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        Totally a 5 star read. I would give it more if I could! From the moment I started, I knew I’d have to see this series through because I’m completely invested! The suspense kept me turning pages, the romance was woven in beautifully, and even the secondary romance was just as engaging. I loved the strong sense of community among the characters. I am so ready for Noah and Meg’s story next.
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      To all who loved Grand Canyon North Rim Village,

      Though the loss from the fire was great, the beauty, serenity, and breathtaking views will forever remain in our hearts.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        When you pass through the waters,

        I will be with you;

        and when you pass through the rivers,

        they will not sweep over you.

        When you walk through the fire,

        you will not be burned;

      
        the flames will not set you ablaze.

        ISAIAH 43:2 (NIV)

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Not again. Liam Kingsley pressed his chest against the scorching sandstone, peering over the northern rim of the Grand Canyon. June didn’t even start until tomorrow, and here they were—minutes from the first statistic of the season.

      Eight feet below, on a ledge barely wider than his Bronco’s bench seat, a girl—maybe ten—sprawled on her back, one leg twisted beneath her. Terror bleached her face, but at least she was still breathing.

      Thank heaven for small miracles.

      Dark braids spilled across the sandstone, the colorful hair ties—purple and pink—a stark contrast against the ancient rock. Her Disney princess T-shirt was torn at the shoulder, revealing a nasty scrape that oozed blood. One sparkly tennis shoe still in place while the other lay somewhere in the rocks below.

      Her eyes—wide and brown as a doe’s—tracked his movement above. Her bottom lip quivered, but she hadn’t cried. Yet. Brave kid. Or maybe too shocked to process what had happened.

      “Kristen, my name is Liam.” The two boys had been shouting her name when he’d found them. “I’m a ranger and I’m here to help.” He forced calm into his voice while his gut churned. That ledge was nothing more than fractured sandstone, spiderwebbed with cracks that could give way any second. One wrong shift, one deep breath, and she’d plummet another hundred feet to the jagged rocks below.

      She whimpered—a sound that gutted him—and nodded faintly.

      Up until now, he’d been enjoying the view as he patrolled the Rim Trail. The canyon stretched endlessly before him, layer upon layer of red sandstone and purple shadow carved deep into the earth. Pine-scented air filled his lungs—crisp, thin, carrying the faint mineral taste of ancient rock. Beyond where he lay, the world simply…dropped away. Two thousand feet of nothing but sky and stone.

      A raven’s call echoed off the canyon walls, the sound bouncing between the cliffs until it faded into silence so complete it pressed against his eardrums. The sun warmed his shoulders through his ranger shirt while a cool breeze whispered up from the depths.

      Gorgeous but lethal. Especially to untended children hiking away from a nearby campsite.

      Liam twisted toward the two boys hovering behind him—twelve and fourteen, maybe.

      The younger one clutched a half-empty water bottle, his knuckles white against the plastic. Sweat darkened his Batman T-shirt despite the cool morning air, and his sneakers—definitely not hiking boots—were already caked with red canyon dust.

      The older boy stood a head taller, all knobby elbows and gangly limbs he hadn’t grown into yet. His sandy hair stuck up in every direction and dark circles shadowed his eyes, and his mouth pressed into a thin line that screamed guilt louder than any confession.

      Brothers. Had to be. Same stubborn chin, same way of shifting their weight from foot to foot when cornered.

      “Is she your sister?” Liam kept his voice steady, though his chest tightened at the fear radiating off them in waves.

      The older boy’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he gave a slight nod. “W-we didn’t know she was following us.”

      Of course they didn’t.

      Reckless people got other people killed. Only this time, he wasn’t to blame.

      He turned back to the girl on the ledge below. He forced his voice to stay calm, easy. “We’re going to get you home, but I need you to stay real still. Can you do that?”

      She whimpered. Nodded.

      The boys crept forward. One loose rock could trigger an avalanche. Liam shrugged off his pack, creating a barrier behind him. The younger one’s chin trembled, and he swiped at his nose with the back of his hand. Fresh scratches marked his forearms—tough kid, clearly.

      “What are your names?”

      “I’m Michael,” said the older one. “That’s my brother, Eric.”

      “All right, Michael, Eric, you’re doing great. Just stay back and let me work. She’s going to be okay.”

      Please, let that be true.

      Liam yanked the radio from his belt and turned his back to the boys. “Base, this is Ranger Liam Kingsley, North Rim, sector Delta-7. I’ve got a juvenile female, approximately ten years old, stranded on unstable ledge eight feet below the rim. Possible leg fracture, hundred-foot drop below. Need helicopter and backup immediately.”

      Eden’s voice crackled back instantly. “Copy, Liam. Chopper’s committed elsewhere—thirty-minute ETA minimum. Noah’s en route, twenty minutes out. Can you secure?”

      Twenty minutes. The ledge might not survive twenty seconds. “I’ll secure. Out.”

      Liam unhooked his sixty-meter climbing rope from his pack, uncoiled it, and carried it to a sturdy juniper a few yards from the edge.

      “Hey, Eric!”

      The younger boy jumped.

      “See that trail?” Liam wrapped the rope around the trunk twice, threading it through itself to create a secure wraparound anchor, then tied it off with a double bowline knot for redundancy. He gave it a firm tug—solid. “My buddy Noah is coming. Watch for dust; wave and holler when you spot him. Stay close enough to see us, far enough to stay safe.”

      The boy nodded once, then took off.

      “What about me?” Michael’s voice cracked. The kid was clearly near tears.

      Liam snapped his harness, pulled out his Petzl GRIGRI, and clipped it to a locking carabiner attached to the belay loop of his harness. “You’re my eyes up here. See any rockfall starting, you scream ‘Debris.’ Kristen’s life depends on your warning.”

