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            BLURB

          

        

      

    

    
      A deadly secret, an unexpected love that could cost everything.

      Riley "Romeo" Hunt is an expert at finding those who don’t want to be found. When he's hired to catch a notorious jewel thief responsible for a brutal murder, he never expects to find a beautiful woman caught in the middle.

      Jules is running for her life. After witnessing her grandfather’s murder during a heist gone wrong, she’s left with nothing but the haunting memory of his death—and the killer's vow to silence her too. She has no choice but to flee, leaving behind everything she’s ever known.

      As Riley and Jules cross paths in a desperate race to uncover the truth behind the murder, the lines between ally and enemy blur. With danger closing in, sparks fly between them—igniting a forbidden attraction neither one of them anticipated.

      Riley promised himself he would never fall in love. But with every heartbeat, his resolve begins to crumble, and the feelings he carries for Jules grow stronger.

      Love is a double-edged sword, especially when it’s wielded by enemies who will stop at nothing to destroy them both.

      In a world of lies and deceit, Riley and Jules must decide: Is love worth the risk?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TRIGGER WARNING:

          

        

      

    

    
      This book deals with difficult topics such as substance abuse, grooming, abduction, and assault. While none of these plays out on the page, they are heavy topics, and I want you to be forewarned before going in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      The world tells us that we need to be constantly striving for the next thing.

      The bigger house.

      The smaller waist.

      The better hair.

      The faster car.

      We’re never enough as we are, and no matter how hard we try, the world shoves us into a box, slaps a label on it, and that’s where we sit.

      I remember seeing a picture a while back depicting a girl in her late teens/early twenties, drunk and dressed for a night out at a club. Then, beneath that picture was the same woman—a bit older—wearing modest clothes and saying how blessed she is. How grateful she is to God to have her children and her husband.

      Which is great, right? That kind of change?

      Except the entire post was in MOCKERY of the woman. The caption was all about how you can put #blessed on posts, but everyone in your past remembers who you were. That you were the same person who would do keg stands and spend the early mornings with your face in a toilet, sick to your stomach from the alcohol. The post said that she would always be that person.

      That’s how the world wants to see us. Because realizing just how healed we are by God’s love and grace means they must look uncomfortably close at their own lives. Their only lack of growth. They don’t want to see their sin, so they focus on yours.

      But the truth is—we are washed clean when we turn to God. When we accept Jesus as our salvation, His blood washes our stained robes clean. (1 Peter 1:22)

      Our past selves die, and we are reborn in Him. (2 Corinthians 5:17)

      Those doubts that settle in and tell you that you’re too far gone for God or that He couldn’t possibly love you now are LIES the enemy wants us to believe.

      Ezekiel 33:16 says, “None of their past sins will be brought up again, for they have done what is just and right, and they will surely live.”

      God doesn’t want anyone to be lost. He wants us all to find our way back to Him because He loves us. It doesn’t matter how far you’ve fallen, how lost you feel, He is right there.

      There was a time in my life when I remember sitting on my couch, staring at the television screen, and crying my eyes out because I felt SO LOST.

      I searched for any way to bury the pain, using vice after vice because it was easier than truly looking inward. I felt like I was so broken, so tainted that I would never be good enough for—well—anything. I was only nineteen and already believed the lies of the world that I would never be anything more than I was.

      That I’d made my bed, and now it was time to lie in it.

      In my desperation, I went to a church I’d never been to, hoping to find what I was seeking: peace and redemption. I wanted to be better, but I couldn’t figure out how to get myself out of the pit I’d dug.

      Do you know what they told me in that Bible study? They asked everyone who had tattoos to raise their hands; then they proceeded to say that because I had tattoos (I have three), I was condemned. I’d done something so horrible that I was unclean.

      Which left me believing that I was NOT good enough. That I was not worthy of joy because of all the things I’d done. Can you imagine that? Desperately seeking a place of peace and being told that you will never be good enough?

      I imagine we’ve all felt it at some point in our lives. Whether it’s from our parents, other family members, friends, co-workers, random strangers, it’s NOT THE TRUTH.

      You are NEVER too far gone.

      God will ALWAYS be there. He wants everyone to turn to Him, no matter what their circumstances are.

      During a class at our church, the man leading it said, “You cannot out-sin God’s grace”.

      You. Cannot. Out-Sin. God’s. Grace.

      Just let that settle for a moment.

      What kind of love must He have for us that He does not leave us, even when we do everything but turn to Him? That He would send His only Son to die for our salvation? Just thinking about it brings tears to my eyes.

      The greatest lie you can be told is that you are too lost to be found.

