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Under fire, their bond ignites and burns brighter.

EX-SOLDIER MALACHI Winters is haunted by the ghosts of his past, his nights plagued by PTSD and days spent reliving the last failed mission in Kabul that cost him everything. Struggling to find a sense of purpose, he can’t refuse when he receives a call from his old military buddy, whose wife has gone missing under mysterious circumstances. He flies to New York City to investigate and collides with Jade Jackson, a recent computer science graduate desperate to find her sister, Aria. She insists they team up, and though it goes against his instincts, he can’t resist her.

Their paths cross under the most intense circumstances, thrusting them into a dangerous conspiracy involving a ruthless arms dealer known as Raven. As Malachi and Jade race against time to uncover the truth, they must navigate their growing attraction and Malachi’s inner demons. Can they find Aria before it’s too late, or will the shadows of Malachi’s past consume them both?
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Chapter 1—Malachi
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MALACHI Winters strode into Dr. Evangaline Harwood’s office, his boots echoing on the hardwood floor. The familiar scent of lavender and sandalwood incense wafted through the air in contrast to the tension coiled in his muscles. He settled into the plush armchair across from Dr. Harwood, crossing his muscular arms over his chest.

Dr. Harwood adjusted her bright purple cat’s-eye glasses and smiled warmly. “How are you today, Malachi?”

“Same old, same old,” said Malachi, his voice gruff. He uncrossed his arms and leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Still not sleeping great. Nightmares are a bitch.”

Dr. Harwood nodded, her dark eyes filled with compassion. “Can you tell me about the nightmares?”

His jaw clenched. He stared at a point just past Dr. Harwood’s shoulder, focusing on a colorful mandala hanging on the wall. “It’s always the same. I’m back in Afghanistan, pinned down by enemy fire. I can smell the gunpowder, taste the dust in my mouth, and then—” He broke off, his breath catching.

“Take your time,” said Dr. Harwood softly.

He swallowed hard. “Then I see Alvarez. He’s yelling for help, but I can’t move. I’m frozen, and I watch as he’s hit, over and over again. His blood is everywhere, and I can’t do a damn thing.”

He fell silent, his hands clenched into fists on his knees. Dr. Harwood waited, giving him space to continue if he wanted. After a moment, he spoke again. “It’s not just at night anymore. Yesterday, I was at the grocery store and some kid dropped a glass jar. The sound—” He shook his head. “Next thing I knew, I was on the floor, my back against the shelves, ready to return fire.”

Dr. Harwood leaned forward, her voice gentle. “That must have been frightening for you. How did you handle it?”

He shrugged, his shoulders tight. “Got the hell out of there as fast as I could. Didn’t even buy my groceries.”

“Have you given any more thought to trying a beta blocker? It could help with some of the physical symptoms and make it easier to manage the triggers.”

His head snapped up. “No pills. I told you before, I’m not going down that road.”

She held up her hands in a placating gesture. “It’s just an option. We don’t have to pursue it if you’re not comfortable.”

He jumped to his feet and paced the small office, his boots thumping against the hardwood floor. The lavender and sandalwood incense that usually calmed him now seemed cloying, sticking in his throat. He ran a hand over his short, natural curls, eyes darting around the room.

“Malachi,” said Dr. Harwood gently, adjusting her glasses, “I understand your concerns, but beta blockers aren’t addictive. They’re not like the opioids or benzodiazepines that some veterans struggle with.”

He stopped pacing and turned to face Dr. Harwood, his jaw clenched. “I know what they are. I’m not an idiot.”

“Of course not,” she said, her dark eyes filled with compassion. “I’m simply reminding you that they work differently. Beta blockers help short-circuit the physical stress response, allowing you to focus on dealing with the emotional aspects of incidents.”

He crossed his arms over his chest, digging his fingers into his biceps. “And what happens when I start relying on them to function? What happens when I can’t face a trigger without popping a pill first?”

She leaned forward in her chair, her colorful bohemian skirt rustling. “That’s not how they work. They’re a tool, not a crutch. We’d use them in conjunction with your other coping strategies, not as a replacement.”

He shook his head, his voice low and intense. “You don’t get it. I’ve seen guys start with something ‘harmless’ and end up in a spiral. Alvarez...” He trailed off, his throat tightening.

“Tell me about Alvarez.”