      The kid nodded, wiped a hand across his face.

      Liam threaded the rope through the GRIGRI, ensuring that the brake strand hung downward, then he double-checked the setup. He slung a small first aid kit onto one of his loops and tucked a lightweight Petzl Sitta harness—small enough to adjust for Kristen’s tiny frame—into his pack, along with a roll of SAM Splint and some climbing tape. He pulled on a pair of leather gloves and stepped to the edge, facing the anchor tree, his heels just shy of the drop.

      Christiana’s face ambushed him again. Her final scream.

      His lungs seized. Not today. Not this girl.

      He leaned back, then walked backward down the vertical face, keeping his body perpendicular to the rock and his knees slightly bent. The rope glided through the GRIGRI, the device’s cam ready to lock at the first hint of speed. His boots found purchase on every ledge, his eyes flicking between Kristen and the wall.

      “Kristen. You’re doing awesome.”

      The ledge looked worse up close—spiderwebbed with fractures that predated her fall. Yeah, this rock was one bad storm from giving way, and now with the added weight…No, no, he wasn’t going to go there.

      Except, too late, because suddenly Christiana’s shattered body flashed through his mind and the scream he couldn’t escape ripped through him, the memory of Christiana missing her grip, her anchors pulling out like a zipper⁠—

      Then silence. Bone-jarring, soul-deafening silence. The kind that could paralyze a man. Or make him run⁠—

      Focus!

      His chest tightened, his breath hitching, but he forced it down, looked at Kristen as he landed beside her. Pebbles kicked off over the edge. He ignored them and the tiny pinch in his gut. “How’s the leg?”

      He clipped a quickdraw from his harness to a small horn of rock in the wall, attaching the rope as a backup anchor, then turned to Kristen.

      “All right, we’re gonna fix up your leg and get you out of here. You’re super brave, you know that?” Liam kept his weight on the rope.

      “Hurts bad.” Her voice barely whispered. “Can’t move it.”

      “Perfect. Moving it is off-limits anyway. Time to fix you up and fly you home.” Liam extracted the SAM Splint from his pack. “Ever visit the North Rim before? We’ve got deer everywhere, sometimes a condor if you’re lucky enough.”

      “Saw a squirrel.” Her voice thinned as he straightened her leg to fit into the splint. She gasped, sharp and sudden.

      “Almost finished, kiddo.”

      He molded the foam-and-aluminum splint around her calf and shin, secured it with climbing tape. “Pain anywhere else? Back? Neck?”

      She shook her head. He let out a coiled breath. Still, he pulled out a neck collar and secured it around her neck. “We’re not taking any chances.”

      Then he pulled his radio off his belt. “Base, victim is secure. Can you give me an ETA on Noah?”

      “He’s still fifteen minutes out, Liam. Ran into tourist traffic.”

      And right then, the sandstone ledge seemed to lurch. Could be his imagination. Could be his worst fears, coming true…again.

      He looked at Kristen. “Ready to fly?”

      Her eyes widened.

      He pulled out the Sitta harness. “This is your superhero gear.” Liam fitted the harness around her waist and legs, adjusting the leg loops to her tiny frame, cinched it tight, and clipped the tie-in points to a locking carabiner. “Keeps you safe while we fly up.”

      He unclipped his personal anchor, then connected Kristen directly to his belay loop with a second locking carabiner, locking both gates with a twist.

      “It’s you and me together now,” he said, and winked at her.

      She gave him a watery grin.

      And right then—not his imagination, thanks—the ledge groaned. New cracks zigzagged across the surface.

      “Arms around my neck, tight as you can squeeze.” He pulled her arms over his shoulders. “I’ve got you.”

      Her grip surprised him—iron strong for such small hands. Liam reversed his rappel, walking up the wall, hauling hand over hand on the rope’s free end, the GRIGRI managing the tension.

      Don’t look down.

      He kept his voice easy, despite the strain on his shoulders. “So you saw a rock squirrel? Those little guys are everywhere. Probably a dozen watching us right now thinking we are nuts.”

      “Hope they don’t think we’re the eating kind of nuts.” She attempted a giggle, but it failed on a whimper.

      A sharp crack echoed below them just before a distant crash.

      The ledge⁠—

      Kristen screamed, her arms clamped around his neck, tightening.

      “Kristen,” he said, gauging the distance to the top, “I’m going to need to breathe if we want to reach the top. Could you⁠—”

      She buried her head in his back, between his shoulder blades.

      Okay, so maybe not.

      “What is your favorite subject in school?”

      “Art.” Thread-thin voice.

      “Outstanding. I drew my dog once—Mom thought it was a bowl of spaghetti with legs.”

      Another weak laugh. Liam clung to that sound. The rim was just above, a few feet.

      “We’re nearly there.”

      “Liam!” Noah’s voice boomed from over the edge a second before he appeared, his broad frame silhouetted against the sun. “What do you need? Meg is here too.”

      “Almost home.” Liam kept climbing. “Help me over the lip. Guard that right leg.”

      Liam’s boots gripped the rock, the rope taut against the anchor. “You will like Meg.” He lowered his voice. “She’s a doctor and will know exactly how to fix you up. She’s really nice. And between you and me, I think Noah’s got a crush on her, but they’re both too chicken to admit it.”

      Kristen giggled again. Some of her terror melted away.

      Noah had anchored himself and reached down, grabbing Kristen’s harness and pulling her over the edge. Liam followed, collapsing onto solid ground. His chest heaved as he unclipped her from his harness, leaving her secured to the rope as a precaution.

      “You did awesome, Kristen.” He brushed dirt from her hair. Her brothers rushed toward them, and Meg knelt over her leg.

