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        AUTHOR’S NOTE

      

      

      
        
        Silver Brothers Securities

        Recommended Reading Order

      

      

      I wrote this series so you can jump in almost anywhere, but if you want the biggest emotional punch, here’s how I recommend reading them (yes, Book 6 after Book 1):

      Book 1: 	Silver Santa — Start here (this one sets up everything and must be read before Silver Fox).

      Book 6:	Silver Fox — Best right after Silver Santa.

      Book 2:	Silver’s Rebel — Can be read as a standalone, full of sparks.

      Book 3:	Silver’s Pawn — Must be read before Silver’s Secret.

      Book 4:	Silver’s Secret — Direct continuation of Silver’s Pawn.

      Book 5:	Silver’s Trouble — A forbidden age-gap standalone romance (Heroine is secondary character from Silver’s Rebel).

      Book 7:	Silver Hunter — The finale. You can read it as a standalone, but it’s so much better if you’ve taken the whole journey.

      

      However you choose to dive in, thank you for spending time with the Silver family [image: two hearts].

      

      Happy reading,
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        They call her a Cougar.

        He calls her his Queen.

      

      

      
        
        Grace Wagner

        On his eighteenth birthday, Hunter Silver came to fix my motorcycle. He didn’t leave until morning.

        Three years later, he’s still my pool boy—and so much more. But I’m not ready to parade him in front of my friends. He’s not ready to settle down. And neither of us is ready for a life together.

        One thing I am ready for? To have his baby.

        All I have to do is convince him…

      

        

      
        Hunter Silver

        Grace was older, experienced, forbidden—and mine from the first night.

        The moment I heard she was in danger, I came back. No hesitation. No discussion. I whisked her away to my jungle hideout where no one could touch her.

        Now she’s under my protection again, close enough to taste, impossible to forget.

        And this time, I’m ready to fight for her.

        For our future.

        And for the baby she thinks I’ll never want.

      

      

      

      
        
        Silver Hunter is the seventh and final novel in the Silver Brothers Securities Family Saga. This book can be read as a standalone novel. Intended for mature audiences.
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        Be the first to know! Click here to be informed about new releases and future discounts.
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      Life was good; and tonight, my hard work building a beauty empire would be rewarded and all of my dreams would come true. Well, almost all of them, because babies didn’t arrive like the award I would receive this evening, and my clock was ticking.

      I pinned the last bobby pin into my hair and lowered my arms. Curled strands glittered in gold, forming a flowing fire. The hair creation matched the sparkling dress hugging my body. My mother had called in a favor to a designer from Paris, and a month later, the custom-made gold-chained gown fit me like a glove.

      A loud splash drew my attention to the outside. I paced to the balcony where the setting sun bathed the backyard in orange. Below, Hunter was walking up the pool steps, carrying what looked like another toad in his hands. He crossed the lawn to the lily pond and crouched. A giant toad hopped off his hand and into the water. That made the third toad he’d saved this week.

      He rinsed his hands in the pond water, shook them off, and stood, pulling his fingers through his hair. The column of his back muscles twisted. He turned around. The permanent tan from the time he’d spent landscaping the backyard glowed in the evening light. His beautiful chest, dusted with hair, was young and firm, with room to grow.

      I watched him cross the lawn back to the house. He stopped and looked up to the balcony where I stood. His piercing blue eyes were drowning with sadness. His head fell forward, and my heart sank.

      I’d known Hunter Silver since his diaper days. He was my uncle’s nephew on my mother’s side, and our families spent every holiday, birthday, and celebration together. And boy, had he grown up fast. For his eighteenth birthday, I bought Hunter a bike and asked for a few lessons on my broken Harley, which he was eager to fix that evening. Let’s just say, he fixed more than my bike. He’d begun as my boy toy, and three years later, he was saving frogs from my pool.

      As soon as he stepped inside, I hitched my dress to my thighs and hurried to meet him downstairs. Hunter wouldn’t reject a quickie before I left, and I was ovulating.

      “Hey, baby. Another toad in my pool?”

      His beautiful blue eyes met mine. Jesus, he would make a gorgeous baby. He stood, dripping wet, his gaze unapologetically slithering down my body. I swallowed with an audible click, drawing my tongue over my dry lips. His shorts clung to his muscled thighs and his healthy dick, lifting my arousal and setting my blood on fire.

      “Holy fuck, Grace. You look stunning. Like a queen. My Queen.”

      I twirled in the spot, and his gloom vanished. The half-smile and two dimples were a good start.

