued wellbeing. Plus, Sam enjoyed sampling the range of options throughout the day since the first container arrived yesterday morning, full of large, homemade blueberry muffins.

      “Whatever you’re having,” Cici said. She remained disinterested in food, a side-effect from the trauma—at least, that’s what she assumed. Still, she needed calories and Sam’s face scrunched in concern, so she smiled a little and said, “Surprise me.”

      He moved around in the kitchen, and Cici heard him opening and shutting cabinets and the refrigerator. After he placed something in the microwave, he brought her one of her pain pills and a glass of water.

      Cici wrinkled her nose. “I don’t want to take the pills. They make me sleepy.”

      Sam picked up her hand and dropped the medication into it. “Well, you need to take it. Because if you don’t, you won’t sleep tonight at all. Your ankle has to be throbbing.”

      It was because the break was still so fresh and she’d walked on it too much during the day. She turned her head, causing stabbing pains to radiate up to her jaw. With a sigh, she swallowed the pill. Sam nodded before heading back into the kitchen to grab their dinner.

      “I could sit at the table,” Cici called.

      “Don’t you dare get up,” Sam said. He laid an old, fraying dishtowel over her lap. The Monet print on it had faded from years of washing. It had once belonged to her mother and was her favorite—the only reason Cici kept it.

      The moment of sadness ended as the delicious aroma wafting from Mrs. Sanchez’s blue corn chicken enchiladas caused Cici’s stomach to rumble. Sam settled a plate in her lap.

      “You’re good at this,” Cici said.

      Sam settled into the nearest chair with his own loaded plate and a beer. “What’s that?”

      “Taking care of me,” she said.

      He paused, his fork hovering over the cheesy tortillas. “I like taking care of you,” he said, his voice soft.

      His tone, combined with that look, caused tears to prick in her eyes. “Thank you for being here,” Cici said.

      Sam nodded and then tipped his head toward her plate. “Eat.”

      She managed to devour two helpings before groaning in appreciation. Maybe she was hungry under the knots of anxiety that had taken up residence in her gut.

      She patted her stomach as she leaned over to set her dish on the coffee table. Mona, her female Great Pyrenees, lifted her head and eyed it, causing Cici to chuckle. “Don’t even think about it.”

      She swung her legs over the side of the couch, but Sam said, his tone much sterner than hers had been, “You don't even think about it.”

      “What?”

      “Getting up. I’ll do the dishes.”

      Cici shook her head. “You don’t have to baby me, Sam.”

      “Didn’t I tell you I like taking care of you?”

      He grabbed her plate, stacked it on his, and disappeared back into the kitchen. She heard the water and the rattle of the plates in the dishwasher. He returned a few minutes later with a fresh glass of iced tea for her and a new bottle of beer for himself.

      She accepted the glass and patted the seat beside her she’d made by swinging her good leg to the floor and settling her other on the coffee table. She was sated. The pill’s effects trickled through her system, relaxing her further.

      “So, you haven’t really told me what this new job is,” she said. “What it entails.”

      Sam leaned back against the couch cushion and took a long sip from his beer. “Well, right now, I have the week off to spend with you.” He hesitated. “I’m still getting up to speed. But it’s kind of like what I did in Denver—without the specific focus on sexual violence and homicide.”

      Cici tried to parse Sam’s comments out into normal-person speak. “You’re saying this has a broader mandate?”

      Sam nodded. “And more resources because it’s federal, not regional.” Cici must have still looked confused because Sam said, “We’re tasked with supporting other groups throughout the country at a local, regional, state, and national level. We bring in experts in various fields who can help nab the criminals.”

      Cici yawned. “That seems a bit ambiguous.”

      “Probably is on purpose. If the mission statement allows for more wiggle room, we can take it.”

      “So, lots of opportunities to play Superman and keep us safe.”

      He chuckled. “I’m not Superman.”