      Liam sat back, his hands shaking, the adrenaline crashing out of him. He closed his eyes. Pine sap and limestone dust filled his nostrils. The rope burn on his palms stung—he should have worn gloves. Canyon wind cooled the sweat on his neck while gravel bit into his spine through his jacket. His heartbeat thundered in his ears, drowning out Meg’s gentle questions and the boys’ chatter—all proof that everyone was breathing, talking, alive.

      He glanced sideways, catching a glimpse of a bus in the distance—it looked almost like a converted city bus. Mint green with faded brown trim, the vintage beast sported safari-style windows and the unmistakable boxy profile of a 1970s city transport gone rogue. There was some dispersed camping just outside the park boundaries, but everything below the rim in this area as well as a hundred feet from the edge was national park, and that bus was too close. Something about it nagged at him, but he couldn’t focus on it. Not yet.

      Noah’s hand landed heavy on his shoulder. “Quite a save. You solid?”

      Liam nodded, lying. Adrenaline had stirred up the coiled darkness inside. Christiana’s face flashed again—the wide eyes, the scream⁠—

      Maybe he couldn’t do this job if every time he rescued someone, the past crashed over him, took him out.

      He was just starting to learn how to stand again.

      An SUV skidded to a stop. A woman launched out, tears streaming.

      “Mom!” Michael bounced to his feet. “She’s okay! The ranger saved her!”

      “You should’ve seen him!” Eric rushed over as their mother collapsed beside Kristen. “Total hero!”

      The word punched into Liam’s chest. “Just doing the job.” But his voice emerged thin, the words hollow.

      Because they didn’t know the truth.

      Heroes didn’t get their friends killed.
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      Please don’t let them find me.

      Except it might be too late. Because according to the encrypted chatter she’d intercepted yesterday, she was the target.

      The certainty gnawed at Nimue Hart’s gut like a parasite. Sure, the encrypted chatter had been faint, snatched from the ether via her satellite uplink under the wide Arizona sky, but she’d cracked it in under an hour. “New lead on target,” it had read. “Mobilizing assets.” No names, no specifics, just the cold efficiency of the Russian syndicate she’d been dodging since they’d tracked her to King’s Inn eight months ago.

      Nimue stretched out in the small mint-green seat of her converted city bus, pencil trailing across the page as she captured the shapes and shadows of the canyon through the side window. Her hand moved in practiced strokes—light for the distant rim, heavy for the shadows carved deep into sandstone. Drawing had always been her reset button, the one thing that untangled the knots in her chest.

      The North Rim spread before her like a geological masterpiece—crimson buttes rising from purple depths, their surfaces carved into impossible angles by millennia of wind and water. Morning light painted the layered rock in shades of amber and rust, while shadows pooled like spilled ink in the crevices below. A condor circled somewhere in that vast emptiness, riding thermals between the ancient walls. But on her page, the vibrant canyon translated to stark grays and blacks, her pencil capturing texture and form without the fire of color.

      The view should have been enough to distract her from yesterday’s intercepted message, but her pencil kept pausing mid-stroke.

      She’d told Emberly she wasn’t running, which was true. Hiding though? That was another story entirely. She’d found herself in her own game of cat and mouse, but until yesterday she’d believed she held the upper hand.

      New lead on target.

      She’d made the mistake of leaving a trail in her online searching. Rookie move.

      At least if she was the target, no one else would get caught in the crossfire. She set her sketchbook aside and slid back onto the bench at the table, fingers flying across the keys of her setup. Three monitors flickered to life, casting blue light across her face.

      The fold-down table that should have converted into a queen bed had become the permanent home for her digital fortress—three screens, her tower, a tangle of cables, and a keyboard worn smooth from years of use. She’d rather crash on the mini couch anyway. Sleep had sort of become a luxury after eight months on the run.

      She scanned the encrypted chatter. Yeah, there it was, only updated: “Moving on target.”

      Her heart dropped to her stomach. She toggled through feeds from her perimeter cameras, each one a grainy window into the world around her. Nothing. Not even a swaying branch.

      Were they moving on someone else?

      She sagged against the seat back. Maybe this was the sign she needed to pack up and move again. But she’d chosen this place for a reason. The bus, parked in a dispersed camping spot just west of the Grand Canyon’s North Rim, was her sanctuary and her fortress. Its mint-green exterior hopefully passed for an eccentric camper’s ride.

      No one would guess it thrummed with more computing power than the nearby lodge could dream of—solar panels feeding a battery bank, a satellite dish, and a network of cameras hidden in the surrounding pines. Moving meant starting over. Again.

      The quiet peace of her solo trip had been nice at first. Now she hated it with every fiber of her being. But if keeping her sister—and the people they loved—safe meant living alone, she’d pay that price.

      She secured the connection, then dialed her sister Emberly’s number. The call disconnected. She tried again with the same result. She pushed back from the table with enough force to make the bus rock slightly before heading outside.

      The stairs affixed to the back creaked as she climbed up to the deck the previous owner, Jack Kingston, had built on top. He’d probably envisioned romantic evenings under the stars with his fiancée, Harper, but for Nimue, the small deck made the perfect platform for her satellites and solar panels. The sides rose just high enough to hide her equipment from casual observers.

      She stepped onto the wood decking, then walked over to Big Bertha. This dish had been her biggest investment—as large and powerful as the bus could handle without looking like a NASA facility. A small branch of leaves had fallen across the receiver. She tossed it over the side, then checked the alignment. No damage, thank goodness.

      The North Rim of the Grand Canyon had more trees than the South Rim, which wasn’t ideal for her signal, but the lack of hordes of tourists was a must. Besides, the canyon stretching south provided a wide enough sky to make up for the interference.