      “You like it?” I asked, wiggling my ass.

      “What are you supposed to be? An Oscar on fire?”

      He stepped closer, his eyes swimming with lust, and a little bit of disappointment.

      “Exactly.” I cleared my throat.

      “But you’re not getting an Oscar.”

      “This award is the highest honor I’ll ever get, so it’s like an Oscar to me.”

      “You look beautiful. The dress is the perfect choice. Wish I could be there to see you accept the award.” He kissed the tip of my nose.

      The punch in my gut briefly knocked me off task. I stepped closer and dragged my manicured nails down his drying chest. “What can I do to make you feel better?”

      “I’ll ruin your makeup if I have my way with you”

      The rumble from his chest vibrated along my skin. I pushed my thigh through the slit in my dress and lifted the other side, exposing my panties. I was willing to beg him to ruin me, but if I did, he would, and I’d be late. But there were other ways.

      “If you stay below the belt, you won’t ruin my hair or makeup.”

      His mouth twisted into a sly grin, and my heart kicked up a beat. He leaned into my ear and dragged his lips over the cartilage, whispering, “What if I want to ruin you, Grace?”

      Yes.

      His fingers skimmed up my arm, and his needy breath drew shivers down my spine.

      “Touch me. There.” My lips trembled over his.

      He slid his hand through the slit in my dress and up my thigh. I gripped the dinette table as he dipped his palm down the front of my panties. My eyes rolled back in my head and my legs instinctively opened. His long, skilled fingers dragged through my wet flesh, and stopped.

      “Aren’t you ovulating, Grace?” he asked, withdrawing his hand.

      Shit.

      “I’m thirty-two, Hunter. It’s the perfect time to have a baby.”

      “I’m not ready for offspring.”

      “But my business is booming, and we’re happy and together⁠—”

      “If we’re happy, my love, why aren’t I escorting you tonight?”

      “Hunter, we’ve already talked about this.”

      His shoulders dropped, and he strode to the kitchen where he poured himself a vodka on ice. He lifted the glass and pointed my way. “No, Gracie. You talked about it, and because your reputation is more important than me, you chose not to take me.” He took a sip. “What are you afraid of?”

      I was worried about Hunter. Last Christmas, he took a tumble down the stairs at the salon and pissed himself when he reached the bottom. Alcohol and Hunter didn’t mix well.

      “I never thought you’d be one to care what people think about you because you have it all. But you hide me like a dog in a shed. Is it really me you want tonight, Grace, or my sperm?”

      I swung my hand, aiming for a slap, but he gripped my wrist before my palm connected with his cheek.

      “Fuck you, Hunter. This is exactly why I can’t take you to serious events.” I yanked my wrist free.

      “The least you can do is be honest. Why won’t you take me? What am I to you? I fix your car and your bike. I bring groceries and cook. I take you out on dates like all boyfriends do, while most of my friends stay out and party from Monday to Sunday. I go to school, I work, and I’m in what I hope is a committed relationship. Yet you’re embarrassed by me.”

      He took another swig.

      “Hunter, you’re wonderful⁠—”

      “But?”

      “But you go to school, and you’re twenty-one.”

      “Yet I’m old enough to make a baby. What’s going to happen after you’re pregnant, Grace? If you can’t introduce me to your friends as your boyfriend, how would you introduce me as the father of your child? Would you even want me in your life?”

      My child. I sighed internally.

      “They would talk about you, wouldn’t they? Fucking Cougar Court.” He motioned south to the front of my house. My neighborhood girlfriends, all single businesswomen over thirty, liked to talk.

      “We should change your address to Gossip Court.” 

      My neighbors hadn’t welcomed Hunter with open arms, but let’s be honest. I did live on Cougar Court, and we all lived up to the street’s name. When Hunter first moved in, Lexie came out for a jog around the court every time Hunter washed my car in the middle of a heat wave. Carly loved Hunter’s help with the lawn mowing, and he’d drained Susanne’s pool for the third year in a row after the company botched up the liner. But after he helped them, he was mine and all mine. Day and night, he fucked me like an animal, and I screamed past the open windows. But as amazing as he was, taking Hunter to a party would be like adding fuel to a fire, and when flames flared, so did Hunter. The bounty hunter-in-training at Silver Securities lived up to his adventurous name.

      “Hunter—”

      “Grace, all I’m saying is that I’d love to be seen as more. I’m not one of your aunt’s manservants.”