He sank back into his chair, his shoulders hunched as he stared at his hands, calloused and scarred from years of military service. “He was in my unit in Afghanistan. Tough as nails, never let anything get to him. At least, that’s what we all thought.”

He paused, swallowing hard. “After a particularly bad firefight, he started having trouble sleeping. The docs prescribed him some pills—can’t remember what they were now. Said they’d help him rest and get back on his feet.” Malachi’s voice grew bitter. “Next thing we knew, he was popping them like candy. Couldn’t function without them. He got sloppy in the field and put us all at risk.”

He looked up, meeting Dr. Harwood’s gaze. “He didn’t make it home, Dr. Harwood, and I can’t help wondering if those damn pills played a part in that.”

Dr. Harwood nodded, her expression somber. “I’m so sorry. That must have been incredibly difficult to witness.”

“Yeah, well...” he muttered, looking away. “That’s why I’m not interested in any quick fixes or magic pills. I’ll deal with this the old-fashioned way.”

“I understand your hesitation, but remember, every treatment is different for every person. What happened to Alvarez doesn’t mean the same would happen to you.”

Malachi stood up again, his restless energy making it impossible to sit still. “Maybe not, but I’m not willing to take that chance.”

Dr. Harwood watched him for a moment, then asked, “What are your plans for dealing with the symptoms then? Especially the physical reactions you’ve been experiencing?”

He ran a hand over his sculpted face, feeling the tension in his jaw. “I don’t know. More exercise, maybe? I’ve been thinking about taking up boxing again. Might help burn off some of this excess energy.”

“That could be helpful. Physical activity can certainly aid in stress management. What about your sleep issues?”

He shrugged, pacing again. “I’ll figure it out. Maybe cut back on caffeine and try some of those meditation techniques you showed me.”

Dr. Harwood nodded, making a note on her pad. “Those are good strategies. I’d like to suggest something else if you’re open to it.”

He paused, eyeing Dr. Harwood warily. “What’s that?”

“Group therapy,” she said. “There’s a veterans’ support group that meets twice a week at the community center. It might be helpful to connect with others who understand what you’re going through.”

His immediate instinct was to refuse, but he bit back the response. He thought of the grocery store incident, how alone and exposed he’d felt. Maybe talking to other vets wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. “I’ll think about it,” he said finally.

She watched him for a moment before speaking. “What about some of the other techniques we’ve discussed? Have you been practicing the breathing exercises?”

He stopped pacing and leaned against the wall, his arms crossed again. “Yeah, I’ve been trying. They help sometimes when I can remember to use them.”

“That’s good,” said Dr. Harwood, encouragement in her voice. “Can you walk me through what you do when you feel a panic attack coming on?”

He took a deep breath. “I try to focus on my surroundings. Name five things I can see, four I can touch, three I can hear, two I can smell, and one I can taste. It helps ground me, I guess.”

The therapist nodded. “That’s excellent, Malachi. You’re making progress, even if it doesn’t always feel like it.”

He snorted. “Doesn’t feel like much progress when I’m cowering on the floor of a grocery store.”

“Recovery isn’t linear,” she said gently. “There will be setbacks, but that doesn’t erase the steps forward you’ve taken.”

He pushed off from the wall and returned to his chair, where he leaned back, his posture slightly more relaxed. “I know. It’s just...frustrating. I used to be able to handle anything. Now, a car backfiring can send me into a tailspin.”

“You’ve been through a traumatic experience,” said Dr. Harwood. “It’s natural for your body and mind to be on high alert, but we can work on giving you more tools to manage those reactions.”

He nodded, his expression thoughtful. “Like what?”

Dr. Harwood leaned forward, her enthusiasm evident. “I’ve been researching some new techniques that combine cognitive behavioral therapy with mindfulness practices. I think they could be particularly helpful for veterans like yourself.”

“Go on,” he said, his interest piqued despite his initial resistance.

As Dr. Harwood began to explain the new techniques, he listened intently. He might not be ready for medication, but he was willing to try almost anything else to reclaim some sense of control over his life.

The session continued with Dr. Harwood guiding Malachi through some practical exercises and discussing strategies for managing his symptoms in everyday situations. By the time the hour was up, he felt a glimmer of hope—something he hadn’t experienced in a long time.

As he stood to leave, he paused at the door. He turned back to Dr. Harwood, his expression softening slightly. “Thanks, Doc. I...appreciate this. Even if I don’t always show it.”