      “How do you know all this? I mean, you worked with Jeannette for, what, three days or something before you took time off to spend with me?”

      He hesitated. “It’s mostly time off. I’m getting daily briefings from my team lead.”

      She mentally crossed her fingers, hoping she was wrong. “Who’s that?”

      Again, Sam hesitated. “Jeannette.”

      Cici shrank into herself—not because she was surprised but because…well, she’d hoped Sam would be working with someone else. “Oh.” A pang trickled through her stomach, heavy and unwelcome. “So, what happens next?”

      Sam slit the beer label with his thumbnail. “I go on my next case.”

      Cici sucked her lower lip into her mouth, but the words tumbled out against her better judgment. “With Jeannette.”

      Her face flamed at the obviousness of her jealousy. She couldn’t help it—even though Jeannette had been kind to her, she didn’t want Sam working with her. Not daily.

      “Yes,” Sam said.

      She was tired of attempting, and probably failing, at hiding her feelings. Just…tired. Exhaustion coated her in a thick blanket. She struggled to keep her eyes open.

      “This is why I didn’t want to take a pill,” she mumbled. “I hate this sleepiness.”

      “You need to rest. To heal,” Sam said. Sam used his forefinger to raise her chin. He smiled down at her, brushing her hair off her face.

      She scowled harder but then blinked when her eyes slid shut. “I…I don’t want you to leave.”

      “Hey. Look. I might be working with Jeannette for this next case, but that doesn’t change the way I feel about you.”

      Cici’s brows scrunched together. No way she’d heard him correctly. “What?”

      “We can talk about this tomorrow,” Sam said, but he seemed sad.

      Cici didn’t like the droop in his shoulders. “Let’s talk now. I like talking to you,” she said. She picked up her tea to try and mask her yawn behind the glass.

      “I like talking to you, too, Cee. It’s the highlight of my day.”

      She took a sip of the cold beverage even as warmth speared her chest.

      “Are you being nice because I’m injured?” she mumbled.

      Sam shook his head, his smile rueful. “How are you feeling? Pill working?”

      “Well, my ankle feels better. My head is fuzzy.”

      He stared off to the side for a long moment. “Are you going to remember this conversation tomorrow?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can we talk about something that…” She caught her breath at the intensity of his gunmetal gaze. He grabbed her glass and set his beer on the coaster next to her tea.

      Sam leaned in closer still and caught her cheek and cupped it, his thumb running with gentle care over her cheekbone. Cici wanted to close her eyes and luxuriate in the caress, but something deep in Sam’s eyes teased her, drew her in.

      “I love you, Cecilia Maria Gurule.”

      Her mouth dropped open, almost unseating his hand.

      Sam’s lips quirked a little and a sparkle lit his irises, causing them to appear more blue than gray. “I have for years. And I’ve wanted to tell you for ages.”

      She struggled with words, her lips forming them but no sound passing along her vocal cords. “Wh-what?”

      “Middle school. Late April. You yelled at me for embarrassing Jane Kingston.”

      “You tried to look up her skirt,” Cici said.

      “That’s when I fell for you.”

      Her jaw felt as though it unhinged.

      “I thought you should know when it happened for me,” Sam said.

      “But…you…Aci…”

      Cici’s brain must have misfired. The medication made thinking difficult. She wanted this conversation to be different. She wanted to be well, whole, wearing something much better than soft gray sweatpants and matching tee.

      Maybe have on makeup and her hair done.

      No way she was sitting here, her lips so chapped they might never stop peeling, with Sam admitting he’d loved her for nearly twenty years.

      But she was, and he was looking at her like this moment was the most important moment of his life.

      “Nope. I’ve always only loved you, Cici.”

      Her fingers convulsed, gripping his shirt near the collar. Those words…she’d dreamed of him saying them to her. For years.

      Sam shifted, his eyes growing heavier with some emotion that looked…it looked like sadness. Or maybe acceptance. The muscle in his jaw ticked. The five o’clock shadow darkened his cheeks.