      I brushed my hand over his cheek and curled his dark hair around my finger. This evening wasn’t starting out the way I’d imagined, but I’d be damned if it didn’t end with him between my thighs and deep in my vagina.

      “Please don’t insult me, Hunter. You know how I feel about you and how much I want you.”

      “Do I? Your friends don’t know I exist, and your neighbors think I’m your boy toy.”

      I drew back my hand, and his curl sprang off my finger. “My family knows about you, and that should be enough.”

      “Yet it isn’t enough to earn a permanent spot in your life.”

      The grandfather clock struck six times, and I let go of my dress. If he wasn’t hard in thirty seconds, we’d run out of time. I curved my hand over his dick, but he stepped aside.

      “Fine. You wanna be this way, then be this way. I gotta go, but I’ll see you later tonight.”

      I lifted to my toes in front of him and planted a long kiss on his plump lips. When I returned, I’d straddle him if I had to, and I wouldn’t let him go until he came hard. His tongue sneaked between my lips, igniting my need, but he pulled away too quickly, bracing his forehead against mine. “Have a great time, Grace.”

      His soft voice fed my guilt.

      “I won’t be late—I promise.”

      “It’s your night. Take your time. Just don’t let some phantom man steal you away.”

      “Phantom?”

      “The party’s Halloween-themed.” He kissed me again and whispered against my lips. “Remember, you’re the queen of this party. Better get going if you want to make it.”

      His words buzzed against my mouth, as shame burned a trail through my heart. But I’d come back in a few hours, and everything would be normal. The hallway camera showed a limo pulling up to the front gate.

      “A queen is never late.” I kissed him back.

      By the time Hunter had laced the gold high heels around my calf, the limousine was parked at the front and the clock was striking the half-hour mark. He helped me inside the limo and waved as I drove away.

      A pang of regret sank my heart into my chest. Hunter was the kindest and smartest boyfriend; but most of my friends were pregnant or on their way to being pregnant, while Hunter made bets about how far he could ejaculate. It was far. I’d seen it. Except the sperm didn’t go where it was supposed to go: inside my drying womb. 

      Twenty minutes later, my limo parked at the curb in front of the venue gardens. White and gold fabric was draped over the erected Greek columns at the front, and floodlights illuminated the entrance overgrown with vines. A valet opened the back door. Camera lights flashed, and security closed ranks. I stepped out onto the rolled red carpet, and someone bumped me in the shoulder. A security guard squeezed between us, guiding me to the door. Thank God Hunter had hired his company’s private team.

      I stepped past the gates, and the crowd’s noise settled into a hum. The sound of falling water trickled from a central fountain, and I let go of the tension in my shoulders. A warm breeze blew by, swaying the fairy lights on the trees. Beyond, a tent with tables and a stage had been erected on the main lawn, which was decorated with flowers and vines and looked like a fairytale garden.

      I walked up to a tall gentleman smiling my way. He was dark and handsome, in his late thirties, and fit the description I’d given to Aunt Mary right down to the neatly trimmed growth on his face.

      “Grace Wagner. You look beautiful.”

      “Xavier Morrison?”

      He smiled and extended his hand. I hooked my arm into his. 

      “You’re early,” I said. 

      “I didn’t want to keep you waiting. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I took the liberty of getting your favorite drink; non-alcoholic, as per your preference sheet.”

      He motioned to the wait staff, who immediately brought an aloe-coconut water.

      “Thank you. That’s sweet. Have you read everything on that preference sheet?”

      “My apologies. I wasn’t supposed to mention the pref— Never mind. I promise not to slip up again.”

      My brows furrowed, and I looked at him from the side. He was more handsome than the profile photo I’d received from Aunt Mary. His firm jaw, dreamy eyes, and confidence were toxic. One day, Hunter would mature, and I could take him to events, but now… For now, I had to make this work. 

      “No worries,” I said. “What about your costume?” He was wearing a tuxedo with a long black cape. “Let me guess. Magician?”

      “No.” he reached into his jacket pocket and removed a black mask. He looped the elastic around his head and adjusted the front. “Tonight, I’m Zorro.”

      Cute.

      We headed to the front table, where Xavier pulled back my chair. I took my seat beside my other date and my best friend, Emma Silver. Hunter’s younger cousin was wearing a feathered mini skirt and a matching top embroidered with gems. The modern cowgirl outfit on her body made her look like a Victoria’s Secret angel. My parents occupied the seats across from me, along with my Aunt Mary.

      Emma glanced over at my date and leaned into my ear. “Where’s Hunter?”

