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        You can lie down and give up or you can rise and keep going...

      

        

      
        Walker’s been living life by this motto since the age of twenty when the girl he planned his future with shattered his heart and left a hole in his soul. His time in the military, and current job at In the Shadows Security, have kept him moving, but he’s always felt the ache of that loss.

      

        

      
        From the outside Ellie McMaster has led a seemingly perfect life, big house, rich adoring husband, fancy cars. But it’s all been a huge lie, one that started nineteen years ago when she walked away from her first love and the boy who stole her heart. Now time has run out for her and with nowhere to go and nothing left to lose she’ll have to face down the pain of the past in hopes of saving her future.

      

        

      
        But Trace Walker isn’t the carefree teenager she remembers, he’s now a muscle-bound titan with nothing but hurt and anger shining in his blue eyes. His time in the Army as a Night Stalker wasn’t easy, and he didn’t return home whole. Will he open himself up again and face the risks that come with having Ellie back in his life, back in his heart? Can this be their shot at a happily ever after, or their final goodbye?
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      Walker stood outside the door and heard it.

      He hated that apartment complex because the walls were so fucking thin. Anybody and everybody could hear what was going on behind them.

      Which made it clear.

      The woman he was banging was banging someone else.

      He dropped his fist, deciding there was no reason to knock and instead turned, leaned back against the wall next to the door, cocked his leg and planted his boot on that wall. Then he crossed his arms over his chest and settled in to wait.

      The Harley parked out front of Building C wasn’t his, but that was his normal parking spot. Whoever was riding that bike was also riding the woman inside the apartment.

      He wondered how long he’d have to wait.

      Not too long, luckily.

      Sami’s familiar cries began to crescendo, a good indication she was about to come.

      Or about to fake it.

      She’d been known to do that, too. In fact, the second was more likely.

      Sami was easy and convenient for when he needed to bust a nut. And it wasn’t like they were exclusive or serious. They weren’t. Or even that they cared about each other. They didn’t.

      Hell, they barely liked each other.

      He’d come over, occasionally she’d feed his ass, they’d bang one out and when he was in the shitter getting rid of the condom, she’d steal a twenty from his wallet. Sometimes more.

      Whatever.

      Having his wallet lightened by a twenty was still fucking cheaper than having a wife or a girlfriend. They could financially break a man. He’d witnessed it and it was something he wanted to avoid.

      What he couldn’t avoid was hearing Sami’s last high-pitched scream, which meant she was definitely faking it.

      Walker twisted his wrist enough to see his watch and time the inevitable. He watched each minute tick by. He’d give it ten since that’s how long it normally took him to bust and roll.

      Ten...

      Low voices were heard, though he couldn’t make out words.

      Nine...

      The pipes in the walls squealed with the flush of the toilet.

      Eight...

      More low voices. One female. One male.

      Seven...

      A fake giggle. Typical Sami.

      Six...

      Walker rolled his eyes when he heard nothing, which meant Sami’s guest was probably giving her a parting kiss and ready to split.

      Five...

      Footsteps heading his direction. Yep.

      Four...

      The pace getting quicker. Whoever it was wanted out of there.

      Three...

      More voices. The man throwing a last quick thanks over his shoulder and Sami inviting him to a “next time.”

      Walker snorted and shook his head.

      Two...

      The deadbolt being thrown. The door flying open.

      One...

      Game time.

      “First time?”

      The blond-haired man froze in the doorway, his eyes widening as he spotted Walker perched against the wall. The way the man was dressed and because his bike was still stock meant he wasn’t a true biker, just a wannabe. Some weekend rider who wore a helmet and worked a nine-to-five. Got a bike to snag pussy. But he was a sucker and an easy mark for Sami.

      “Check your wallet,” he advised the wannabe, jerking up his chin.

      As the man stared at him, his mouth opened and closed a couple of times, then he dug for his wallet in his... yeah... khakis.

      “Fuck,” Wannabe grumbled as he peered into his empty wallet. Walker doubted it was empty before the man walked through Sami’s door. “She lifted a fifty.”

      Walker’s lips curled at the corners. “Yep. Was she worth it?”

      Wannabe’s brow dropped low. “No. Maybe ten.”

      “Then I’d go back in there and get your change.”

      Wannabe glanced back over his shoulder. “Really?”