      “I promised myself as I drove to Chaco, hoping with everything in me that you were still alive, that I’d tell you. Then. As soon as I could.”

      Cici continued to gape. Sam loved her? Then, she wondered as she had before, many times, why had he spent so much time hanging out with her twin?

      “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable,” he continued. She felt his muscles begin to tighten. He was going to stand. To leave her.

      “Sam.”

      His name came out a plaintive note, as she tightened her grip on his T-shirt. Her mouth dried out and her pulse beat in her throat hard enough to cause her to shiver.

      She whispered. “Holy shit.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Cici

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        She was ready to deny the existence of space and time rather than admit that love might not be eternal. ― Simone de Beauvoir

      

      

      

      His lips quirked upward in the barest semblance of a smile, but his eyes shuttered, and she felt him pulling away. She wanted to touch all of him, starting with his messy dark hair. But she couldn’t manage to release her grip on his shirt.

      “I just needed you to know,” he said, his voice soft with regret, but his gaze steady. Sam was always so steady. “I needed to keep the promise because I made it to Anna Carmen.”

      “You told my sister you loved me?” Cici asked, her voice rising.

      Sam’s brows pinched over his nose. “Technically, she already knew. I mean, she’s known for years. That’s part of why she invited me over the first time… And she kind of…when we were up on Aspen Ridge Trail…”

      Cici grumbled about her twin sister, whom she called Aci, and her ability to keep secrets—so much better than Cici’s capabilities. Then, the rest of what Sam said hit her.

      “I knew you saw her there.” She shifted closer to him, then winced when her ankle, wrapped in its boot, slammed into the top of her coffee table nearly oversetting her glass of tea. “What did she say?”

      Sam took a long drink from his second beer. Faint lines appeared around his eyes, feathering out.

      “She said I needed to tell you.”

      Cici pulled him closer until they were nose to nose. She studied his eyes and realized he was upset. Not because he loved her. No. Well, crud. She hadn’t said it back. He must think she didn’t feel the same way.

      She pressed her weather-roughened lips to his, wincing a little at the contact. But the slight discomfort didn’t stop her. No. She’d kissed him once before—rather, he’d kissed her after pulling her to safety up on Aspen Vista.

      And she’d wanted to kiss him again, many times, since that fateful day when Cici discovered her sister’s killer—and nearly fell off the side of the mountain.

      He let her brush her lips over his. He let her pull back. Sam was like that—allowing her to take the lead when she needed to.

      “Sam, oh God. Sam.” Her chest heaved. “I love you, too.”

      He smiled. Then, he used his free hand to pry her fingers from his shirt and dislodge her fist from the base of his neck.

      “That makes me really, really happy,” he said.

      “I’m sorry I nearly choked you.”

      He chuckled as he shook his head. “Your excitement—and your swear words—have been duly noted.” He leaned in closer. “I’m going to kiss you again.”

      “Okay.”

      He did. She kissed him back. He eased from her mouth, his hand still tangled in her hair. She blinked at him, trying to keep her eyes open. Damn pill.

      He chuckled as he pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “We’ll pick this up in the morning when you’re more awake.”

      Her eyelids slid closed against all her efforts to keep them open. But there was one more thing she needed to say.

      “I’m so happy,” she mumbled.

      “I am, too.”

      “Stay with me. Please. I don’t…” The yawn nearly split her jaw. It definitely split her lip.

      “Always, Cee,” he said, his voice soft, lulling her further into somnolence. “I’ll always be there for you.”

      Cici fell asleep on the couch, her head resting on Sam’s chest, listening to the steady thump of his heart, and she felt safe, cherished. She melted into the moment with a deep sigh of contentment.