      “Home.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he’s too young to be my boyfriend today, Ems.”

      Emma may have been even younger than Hunter, but she had the maturity of ten Hunters and knew how to behave at award nights.

      “Eleven years is nothing. You two are meant to be.”

      “It’s a lot at his age. He’s not ready for things. He’s not ready for a family.”

      My mother shushed us from across the table, and I shimmied my ass to the chair’s edge. The lights dimmed and voices hushed, as everyone focused on the stage.

      “I’m not ready for kids either. I’ve babysat enough of my nieces and nephews for three lifetimes. Besides, I have school, and Eric is my brother’s best friend, so it’s not like that’s going to happen.”

      “Enjoy life before settling. Have fun while you can.”

      Emma rolled her eyes. “Says the woman with an escort as a date because her boyfriend’s too immature.” 

      “He has a good heart but makes bad choices.”

      “He chose you.”

      Touché. 

      “If I wanted a lecture, Ems, I’d sit beside my mother. I grew up with four brothers, my twin included. Trust me, you don’t need your brother’s permission to date. Just have fun, test out the goods, and see what he’s like.”

      “He’s a cowboy, rides horses, and reins in cattle. What else is there to know?” Emma reserved the dreamy look on her face for Eric Waters, a well-established cowboy. And since Emma Silver always got what she wanted, it was only a matter of time before she got Eric.

      Someone kicked me underneath the table, and I jumped, catching my mother’s deadly stare. “You’ll miss it,” she hissed.

      The MC walked out to the front of the stage and tapped the mike. The room’s focus shifted my way as soon as he introduced me as tonight’s guest of honor.

      I walked up to the stage, my knees wobbling and heart pounding. Bright lights heated my face, condensing my sweat into drops. My speech flew out of my head as soon as I took the mike. I barely remembered the words as I accepted the Contessa award. I thanked my team and my parents, my aunt, and the rest of my family for their support and influence. My salon’s popularity couldn’t have grown without them. I gripped the golden award, lifting the trophy toward my family’s table, when my gaze caught a figure in the back corner by the bar. He was dressed in a black suit with a matching cape, and was leaning against a maple tree. A white mask covered half his face. The wind blew, branches swayed, and he disappeared into the tree’s shade. The applause settled, and the MC walked me down the stairs and back to my table, where Xavier pulled back my chair.

      “Congratulations, darling.” 

      I set the award on the table, took a deep breath, and hugged my parents and my aunt. This was the night I’d waited so long for, yet it didn’t feel complete. Celebrating without Hunter wasn’t the same.

      “Are you all right?” Xavier asked.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      The commotion settled as servers brought out the first course. Soft dinner music played overhead but did nothing to settle my nerves. I scanned the room until I felt someone’s stare on my back. I glanced over my shoulder, but no one was there. My heart hammered in my chest, and my hands shook.

      “Can I get you anything to drink, Grace?” Xavier asked.

      “A glass of rosé would be nice, thank you.”

      Xavier snapped his fingers, and a moment later, a chilled glass stood in front of me. I gulped half down before my bladder reminded me it had filled twenty minutes ago.

      “Excuse me. I need to use the washroom.” I pushed my chair back, and Xavier stood as well. 

      “Do you want me to come with you?” Emma asked.

      “No, it’s all right. Your food will get cold.”

      I turned on my heel, crossed the dining area, used the washroom, and broke away from the party and into the gardens. Moonlight illuminated a path with clumps of white carpet roses, and the smell of lavender filled the air. A warm evening breeze blew through my golden hair. I stood by the back fountain, watching the water splash, and then turned at the sound of approaching footsteps. A man in a cape similar to Xavier’s walked toward me, except his mask was a Phantom’s. I squinted. The corner of his mouth lifted, and a dimple sank into his cheek.

      “Hunter? Is that you?”

      “Hello, Gracie.”

      Oh, no.

      His deep voice chilled me to the bones. Hunter only called me Gracie when he was drunk. He walked forward, somewhat confident on his feet, yet swaying. I looked around the empty gardens. If someone saw him like this with me, I’d be ruined.

      He removed the Phantom mask from his face and pulled his fingers through his hair. On a sober night, the move was sexy. Tonight, not so much. The vodka stench finally reached me, and I recoiled.

      “What are you doing here? You were supposed to stay home.”

      “I’m here to replace your date.”

      Fuck.

      He stepped closer, rocking back and forth, and I stepped back.

      “You’re drunk. You need to go home.”