      From her elevated perch, the world spread out like a masterpiece painted in stone and sky. Towering ponderosa pines and aspens crowded around her position, their branches creating a natural canopy that filtered the afternoon light. Beyond the tree line, the canyon yawned open—a vast chasm carved into layers of red sandstone, pink limestone, and cream-colored rock that told the story of the ages in geological shorthand.

      The North Rim sat over a thousand feet higher than its famous southern counterpart, and the difference showed in everything from the cooler air to the thick forest that surrounded her. No crowds of tourists with their clicking cameras and chattering voices. No parade of tour buses belching diesel fumes. Just the whisper of wind through pine needles and the distant cry of a red-tailed hawk circling the thermals.

      She was tucked with her back to the forest like a security blanket, but to her south, the canyon floor disappeared into purple shadows, the Colorado River nothing more than a silver thread winding through the depths. The far rim shimmered in the heat haze, a ribbon of gold and rust that seemed to float above the void.

      This was why she’d chosen this spot. Isolation wrapped in beauty, the cover of the trees combined with a wide sky for her satellites. The nearest neighbor was the North Rim village made up of a campground, lodge, visitor center, general store, and a couple dozen buildings for staff. But even that was miles away over winding forest roads. Out here, she could disappear into the landscape like smoke.

      She tried the call again. This time Emberly answered on the second ring.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Of course that was Emberly’s first response. She’d lived the past ten years as an elite Black Swan, running ops and looking over her shoulder. Nimue had always been equal parts proud of and terrified for her sister. But after living just eight months on the run, she’d decided she should have been way more worried about Em.

      Loneliness. Fear. Paranoia, even. No wonder Emberly was always moving, always changing her appearance. No wonder she wanted to hang on tight to the rare and surprising relationship she had with a former Navy SEAL. Frankly, the two were made for each other.

      After Nimue’s house burned down, there really was no place for her. But even if it hadn’t, she wasn’t safe there. She wasn’t safe anywhere. More than that, anywhere she went painted a target on anyone around her. The Bratva wanted her dead—that much had been clear from the moment she’d stared down the barrel of Teresa’s gun. They wouldn’t hesitate to take out anyone who stood in their way. They’d been lucky that no one had died during the Russian Bratva’s attack at King’s Inn. They might not be so lucky next time.

      Leaving felt like the only way to ensure that her sister and her new life stayed safe.

      But no, Nimue wasn’t a Swan. Never wanted to be. She preferred home and family.

      At least in her wildest dreams.

      “I’m…fine.” The lie tasted bitter.

      “You don’t sound fine.” Emberly’s voice shifted from ops leader to protective older sister. “What happened?”

      “Nothing. Everything.” She cleared her throat, hating how weak she sounded. “How did you do it? Live alone. Always looking over your shoulder. Never feeling completely safe.”

      A shiver ran down her spine, and she wrapped her free arm around her waist.

      “This won’t be forever.” Emberly’s voice softened. Always the big sister. Always trying to protect. “We just need to figure out what they want from you. Sure, you got into their servers and tracked them. But it has to be something in those files you downloaded. Have you cracked any of them?”

      Nimue made her way back down the steps to her kitchenette, phone pressed to her ear. She poured herself a fresh cup of coffee, the rich aroma doing nothing to calm her nerves. “Some. I’m still working on it. But I’ve been going over the data I acquired. Most of it is benign. Old shipping documents, some bank transactions. I turned it all over to the Caleb Group for their hacker to decipher, but Coco doesn’t have anything either. Maybe it’s just revenge.” She sighed. “Maybe I’m just overreacting. I could come back⁠—”

      “No!”

      Oh, hello. Nimue took a breath. “Okay, Em. What aren’t you telling me?” Nimue set the mug down harder than necessary, coffee sloshing over the rim.

      A beat, and her sister’s voice cut low. “I’m pretty sure I saw someone watching us yesterday.”

      Nimue reached for a paper towel but froze. “What?”

      “I don’t know. It was quick. They were parked in an SUV down the street—not at all conspicuous in a community like Melbourne Beach. Stein was on the roof, and he spotted it first. I was inside, painting a wall, and by the time I got out on the porch, the SUV was pulling away.”

      “Could’ve been a lost tourist.”

      “Or it could’ve been the Russian Bratva, waiting for you to show up.”

      “You have to get out of there.” Nimue’s hand shook as she wiped up the mess.

      “Trust me, Stein doesn’t let me out of his sight. He even insists on running with me, though I know it’s killing his knees.” Emberly’s voice carried a note of fondness that made Nimue’s chest ache. “But after yesterday, we talked and decided that we’d rather have them watch us than you. However, Stein set up a security perimeter and scanned the house for bugs.”

      “You moved in yet?”

      “No. I’m still living in the camper beside your house. Stein is at Win’s place down the road.”

      “Wait—Winchester Marshall’s estate? The actor?”

      “Yeah. He’s really suffering.” She laughed. “But we use Win’s pool, and it’s got a beautiful view of the ocean on the beach side.”

      “You know, you could use your portion of the inheritance Mom left us and get your own beach house.”

      Emberly laughed. “Yeah, unfortunately, two mil, even though it’s a nice nest egg, won’t get me anything bigger than a cabin on the beach. No, I like your place for now—two blocks off the beach, cute, three bedroom—it’ll be beautiful when we get it done.”

      “It’s not my place anymore.” Oh, she hadn’t meant to sound bitter.

      “It will be again, Nim. We’ll get it sorted.”

      She sighed, but the memory of the fire burned through her. No, the Russian mob had taken her peace, her security from her. “We’ll see.”

      A sudden whirring roar shattered the quiet outside—the unmistakable thump of helicopter blades slicing through air.

      Moving on target.

      “Helicopter.” Nimue froze. “I’ve got to go.”