      One of the loneliest places to be is amid family or those you were once close friends with, only to realize that you are no longer welcome because the way you are living is in direct contradiction with the sin they refuse to turn from.

      Because you chose to turn away from darkness and actively seek Him.

      Jesus said, “If any of you wants to be my follower, you must give up your own way, take up your cross, and follow me. If you try to hang on to your life, you will lose it. But if you give up your life for my sake, you will save it. And what do you benefit if you gain the whole world but lose your own soul? Is anything worth more than your soul?” (Matthew 16:24-26).

      He never said following Him would be easy. In fact, He says to “take up your cross, and follow Me.” The world is sinful, which means we will be living in direct opposition to the world when we follow Jesus.

      You can expect that the enemy will attack and that there are those around you who will try to break you down and get you to turn back to the sin you are running from—but you stand on the promises of God.

      You are loved by the Creator of the universe.

      And with Him at our side, we don’t have to believe the lies. Because God sent Jesus to make us new, we don’t have to let the world shove us into a box labeled with our past. We only need to turn from sin, repent, and actively seek God as we use His word to guide us.

      All we have to do is take up our cross and follow Him.

      It won’t be easy—but it is absolutely worth it.

      YOU ARE NOT YOUR PAST.

      YOU ARE NOT YOUR PAIN.

      YOU ARE NOT YOUR TRAUMA.

      YOU ARE PERFECTLY LOVED.

      YOU CANNOT OUT-SIN GOD’S GRACE.

      
        
        -Jessica

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To those trapped in a storm.

      Trust in Him.

      Mark 4:37-41

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            JULES

          

        

      

    

    
      I cover my mouth with a shaking, bloodstained hand and do my best to stifle my breathing. Through the sliver between the accordion closet doors in my grandfather’s study, I can see the masked thief working through the safe where my grandfather kept nearly everything of value.

      How he even knew the code, I’m not sure. It’s something my grandfather kept close to his chest. Not even I know what it is.

      Grandfather. His crimson blood soaks the floor at my feet, saturating the carpet as it moves beneath the closet doors. I have to keep myself from looking at the body lying just in front of the doors. It’s the only reason I haven’t been seen.

      The only reason there aren’t two bodies on the floor.

      He’s protecting me even in death.

      Tears burn in my eyes as grief sears the inside of my throat.

      All of this for jewelry. For money.

      Gems that are considered more important than the blood of the greatest man I ever knew. A man who never gave up on me. Even when I gave up on myself.

      “Stay in and stay down, girl,” he’d told me before shoving me into this closet. “Don’t make a sound. No matter what you see or hear.”

      “We need to call the police!”

      “And you will. But nothing in this room is more important to me than you are, Jules. Never forget that.”

      His smile will haunt me for the rest of my days. The thief didn’t even give him a chance to hand anything over. They’d pulled out a gun and fired. Two shots.

      Bang. Bang.

      That was the end of my grandfather.

      The thief drops something to the ground, and the jarring noise has me jerking within my hideaway. I accidentally bump into an umbrella leaning against the side.

      It clatters to the ground, and the sound is deafening.

      Oh no.

      The thief straightens slowly, his face covered in a black mask as he turns toward the closet. On footsteps so quiet they might as well be silent, he crosses over and peers inside. I try to hide, to tuck myself into a corner, but there’s nowhere else to go.

      Even with his eyes shielded, I know the moment his gaze meets mine.

      He steps away from view, and my grandfather is dragged out of the way.

      Panic shakes every inch of my body, and I know that, if I don’t fight, I won’t survive. Even if I do fight, I may not survive.

      But my grandfather raised me to meet death with fists.

      So, I grab the very umbrella that gave me away and wait. The doors open, and I explode out of them with a scream, driving the umbrella into the gut of my grandfather’s killer. He grunts and stumbles back, so I dodge to the right and try to make it to the door.

      I haven’t even taken a single step before I’m ripped backward and slammed into a hard body. An arm bands around my throat, and breathing becomes a nearly impossible struggle.

      “They’ll think you did it,” he growls into my ear. “I know you. I know you’re trouble. And I’ll make it look like you did it,” he says, hatred lacing his tone. “Deranged former alcoholic murders beloved actor. I can see the headlines now. You just handed me a get-out-of-jail-free card.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Someone owed something,” he snarls.

      My gaze lands on my grandfather. He will not have died for nothing. I slam the heel of my shoe down into the top of my attacker’s foot.

      He mutters an obscene remark that I can’t even focus on as I turn to make a mad dash to the closest exit—a window my grandfather left open after I’d come in and insisted he air out his office tonight.