She smiled warmly. “You’re welcome. Remember, healing takes time. Be patient with yourself.”

He nodded, a ghost of a smile crossing his face before he stepped out into the hallway. As the door closed behind him, he took a deep breath, bracing himself for whatever challenges the rest of the day might bring. One step at a time, he reminded himself. One day at a time.

The cool air of the hallway brushed against his skin as he made his way toward the elevator. His phone vibrated in his pocket, and he pulled it out, glancing at the screen. Dominic’s name flashed, along with a photo of him grinning in his fatigues. “Hey, Dominic. What’s up?” asked Malachi as he answered the call.

Dominic’s voice crackled through the speaker, frantic and breathless. “Malachi, thank God. I need your help. Aria’s missing.”

He froze, his hand tightening on the phone. “What do you mean, missing?”

“She hasn’t been in touch in five days.”

His mind raced, assessing the situation. “Have you called the police?”

“Yeah, but they said they can’t do anything. Malachi, I’m scared. This isn’t like her at all.”

“Okay, Dominic. Take a deep breath.”

A deafening bang echoed through the air, cutting off Dominic’s words. His body reacted before his mind could process what was happening. He dropped to the ground, his phone clattering across the floor. His heart pounded as he pressed himself against the wall, eyes darting wildly around the hallway.

The fluorescent lights overhead flickered, transforming into the harsh glare of the Afghan sun. The sterile smell of the office building morphed into the acrid scent of gunpowder and dust. Malachi’s breath came in short, sharp gasps as he struggled to differentiate between past and present.

“Alvarez,” he shouted, his voice hoarse. “Take cover.”

But Alvarez wasn’t there. He couldn’t be. Malachi squeezed his eyes shut, trying to force the images away. He could hear Dominic’s tinny voice calling his name from the fallen phone, but it seemed distant and unreal.

“Malachi? Malachi, are you there? What’s happening?”

He pressed his hands against his ears, trying to block out the sounds of gunfire that existed only in his mind. His entire body trembled as he fought against the flood of memories threatening to overwhelm him.

A hand touched his shoulder, and he lashed out instinctively, his fist connecting with something solid.

“Ow. Malachi, it’s me. It’s Dr. Harwood.”

The familiar voice cut through the fog of panic. He blinked, the hallway slowly coming back into focus. Dr. Harwood knelt beside him, one hand raised in a placating gesture, the other rubbing her jaw where Malachi had struck her.

“I... I’m sorry.” Shame flooded through him. “I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s okay,” said Dr. Harwood softly. “You’re safe. You’re in my office building. Can you tell me five things you can see?”

He swallowed hard, forcing himself to focus on his surroundings. “Your purple glasses. The ugly green carpet. My phone is on the floor. The exit sign. Your...your bright yellow scarf.”

“Good.” Dr. Harwood nodded encouragingly. “Now, four things you can touch.”

He unclenched his fists, pressing his palms against the rough carpet. “The floor. My jeans. The wall behind me. My...my dog tags.”

As Malachi continued through the grounding exercise, his breathing slowly steadied. The sounds of gunfire faded, replaced by the gentle hum of the building’s air conditioning and the distant ding of the elevator.

“Dominic.” Malachi suddenly remembered, reaching for his phone. He brought it to his ear, his voice shaky. “Dominic, are you still there?”

“Jesus, Malachi, what happened? Are you okay?”

He closed his eyes, taking a deep breath. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just...just a car backfiring, I think. It caught me off guard.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line. When he spoke again, his voice was softer, filled with understanding. “You had an episode, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, but I’m okay now. Listen, about Aria—”

“No. Don’t change the subject. Are you sure you’re all right? Maybe you should—”

He gripped his phone tightly, pushing aside the lingering tremors from his episode. “Dominic, focus. Tell me exactly what’s going on with Aria.”

His voice crackled through the speaker, tension evident in every word. “I’ve been in Ukraine for this training mission. Haven’t spoken to Aria in five days. That’s not like her at all. We usually talk every day.”

“Have you tried reaching out to her friends and family?” asked Malachi, his mind already racing through possibilities.

“Of course. No one’s heard from her. I couldn’t get hold of Jade either.” His voice cracked. “My CO...he suggested maybe she left me, but that’s not Aria. She wouldn’t just disappear like that.”

His jaw clenched. “Your CO’s an idiot. Aria’s not the type to run off without a word.”