      “Come on, Gracie. The night is still young.” He moved forward and took me by the arm, but I pulled away. 

      His brows drew together. “You’d rather sit beside an escort?”

      “Xavier’s a friend.”

      He burst out in laughter. Part of me hoped someone would hear him and escort him out. He stumbled forward but regained his balance as I took him by his arm. God, how he stank!

      “I don’t like it when you’re like this.”

      “I’m like this when you treat me like I’m nothing.”

      I let go of his arm and poked my finger into his chest. “Don’t you fucking blame your drinking on me.” The force in my whisper surprised me.

      “I drink because you’re ashamed of me. Say it isn’t so, Gracie.”

      “It isn’t so. I won’t be the scapegoat for your problem. We had a deal. You promised⁠—”

      “You made a promise as well, Gracie. Remember when I had my tongue in your pussy?”

      He stepped closer. Suddenly, that same vodka breath I despised warmed the side of my neck, and I quivered.

      “Or all the times I fucked you in your beautiful gardens, similar to these? Was that not a promise to cherish you? Did I suck you wrong?”

      He didn’t. The lump in my throat tightened into an unbearable knot. In bed, Hunter Silver outdid every man I’d ever been with. I’d taught him well, but he’d needed little teaching and enjoyed listening to my instruction. Then he fucking outperformed in every way.

      “Do I not deserve a spot at your table, Gracie?”

      I sucked in a sharp breath.

      “Or did Xavier fuck you much better?”

      I yanked myself away and swung my hand to slap him, but he caught my wrist in mid-air. I focused on his tight grip and my shaking hand before my gaze drifted slowly to his, and my mouth opened in shock.

      He let go and stepped backward, toward the dining area, looking at me like I’d made the biggest mistake of my life. I breathed through my nose, desperate to salvage the situation and get him out of here.

      “Hunter? Whatever you’re thinking of doing, don’t. Please.”

      “Are you embarrassed to introduce your boyfriend to your guests, Gracie?”

      I quickened my pace, but I was already too late. He turned on his heel and headed straight for the stage, where he tapped on the microphone. The echo brought everyone’s attention center-stage. The lighting technician flashed a beam Hunter’s way. 

      “Oh, no.” I covered my mouth with my hand, afraid to walk back to my table. Instead, I stood near the stage stairs, staring at the man I loved like he was my worst enemy.

      “Don’t do it, Hunter. Don’t ruin this,” I whispered, breathing to the beat of my heart and still afraid I’d run out of air as soon as he sucked it out of the room.

      “Good evening, everyone.”

      The two hundred people fell quiet.

      Here it comes.

      Hunter’s mother frowned from the table occupied by his parents. Jacob and Teresa Silver had brought big business to my empire. How could I not have invited them? But now that I saw my Hunter there, slurring his words, I regretted my decision to leave him at home.

      “My name is Hunter Silver, and I’d like to ‘gratulate my Gracie on her beautiful Oscar. She deserves it. She deserves it all, but she’s been hiding me from you all. Not my dick. She doesn’t hide from my motor.” 

      “Oh, no.” My whisper fogged in the cool air.

      The more his speech slurred, the quicker my heart raced in my chest. He tilted his hips forward and wiggled them like he had a trunk for a penis. 

      “I may be younger, Xavier”—Hunter pointed into the crowd—“but with youth comes stamina, and my Gracie likes stamina.”

      His hand flew to the left, directing the crowd’s attention to where I stood. I covered my face with my hands, hoping the ground would open underneath me, but a beam of light shone my way. I slid my fingers open enough to see Hunter turn my way. Someone from the dining area was making his way to the stage as Hunter stated, “I’m good enough to fuck for sperm, but not good enough to have dinner with. Come on, you guys, help me give her a hand. Gracie! Gracie!”

      He clapped, enticing the crowd, but the room stayed silent. Humiliation burned through my body and rage coursed through my veins. Someone dragged Hunter off the stage. I was pretty sure I peed myself that night.  

      And I threw Hunter out on his ass before he sobered.
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      I dug my elbows into the ground and clicked the night vision switch on my headgear.

      “Three out front and one in the back,” I said to my partner.

      “One more inside with the girls.” Rachel was from the Costa Rican independent division of hunters. Like me, she searched for scum to execute. We’d clicked the moment she greeted me at the airport. Rachel had dual citizenship and worked for both the Costa Rican and the US agency to bring down human trafficking. Her team had hired me privately.

      I focused on the group of bound girls huddled in the corner of the house. My jaw clenched until my molars ached.

