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      She’s pregnant and running for her life.

      Remi Bruckner paid a debt with her body. She’s pregnant by her captor, Congressman Gavin Greasley, and he doesn’t want her to have his baby.

      He’s a survivalist prepared for Armageddon.

      Reclusive bounty hunter Heath Ruger has everything he needs—guns, ammo, and food—stashed away in a remote mountain stronghold. The last thing he wants is company.

      When Remi turns to him for help, he agrees on one condition: she will never leave his property.

      Gavin isn’t going to let Remi go.

      He’s not easy man to spite. He wants his property back, and he’d rather have her dead than living with another man.

      When Remi is forced by Gavin to return, will Heath’s love compel him to not only rescue Remi but convince her that her heart and safety belong solely with him?
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        * * *

      

      Genre: Romantic Suspense, Protector Plot Type, Woman in Jeopardy Trope, Human Trafficking, Cryptocurrency, Law Enforcement
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        * * *

      

      The Love and Trouble series are clean but dark romantic suspense novels. Women in jeopardy, a protector hero, in a backwoods setting. And a villain who won’t give up until forced.

      Hide My Heart, Single mother Amber McKay must hide her baby from danger, and there’s only one man she trusts. Audiobook link.

      Preying Heart, He’s a reclusive survivalist. She’s on the run for her life. He takes her in on one condition: that she never leaves his property.

      Save Her Heart, A preacher marries a prostitute to save her from human traffickers—or so he tells himself.
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      All rights reserved.
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      I invite you to explore my world romances, from dangerous suspense to sweet family drama, featuring hot, steamy flirts, brainy, strong heroines, and hunky men with big, gigantic hearts and melty, warm hugs.

      For book descriptions, go to the Reading List with Heat Levels section or check out my Reader’s Guide at:

      http://rachelleayala.net/books/

      Note: As of 2024, most of my books have audiobooks, either human-narrated or using AI voices. My goal with audiobooks is to provide accessibility and low prices with AI voices.
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        * * *

      

      Look at my current list of free books at:

      https://www.rachelleayala.net/free-books

      [Includes audiobooks. List subject to change].

      If you’re a writer or want to learn how to write romances, please see my list of writing books.

      https://rachelleayala.net/writingbooks
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        * * *

      

      For updates and two more free books, sign up for my newsletter at:

      https://www.rachelleayala.net/newsletter

      To chat and read new works in progress, join my Reader’s Club at:

      http://www.facebook.com/groups/ClubRachelleAyala/

      Check out my new pen name for humor and fun:

      https://clarechu.com

      The first book, “Why Your Cat Is Plotting to Kill You: A Paranoid Pet Owner’s Manual” is FREE

      And if HORROR is your thing, check out my Cozy Horror Novellas:

      https://rachelleayala.net/bella-vex
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        * * *

      

      Thanks for coming into my story world and letting me take you on an unforgettable excursion. Turn the page to begin.

      Bon voyage!
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      REMI

      I’ve been a good girl.

      I’ve done everything he said. Followed all his rules.

      This “thing” isn’t my fault.

      An accident. He can’t blame me, right?

      His office door opens with a click of a well-oiled lock.

      Behind him, his assistant whines, “I’m sorry, Congressman. She was making a scene. I had to let her in.”

      He shuts the door on her weak protest and perches one leg on his desk, the better to look down on me. I’m about to greet him with our usual kiss when he pushes me back onto the chair.

      “Why are you here?”

      I flash him a come-hither smile, the one I use to entice him to bed. “I have some news. I don’t know if it’s good or bad, but I couldn’t wait for our next meeting to tell you, and I didn’t want to text you. You said no phone calls and no letters, so…”

      “You know the rules.” His voice glazes with ice as he pointedly looks at his watch. “Spit it out.”

      “I’m pregnant.”

      He didn’t expect that. I can tell, but oh, he’s slick. The momentary shot-between-the-eyeballs blink is replaced by a narrowing of the eyes and a hiss. “What does it have to do with me?”

      “Uh, because you’re the only guy I’m involved with?”

      He knows that. I’m exclusively his toy. I wouldn’t dare double-cross him. I owe him too much. Still, his skepticism is warranted. He rarely uses me the normal way. I’m on birth control pills and have an IUD inserted. I can barely believe it myself.