“That’s what I said.” Dominic let out a shaky breath. “I can’t leave Ukraine right now. The mission’s too important, but I’m going out of my mind with worry. Can you...could you go to New York? Check on her?”

He hesitated. The idea of flying to New York, of being in a crowded airport and plane, made his stomach churn, but this was his best friend asking, the man who’d had his back through hell and high water. “I’ll go,” he said firmly. “I’ll head to the airport right now. Text me Aria’s address, and any other information you have.”

“Thank you.” Dominic’s relief was palpable. “I owe you big time for this.”

“You don’t owe me anything,” he said. “We’re family, remember?”

After ending the call, he turned to Dr. Harwood, who had been listening quietly. “I have to go. A friend needs help.”

She nodded. “Be careful and remember your coping techniques if things get overwhelming.”

He managed a tight smile. “I will. Thanks, Doc.”

An hour later, Malachi was at “O’Hare International Airport,” his body tense as he navigated through the crowds. The constant noise, the press of bodies, and the flashing screens all threatened to overwhelm his senses. He focused on his breathing and counting his steps—anything to keep the rising panic at bay.

At the check-in counter, he hesitated before reluctantly handing over his Glock, carefully secured in its case. The weight of the gun had always been a comfort, a reminder that he could protect himself. Without it, he felt exposed and vulnerable.

“Sir?” The attendant’s voice snapped him back to reality. “Your boarding pass and ID, please.”

He handed over the documents, drumming his fingers restlessly against the counter. As he waited, he scanned the crowded terminal, old habits kicking in. Exit routes, potential threats, and choke points—he cataloged it all automatically.

With his gun safely checked and his boarding pass in hand, he made his way through security. The line seemed to stretch endlessly, and he found himself hyper-aware of every person around him. A child’s sudden shriek made him flinch, his hand instinctively reaching for a weapon that wasn’t there.

“You okay, sir?” asked a TSA agent, eyeing him suspiciously.

Malachi forced a smile. “Fine. Just not a fan of flying.”

He made it through security without incident. In the gate area, he found a seat with his back to the wall, giving him a clear view of the entire space. His phone buzzed with a text from Dominic—Aria’s address and a photo of her.

He studied the image, though he’d seen his best friend’s wife several times before. Nothing much had changed about her appearance since last time they’d met in person, except her hair was shorter and looked like she’d added some blonde highlights to her brunette shade. Aria’s warm brown eyes and gentle smile seemed at odds with the circumstances. What could have happened to make someone like her disappear?

As boarding began, his anxiety spiked. The thought of being trapped in a metal tube, surrounded by strangers, with no way to defend himself... He closed his eyes, focusing on Dr. Harwood’s breathing exercises. In for four, hold for seven, and out for eight.

“Now boarding Group Three,” said the gate agent.

He stood, squaring his shoulders. He could do this. For Dominic. For Aria. One step at a time.

The flight to New York was mercifully uneventful, though Malachi spent most of it on edge, unable to relax. As the plane touched down at JFK, he felt relief and renewed tension. He was here, in New York. Now the real work began.

Retrieving his luggage and his Glock, Malachi hailed a taxi outside the airport. As they navigated through the busy New York streets, he went over the plan in his head. First stop was Aria’s apartment.

The cab pulled up in front of a modest brownstone in Brooklyn. Malachi paid the driver and stepped out, scanning the street as he approached the building. Nothing seemed immediately out of place, but years of training had taught him to trust his instincts. Something about this situation didn’t sit right.

At the front door, Malachi hesitated and knocked firmly.

No answer.

He tried again, louder this time. Still nothing.

With a sigh, he pulled out his lockpick set and quickly dealt with the lock. Only the bottom knob had been locked, which seemed unwise in this city. When he heard the telltale click, he slipped his kit back in his pocket and let himself in.

The apartment was neat and tidy, showing no signs of a struggle or hasty departure at first glance. Family photos lined the walls—Dominic and Aria on their wedding day, vacations, and holidays with family. Malachi’s chest tightened at the sight of Dominic’s smiling face. When he looked closer, he noticed subtle signs of someone searching with finesse—an askew photo frame here and a piece of furniture showing carpet lines there, indicating it had been moved and not put back in the exact same place.

He moved through the rooms methodically, searching for any clue as to Aria’s whereabouts and noting more evidence of someone tossing the place. In the bedroom, he found Aria’s phone on the nightstand, its battery dead. Malachi plugged it in, hoping it might provide some answers once it powered up.