      It didn’t last.
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        What did my arms do before they held you? ― Sylvia Plath

      

      

      

      He sat at the breakfast table the next morning, watching Cici putter around. She’d slept well, and her hazel eyes appeared clear. The nicks on her skin were fading, as were the bruises—those to a sickly yellow.

      A thud at the door caused him to jump. The dogs scampered toward the front door, barking. A bit late in Sam’s opinion.

      “Paper?” he asked.

      “Should be,” Cici replied. She shut the fridge and picked up her coffee mug. She winced as she walked—more like hobbled—toward the front door. Sam opened his mouth to call her back but decided against it.

      Cici needed to be independent.

      He heard the door open, then shut. The dogs’ toenails clicked over the floors as they paced back to the potential interest of human breakfast.

      “You’re the only person I know who still gets the print edition,” Sam said.

      Cici stared at an article as she settled into her seat across from him. “I like to support the local community. Plus, this is how I find out I need to visit my congregants. Oh, no.”

      Sam’s shoulders bunched. “What happened?”

      “Drowning. In a rain barrel.”

      “Well, hell. That’s horrible.” He frowned. Most of the rain barrels were about fifty, maybe sixty gallons and were not much wider than a human body, maybe four feet tall. How did someone fall into one?

      Cici nodded. “Poor Cooper. He and his son must be devastated.”

      “Cooper Urlich?” Sam asked. “He’s the big dude, right? I always thought he played football in college.”

      “Rugby,” Cici said, distracted. “You know how lots of colleges have teams.”

      Cici spread out the page between them. Sam read the scant details. Cooper’s wife, Patti was found dead in a barrel he’d brought into the garage to keep it from freezing.

      The working theory was that Patti fell in trying to remove a drowning animal but then couldn’t extricate herself. Cooper stated his son saw a cat in the garage soon after Patti was found.

      “He lashed the barrel to the wall to prevent it from tipping over on Jay,” Cici murmured. At Sam’s look, Cici said, “Their son. I believe he’s still three. In our pre-K class.”

      He picked up his coffee and took a long swallow.

      Cici sighed as she glanced at the clock. “I can’t imagine—such a horrific accident. I’d like to stop by to offer what support I can.”

      Sam nodded. “Of course. I’ll drive you. But first, I’d like to check on a possible appeal for a case.”

      “Oh? What case?”

      “One I closed before I moved up to Denver. His name’s Shayne Rudder. He was convicted of selling unregistered DIAS, which can convert semi-automatic weapons to fully automatic weapons.”

      “Like a machine gun?” Cici asked, shocked.

      “Yep, which are still illegal in this country.”

      Cici frowned. “But not semi-automatic ones?”

      “Nope, that bill expired. Anyway, he received ten years per DIAS.”

      “What is Dias?”

      “Not the last name. D-I-A-S is an abbreviation for the Drop in Auto Sears. He’d sold four, which was less than the guy who sold nineteen a couple of years ago.”

      “Huh. That’s…that’s disturbing. I had no idea there was a way to make guns even more terrifying.” Cici shuddered.

      Sam glanced up, his sharp gaze missing nothing. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I want to make sure he doesn’t get off. He’s bad, bad news. We proved the DIAS sales, but I’m pretty sure he was involved in other crimes, too.”

      “Other crimes…like what?”

      Sam hesitated. “Child pornography.”

      “How horrible,” Cici breathed out. “I’m glad he’s in jail.”

      “Me, too. I hated I couldn’t get him on the porn charges. But, from what we could tell, he wasn’t directly involved. At least nothing we could make stick.” Sam glanced up with a slight smile. “That was the first time I met Evan, actually. He was Rudder’s defense attorney.”

      Cici wrinkled her nose. Sure, she knew that’s what Evan Reynolds did for a living, but she preferred not to think about his clients.

      “Don’t worry, Cee. Evan was glad to lose that particular case. I want to touch base with him about the appeal.”

      Evan was her twin’s former fiancé. While they’d had some problems after Anna Carmen’s death, he was now a good friend. She’d confided in Sam that  she wished her sister had the opportunity to live a long and happy life with him.