      “What—” Emberly was shouting even as Nimue’s phone clattered to the countertop. Nimue lunged toward her tech hub. “No, no, no.”

      The sound thundered closer, vibrating through the bus’s frame. No. She’d been so careful, rerouting signals, masking her location.

      She flipped through her camera feeds, pulse hammering in her ears. Pine branches swayed in the wind from the rotors, but she couldn’t see the chopper. The third feed caught it—a figure sliding down the drop line, black against the sky.

      Her breath hitched. The bus could move, but not fast enough. She’d have to ditch it, grab her go bag, disappear into the canyon⁠—

      She clicked to the fourth camera and let out a sigh. A red cross blazed across the helicopter’s side.

      Medical team. Not Bratva.

      She closed her eyes as adrenaline flushed from her system, leaving her limbs heavy and warm. The walnut frame of the bench creaked as she sank onto it, cushions shifting under her weight. She exhaled a shaky laugh.

      Emberly’s voice still yelled from the phone, tinny and distant.

      She picked it up, wincing at her sister’s harsh tone. “It’s fine. Just a medevac. But we should end this. Secure line or not…”

      She didn’t need to finish. The Bratva had hackers working for them—maybe not as good as her, but close enough.

      “I still say the Bratva wouldn’t put this many resources on you unless you have something they want. Or want back.”

      “I’ll go through the files again. But I really don’t know what they’re after.”

      “Stay safe, sis. And if you need us⁠—”

      “Love you.” Nimue ended the call and leaned forward, pulling up the feeds again. Her cameras weren’t just for security—they were her eyes, her connection to a world she couldn’t risk joining.

      She cycled through angles until one locked onto the scene—a jagged cliff edge with a cluster of figures in ranger tan at the top. The way the lip of the canyon snaked back and forth in this area, her east-facing cameras had a clear shot across a fifty-foot gap in the canyon.

      Someone was injured. She rewound the footage, watching the fall unfold in reverse.

      Her stomach dropped at the image of the small girl tumbling over the cliff. The helplessness clawed at her chest—biting, familiar. The same powerlessness she’d felt too often as a child, watching bad things happen to people she couldn’t protect.

      She zoomed in as far as her lenses allowed, the grainy image sharpening just enough to catch the rescue unfolding.

      A ranger in climbing gear rappelled down the cliff face, broad shoulders straining against his harness. Dark hair whipped in the wind, just long enough to look untamed. She couldn’t make out his eyes from this distance, but his intensity cut through the screen—focused, unyielding.

      Nimue held her breath as he reached the girl. His movements were controlled, deliberate. He immobilized her leg, then her neck, before he secured her to his line. She clung to his shoulders as he pulled them both up.

      At the top, another ranger—long blond hair tied back, full beard—grabbed his arm, hauling them both over the edge. A woman in a medic’s vest knelt beside the girl, checking the splint.

      Two boys crowded around—brothers, most likely. The girl was safe.

      And that’s when the dark-haired ranger turned, his gaze locking onto her camera. Impossible—he couldn’t know it was there, hidden in the branches. But the way he stared, head tilted, sent electricity down her spine.

      He lifted his radio, lips moving in words she couldn’t hear. Reporting her position?

      Her pulse kicked up again—a different kind of alarm. Not Bratva, but someone had noticed her. Someone with authority. Someone who might ask questions she couldn’t answer.

      She pulled her keyboard closer. The bus’s interior—warm mint-green walls, the scent of new cupboards—suddenly felt like a cage. She’d been so careful, blending into the landscape, but that piercing look told her she wasn’t invisible.

      Her fingers hesitated over the keys. She could hack the park’s database, but that radio was analog. She pulled up her supply list, mental gears shifting. A scanner. She needed a police scanner. If the rangers were onto her, she’d hear it first.

      She glanced around the bus—her home, her shield. Every inch engineered for survival. The cameras alone had taken her over a week to mount and position in the trees.

      But survival wasn’t enough anymore. If Emberly was right, the Bratva wouldn’t stop until they found her. Having a digital report filed by a ranger was the last thing she needed.

      Nimue powered down her monitors, screens fading to black. She grabbed a jacket—brown, nondescript, forgettable—and stepped outside the bus’s front door, gathering the few items she had out there. She eyed the cameras mounted in the trees. No time to collect them.

      Maybe if she moved for a week, they’d lose interest. She could return later.

      She climbed into the driver’s seat, engine rumbling to life beneath her. As the bus rolled forward, dust kicking up behind her, the Bratva’s message replayed in her head.

      New lead on target.

      They hadn’t found her this time. But she had to stay one step ahead if she hoped to survive.
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      Maybe he shouldn’t have tacked on that extra mile at this altitude, but Liam had energy to torch after waking to a couple dozen notifications branding him a hero after yesterday’s rescue. If they only knew. The weight of that word—hero—sat like a stone in his chest. He wasn’t a hero. Heroes didn’t let friends plummet to their deaths in the Swiss Alps.

      And now, of course, Christiana’s face blazed through his mind again—the image he couldn’t seem to escape no matter how much he punished his body.

      Liam let the fire scorching his lungs and muscles drive him harder. Each breath at this elevation sliced like glass shards, but he craved the pain. It muffled the chaos, drowned the noise in his head. Between the gravel grinding under his running shoes and the wind whipping pine and sagebrush against his face, Liam almost believed he could outrun it all—the guilt, the shame, the hollow ache that thrummed in his soul.

      His watch buzzed at the five-mile mark. He dropped to a walk, chest heaving, sweat streaming down his temples. Heart rate: 165 bpm. Dangerous, but he didn’t care. He paused at the canyon’s edge, letting his lungs recover. The North Rim stretched out before him, a vast expanse of rugged beauty, the sky pale blue and streaked with gold from the climbing sun, casting shadows across the rocky ledges. A place that was supposed to offer a fresh start.