In the kitchen, a half-empty coffee mug sat in the sink, a lipstick stain on the rim. The refrigerator held fresh groceries, suggesting Aria had been home recently and hadn’t planned on leaving.

His unease grew. This wasn’t adding up. People didn’t just vanish into thin air, leaving behind their phones and a fully stocked fridge.

As he continued his search, a soft meow caught his attention. A fluffy orange cat emerged from under the couch, regarding Malachi with suspicious green eyes.

“Hey, there,” he said softly, crouching down. The cat’s food and water bowls in the kitchen had been empty. How long had it been alone?

The cat approached cautiously, sniffing Malachi’s outstretched hand before rubbing against it. Malachi scratched behind its ears, his frown deepening. Aria wouldn’t have left her pet without care. Something was definitely wrong.

He went back to the kitchen to refill the water bowl and found a tube of fresh cat food in the fridge. He cut off a slice for the cat, who meowed enthusiastically. He was just putting down the bowls again when he froze.

A sudden jiggle of the doorknob made Malachi freeze. The cat darted back under the couch as he stood, reaching instinctively for his Glock.
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Chapter 2—Jade
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JADE JACKSON FUMBLED with her keys, her heart racing as she approached Aria’s apartment door. The hallway was eerily quiet, and the flickering fluorescent light overhead cast strange shadows. She glanced over her shoulder, half-expecting to see someone following her, but the corridor was empty.

Taking a deep breath, she slid the key into the lock and turned it slowly. The door creaked open, and she stepped inside, her eyes straining to adjust to the darkness. She reached for the light switch, her fingers brushing against the wall.

Before she could flip it on, a strong hand grabbed her wrist. Her breath caught in her throat as she was yanked forward, her body colliding with someone stronger than herself. Panic surged through her veins.

“Who are you?” demanded a low, masculine voice.

Her fight-or-flight instinct kicked in. She twisted her arm, trying to break free from the iron grip. “Let go of me.”

The stranger’s other hand clamped over Jade’s mouth, muffling her protests. “Quiet,” the voice hissed. “I asked who you are, and what you’re doing here.”

Adrenaline coursing through her body, she stomped down hard on her attacker’s foot. The grip on her wrist loosened just enough for her to wrench free. She spun around, her elbow connecting with something solid—probably the intruder’s ribs.

A grunt of pain echoed in the darkness, followed by the sound of quick footsteps. Jade darted toward where she thought the door was, but strong arms wrapped around her waist, tackling her to the ground.

The air rushed out of Jade’s lungs as she hit the floor. She thrashed wildly, trying to break free, but her attacker was too strong. In seconds, she found herself pinned face-down on the carpet, a knee pressing into her back.

“Stop fighting,” commanded the voice. It was firm but not cruel. “I’m not going to hurt you, but I need to know why you’re here.”

Her chest heaved as she struggled to catch her breath. The weight on her back shifted slightly, allowing her to turn her head. “I have a key. This is my sister’s apartment. Who the hell are you?”

There was a pause, and then the pressure on her back eased. “Your sister? You’re Aria’s sister?”

“Yes,” she said, her voice muffled by the carpet. “Now get off me.”

The weight lifted completely, and she rolled over, scrambling to her feet. She backed away until her spine pressed against the wall, her gaze darting around the room. In the dim light filtering through the curtains, she could make out the silhouette of a man—tall and muscular, with short hair.

“I’m sorry,” said the man, his tone softer now. “I’m Malachi. I’m a friend of Aria’s husband, Dominic. I’m here because...well, because Aria’s missing.”

Her heart skipped a beat. “Missing? What do you mean, missing?” When Aria had texted her three days ago to feed the cat, she hadn’t indicated there was a problem.

He stepped closer, and she tensed, but he just reached past her to flip on the light switch. Sudden brightness flooded the room, making her blink rapidly.

As her vision adjusted, she found herself face-to-face with her attacker. Malachi was even more striking up close—dark skin, a sculpted face with a couple of scars, short natural curls, and a muscular frame. Despite the circumstances, Jade felt a flutter in her stomach.

“Aria hasn’t been seen or heard from in days,” he said, his gaze intense. “Dominic asked me to come check on her.”

She arched a brow. “Really? She texted me a few days ago to feed Morris, and then we texted again two days ago.”