      “Does that mean he might not file one?” Cici asked.

      Sam shrugged. “It means I have to make a call, then I’m at your disposal.”

      Cici’s eyes lit with mischief and a smile curved her lips before she winced. She dabbed a napkin at the drop of blood seeping from the cut on her lower lip.

      “You know, I really would have liked to take better advantage of our newfound relationship,” she said.

      “Newfound?” Sam asked. Something shifted in his belly. Something that felt an awful lot like concern. “What’s changed?”

      Cici canted her head. “Well…” Her face suffused with a deep crimson and she fisted her hands. “I…um…well, I guess I assumed since you…”

      Sam leaned forward and clasped her fist in both his hands. “We’re still us.”

      “Yes, but…” She started to nibble at her lip as she stood, shaking off his hands. “I’ll get dressed.”

      She took a few unsteady steps, thanks to her broken ankle, before Sam caught a glimpse of the tears in her eyes. Oh, hell. Today, she was the one in need of reassurances, and he’d left her twisting in the wind.

      He reached out and caught her wrist for the second time. Her bones were delicate, almost fragile. That daintiness was derived from too much stress and not enough to eat over the past week, but Sam, more than anyone, understood Cici’s internal strength.

      He’d be sure she ate well and continued to rest. But first, they needed to finally clear any possible misunderstandings and potential pitfalls in their relationship.

      She tugged once, hard. Sam didn’t tighten his grip but he didn’t let her go either. Her shoulders heaved.

      “What?” she asked.

      “I meant every word I told you last night.”

      Her eyes flashed up to his. He smiled at her as he rubbed his thumb over the soft skin on the inside of her wrist.

      “I love you, and I want a future with you.”

      “Okay.” She drew out the word. “You’re making me nervous.”

      The dogs scratched at the back door, whining. Cici extricated herself from his hand, and he let her. She traipsed across the small kitchen and opened the door so the dogs would go out, smiling when Rodolfo yipped with joy as he and Mona tore past her into the small yard.

      “I’m scared,” she said toward the door. She turned to face him. “About your new job. I…”

      Cici’s nose wrinkled as she trailed off. Sam felt his gut settle. Good. She wanted to talk.

      “I’m worried about you working with Jeannette.” She looked down at the floor, and Sam’s stomach unknotted.

      “You don’t need to worry about me working with Jeannette. I’ve waited far, far too long for a chance with you to

      screw that up.” He paused.

      She raised her eyes to meet his gaze. “My dad and KaraLynn started their affair while they worked on one of their cases together.”

      Those words cost her. Cici didn’t like to discuss her relationship—rather, lack of one—with her father. But it weighed on her, and he knew she was thinking about it now.

      Sam smiled, thankful she’d expressed her concern to him. He’d worried she wouldn’t be willing to open up about her past much—not with the change in their relationship so fresh.

      “I remember. I was there, too. And, yeah, I get why you’d worry about it. But I don’t want you to. Even when Jeannette and I dated…”

      He held his gaze steady to hers. “She wasn’t you.”

      Cici’s lips turned up even as she raised an eyebrow, trying to appear stern. “That’s it? You’re not going to say anything else?”

      Sam shot her an exasperated look. “No. Just so we’re clear: we’re together. Exclusively.”

      He waited for her affirmation. With her nod, a large weight eased off his chest. “And I want everything with you, when you’re ready.”

      “Everything?”

      “Marriage, kids, the white picket fence. Everything. When you’re ready.”

      Cici’s eyes lit up with a happiness that had been missing from her expression for far too long. “I don’t think we can do that,” she said.

      Sam opened his mouth, but then shut it. As he expected, she shook her head as she chuckled. “We live in Santa Fe, Samuel. We don’t do picket fences. An adobe courtyard, sure.”