      “There weren't supposed to be girls here,” Rachel puffed through her nose.

      I found a golf-ball sized rock and gripped it in my fist. “There are now. The mission’s changed.”

      The house was set in the middle of the jungle, and backup was at least an hour away. Our bounty, Mr. Pierce, worth a twenty million dead and thirty alive, was supposed to be hiding here. I’d been counting on cashing in the thirty, but he was nowhere to be found.

      Rachel shimmied closer and tugged at my vest. “You mean, the mission’s aborted.”

      “I’m not leaving those girls,” I loud-whispered.

      “The mission was to get Mr. Pierce. That’s all.”

      “He’s obviously not here, and we both know that’s not his name.”

      “Whatever. Mission aborted.”

      If I continued, the consequences wouldn’t be light. We had a deal. No spooking Pierce; and the moment I went after the girls, he’d get the word, vanish, and we wouldn’t get paid.

      Fuck money.

      I crawled behind a tree closer to the house. Rachel swore in my earpiece. A moment later, she was on the ground next to me. 

      “You don’t have to come,” I said.

      “I’m not letting your ass die on my watch, you stupid fool. There are five of them.”

      “That’s two and a half each.”

      “And how do you propose we split the last one?”

      “We won’t have to worry about him if he’s down. Eleven o’clock. Get ready for a distraction.”

      I focused my lens on the guard as he went on his rounds and checked the clearing’s perimeter, swatting mosquitos. We stayed low until he passed.

      “Hunter, what did you do?” Rachel elbowed my ribcage.

      “Nothing yet.”

      I gripped the rock in my fist, rose to my knees, and launched it into the forest. The wind blew, the trees swayed, and we couldn’t hear the rock hitting the ground. My fucking bad timing always got the best of me. I found another rock and threw it closer to the path, where it rolled down a slope and drew the guard’s attention.

      “Who’s there?” He shone his flashlight over the path.

      “Go check it out.” The other guard waved him away.

      “There. That should help.” I moved Rachel aside and took my position, removing the dart gun from the holster at my thigh. I took the blind shot before she stopped me, and the dart hit the guard’s back. He jerked, turned around, and dropped to the ground. 

      “Carlos?” his friend called out, and rushed his way.

      “That was a risky move,” Rachel said.

      “Leaves two out here for you and two inside for me. Stay low, and see you soon.”

      I hunched down behind the shrubs, but the commotion alerted the guy at the rear door. I pressed the trigger and darted him before he turned the corner. Rachel shot one of hers down by the trees. I knew this would be easy. The brawny guard remained inside with a group of bound girls. There were nine of them. The smell of gasoline hit me as I crossed the threshold. I stepped around the trash scattered on the floor and pressed my back against the wall before rounding the corner. I removed a lens and checked the reflection from the main room. 

      A muscled gorilla stood in front of the bound girls with a handgun. His face was smeared in mud, and his body cast a demonic shadow in front of the candles on the table. 

      Rachel should have darted the last guard by now, and she’d take the front entrance to cover me. I moved forward and accidentally kicked a bottle. The guard lifted his gun, and I took my shot into his arm. He swatted the dart off his shoulder, stumbled, and I shot another dart into his thigh. The man was a beast; I should have used my gun. He fired two rounds. The first bullet hit my thigh, missing an artery, and the second one got in between the gear, right into my pelvis.

      Fuck!

      A scream tore from my lungs as I stumbled and fell to my knees in a room full of confused girls. On his way down, the guard tumbled into the table, knocking over the candles, and flames caught a corner mattress. 

      Rachel. Where’s Rachel?

      My vision blurred. I removed my headgear and pressed my hand over the wound. Blood gushed from between my fingers. I could taste it in my mouth. And just like that, the sound of the cracking fire and crying girls disappeared.

      I tried to call out for Rachel, but only one name left my lips: “Grace.”
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      Four years later

      “Come on, Hunter. I don’t want to be late!”

      Rachel’s scream echoed from the ground. The beauty of an eco-lodge without easy access was the solace from the crazy world below. Living in a jungle hadn’t been on my radar when I moved to Costa Rica. The day after Grace’s award night, I’d flown down and never looked back. Well, that’s a lie. Of course, I looked back every fucking day and night; but Grace had been right to kick me out. I’d humiliated my queen on one of the most important nights of her life. I didn’t deserve her. 

      I combed through the nest of facial hair and tied my dreads up in a bun.

      “Hunter, the clock is ticking,” Rachel called out.