      The killer tackles me to the floor, and my head hits the corner of a table on my way down. Pain radiates through the side of my head as warmth trickles down. I’m nearly blinded as blood slides down over my eye, but I turn and slam my foot into his face.

      He releases me again, and I waste no time as I rush toward the window and climb out onto the ledge. After wiping my hand over my eye, I slide further onto the ledge and take careful half-steps to put myself out of reach of the window. I just need to buy enough time to find a safe place to fall⁠—

      The attacker is leaning out the window, the gun he used on my grandfather in his hand.

      Without much choice, I leap from the balcony.

      A bullet whizzes past me.

      I hit the top of my grandfather’s car with a heavy thud then roll off.

      “I will find you!” the stranger bellows. “You can’t hide from me!”

      Adrenaline in my system is my only saving grace as I sprint toward the estate’s sprawling gardens, even as every inch of my body aches from the impact.

      The security building at the gated entrance. I just need to make it—another bullet whizzes past me.

      Tears burning in my eyes, I have to keep wiping them—and the blood—away from my face so I can see. I know these grounds better than anyone. Most of my childhood was spent playing hide-and-seek with my grandfather.

      Which means—I veer to the right into a group of trees.

      Breathing frantically, I find the space that has been my victory spot since I was seven years old. And if my grandfather couldn’t find me, then maybe—just maybe—it will be my salvation.

      Doing what I can to avoid leaving a blood trail, I drop to my knees and slide into a large tunnel that leads up into the trunk of an old tree. Then, just as I did when I was a kid, though with a lot less space than I had then, I reach through and pull a bunch of old leaves toward the hole so it doesn’t look disturbed.

      And then, with the horrific image of my dead grandfather on the floor and the echo of heavy boot steps just outside, I stay quiet.

      Quiet as the dead.

      Otherwise, I’ll be joining them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            RILEY

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, Romeo, Romeo, where are you, Romeo?” I grin as I jump around the trunk of a large tree. “There you a—” But my service dog is not there. “Hmm. Getting better at hide-and-seek, are we?” I ask, tone amused.

      How else am I supposed to spend a Tuesday morning than playing hide-and-seek with my best pal?

      A low bark signals that I’m not even close, so I turn and run through the trees. After jumping over a fallen branch, I leap down the embankment toward a low spot in the creek.

      Romeo barks happily, his fluffy tail wagging back and forth in absolute delight. “Hah! You shouldn’t have given yourself away!”

      He lunges forward, and I let myself fall back to give him the victory. Both paws planted on my chest, he stares down at me happily, his long tongue hanging out of his mouth.

      “You’re the best boy, Romeo. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.” The German shepherd has been with me for the last five years. Each of my four brothers has his own dog as well. While our dogs are from two separate litters, they do share the same dad, who gave them all the same long fur and sharp ears.

      The shrill sound of my ringtone cuts through the silence, and Romeo steps back and sits, going into what I like to call “alert mode.” After checking the screen and seeing my oldest brother Bradyn’s name on it, I answer, “What can I do for you, big brother?”

      “Are you at home?”

      “Nah. Romeo and I are out for some partner bonding time.” I rub his head as I get to my feet. “We’re headed back, though.”

      “Great. Swing by here afterward, please. I have an assignment for you. The client is en route. Should be here in forty-five minutes.”

      A spark of joy surges through me. I love the job. Everything about it. Hunting bad guys, returning good people to their homes—helping deliver monsters to justice. “On our way.” After shoving the phone into my pocket, I look down at Romeo. “You ready to do some running, boy?”

      He barks in response.

      I grin. “Race you home!”

      I sprint over a small hill and down through more trees as I race Romeo back to the house I had built on my family’s ranch. Our dad gifted each of his six kids an acre for our own home, though we share everything in between.

      It’s been our home for generations and will remain our home for generations to come. The only one of my siblings who hasn’t built a home here yet is my sister, Lani. She’s the youngest of us and runs a medical clinic in town, so she still lives in her apartment on the other side of our small town of Pine Creek.

      With Romeo on my heels, I crest the low ridge that overlooks my home. Nestled in a small valley and surrounded by still-growing fruit trees I planted a few seasons ago, my farmhouse is a beacon.

      The wraparound porch is something I’d dreamed of having all those years I’d been deployed, a place to wind down with a glass of sweet tea or a steaming cup of coffee in the morning.

      It’s home.

      My home.

      I smile as Romeo continues down the ridge, not stopping until he reaches the bright red front door. “Fine, bud!” I call out as I climb the porch steps. “You win.”

      He barks in response and spins in a circle before taking a seat and waiting for me to unlock the door. It’s something I know I don’t technically have to do, but I do it anyway because years of working missing persons cases have made me hyper-aware of just how easily someone can breach your private space if precautions aren’t taken.