      “Yeah,” Walker said with a single nod. “Or go back in and get your money’s worth.”

      Wannabe’s eyebrows knitted together. “Are you her pimp?”

      “Nope. Just passing through.”

      Sami appeared behind Wannabe in the open doorway. She finished tying the belt around her robe, then smoothed her hair down with her hand. She had sex hair and unless the sex sucked, it normally wasn’t tamable with just combing her fingers through it. No, he liked to leave a woman’s hair in knots.

      Sami was able to straighten her hair with a few passes of her fingers, so the sex must have sucked.

      Like he suspected, all that caterwauling had been fake. A way to get it over and done with quickly so she could slide into his wallet and out before the bathroom door was even shut.

      “What are you doing here, Walker? I wasn’t expecting you.”

      “Apparently,” he murmured, letting his gaze roam over her from top to toe. He pushed off the wall. “You owe him some change. Or a real orgasm.”

      “What are you talking about?” Sami didn’t bother to hide her outrage, as she pulled her robe belt tighter around her too narrow of a waist.

      Walker wondered why his attention ever landed on her. She wasn’t even his type. But then, he wasn’t looking to put a ring on it. She was good for taking off the edge when he was still amped up over a job. Like tonight.

      Ah, that’s right. She had walked up to him at the local VFW, grabbed his dick, squeezed and whispered in his ear, “Want to fuck me?”

      He’d turned on his stool at the bar, since his attention had been pulled from the Steelers game he’d been watching, took one look at her, and with a shrug, said, “Why the fuck not.”

      They went back to her apartment that night and fucked like rabbits.

      Then she became a habit.

      Now he was kicking that habit cold turkey.

      He stepped closer to Wannabe, slapped him hard on the chest, almost knocking the guy back a step, and murmured a “good luck” before giving Sami a look over Wannabe’s shoulder. “It’s been real, honey.”

      He turned on his boot heel and strode down the hall to Sami screaming, “Walker! Walker! This didn’t mean anything!”

      No shit.

      He ignored her and at the end of the hall, loped down the steps to the front door of the building, slammed the exit push bar and headed out into the late summer night.
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        * * *

      

      Walker leaned his weight into one palm which was planted against the shower wall. His head tipped forward, the water from the shower soaking his hair and sliding down his back and chest.

      He went through his Rolodex of women he used for jackoff material in his mind. Problem was, he always kept going back to one. An old memory. One he’d never forget. Not because he didn’t want to, but because he couldn’t. No matter how many women he’d been with for the past nineteen years, none could knock her off the top of the list.

      Not one.

      His fist tightened around the root of his cock, squeezed and he began to pump in earnest. Long steady strokes from root to tip.

      The hot water continued to beat along his back, and he closed his eyes, his lips parting, inhaling the humid air from the shower, then releasing it.

      He could’ve gone to the bar and found another woman to relieve his load since he wasn’t in the mood for leftovers with Sami, but he didn’t feel like making the effort of finding someone new.

      The fake smiles, the fake laughs, the fake name and stories.

      The questions. The made-up explanations.

      Finding a woman to fuck for the night took work. He was tired, so his own hand would have to do.

      He continued to stroke, closing his eyes, thinking back to soft thighs and soft sighs. A smile, a laugh. Green eyes sparkling. Auburn hair loose over the blanket he had spread out for them in the back of his truck.

      Beautiful.

      Nothing fake. All genuine.

      What a lucky man he’d been.

      His pace stuttered.

      He hadn’t been a man. He’d still been a boy.

      Foolish.

      But fucking in love.

      Jesus fuck.

      He needed to get out of the shower, find a porno with a little girl-on-girl action and just bang it out. This reliving history shit was fucking up his groove.

      He shut the shower off with a curse and, balancing with one hand on the edge, leaned out of the stall to grab a towel. While he was wiping the water out of his eyes, he paused, tilted his head and listened.

      His phone. Vibrating on the bathroom counter.

      “Fuck,” he muttered under his breath and wrapped the towel around his waist. He hopped out of the shower and made his way to the counter.

      The vibrating stopped.

      He shifted closer to the sink and snagged it.

      UNKNOWN CALLER.

      It was almost ten p.m.

      He saw he’d missed several calls, but no voicemails had been left.

      The phone started vibrating in his hand. Once again, an unknown caller. Something he normally didn’t answer.