      His watch buzzed again. Thirty minutes until breakfast. Just enough time to scrub off the sweat.

      He jogged toward the Ranger Roost—the park service’s attempt at giving staff housing a friendly name. The cluster of rustic cabins nestled among towering ponderosa pines, their stone foundations and weathered wood siding designed to blend with the forest.

      Liam’s cabin sat third from the end. He shouldered open the heavy wooden door, the scent of pine and aged timber greeting him. The park service had built these quarters for function, not comfort—two small bedrooms, a shared bathroom down the hall, and a common area barely large enough for a couch and kitchenette. But after months of European hostels and temporary lodging, even this felt like luxury.

      He pushed open the door to his shared room with Teague, another backcountry ranger.

      Teague seemed solid, if reckless—a trait Liam recognized all too well. That kind of recklessness had once defined him, back when he’d launched first into any adventure with no thought of consequences. Now, that version of himself felt like a ghost.

      Haunting him.

      The room reeked of cedar and gear musk—boots, ropes, and dirty laundry colonizing Teague’s side of the space. A narrow window leaked in light, but not enough to banish the shadows. Liam stepped over and ripped open the curtains. Morning sun flooded the room, illuminating dust motes dancing in the air.

      “You really have to do that?” A groan erupted from Teague’s bed, his voice muffled by the pillow smothering his face.

      “Seven thirty. Breakfast in thirty.” Liam collapsed onto his bed’s edge, the mattress creaking under his weight, and kicked off his shoes.

      Teague sat up, groaning, then swung his legs over the edge and ran a hand over his auburn curls, without much luck. His hair spiked in every direction—chaos that matched his personality. “I may be late to breakfast, but I had three more hours at the bonfire than you did because you needed to turn in. What are you, eighty?”

      Not eighty, but if he’d had to listen to one more person gushing about the rescue, Liam would have lost his mind. “I needed sleep for my run. Training for the Rim to Rim.”

      “Thought that was in October.” Teague rubbed sleep from his eyes.

      “The big one is. There’s a smaller one a few of the staff and campers are running in a few weeks.” The Rim to Rim run was supposed to prove that he still had a bit of that old adventurous Liam left in him, but even that felt hollow now.

      Teague perked up, a grin spreading across his face. “A group of us decided to go bungee jumping this weekend. You in? Making the reservation today.”

      “You can bungee jump into the Grand Canyon?”

      “Nah. But there’s a canyon two hours away with a bridge and quite the reputation for epic jumps.”

      Why was he hesitating? The old Liam wouldn’t just have agreed—he’d have led the charge, whooping as he launched off the bridge, adrenaline flooding his veins. What was wrong with him? Maybe this was exactly what he needed to come back to life, to feel like his old self again—even if just for a moment.

      “Sure. Why not.” Liam grabbed his clothes and headed for the shower—a closet-sized bathroom down the hall barely big enough for one person. The water ran lukewarm at best, but it washed away the sweat and grime. When he emerged fifteen minutes later, Teague was gone, likely already at breakfast. Liam finger-combed his wet hair, strands sticking to his forehead, and grabbed his day pack just as his phone rang.

      Logan.

      He didn’t have much time, but he hadn’t talked to his twin in too long.

      “Looogan.” Liam forced lightness into his voice—a shield to hide behind. With luck, his brother wouldn’t see through it.

      “You are still breathing.” In the background, squeaks—maybe a swing set—and kids laughing. Logan was probably at the park with his soon-to-be kids, the ones he’d decided to adopt less than six months ago. The idea that Logan was engaged with three children still blew Liam’s mind. His twin had vaulted into middle age overnight, while Liam was still here, floundering. “How’s the new job?”

      “Outstanding.”

      A pause stretched between them.

      Oh. “You heard about the rescue, didn’t you?”

      “Three different people sent me the link. Way to make headlines in your first few months. And here I thought you’d just be handing out maps at the welcome center.”

      “I’m a backcountry ranger. I don’t work the welcome center.” Liam stepped out of the staff housing, the heavy door thunking shut behind him. The morning air bit his skin as he adjusted the phone against his ear and started walking across the small village that served as the heart of the North Rim’s ranger operations.

      The crisp air carried pine scent and woodsmoke from the Grand Canyon Lodge’s massive stone chimney. The village clustered around the iconic lodge—a masterpiece of rustic architecture that had welcomed visitors since 1928. Its golden limestone walls and soaring timber-frame roof commanded the landscape, while smaller buildings scattered around it like satellites—the general store, maintenance sheds, and employee quarters all built in the same stone-and-timber style that made the North Rim village feel like a frontier outpost carved from the wilderness itself.

      Gravel crunched under his boots as he passed a group of early-rising trail hikers loading their packs near the lodge’s entrance. He scanned their supplies. At least they were taking a decent amount of water.

      “How’s your roommate?” Logan’s voice pulled Liam’s attention back.

      “He stays up late, sleeps late, and only thinks about his next thrill.”

      “So you’re rooming with yourself. Awesome.”

      Logan’s words punched him in the gut. Because that’s how everyone still saw him—the one who’d leap without looking, who’d chase adrenaline regardless of consequences.

      Liam’s throat tightened. “Not anymore. It’s time to grow up.”

      Logan let out a soft chuckle. “Bro. I’m all for growing up. But just so you know, we all liked that Liam too.”

      “That Liam got other people hurt.” The words slipped out, sharp and raw, before Liam could stop them.

      “Seriously? Are you talking about my broken leg in sixth grade? Let it go. You had longer legs and made the jump. I didn’t have to follow you.”