      Sometimes, even if they are.

      Romeo immediately heads for his water bowl while I retrieve a bottle of water from the fridge then make my way down the hall and into my bedroom. The place is sparsely decorated, but it’s mine. And I’ve come to realize that I really don’t need that much stuff.

      A bed. Blankets. A dresser. And my books.

      As I always do, I take a minute to grin up at the bookshelves covering two walls in my bedroom. Floor-to-ceiling, the titles housed there range from thrilling spy novels to nonfiction, history, and everything in between.

      I’ve even been known to read my fair share of Christian romance, though my brothers will never let me live it down. These aren’t even all of them. I have an entire wall of books out in my living room and ten plastic tubs still waiting to be shelved in my office.

      Books are my happy place. My escape from the world when things get too heavy.

      After stripping out of the T-shirt I’d been wearing, I head for the bathroom and crank on the shower. Water sprays out of the nozzle, turning hot in seconds, thanks to the tankless water heater I installed when I built the place.

      Best. Decision. Ever.

      I take a moment to look in the mirror and study the bullet holes marring my chest. Angry red scars that serve as a roadmap to the hell I’ve survived. For some, scars are a painful reminder. For me, they’re fuel to the fire in my soul. I walked away from every single attempt made on my life. And as a former Special Forces Operative responsible for taking on monsters masquerading as men—in missions no one will ever hear of—there have been quite a few.

      The silver cross around my neck is the very reason why I walked away, and I’ll never let myself forget it. God was in the fire with me, right beside me, as the flames got so hot I could barely stand it.

      And He brought me through. Which is exactly why I will keep fighting for the innocent until He calls me home. It’s more than a job. It’s a calling.

      One I will answer until there’s no more breath in my lungs.
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        * * *

      

      The Hunt Brothers Search & Rescue office is inside a renovated barn on our property. Up until a few months ago, we were using Bradyn’s home office, but now that he and his wife Kennedy are in the process of trying to start a family, the decision was made to do something more permanent.

      Since Dylan and Tucker are out repairing fences, Bradyn, Elliot, and his wife, Nova, are all sitting at the table with our newest client, Odie Landers. I remain standing against the wall, arms folded, Romeo at my feet. This gives me a vantage point when studying Odie’s body language.

      He’s relatively collected for a man who just lost his grandfather and quite possibly his sister, too, but that could also mean that he’s used to a stressful environment. Given the family’s celebrity status, I’m betting on the latter.

      “What’s the status on the authorities looking for your sister?” Nova questions. As a former detective herself, she’s always making notes and surveying every case with the scrutiny of an officer seeking clues.

      “Things have been kept under the table,” he replies. “They’re looking for her, but only locally. And given the media storm it would bring raining down upon my family, they’re keeping the story as close to their chest as they can.”

      “You don’t believe she’s hiding near your grandfather’s estate?” Bradyn questions.

      “No. If she had, we would have already found her.” He takes a deep breath. “Do you have a sister, Mr. Hunt?” he asks Bradyn.

      “I do,” he replies.

      “Then you must know what I’m feeling right now. Or at least part of it. I know Jules is troubled, she always has been, but to kill? I can’t imagine what would have driven her to that. I just want answers. I want to know she’s safe.”

      “You believe she killed your grandfather and took off with $14 million in jewels?” I ask.

      He turns toward me. “They’re gone, and so is she,” he says. “Her blood was found at the crime scene, but her body wasn’t recovered.”

      “Still, there must be something else that drove you to believe she’s the murderer. Even with all of that considered, there are at least half a dozen other explanations.” Bradyn crosses his arms. “As I said, I have a sister too. And my first thought would’ve been that she was abducted by the killer. Not that she was the killer.”

      Odie’s gaze momentarily drops to the folder sitting in front of him—something he brought in but has yet to open. His reaction is one I’ve seen before. There’s something in there he wants to keep hidden. Something that will likely answer a lot of questions but bring bad light to either his family or his sister.

      Question is: Will he be honest with us?

      “Look, I don’t want this to be public knowledge. Our grandfather was incredibly famous, one of the greatest actors of his time. I don’t want to stain the legacy he left behind.”

      “Nothing you say to us will be shared outside of our team and anyone necessary to this case,” Bradyn assures him. “But if you don’t give us everything, we can’t help you.”

      He takes a deep breath. “Jules has been in and out of trouble for most of her life. She’s an alcoholic who’s spent more time in rehab than not.”

      “Being an alcoholic is a far cry from being a killer,” I say.

      “Maybe. But Jules has problems. And if she were innocent, why would she run?”