      But it was late. And he wouldn’t put it past one of his fellow Shadows to call him from a burner phone.

      He swiped the screen and barked, “Yeah,” into the phone.

      “Trace?”

      That name brought a head jerk and a frown. He had no idea why someone would be looking for Trace. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled.

      “Trace?” A female voice. Quiet, but thick with worry.

      He had no fucking clue who it was. “Got the wrong number.”

      A pause. A shaky intake of breath.

      His spine stiffened and every muscle locked.

      “I’m looking for Trace.”

      No shit. “There’s nobody here by that name.”

      “Please, Trace, don’t shut me out.”

      He glanced up from where he’d been staring at the water dripping onto the floor. He caught his reflection in the mirror. Walker stared at the man staring back at him.

      He hadn’t seen Trace in a long fucking time.

      He also had no idea why someone would be looking for him.

      There was no reason. None what-so-fucking-ever.

      “How’d you get this number?”

      “Your sister.”

      His blood ran cold when it hit him. Who it was. Why she was asking for Trace.

      Nineteen years instantly disappeared. The object of his masturbation fodder was talking into his ear.

      “I’m sorry. You’re probably not happy about me doing that. But I had no choice.”

      “We all have choices, Ellie. You made a choice years ago.”

      “You’re right, I did. And I made another difficult choice by contacting your sister, begging her to give me your number. I made an even more difficult one by calling you. But I had no choice,” she repeated more firmly. Whatever was in her voice was no longer trepidation, but determination and a touch of stubbornness.

      “I’m assuming you’re between a rock and a hard place right now and you need me to be the crowbar. But if it wasn’t for whatever you’re involved in, you wouldn’t have ever reached out.”

      “With... With everything that happened.... I assumed you didn’t want me to.”

      “I didn’t. Still don’t. I should hang the fuck up.” He should, but he wouldn’t. He couldn’t wait to find out why Ellie Cooke was calling him.

      No, that wasn’t right. It was Ellie McMaster since she married one of the rich motherfucking McMasters. A man who could give her way more than Walker ever could.

      “No! Please... don’t hang up. Please.” The determination was now gone, replaced with desperation.

      He set his jaw. “Why the fuck are you calling me, Ellie?”

      “I hear you do... jobs.”

      Jobs.

      “Whatever the job is, Ellie, have your husband handle it.”

      “I... I don’t have a husband.”

      Walker stilled. “You leave him, too?”

      “In a way, he left me,” she whispered.

      “Hurt, did it?”

      “I—”

      “Bye, Ellie.” He pulled the phone from his ear and swiped his finger across the screen, cutting off her plea.
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      Hopeless.

      Totally hopeless.

      She didn’t know what to do.

      She had nowhere to turn. No one to help her.

      George’s family wanted nothing to do with her. Refused to help her, even though it was their son who caused the problem in the first place.

      Ellie paced the small motel room. She had finally sold her wedding ring yesterday and only received fifteen hundred for it. But it was fifteen hundred more than what she had.

      Unfortunately, that would only last so long. Then she’d be flat broke again with nothing but two suitcases full of clothes.

      She didn’t even have a car.

      She’d had thirty days to pay the 1.3 million dollars. But now most of that time was gone. And if she didn’t pay? She’d end up like George.

      Not only dying but doing it horribly at the hands of some bad men. They said they tortured him. They didn’t have to tell her. She knew.

      They had texted her the pictures.

      The proof.

      The motivation to find a way. Any way to get them their money.

      1.3 million was a lot to come up with in a lifetime, forget a month. She did her best, but it wasn’t good enough.

      And now that clock ticking was like a noose around her neck, getting tighter by the day.

      She’d gone through all the scenarios in her head, how she could turn her last fifteen hundred into what she needed. Besides a lucky break with the lottery or at a casino, she had no way.

      Her only hope had been Trace Walker.

      Now, she was...

      Hopeless.

      Her desperation almost had her calling him back immediately. She wasn’t above begging.

      She’d never been one to simply give up. Though, he might think otherwise.

      She had given up on him.

      All those years ago.

      The biggest mistake of her life. Next to marrying George.

      She was surprised his sister Crissy had even given her Trace’s phone number. But she did so reluctantly and then hung up on her, too.

      Ellie stopped in front of the bed and stared at the phone in her hand.

      She couldn’t give up.