      That hadn’t been what he was thinking about, but Liam latched onto it because there was no way he’d discuss Switzerland. “Mom was pretty steamed at me.” He forced a laugh with the words as his mom’s words drifted back. Reckless people get other people killed. This time it was just a broken leg, but it could have been worse.

      “She was steamed at both of us, more because we had to cut the vacation short. You know how Mom is about her plans.”

      He knew. Their mother’s meticulous planning was legendary—a trait Liam had never inherited. “How is everyone?”

      “Devin’s settling into her new job at the church. The kids’ summer break just started. And Mom and Dad are basking in their ten grandchildren. When are you coming home again?”

      “I don’t get more than a couple days off until the summer rush ends.” He reached the lodge’s wide front steps, the massive wooden planks groaning under his weight as he climbed toward the entrance. The building’s grand timber-frame architecture soared above him, with its peaked roof and exposed beams.

      “But you will be at my wedding this fall.”

      “When is it again?”

      “For the love—the weekend of September 20. I’ll text you. Again.”

      Liam laughed. “Hey. I’ll be there. I have best-man duties.” He hoped that by then, three and a half months away, he would have fixed whatever had shattered inside him. “But chances of seeing you before then are slim.”

      “Actually, I have an author event at the end of the month in Las Vegas. Luke is going with me. How far are you from there?”

      “Five, six hours.”

      “That’s farther than I thought. But maybe you could drive over for a day to hang with us.”

      “That might work. Make a weekend of it.” Liam forced enthusiasm into his tone, though his chest tightened at the thought. He did want to see his brothers, but all it would take was one look for Logan to know Liam was broken. Empty.

      People here didn’t know the Liam from before, so they didn’t recognize he was a shell of himself. But his twin would.

      Liam reached the lodge’s entrance. Through the windows, warm light spilled out, promising coffee and conversation with colleagues who saw him as the hero from the morning’s headlines.

      He’d chosen a job over a thousand miles away to keep his family at arm’s length. Because as much as they loved him, they’d want to fix him, and Liam wasn’t sure he was fixable. He couldn’t forgive himself, and he wasn’t sure he could let go of the fact that God had let it happen either.

      So, there was that. Maybe five and a half months wasn’t long enough. Not even close.

      “I have to go, but yeah, resend me the dates.” Liam pulled open one of the lodge’s heavy wooden doors. He ended the call, slipping the phone into his pocket as he stepped into the dining hall, the buzz of voices and clatter of plates filling the space.

      He flashed his ID at the check-in desk, then made his way to the buffet, the smell of eggs and bacon filling the air. Liam grabbed a breakfast burrito and orange juice, then claimed a spot at a table with other staff members. Teague was there, already halfway through a stack of pancakes, his plate drowning in syrup. The group was a mix of familiar faces—rangers, maintenance crew, a few interpretive guides—all bonded by the shared experience of living and working in one of the most remote parts of the park.

      “Morning, hero.” His director, Noah Wilde, tossed a newspaper onto the table in front of Liam. The headline blazed in bold black letters: “Local Ranger Rescues Girl from Cliff in Grand Canyon.” Above the article was a huge photograph of him in climbing gear with Kristen wrapped around his neck like a cape as they cleared the edge. Who knew where they’d gotten the photo.

      And of course, in the caption, Kristen had called him Superman.

      Noah laughed, his voice full of teasing. “You’re going to have all the female population faking injuries if they think they have a chance to be rescued by you.”

      Liam cringed. “I doubt anyone young enough to try that even knows what a newspaper is.”

      “Don’t worry.” Noah dropped a hand on his arm. “It’s online. There’s probably memes and reels circulating.”

      He wasn’t a stranger to female attention and usually rolled with it. But the last time he’d asked a girl out, he’d crashed and burned. That hadn’t bugged him as much as what she’d said. I can tell you’re searching for something right now, but I’m not it. Deep down I think you know that. He’d dismissed it at the time, but the words seemed to cling to his mind on repeat. Maybe because as a longtime friend, she knew Liam better than most.

      Eden motioned to Noah. Her long blonde ponytail swayed as she spoke. “Someone reported a bus parked near the rim yesterday. They said it was uncomfortably close to the edge. I told them I’d pass the word to the backcountry rangers, but all they could tell me was that it was west of the park.”

      A soft chuckle rippled through the group at the table. Most visitors had no grasp of the Grand Canyon rim’s scale—how its jagged, winding expanse stretched for miles, far beyond what anyone could imagine from a simple map. “West of the park” was about as helpful as pointing at the sky and saying “up.”

      Liam’s thoughts drifted to the bus he’d glimpsed during the rescue yesterday, the memory snapping into focus. It had almost looked like a city bus painted in faded mint green and browns.

      “I think I know where it might be.” Liam downed the rest of his burrito, then looked at Noah. “You good with me checking it out?”

      “Sure. Just keep your radio on.”

      He nodded and pushed away from the table as another memory tugged at his mind—a faint glint in a nearby tree, like the reflection of a camera lens. Like wilderness surveillance equipment. But to his knowledge, the park service wasn’t monitoring that area. So why would a family in a beat-up old bus have high-end surveillance equipment? The idea seemed absurd, but it gnawed at him.

      He might not know how to fix himself, but he could do his job. He could ensure that that family wasn’t being careless, that they were safe from the canyon’s unforgiving edge.

      He could attempt to be the hero everyone called him.

      For now, that would have to be enough.
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      Get in, get out. Today wasn’t a high-target mission—all she had to do was collect her mail. Nimue’s fingers traced the edge of the laptop as she stared out the window of her relocated camper bus, now tucked five miles north of her last position in a grove of gnarled pinyon pines. The move had been quick, efficient—the bus’s dusty frame blending into the trees like it belonged there.