      “She was scared. Abducted. Unsure who to trust. I can think of quite a few reasons,” I retort.

      “You said that your mother married her father?” Nova questions before Odie can respond to me.

      He nods. “After our parents died, our grandfather took us in.”

      “Grandfather on your side or hers?” I ask.

      “Hers. He’s her—our—dad’s dad.” Odie closes his eyes. “Was our dad’s dad. I must remember that. It’s still just so fresh.” He takes a deep breath then opens his eyes. “We were young when our parents got married. Jules was only seven, and I was ten. But losing her mother took a toll on her, and she never recovered. Then when our parents died—” He fidgets with the file in his hands. “My grandfather had a lot of money, but he’d always considered us his greatest possessions. And now he’s gone, and so is she.” A tear slips down from his eye, and he wipes it away. “You asked why I jumped to my conclusion.” He slides the folder to Bradyn, so I push off the wall and lean over Bradyn’s shoulder as he opens it.

      Images of bloody handprints on the side of brick. Blood smeared on the dented roof of a car.

      “It’s her blood,” Odie says. “No one could have abducted her then climbed down the side of a two-story house. And they wouldn’t have needed to since she and my grandfather were the only ones home and the security alert was never even triggered. No one was coming.”

      “She could have been grabbed from the grounds,” Bradyn offers.

      “It’s possible but unlikely. Jules knew those grounds better than anyone. No one would’ve been able to find her unless she wanted to be found. Even injured. She was an expert hide-and-seek player when she was little.”

      My thoughts drift back to the hide-and-seek game I was just playing with Romeo. A strange coincidence for sure.

      “You have a lot of faith in your sister’s hiding abilities under duress.” Bradyn closes the file. His tone is flat, emotionless. Out of all of us, he’s the best at reading people. Which makes me wonder just what he’s seeing when he looks at Odie Landers.

      “As I said, Jules is troubled. She ran away when she was sixteen and didn’t come home again until she was eighteen. No number of private investigators we hired could find her.”

      “That’s a long time to not know where your sister is.”

      He nods, clearly distressed at having to relive the past. “That’s not all, either.” He reaches into his pocket and withdraws a bracelet with embedded diamonds the size of blueberries. “It was our grandmother’s. Someone pawned it at a gold shop in Oregon. Security footage shows that it was Jules.” He sticks it back into his pocket. “She’s a good person, Mr. Hunt. She’s just— Losing both of her parents traumatized her, and it’s not something she got over. If she isn’t responsible, then she’s out there scared and hurt. And if she is the one who killed him—” He trails off, emotions playing out over his face. “Then she needs help. Either way, I just want to find the truth so I can lay our grandfather to rest.”

      Bradyn glances back at me. Since we work on a rotation, I’m up next. Meaning this is my case to accept—or decline. I look down at the photograph Odie provided us with of his sister.

      It’s a family photo with him and her on either side of an elderly gentleman sitting on a bench. Odie is smiling widely, his hand on the man’s shoulder, while Jules looks a bit less enthusiastic. She’s gorgeous, there’s no doubt about that. And she’s smiling, her red lips curved just slightly. Her blonde hair is cut to just above her shoulders and styled in waves so it curves around her face. But there’s darkness in her green gaze. Pain shielded beneath armor. It’s something I recognize easily enough. The question is: What put it there? Was it truly losing her parents? Or something else?

      Perhaps something during those two years she was missing from home?

      “I’ll take the case,” I say.

      Odie looks about ready to hug me. I’m grateful he doesn’t. While physical contact doesn’t typically bug me, when it comes from complete strangers, I’d rather pass.

      “You’ll keep it confidential?” His gaze darts from me to Bradyn then back to me. “As I said before, our family is very well-known. The last thing we need is a scandal with Jules’s name attached to it. Especially when we don’t know the truth just yet.”

      “I assure you, Mr. Landers,” I start, popping a piece of gum into my mouth. “The only thing I’m better at than keeping secrets is tracking those who don’t want to be found. I’ll track your sister, and I’ll do it without anyone knowing why.”

      “Thank you so much.” He gathers his file and stands, then leaves the office without so much as a backward glance. As soon as the door is closed and we’re alone, I turn to Bradyn.

      “What’s your radar saying, big brother?”

      “That he knows more than he’s telling us.” Bradyn crosses his arms. “Just watch your back, Riley. And if something seems off, trust your gut.”

      “I always do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            JULES

          

        

      

    

    
      Another day. Another name. Another place.

      I pull the baseball cap lower on my face, hoping to shield the still-healing injury on my forehead, as I watch the screen on the other side of the restaurant I’m sitting in.