      She closed her eyes, filled her lungs, then blew it all out until she was empty. Then she ate her pride. Her fingers flew over the tiny keyboard as she wrote Trace a text. Do you know anyone who can help me disappear? I have $1500 to pay them.

      Her heart thumped in her chest as she waited.

      And waited.

      And after a while, she sank to the floor, pulled her knees to her chest and buried her face against them.

      She could do this. She just needed to think of a solution.

      Her phone rang, startling her. She looked at the screen.

      BLOCKED CALLER.

      It could be them. The men George owed money to.

      “Shit,” she whispered, her finger trembling as it hovered over the screen.

      It stopped ringing and a text came through, making her jump. It’s Walker. Answer.

      The phone immediately rang again, the number coming up blocked once more. Weird.

      She answered it but said nothing.

      “Where are you?” came the low growl through the speaker.

      “In a motel.”

      “Where?”

      “Outside of Denver.”

      Nothing. Silence. Not even breathing.

      Until... “Is that where you lived with him?”

      Him. “Yes.”

      “You by yourself?”

      She opened her mouth to answer but before she could, he barked into the phone, “You by yourself?”

      She flinched. “Yes.”

      “Where are your kids?”

      Ellie dropped her forehead back to her knees and took a shuddered breath. “I don’t have any.”

      More silence. But even so, that silence was thick with tension.

      She didn’t want to admit that to him, but she had no choice.

      She needed help.

      She needed him.

      He was her only lifeline at this point.

      She had to give him what he asked for.

      “Text me the info I’ll need for your plane ticket, then get your ass to the Denver airport first thing tomorrow morning. I’ll text you your boarding pass info. You get on that fucking plane, Ellie, and you get here. If you want help for whatever reason you need help, then you need to listen. Do you hear me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Someone will pick you up when you arrive at the airport.”

      “Which airport?”

      The call was cut off.
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        * * *

      

      Ellie stood by the luggage carousel watching the metal belt move in a continuous loop.

      One by one, passengers from her connecting flight in Chicago to her destination in Pittsburgh, of all places, grabbed their bags and headed wherever they were heading to.

      Ellie had no idea where she was heading besides where she was currently standing.

      Until she felt a dark presence behind her.

      She turned her head to glance over her shoulder and bit back a gasp. The man behind her was big. And intimidating. Scary, even.

      The scariest part wasn’t even the fact he had a long scar diagonally cutting his face in half.

      Had those men tracked her down?

      “Ellie McMaster.” He wasn’t asking a question.

      Ellie’s eyes slid to the side looking for the nearest airport security guard.

      “You’re Ellie McMaster.”

      Her eyes bounced back up to his face. His eyes were silver, cold. His face expressionless.

      “Who are you?”

      “Mercy.”

      Mercy?

      “Walker sent me.”

      Some of her muscles loosened and she spotted her two bags circling again. Before she could grab them, Mercy did.

      “Let’s go.” He turned and began to walk with long strides toward the exit, carrying her heavy bags instead of rolling them like a normal person.

      Just outside the doors, he went to a huge beast of a vehicle that looked like something out of a dystopian movie. Mad Max or something.

      He opened the back of the... whatever it was... and threw her bags inside, then moved around to the driver’s door while she still stood just outside the revolving glass doors, unsure what to do.

      “Let’s go!” he yelled over the hood of his... beast.

      That got her moving.

      She opened the door, which was heavy as all get out, and scrambled into the passenger seat. Barely. Just as she was closing the passenger door, he took off.

      “I need to put my seatbelt on,” she insisted, searching for it as he took the curves around the airport faster than he should.

      He said nothing.

      “Do you know Trace?”

      Silver eyes landed on her, something flashed behind them, then quickly disappeared. “Better fucking hope so, or you just got into a vehicle with someone you shouldn’t have.”

      That still might be true.

      They were out of the airport loop lickety-split. He turned onto some highway heading... the compass in the vehicle said south.

      A phone rang. He grabbed it from the dashboard and put it to his ear.

      Ellie blinked in surprise as Mercy totally transformed into a warm-blooded man from an ice-crusted robot.

      “Hey,” he said softly.

      Ellie raised a brow, but the man ignored her.

      “Yeah... Warehouse,” he continued in a voice which he had not used with Ellie. “Got it. Yeah. Same.” Then he threw the phone back onto the dashboard.