      Maybe it was time to bolt entirely, find a new corner of the world to disappear into. But this spot had everything—privacy, resources, a rare stretch of Bureau of Land Management property where she could camp without permits or questions. No, she’d wait. Give it a few days, let the ranger’s memory blur, then shift back to where she’d left her cameras.

      She stood and stepped outside. Her breath fogged in the cool morning air as the sharp, clean scent of pine resin filled her lungs. She glanced around to confirm that the area was clear before securing the door with a satisfying click. Somewhere in the distance, a woodpecker hammered against dead bark in rapid-fire bursts, while the whisper of wind through branches created a soft symphony that would have been peaceful if she weren’t running for her life.

      She slipped on her helmet and unchained her electric bike from where it hung on the bus’s rear rack. The metal was cold against her fingers, dew beading on the frame. With one final glance at her surroundings—checking for movement in the forest, listening for the distant rumble of vehicles—she climbed on and headed toward the main village. The wheels hummed softly against the packed-dirt path.

      She’d made use of the fill and dump stations at the nearby campground yesterday. If she didn’t need the wide-open sky near the rim to give her satellite dishes a clear shot at the signals, she’d just stay hidden here permanently.

      For now, though, she needed supplies. Restock, refill, grab a few things off her list. The catch? She had to avoid the cameras. Which was why she’d spent her first week at the canyon hacking every camera feed she could find a signal for and mapping their range. Most had been set up to keep an eye on wildlife, which made them easy to hack.

      She wasn’t worried about the rangers—they were too busy chasing lost tourists to dig into her story—but she knew better than anyone how easy it was to hack a security feed. One slip, one clear shot of her face, and the Bratva’s tech dogs could find her.

      The forest thinned as she approached civilization, pine needles giving way to gravel, then paved pathways. About five minutes later she turned into the North Rim’s village and parked her bike at the trailhead. It was still a five-minute walk from here, but with cameras doing a regular scan of the parking lots and village, this was as close as she was willing to park. She locked up her bike, then exchanged her helmet for a baseball cap, tugging it low against the morning sun. The brim cast her face in shadow—exactly what she needed.

      She slung an empty backpack over her shoulder, adjusted her oversized sunglasses, and set out for the welcome center. Her Vans made soft sounds on the asphalt. The whole image was designed to be forgettable.

      The collection of buildings spread before her like a small frontier town—welcome center with its log-cabin facade, the grand lodge with its chimneys already sending wisps of smoke into the clear air, a convenience store with hand-painted signs advertising everything from postcards to hiking boots. A few outbuildings designated for staff sat back among the trees, their brown siding designed to blend with the forest.

      She’d scouted it all weeks ago, mapping every security camera’s angle in her mind. The welcome center had two—one above the entrance with its wide-angle lens, one sweeping the parking lot in lazy arcs. The store’s single lens hung over the counter and pointed out the front door, easy to dodge if she kept her back to it.

      She moved down the sidewalk with purpose, although her steps seemed casual, the picture of a slightly naive hiker soaking in the scenery. Her cap tilted just so, her shoulders slouched beneath the backpack—she was invisible, forgettable. Just another tourist starting her day.

      The Amazon drop box stood near the lodge entrance like a small metal filing cabinet. A three-by-three grid of lockers, each programmed with a private code. She stopped at box number four and punched in the code she’d received in her email. The door popped open with a soft click that sounded too loud in the quiet morning.

      She opened the padded envelope and checked the contents. A police scanner, compact and unassuming, and a pack of garish hippie stickers—peace signs, tie-dye swirls. She smirked. If anyone came sniffing around her bus, they’d see a free spirit trying to find herself, not a white hat hacker hiding from the Russian mob. She tucked it all into her backpack and zipped it shut.

      A faint sniffle cut through the quiet. She turned. A little girl stood a few feet away. She was no more than three, her dark curls tangled and her middle two fingers shoved in her mouth. Tears had carved clean tracks down her cheeks, her tiny frame trembling as she hiccupped.

      Nimue scanned the area—empty. No frantic parents, no wandering tourists, just the child and the distant caw of a raven.

      Helping meant risk, meant exposure. But ignoring the girl wasn’t an option. She’d been a child like this once—alone, scared, while her mother disappeared for days at a time. If it weren’t for Emberly, she would have had no one.

      Nimue adjusted her cap, keeping her face shadowed, and stepped closer, crouching to the child’s level. “Hey, sweetie.” Nimue kept her voice soft, the tone once used on her when she’d been a scared foster kid. “You lost?”

      The girl’s fingers slipped from her mouth as she sniffed again, her lip quivering. “I want Mama.”

      Nimue scanned the area. A few tourists were climbing out of vehicles in the distance, car doors slamming, voices carrying on the morning air, but no one seemed to be missing a child. She forced a smile, keeping it gentle. “We’ll find her, okay? What’s your name?”

      “Lily,” the girl whispered, her big brown eyes locking onto Nimue’s with the complete trust only small children possessed.

      “Pretty name. I’m—” She caught herself before giving her real name. “I’m a friend. Let’s find Mama.”

      The little girl stepped forward and wrapped her tiny arms around Nimue’s neck, the gesture so trusting it made her chest ache.

      Okay. Nimue straightened, lifting the child, her mind racing. The cameras were still a threat. She’d have to move fast, stay low-profile.

      A broad figure appeared at the edge of her vision—khaki pants, tan shirt, the confident stride of someone in charge. Not the stiff uniform of the welcome-center rangers, but close enough.

      “Excuse me.” Nimue raised her voice slightly as she stepped toward the ranger.

      He turned, and she caught the faintest hitch in his expression—surprise, maybe, or curiosity.

      Then recognition slammed into her like a physical blow.
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