      Her words struck deep in my chest. Grace used to say the same thing every month she ovulated. Four years ago, when Pierce didn’t show and we should have aborted a mission, a bullet had cut through my insides. Rachel had saved my life; but the injury had caused irreversible damage. I no longer had a ticking clock.

      “Coming.”

      I kicked the looped rope into the hole in the floor, gripped the line, and lowered myself to the ground.

      “You didn't have to get me.”

      “I was afraid if I didn’t, you wouldn’t show up.”

      Today we were celebrating. After five long years of hunting, we’d finally dismantled Pierce’s sex-trafficking ring.

      “Why wouldn’t I show up?”

      “There are at least a dozen women down in the village ready to propose, cariño.”

      “Can I tell them I don’t swing that way?”

      “Sorry, buddy, but that’s my line.”

      “I can’t believe you’re leaving,” I said.

      I was ready for a vacation, and Rachel was moving on to another project.

      “And I can’t believe you’re staying.”

      “Unlike you, I have nothing to return to.” I hopped on my motorbike and turned on the ignition.

      “You won’t know unless you try.”

      “I tried for years and failed.”

      “So what? You’re gonna stay here for the rest of your life cooped up in your tree house⁠—”

      “Eco-house.”

      “Whatever. You’re cooped up in your tree house like a castaway while a gorgeous and talented woman is waiting for you back home.”

      “She’s not waiting for me. She hates me. Trust me, I know.”

      I took the lead through the overgrown path to where she had parked her scooter beside mine. I had reached out to Grace several times, but she never returned my calls. She’d made it clear she wanted nothing to do with me, and I had to accept it. Besides, I could never give Grace what she wanted the most; not anymore. She was better without me.

      Rachel gripped my arm and turned me to face her. Her throat lurched with a hard swallow.

      “I’ll miss you, Hunter. You’re an excellent partner, and work won’t be the same without you.”

      I took her into my arms. “I know I haven’t said it, but thank you for saving my life.”

      “That was a good call, four years ago, Hunter. If it weren’t for you, those girls would have never seen their families again.”

      “Yeah, it was.” The choice might have cost me a future with Grace, but it had been the right one. “I’ll miss you, but no goodbyes yet. Like you said, today we’re celebrating.”

      She wiped off the tears I pretended not to see flowing down her cheeks. We rode for fifteen minutes down the mountain into the village on the jungle’s edge. Flowers littered the road to the communal building, and cheer and singing filled the soul. Kids waved from the roadside. An elderly woman sat in a chair by the bakery, clapping. 

      Officially, this was the fourth village we’d liberated from human trafficking. Women now slept safely at night, without fear they’d be stolen from their beds. After we rescued the first group of girls, Pierce’s kidnapping efforts doubled, and our efforts to nail him quadrupled. But with the villagers’ help, we’d finally lured the bastard into a trap he couldn’t escape.

      “Hunter, this is beautiful. Look at what they’ve done. And it’s all for you.”

      Lanterns lit the building’s perimeter. A crowd gathered near the entrance, waving us in. 

      “It’s not just for me—because I didn’t save these girls alone. If it weren’t for you, we all would have burned in that building. Now, let’s go inside and party.”

      I joined Rachel for the first round of drinks but stuck to water with a lime wedge for the rest of the evening, ensuring my friend, who was getting married in three weeks, was safe. We danced and laughed, played games with the locals, and I was pretty sure I received three proposals.

      “Cariño,” the women called after me. “Cásate conmigo.”

      “Lo siento, hermosa. I’m spoken for,” I lied through my teeth, and Rachel laughed every time, playing the role of my girlfriend.

      “Beso, beso, beso,” the girls cheered, and Rachel lay a fat guaro-tasting kiss on my lips. My blood flow turned south.

      Fucking Rachel.

      Like Grace, she was older, gorgeous, and definitely not into me. Unlike Grace, she respected me.

      Whatever. 

      Keeping the truth hidden about her fiancé was easier for Rachel, and having a sane and trustworthy partner was easier for me, so I went along with the light-hearted con. I spun my partner on the floor and caught her before she tumbled.

      “Are you ready to take a break?” I asked her.

      “What? Me? Break? No. It’s fiesta time.” She spun once more and reached for a shot of guaro. I swept the drink off the table before her.

      “You’ve had enough, babe. It’s time for a break.” I lifted her powerful body and threw her over my shoulder. All the weight she carried as muscle nearly tipped me over as she playfully slapped at my ass. “You’re not being fair. You’re stronger. Put me down, Hunter.”