He must have guessed Morris was the cat. His eyebrows wrinkled. “You’re sure it was two days ago?”

“Positive. We were talking about this terrible Thai place...” She trailed off, frowning. “I can’t be sure it actually was my sister I texted with though. I didn’t talk to her directly. Just texting.”

Malachi began pacing the room, his movements fluid and purposeful. “Something’s not adding up. Dominic said he hasn’t been able to reach her for almost a week.”

Her eyes widened. “A week? That can’t be right. Why didn’t he call me?”

“He tried,” said Malachi, stopping to face Jade again. “Your phone’s been going straight to voicemail.”

Realization dawned on Jade. “Oh, god. My phone died yesterday, and I haven’t had a chance to charge it. I’ve been so busy with job interviews, I didn’t even notice.”

His expression softened slightly. “It’s okay. We’ll figure this out, but first, I need you to tell me everything you remember about your last conversation with Aria. Every detail, no matter how small.”

She nodded, trying to focus despite the lingering adrenaline and the distracting presence of the man in front of her. “Okay, um... It was about five days ago. We usually text, but it was going to be a longer conversation, so I called. We talked about her birthday plans. She wanted to try that new sushi place downtown. She mentioned work was stressful, but that’s not unusual, and...”

She trailed off, a memory surfacing. “Wait. There was something odd. She asked me if I still had that old laptop she gave me last year. The one she used before Dominic bought her a new one for Christmas.”

His eyes narrowed. “Did she say why she wanted it?”

She shook her head. “No, just that she might need to borrow it soon. I told her it was fine, but I didn’t think much of it at the time, and I dropped it off the next day.”

“Where’s the laptop now?” asked Malachi urgently.

“I don’t know. Why? Do you think it’s important?”

His expression was grim. “I think it might be the key to figuring out what happened to your sister.”

Her heart stuttered as Malachi’s words sank in. The laptop—a seemingly insignificant piece of technology—could hold the key to her sister’s disappearance? She swallowed hard, trying to process this new information. “Okay, let’s search the apartment.”

He nodded, scanning the room with military precision. “We’ll start in the bedroom. That’s where most people keep their important stuff.”

As they moved toward Aria’s bedroom, she noticed details she’d missed in her initial panic. Picture frames were askew on the walls. A lamp lay shattered on the floor behind the couch. The throw pillows were scattered haphazardly, as if someone had tossed them aside in frustration.

“This place has been ransacked,” she said, her stomach twisting with worry.

His jaw clenched. “Whoever took Aria must have come back looking for something.”

The bedroom was even worse. The mattress was overturned, clothes spilled out of the dresser drawers, and the closet door hung off its hinges. Jade’s eyes burned with unshed tears as she took in the destruction of her sister’s private space.

“Let’s get to work,” he said, his voice gentle but firm. “Check every drawer and every corner. Look for hidden compartments or loose floorboards. Anything that seems out of place.”

She nodded, forcing herself to focus. She started with the nightstand, pulling out the drawer and emptying its contents onto the floor. Pens, a half-empty pack of gum, and some loose change—nothing unusual. She moved to the dresser next, methodically searching through each drawer.

Across the room, Malachi was tapping on the walls, listening for hollow spots. His movements were efficient. Jade found herself stealing glances at the ex-soldier, admiring his composure in the face of such chaos.

After an hour of fruitless searching, she slumped against the wall, frustration mounting. “It’s not here. The laptop is just gone.”

He ran a hand through his curls, his own frustration evident. “There has to be something. Aria wouldn’t have asked about that laptop if it wasn’t important.”

She closed her eyes, trying to think. “Wait. The home office. We haven’t checked there yet.”

They made their way to the small room Aria used as a home office. It was as thrashed as the rest of the house, and they searched for almost an hour, pouring through everything with no luck. “This is pointless. The laptop isn’t here, and we have no idea what we’re looking for anyway.” Jade smacked the desk in frustration.

“Dominic used to leave notes for Aria in a book they shared, passing back and forth. They thought it was romantic to leave hidden messages, especially in ‘Midsummer Night’s Dream...’” Suddenly, he strode to the bookshelf, running his fingers along the spines of the books.

“What are you doing?” she asked, confused.

He didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he pulled out a thick, hardcover book—a collection of Shakespeare’s works—and opened it. A triumphant gleam lit his eyes as he extracted a folded piece of paper from between the pages.
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