      He snorted, a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “You are such a pain in the ass.”

      She sobered. “You will still live in Santa Fe with your new job, won’t you?”

      “That’s my plan, though it looks like I’ll be traveling for a bit. This—you—will be my home base.”

      There was never going to be a good time to bring this up. At least now they were sort of on the subject. “Look, there’s something more important than Jeannette that I need to tell you. She suggested I not tell you, which is why I am telling you. She’s a great agent, but she’s not good with people.”

      The sparkle in Cici’s eyes faded. He hated that.

      “What is it?” she asked, tone cautious.

      “We’re going to Scottsdale,” Sam said. His lip twitched a little, as it always did when he was more stressed than he wanted to let on. Hopefully, Cici hadn’t picked up on his tell. “To investigate your father’s firm.”
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        I’m not going to die, I’m going home like a shooting star. ― Sojourner Truth

      

      

      

      Cici clumped back to the table and settled in her seat. She licked her lower lip, no doubt further drying the skin there.

      “Can you tell me why?” she asked.

      “No, I can’t.”

      She scowled. “Is Jeannette going?”

      “Yes, and she’s former DEA. Well, technically, she’s still DEA.” Sam stared hard.

      “Drug Enforcement. So…what? You think my father’s running drugs? Like the one you busted here?”

      That case led to the identification of Anna Carmen’s murderer. It had also put Sam on the national stage, which led to his current position on this new governmental task force.

      “I’m really not sure of the details. All I know, really, is what I told you.”

      She blinked at him before her mouth parted in a little O. “And you’re worried I’ll be upset with you. For doing your job.”

      Sam ran his hands through his hair before he linked them between his spread knees. “I worry about a repeat of the situation with Baby Isabel. You were so angry with me and I really did think I was doing the right thing, trying to protect her from her father.”

      Cici’s face softened. “I know. You thought he was abusive. Poor Henry. They’ve had a rough year. But Izzy’s doing great now. And Grace has recovered. I’ve enjoyed seeing them at church.”

      Sam smiled but it slid from his face quickly. “Working that kidnapping was one of the worst times in my life. I hated not being able to talk to you.”

      She turned to look out the window, and he followed her gaze. A cyclist zipped down the street. A mother pushed a jogging stroller past as Cici continued to stare—and process.

      She turned to face him again, a decision stamped on her features. Her eyes were clear, and Sam felt his heart lurch.

      “My father is many things. He cheated on my mother, and he pretty much left Aci and me behind. All for his career. That’s been his great—maybe his only real—love. So, I find it hard to believe he’d be involved in something shady, let alone illegal.”

      Sam’s muscles bunched. She was going to tell him to get lost, to stuff his new job and his love, and…

      “But if he is—if he’s hurting people, he needs to be brought to justice.”

      Sam slumped in his chair as relief caused his limbs to loosen. “I’ve been worried about telling you,” he said. “How you’d react.”

      Cici smiled, but sadness intermixed with pleasure as she held his gaze. “I hope you’re wrong. Or your boss is. Whatever. But I have to practice what I preach, Sam.”

      “So, you’ll forgive him his sins even if he’s wrong?”

      She hesitated, her eyes reflecting her jumbled feelings. “I’ll pray for his soul. Because from what you’ve said, he’s going to need all the good words he can get.”

      Cici sat forward and grabbed Sam’s mug. She rose and tossed out their old coffee, pouring them each a fresh cup before joining him again at the table. She opened the container and pulled out a muffin. With methodical motions, she began to eat—her way of signaling the end of the conversation. He followed her lead. Once he finished his muffin, he said, “Hey, I have something for you.”

      He pulled a small box out of his pocket. “I noticed you lost one in Chaco. I know they were your favorite earrings.”

      He opened the box. A small teardrop twist of silver flashed in the overhead light. A fingernail-size piece of turquoise, the state stone, was embedded in the metal, set on the bottom, below a diamond baguette.