      I keep waiting to see my grandfather’s face up there. Waiting to see if anyone is out looking for the killer—or me. But it’s been radio silence for the last week. Fear has kept me from going home and reaching out. Fear that the killer will find me and Odie will get caught in the crosshairs.

      And worse—fear that the killer did just what he said he was going to and find a way to make it look like I murdered the man who raised me. A man who I loved more than life itself. I can only hope Odie saw through it, but with my past⁠—

      I shake my head.

      “You are not defined by your past. Moses was a murderer. Noah was a drunk. Yet, God still used them. Jesus died so you could have a chance to live. So, what will you make of that life, girl? What will you make of your second chance?” My grandfather’s words echo in my mind, a reminder that I am not a drunk anymore. I am not broken. And I will find a way to bring the killer to justice and reunite with my brother.

      We may fight more than we get along. We always have. But he’s still my brother. Blood or not.

      Despite the tension between us, I felt like we were right on the verge of turning a corner and growing close. Maybe even closer than we’d ever been.

      Until grandfather’s killer knocked us down and scattered us again. This time, permanently. My throat constricts with emotion I’ve tried to ignore for the last week. Tears won’t get me anywhere.

      “Hi, is this seat taken?” A deep baritone fills my ears as a man points to the chair beside me.

      “It is,” I tell him without looking up. Don’t let them see your face. As famous as my grandfather was, both Odie and I have been seen at various red-carpet premieres. While it’s been years for me, the last thing I need is to risk anyone recognizing me.

      “Oh, my mistake.” He keeps moving along, but not before I get a glimpse of him as he turns away.

      Tall. Broad shoulders. Likely muscled beneath that leather jacket.

      In another life. Before any desire I had to get close to anyone was ripped away from me.

      I take a sip of the coffee in front of me then toss some bills on the table before I stand and turn to leave. The restaurant is crowded, though it could be like this every single night, and I wouldn’t know. Aside from hotels, I never visit the same place twice.

      Another rule for not being noticed. Something I’ve become quite adept at over the years.

      After stepping out into the warm summer air, I make my way across the street toward the hotel I’m staying at.

      It’s far from the Ritz, but the bed is comfortable, and the room is clean. It’ll be my home for one more night; then I’ll be moving on from here too. Likely to another city since the pawn shops here are claiming they know nothing about any jewels fenced.

      Aside from the ones I sold, of course. Jewels I grabbed from the floor of my grandfather’s study after returning to check to see if he’d somehow survived. I’d known he hadn’t, but I’d been praying for a miracle.

      It broke my heart to sell such prized possessions, but to survive, I need untraceable money. So here we are. My grandfather’s life was worth far more than anything I could sell. Which means getting vengeance for his death is also priceless.

      After unlocking the door, I step inside and immediately flip on the lights. The place is clean, everything exactly where I left it. I toss the keycard onto the table and remove my hat, letting my blonde hair fall loose to my shoulders.

      I run both hands through it and let out a deep breath before retrieving the notebook I’ve been using to jot everything down over the past week. “Back to square one⁠—”

      A large masked figure lunges from the bathroom.

      I barely have enough time to react before he’s on me, slamming my body against the door.

      “Hey there, trouble. I told you I’d find you,” he snarls against my ear.

      I bring my knee up and slam it into his groin. He groans and stumbles back, giving me just enough time to get to the door. I grip the knob. If I can get out to the hall, I can call for help.

      He won’t get away this time.

      I get the door partially open before he grabs me and throws me back into the room. The man towers over me, hands balled into fists. “You’re going to suffer for what you’ve put me through.”

      Adrenaline coursing through my veins, I shove my panic down and focus only on the task at hand—getting free so I can call for help.

      He lunges for me, and I dive to the side then scramble to my feet as I sprint out into the hall. I’ve made it two steps before I’m hitting a hard body at full force.

      “Let me go!” I scream as hands grip my shoulders, steadying me on my feet.

      A dog barks.

      “Ruhig, Romeo,” a deep voice orders. I know that voice. “Easy, I’m not going to hurt you.” He releases me and steps back. The man from the restaurant is standing in front of me. Coincidence? “What happened?” he asks.

      “I was attacked,” I tell him. “In my⁠—”

      He shoves past me. “Such, Romeo,” he orders what I now see is a large, fluffy German shepherd.

      The dog races into my room as the man draws a gun and follows him in.

      All while I remain in the hall, staring after him, trying to come down from the panic clawing at my throat. I should run, should leave now, but as the adrenaline wanes, all I can do is lean back against the wall of the hallway.

      “It’s empty,” he says as he comes out.