      “You should be using hands-free—”

      The look he shot her made her swallow the rest of her words.

      She stared straight out of the windshield for the next half hour or so until they pulled up behind a huge warehouse. The parking lot had an interesting mix of motorcycles and expensive-looking vehicles.

      She glanced around. “Where are we?”

      “Here.”

      Obviously.

      She sighed as he got out and slammed the driver’s door, striding toward the back door in the plain gray metal warehouse. It was nondescript. No sign. No windows. Nothing to indicate what it was.

      She knew Trace worked for an outfit called In the Shadows Security and this business did a variety of jobs. That’s why she contacted him directly.

      Personal protection was one of them. Investigative work another.

      But besides that, she didn’t know much more about it. Could this be their headquarters?

      “Let’s go!” she heard bellowed from outside the vehicle.

      So, she went.
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        * * *

      

      Walker leaned back against the wall, his eyes closed, listening.

      “Ain’t a fuckin’ charity,” he heard his boss bellow. “Got fuckin’ bills to pay an’ kids to feed.”

      “Might wanna slow down on pumpin’ out those kids, D,” Walker heard Ryder bust their boss’s balls.

      Silence. Which, in Diesel’s case, could be deadly.

      “I’ve got fifteen hundred dollars,” came a female voice. “I just need to disappear.”

      “Can make you go ghost for less than that. Just won’t be breathin’ afterward,” Diesel grumbled.

      That was Walker’s cue to move into the room. He’d been avoiding it as long as possible, but D was getting crankier by the minute. He didn’t like any of them doing jobs for free.

      They all had skills he charged a fuck-ton of money for from his clients. Fifteen hundred wouldn’t even begin to get his team scratching their balls.

      Walker had a feeling, depending on what Ellie’s malfunction was, he’d be taking this job up the ass.

      Diesel wasn’t the only one who had fucking bills to pay. Especially since Walker had a large rancher built in the DAMC compound recently.

      No matter how grumpy the boss man was, working for him beat being in the military. Especially since he hadn’t been shot at in a long fucking time. In fact, the last time was when Diesel got winged by that fucknut, the now dead biker Black Jack.

      Walker smirked, thinking about his boss’s minor “scratch.”

      His grin flattened when he heard Ellie ask, “Where’s Trace?”

      Fuck.

      He pushed off the wall and strode the few steps down the hallway to the new “interrogation/meeting room” D had built since his office was now jammed with playpens, toys and girlie shit, and so they were unable to meet in there anymore.

      He stopped short of the edge of the doorway, where he could see Ellie sitting at the end of the long table, but she couldn’t see him in the dark hallway.

      Something twisted deep inside him as he took her in.

      It had been nineteen years.

      Nineteen fucking years and she looked the fucking same.

      Maybe a little more filled out from what he could see since she was sitting down. A little more mature in the face. But everything else...

      Her long, deep reddish-brown hair, what she called auburn, was pulled into a messy ponytail, her bright green eyes were unmistakable even from where he stood. Her lips...

      He had them. In a few different ways.

      They had also parted with laughter, with sighs, with gasps, and groans. They had said his name. Fuck, had they said his name.

      What came out of them had also broken his motherfucking heart.

      For fuck’s sake, simply sitting there, even unaware he was watching her, she might as well have jammed a knife in his chest and turned it.

      “Brother,” Steel said quietly behind him.

      Walker glanced over his shoulder and Steel jerked up his chin. “She yours?”

      “Was,” he admitted. “A long fucking time ago.”

      Walker waited for his fellow Shadow to say something smartass. Strangely, he didn’t, instead just muttered, “Damn,” under his breath. “Know why she’s here?”

      Walker simply shook his head.

      Steel clapped his hand on his shoulder and said, “Let’s go fucking find out.”

      His teammate pressed past him and Walker knew he couldn’t put it off anymore. Like a lot of things in life, he just needed to push past the pain.

      When he stepped into the room, he realized he was the last one to arrive.

      Diesel was scowling as he stood to one side of the table with his legs spread, his heavily tattooed arms crossed over his massive chest. His ol’ lady’s nickname for him, The Beast, couldn’t be more fitting.

      Steel had jerked a seat out near where Diesel stood and had settled into it and was eyeing up Ellie as if determining if she was a threat.