      “I know they’re a little different, but they’re pretty, and I thought of you when I saw them.”

      Cici touched the earrings with tentative fingers. “You had earrings made for me?”

      “I wanted to get you something from the International Folk Art Market, but I was working. I saw these when I went to talk to some of the artisans on the Plaza.”

      He’d been called to the scene for a large-scale robbery. As soon as he saw these particular earrings at one of the vendors’ stalls, he knew Cici would love them. They were both elegant and casual—perfect for her to wear every day or dress up with some of her mother’s expensive necklaces she’d inherited.

      Sam shrugged as he rolled his lips into his mouth, not willing to tell her he’d had a special, minuscule tracker put in behind the chip of diamond after he bought them from an elderly Tesuque artist. Sam asked his buddy who designed high-end jewelry for one of the stores on the Plaza to superglue the remote device. He’d planned to give them to her right after he had them made—after he lost her in the Taos wilderness a few months ago. He’d decided after those heart-stopping minutes where he thought she was injured—or worse, dead—no way he was going through such horror again.

      Except he had. He’d watched the blinking light of her cell phone flicker out in one of the absolute worst nights of his life—all because he’d been angry and confused and hurt. Worse, he’d been a fool for not telling Cici how he felt about her.

      He hesitated, wondering if he should mention the device. Was that creepy? Before he could decide, Cici said, “Oh. Sam, that’s so sweet.”

      “Will you wear them?” All the time—never taking them off. He didn’t say the words, though, because even in his head such a statement sounded crazy. “Please?”

      “I’d be honored.” She slid the studs into her ears and clicked the backs into place. Sam let out a soft sigh of relief. She touched them, clearly pleased with the gift. She finished her coffee while he devoured another one of the muffins he’d added to his plate.

      “I’d like to visit the cemetery. Check in with Aci.”

      “All right,” Sam said. He pulled out a third muffin and decimated that one, too, while Cici nibbled at a small portion of her first. “And you’re going to have to talk to your mentor.”

      Cici grimaced.

      “C’mon, Cee. He’s worried about you. We all are. And it’s protocol.”

      She put her hand to her stomach. “I know. Just like I know he’s going to want to dredge up all the events⁠—”

      “Cee—”

      “And I’ll have to tell him about the men who died…” Her lip quivered and she blinked back tears. “It’s this and therapy. I get it. It’s to make sure I’m healthy enough to continue ministering to my flock. So, I’ll call him back. Today.”

      “Promise?” Sam asked. He nudged her phone closer to her hand.

      Cici rolled her eyes, annoyance and amusement sliding across her features. “Yes. I’ll do it while you call Evan. But, then, I want to visit with Cooper and Jay Urlich. See what they need as far as funeral arrangements go.”

      “Deal,” Sam said.

      While she called and spoke to her mentor, Sam took care of the dishes and let the dogs out. He called Evan but had to leave a message.

      “See? That wasn’t so bad.”

      Her upper lip curled a little. “I have to do weekly therapy and talk to him for the next six months.”

      Sam settled into the chair next to hers and clasped her cool hand in his. She squeezed it a little.

      “It’s necessary. I’m…” She sighed as she leaned back, her eyes closed. “Chaco messed me up.”

      Chaco would have messed anyone up. But Cici’s caring nature made the hit doubly hard. Sam was smart enough to keep those thoughts to himself.

      “That’s done for now. Let’s go to the cemetery and to Urlichs’,” he said, hoping the change in scenery would help her—maybe bring some much-needed color to her pallid skin. “I’d like to give my respects to your sister and also to Cooper.”

      “I can’t imagine how he felt, seeing Patti in that rain barrel,” Cici murmured.

      Neither could Sam. He’d never heard of an accidental drowning in a rain barrel, and that was a large part of why he wanted to accompany Cici when she visited the Urlich house. That, and because of the sense of foreboding he couldn’t shake.
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