      “It can’t be; he was just there.” I force myself to walk on shaking legs, only to find myself staring at a messy—but empty—motel room. The window is flung wide open, curtains spread apart. “No! Come on!” Panic turning to frustration, I cross the room and peer outside. The street isn’t busy, but someone had to have seen him.

      “Were you hoping he was hanging out in here waiting for a round two?”

      I turn toward the stranger, who’s leaning back against my door. His dog sits at his side, ears perked straight ahead. Unease snakes through my belly as I recall where I know that voice from.

      “You were at the restaurant earlier.”

      “I was. I’d been hoping to have a bite to eat while we talked, but you shut that down pretty quick, and I wasn’t looking to make a scene.” He grins at me. I imagine it’s meant to be charming and disarm me, but all it does is set off alarm bells in my head.

      Charming men cannot be trusted.

      It’s a lesson I’ve learned time and time again.

      “Who are you?” I back away from him, getting closer to the window. If I have to, I’ll leave what’s left of the jewelry and my pocketbook and find a way to start over again.

      “I was hired to find you.”

      “By who?”

      “Your brother.”

      The mention of Odie has me pausing my retreat. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Believe me or don’t. It really doesn’t matter.”

      He’s blocking the easiest exit for me, but I take a step back toward the window. Wouldn’t be the first time in the last week that I’ve had to escape through a window.

      “If you jump out that window, I’ll just find you again. It is what I do after all. And that’s if you can get out before Romeo here catches you.”

      I look at his dog. I’ve always been fond of animals. Cats, dogs, horses, goats—all of them. I’d even briefly considered going to veterinary school before my dad died. But now I eye the canine warily.

      Could he catch me before I’m out the window? My money—what little I have—is on yes.

      “What do you want from me?”

      “A confession would be nice. But I’ll settle for you just coming quietly.”

      “A confession?” I choke out. “For what?”

      “Murder. Thievery. Espionage. Whatever it is you’re into.”

      “I’m sorry, what? Murder? Espionage? Are you kidding me?”

      “I notice you didn’t balk at thievery.”

      “Let me get this straight.” I cross my arms. “You show up as I’m being assaulted, and your first go-to is that I’m a murderer, a thief, and a spy?”

      “I just threw the espionage bit in there for color,” he replies.

      Arrogant jerk. It’s quite literally the only two words I can formulate as the adrenaline continues to wane in my system. “I don’t have time to deal with all the ways you’re wrong. I have a real killer to catch.”

      “That’s who was supposedly in here?” he asks, looking around for dramatic effect.

      “He was in here.” Anger wars with the fear rooted in my chest. “And if you were truly hired by my brother, then you should know that the man who was killed was my grandfather. I would never have hurt him. Never. Not for anything.”

      “Which is exactly what a murderer would say.”

      The accusation infuriates me. I clench both hands into fists and take a step forward. The dog lets loose a warning growl. “I would never have hurt my grandfather. And you must be the worst type of arrogant jerk to take a tragedy and turn it around that way.”

      He studies me in a way that makes me feel an awful lot like an ant beneath a magnifying glass. And I really don’t like it. “Your brother should be able to clear it up then.” He withdraws a cell phone from his pocket.

      “No. You can’t call him.”

      “And why is that? If you’re not a murderer, then you have a worried brother out there looking for you. One phone call, and I can put his mind at ease.”

      “He can’t know that you found me. I can’t risk leading the killer back to him. He could get caught in the crossfire.”

      “Or he could turn you over to the police.”

      “Which is exactly what the real killer wants,” I say, putting both hands on my hips. “I don’t even know why I’m talking to you.” I drop my hands and ball them into fists again. “Let me leave.”

      “You’re more than welcome to try your luck with the window,” he says. “But you’re better off staying here until we get this squared away. If you are telling the truth, then there’s someone trying to kill you, too. Do you really want to risk them catching up to you again?”

      “I thought you didn’t believe me.”

      “I never said I do, and I never said I don’t. I’m merely making observations.”

      “Why would I make up someone attacking me?”

      “Because you saw me coming. Maybe you saw me as a threat at the restaurant.”

      “Yes, because every arrogant man in leather thinks every woman notices them.”

      “That’s the third time you’ve called me arrogant, Miss Landers,” he says as he takes a step closer. “You don’t even know my name, yet you feel like you know me well enough to insult me.”

      “Fine, then. What’s your name?” If he’s a hire of my brother’s, then I will have likely heard the name said around a time or two. Odie and my grandfather always used the same PIs. Even if I don’t know their faces, I made it a point to know their names. Made avoiding them a lot easier.