      “Not gonna happen.”

      I walked through the snickering crowd, winking like I was taking Rachel for a fast one, and made my way outside into the hot night air. I gently set her on the ground and held her steady. 

      “Are you all right, Rach?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Just had a little too much guaro.” She braced her hands on her knees, resting. I helped her to the bakery bench, where she sat down.

      “Take it easy for the rest of the night. Hangovers in this heat are brutal.”

      A woman walked outside the community hall to the shade underneath a tree and lit a cigarette.

      “Is that why you don’t drink?” 

      I passed Rachel a bottle of water I’d swiped from the table before leaving.

      “I drink,” I said. “Just not in the amounts I used to, and not when I’m upset. Drink your water.”

      She tilted the bottle and took a few gulps, then pulled her hand across the mouth, sweeping the stray drops.

      “Are you upset today?” she asked. 

      I shrugged a shoulder and puffed out. “What can I say? My partner is leaving.”

      She pouted. Truth was, there was nowhere else I was needed.

      “You know, if I weren’t into Katrina, I would be into you.”

      “Sorry I don’t have a vagina.”

      “I’m just saying, Hunter. It’s time you found someone. Actually, it’s time you called Grace.”

      “Drink more. This water isn’t clearing your head fast enough. I’m taking you home.”

      We walked down the overgrown path to where Rachel lived, near the village kitchen. She helped with the daily community meals and had bonded with the local girls, keeping them safe. The five hundred yards to her home weren’t far, but Rachel chose a circuitous path, swerving from one side of the road to another, tripling our distance.

      As the noises from the party lowered behind us, the sound of chirping crickets lifted in the night. A scuffling of rocks sounded from behind us, and we stopped, but I didn’t see anyone on the graveled street. Rachel gripped my beard and tugged it her way, dragging my gaze away from the street.

      “What will you tell the locals about your fiancée leaving? You should come with me. Better yet, go see Grace.”

      “That ship has sailed. Be quiet for a sec.”

      I eased her hold, and she removed her hand from my beard, suddenly sober. She looked down the street to where I was focusing.

      “What is it?”

      I shook my head. “I thought I heard something. Let’s keep going.”

      I walked Rachel to her apartment, tucked her in, and locked the door behind her. She never locked it, but I had a feeling I wasn’t alone tonight. The village was safe because of our security measures, but no security was unbreakable.

      A gust of wind blew by. I took the back staircase and tiptoed by the wall. I turned the corner and caught the woman who had followed us in a chokehold. 

      “Who the fuck are you, and why are you following me?”

      She coughed out, and I eased the grip around her neck, allowing her to lower the scarf off her head. Underneath was a beautiful burgundy and purple balayage. I only knew that from the years I’d spent at Grace’s salon. 

      “I was afraid my hair would draw the wrong attention.” The woman’s face came into view.

      “Beth?” 

      “What the hell happened to you?” She pulled on my beard. 

      People had to stop doing that. 

      “I barely recognize you.” She slid her hand over my arm. “And what the hell happened to your body?”

      “I’ve been undercover. The more girls I keep from crossing the borders, the less Silver Securities has to worry about back home.”

      “This is where you live? With another woman?”

      “No, this is not where I live. Beth, what the hell are you doing in Costa Rica?”

      She removed the flowing scarf from around her neck and fanned her face. Her chest rose in search of air. “Do you know how hard it is to reach you?”

      I did. I’d gone off the grid for a reason. Actually, for more than one reason.

      “What’s going on, Beth?”

      She let out a shaky breath. “The DA has launched an investigation surrounding the Hartley case. There’s some confusion about Hartley’s estate and last will. It will be disputed in court.”

      “Chad’s the only son left. How can there be any disputes? I guess there’s his sister Simone, but she renounced her family, and Tristan has her at a good facility.”

      “That’s the thing, Hunter. Jeff Hartley had illegitimate children, and Chad is after every single one of them. One was murdered last week. You need to come home. Grace is in trouble.”

      She pulled open a garage side door near the kitchen and gestured me inside to the scooters.

      “I see you’re prepared. What does Grace have to do with the Hartleys?”

      “Grace is on their hit list. I’ll tell you everything on the way back. My plane’s ready and waiting. Help me with these.”

      I helped her get the scooters outside and followed her down the gravel to the dusty road.

      “I have to shower and change.”

      She stopped, turned around, and poked her finger into my chest. 

      “What you have to do is put on your charm and protect my daughter.”
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