      Brick leaned back against one wall, pretending to be on his phone, when Walker knew he was also eyeballing Ellie, but not in the same way Steel was. Walker began to bristle, but he quickly tamped that shit back down.

      Brick would fuck anything that walked, talked and didn’t have a hairy set of balls hanging between its legs.

      However, Ellie wasn’t Walker’s. She hadn’t been his in a very long time. She’d been someone else’s for almost that same amount of time.

      Ryder sat in another seat, his eyes on Walker, almost as if he was waiting for a reaction. Because of that, Walker made sure to keep his expression neutral.

      Hunter leaned against the wall behind Ellie, his eyes also glued to Walker as soon as he’d stepped into the room.

      Walker dropped his gaze to Ellie from Hunter’s smirk and slight chin lift.

      His nostrils flared to temper the burn bubbling up from his gut.

      “Trace,” Ellie whispered, starting to rise to her feet.

      “Sit down,” he barked at her, keeping his voice cold. Unwelcoming.

      Regret filled her face and she sank back into her chair, tucking her hands into her lap and turning her eyes downward to stare at the table.

      He felt everyone’s eyes on him, except for hers.

      Yeah, he might have just screwed the pooch by not keeping his emotions on a short leash.

      He ignored everyone else and looked at his boss. “She tell you why she’s here?”

      “Needs to go ghost,” was his answer.

      “Heard that part. Why?”

      D lifted and dropped his heavy shoulders. “No fuckin’ clue. Was waitin’ on you.”

      “Well, I’m fucking here now.” He reluctantly let his gaze land on Ellie again. “So, spill it.”

      Mercy lifted his hand, stopping Ellie from speaking, his silver eyes wary. The man, like Diesel, didn’t miss a fucking thing. Two peas in a motherfucking pod. “You two got history?”

      “Ancient,” Walker answered.

      “Want to do this on your own and catch us up after?” Mercy asked.

      “Nope. Don’t want to be alone with her.”

      Brick let out a long, low whistle, and shook his head with it still bent to his phone. Walker ignored him.

      “Brother, you need to take a minute and think about that?” Ryder asked, his brow furrowed.

      “Nothing to think about.”

      Ryder raised his eyebrows, glanced around the room and shrugged.

      “Guess it’s time for you to start talkin’,” D told Ellie.

      Ellie also let her gaze circle the room before it came back to Walker. Their eyes met and he pressed his lips flat and gritted his teeth.

      She was here on business. That was it. He should’ve asked her what business before paying for her fucking plane ticket and having her show up in Shadow Valley. But then, he hadn’t wanted to be on the phone with her long enough to find out.

      Whatever it was, they’d see if they could deal with it and then he’d be shot of her ass.

      Again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t a chill coming from Trace. It was the deep burning heat of anger. Maybe even hatred. So hot, it scorched Ellie’s skin. It left her with no doubt how he felt about her. She didn’t blame him, but she needed him to put that aside. If only temporarily.

      Once they helped her find a solution, she’d be glad to leave him alone.

      From what she’d heard, they were good... his team one of the best. And when she heard Trace Walker was part of that team...

      She had pictured In the Shadows Security in an office building, with a crew of men who looked like security guards. She hadn’t been prepared to be surrounded by men who looked... badass. Even dangerous.

      None of them open, warm or friendly.

      They were all business.

      And her having “ancient history” with Trace made the room temperature drop a few degrees cooler when he mentioned it.

      All except for the man who still stood by the door as if ready to bolt, his gaze searing her, shredding her from the inside out.

      “Maybe we should talk alone,” she suggested softly to the table.

      “No,” was his curt answer.

      She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, opened them, put her palms flat on the table, her fingers spread wide and she nodded. That’s when she noticed the indentation circling her left ring finger which remained from her wedding band. She quickly curled her hands into fists and put them back in her lap.

      She took a deep breath, lifted her chin and began. “George—” A sharp noise interrupted her from the direction of the door. She took another deep breath and started again. “George owned an investment company.”

      “His family did,” Trace muttered from across the room.

      “Yes. His grandfather started it, his father continued the business and expanded it and eventually George opened a branch out in Denver.”

      “Long way from home,” Trace said under his breath.

      “I now know why,” she confessed.

      “Why?” the very handsome man leaning against the wall to her right asked. He’d been introduced as Brick. Weird name, but that wasn’t her business.