      He flashes another handsome smile that churns my insides even as it sets my heart racing. “Riley Hunt,” he replies. “And as I said, I’ve been hired to take you home.”
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      Okay, so she’s either an excellent liar, or she’s innocent. Honestly, I’m not entirely sure which side she falls on. On the plane ride here, I’d had plenty of time to look into Jules Landers.

      Thanks to a deep background dive my computer whiz younger brother, Tucker, did, I know that she’s twenty-eight, never been married, and has no friendships to speak of. At least, not close ones.

      As far as social media goes, she’s a ghost, except for the rare occasions she showed up in articles alongside her grandfather. They did appear close, but she was never happy to be photographed; that was easy enough to see.

      She was a party girl for years and even spent some time at a few different rehab facilities in Northern California and Arizona. But over the course of the last ten years, it seems as though she’s gotten her act together.

      And Tucker found nothing for the years her brother claims she was missing. It was as though she just vanished on her sixteenth birthday then popped up two years later.

      She takes another step back toward the window.

      “I really don’t want to have to do this the hard way, Miss Landers. But I will.”

      “And what’s the hard way?” she asks, taking another step back. There’s a challenge in her green gaze. Part of me hopes she runs just so I can track her down again. She was honestly a bit more difficult to track than I expected her to be, and I’ve been desperate for a challenge.

      But that would mean more time away from the ranch and more resources. At least we’re being paid for this job. Odie insisted on it. Probably because he’s used to throwing money at a problem and thought it would motivate us to work harder.

      It doesn’t. We offer the same amount of work and dedication of time to people whether they pay us or not. We do what we do to reunite families and find the truth.

      Romeo is still sitting in the same place he’s been in since we came into the room, his ears perked forward as he waits for a command.

      “I’m not letting you take me home. Not until I’m sure Odie will be safe.”

      “Why wouldn’t he be? Have a dangerous side, do you?”

      She glares at me, murder in her eyes. “The killer is after me. Which means, if I’m near Odie, it puts him at risk. He’s all I have, and I’d rather die than put my brother at risk.”

      I feel a sting of understanding. The last thing I would ever want to do is put my brothers at risk. So, the fact that she’s so willing to die for hers is something we have in common.

      Because I know I appear a bit more threatening than I probably should, I move away from the door and take a seat at the small dinette table. “I have brothers too, Miss Landers, so I get it.”

      She doesn’t move. I know she’s sizing me up, trying to decide whether or not she trusts my motives or my story. “Then you understand why I can’t go home.”

      “There are people far more capable of tracking murderers than a red-carpet princess.”

      Her cheeks turn crimson. “I am not a red-carpet princess.”

      “And I’m not interested in letting you leave, only to wind up dead in a day or two because you tried to take on a killer.”

      “A killer? So, what? I’m no longer at the top of your suspect list?” she asks, venom dripping from her sweet tone.

      “There were bloody handprints trailing down the side of your grandfather’s home. Then there’s the fact that the top of his car was dented in from your fall. Blood was smeared all over it, and a large set of prints followed behind your bare ones. It had just rained, so the mud left an impression.”

      “You’ve been there?” she asks. Her tone shifts completely, and for a moment, the armor she’s so clearly adept at wearing vanishes.

      “No,” I say. “But I have photographs of the scene.”

      “And you saw boot prints from photographs?”

      “I’m very good at what I do, Miss Landers.” It also didn’t escape me that Odie Landers failed to mention the clear trail leading into the woods. Any officer worth their salt would’ve noticed the second set of prints.

      She crosses her arms. “If that’s true, then you knew coming in here that I wasn’t the killer, yet you threw it in my face. I stand by my earlier assessment of you. You’re an arrogant jerk.”

      “I like to know who I’m dealing with.”

      “And how did accusing me of murdering my grandfather tell you who you’re dealing with?”

      I study her. “You’re used to doing things alone,” I tell her. “To having people let you down. Because of that, you’ve put up walls and learned to survive on your own.”

      “I’m independent. How obnoxiously original.” She sneers. “Tell me, Mr. Hunt, what other delightful observations have you made about me in the two minutes we’ve been standing here?”

      Her irritation at me honestly only makes me like her more. “Not just independent. Capable too. It took me a bit longer to find you than I thought it would. Honestly, I’ve tracked hardened criminals faster than that.”

      “And just how long did it take you to find me?”

      “A day.”

      “So now you’re placating me?”

      “No. I’m being honest. As I told you, Miss Landers, I am exceptional at what I do.” Reaching into my pocket, I withdraw a piece of mint flavored gum and pop it into my mouth. It’s a nervous habit I developed after coming home from my last deployment. My way of coping with the dark memories that eat away at my consciousness.
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