      “To be out from under his father’s thumb. So he could do things in a way... He could do things his father wouldn’t be aware of.”

      “He was crooked,” the man sitting at the table and chewing on a toothpick, stated. Steel. Another odd name, though that one could conceivably be a last name.

      “Not at first. At least, I don’t think so. I think it started as bad deals and investments gone wrong. Then things began to avalanche.”

      “So, you’re sayin’ he was a good guy?” the man introduced as Ryder asked. She detected a very slight southern accent and he wore a baseball cap low over his eyes, hiding them.

      “He was.” Another sharp noise came from the doorway. Ellie ignored it and continued, “Or I thought he was. I’m not sure what happened. Why he changed.”

      Mercy stated in an icy tone, “Green and greed will do it to you.”

      And that was true.

      “’But they that will be rich fall into temptation and a snare, and into many foolish and hurtful lusts, which drown men in destruction and perdition,’” the man called Hunter recited.

      She wasn’t a religious person, but she recognized the quote. “I can attest to that,” Ellie whispered. “Just when you think you know someone well, you find out you don’t know them at all.”

      “Ain’t that the fucking truth.”

      Ellie lifted her eyes to Trace. Now his were trying to burn a hole right through her. Maybe contacting him was a bad idea. She should’ve found someone else.

      But it was too late. She was here. And she was running out of time.

      “I’m not sure why he kept getting into bad deal after bad deal.” Apparently, George didn’t have the same business sense as his father or grandfather.

      Trace, who’d been leaning with one shoulder against the door frame, now straightened. “He had money.”

      “He did.” Until he spent it all. On what? Ellie didn’t know. He loved to live large, impress people. But even so...

      “So, the family money dried up.”

      Ellie nodded at Trace’s words. “Not only his trust fund, but everything dried up and became a bottomless pit he couldn’t climb his way out of.”

      “But you stayed with him.” Those words held a sharp edge. And glancing around the room, she realized she wasn’t the only one who heard it.

      “He was good at covering it for a while. When I started getting suspicious, he began to blame me, saying I had expensive tastes. I didn’t. I never cared about his money. I never cared about things like boats, jewelry or vacation homes. I wanted to settle down and raise a family.”

      A sharp intake of breath had her pause.

      
      Her words made Walker want to shake the shit out of her. He wanted to give her all of that. She didn’t let him. “Then why were you with him?”

      “Is that what you thought of me? I was only with him for his money? He was kind, handsome, well-spoken and I thought responsible. You knew him, Trace.”

      Fuck, she needed to stop calling him that.

      And yes, for fuck’s sake, he knew McMaster. They all grew up in the same town. Of course, he knew the fucker. Who the hell didn’t know the goddamn McMasters? The McMasters who lived in the largest home in town, who drove the most expensive cars and sent their spoiled son to private school because the public school wasn’t good enough.

      “You didn’t know he was broke?” Brick sounded suspicious of her. He wasn’t the only one.

      “No, not at first.”

      Walker needed to get her back on track so they could get the fuck out of that room. “How much does he owe? I assume that’s why you’re here. You’re in a jam because your hubby owes a boatload of scratch. Am I right?”

      “Yes.”

      Of course, he was.

      “I don’t know the true extent of how many people he owes. But I gave the person who contacted me everything I could, and that debt still remains at 1.3 million.”

      The room froze, went dead silent. Not one person breathed until Diesel barked out a loud, “Fuck!”

      D said what they were all thinking.

      One.

      Point.

      Three.

      Fucking.

      Million.

      Jesus fuck.

      He covered his shock by asking, “And you need my... our help because...”

      “They want the money.”

      No shit.

      “I don’t have it.”

      Apparently.

      “I have nothing, Trace. I have absolutely nothing left.”

      “Get your fucking husband to pay it. He’s the one who got himself in that fucking jam.”

      Her tone was flat when she admitted, “I can’t.”

      “He disappear on you?” Steel asked.

      “He’s... He’s dead. They killed him.”

      Ice slithered through Walker’s veins. When she said that, Walker didn’t miss everyone in that room go on high alert, every muscle tense.

      “They gave me thirty days to pay the balance. But now time is running out and I only have fifteen hundred dollars to my name. This is even after I sold our home, the Lake Tahoe house, our cars, his boat...”

      Lake Tahoe house. Boat. For
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