      “Get rid of it.” He grabs me by the elbow and escorts me toward the door. “And don’t you ever appear at my office. Ever. The next time I see you, you will have taken care of the matter.”

      “It might take some time. I mean, you know, appointments.” I’m not going to let him see me sweat. “Are we still on for dinner tomorrow evening?”

      Dinner is a euphemism for a quick tryst to indulge his socially unacceptable appetites—the kink his wife, the daughter of a tech billionaire, can’t stomach.

      “Only if you’ve taken care of your problem.” He swings the door open and calls out to his assistant. “Send in my next appointment.”

      As I brush by him, Congressman Gavin Greasley pastes on his politician’s smile and shakes my hand. “I’m looking forward to the fundraiser you planned. Say ‘hi’ to Mom and Dad for me. Have a good day.”
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        * * *

      

      I retreat to the penthouse apartment Gavin provides for me on the Seattle Waterfront. It’s a luxurious end-unit with a 270-degree view of the city, Elliot Bay, and the famous Space Needle. I’m twenty-four and haven’t worked a day in my life. Growing up in foster homes means I got the boot once I was out of the system. Luckily for me, my last home was with Gavin’s socialite parents, Stan and Deanna Greasley. They didn’t need the money, but rescuing me gave them a virtuous leg up with their charitable good works. It also gave Gavin a convenient and secret outlet for his depravities. Even now, if we happen to be caught together in public, I’m solely his foster sister—the one he’s helping through school.

      Yes, I’ve dabbled with this school and that school: fashion design, interior design, creative writing, website design, and visual arts. It’s so easy to jump from one online course to another, and since I’m not allowed to have friends or meet people in the real world, this penthouse with its grandiose views and high-speed internet connection suits me perfectly.

      Nothing prepares me for a pregnancy. I don’t even know how to change a diaper!

      And I hate going to a doctor—especially the type who takes care of female problems. They’re so nosy and ask questions that have nothing to do with the visit.

      Do you feel controlled or isolated by your partner?

      Well, duh! Everything Gavin does is to control and isolate me. I have no one but an older brother whom he put in jail. To his credit, he paid off Slade’s gambling debts to keep the mob from coming after me, but that’s what I owe him—for life.

      Does your partner ever try to control you by threatening to hurt you or your family?

      Slade is all I have, and Gavin knows it. I have no doubt he can get to him in prison. Sitting duck for a shanking or beatdown.

      Has anyone close to you ever threatened or hurt you?

      His use of martial arts, the locations of pressure points, ensures he can hurt me at any time without leaving bruises or marks.

      Does your partner ever hit, kick, hurt, or threaten you?

      He doesn’t need to hit or kick. All it takes is that “look” and I quail.

      After all, I’m only his whore, and without him, I’d be one of the many homeless camped on sidewalks and underneath overpasses all over the Emerald City.

      It’s not all bad though. I have a closet full of designer clothes and shoes, and enough jewelry for the occasions when my foster parents trot me out to a fundraiser or benefit concert. I’ve met heads of state, corporate moguls, and political bosses.

      I run my hand over the walnut burl headboard of our bed—my bed—and sink onto the brocaded tapestry bedspread. There’s simply no room in my life for a baby.

      I guess I shouldn’t have bothered Gavin about the news.

      Silly me. Did I think he’d be ecstatic and happy about me providing him a political heir? One of many things his wife isn’t able to do.

      No skin off my back. I gave him an opportunity to step up, and if he doesn’t care about his baby, neither do I. Besides, I gave him a chance, didn’t I? He has only himself to blame if he regrets his decision someday.

      I choose an obscure clinic in Tacoma and give them an assumed name. It’s one of Gavin’s rules. He has big political aspirations, and he cannot afford a whiff of scandal.

      If I go down, you go down. Remember that. Would you rather be a president’s mistress or a crime boss’s slut?

      I make the appointment and ask if there’s anything I need to bring.

      “You might want to bring a driver along with you,” the lady on the phone says. “Just in case.”

      “In case of what?”

      “Depends on the procedure you choose. The doctor will have to remove your IUD, and then you can either have surgical termination or a chemical one.”

      “What’s the difference, I mean in terms of risk and follow-up?”

      “The surgical termination is pretty much guaranteed and you won’t have to return unless you experience heavy bleeding or infection. The chemical one will require a follow-up to check that the termination is complete.”

      “Ugh, I just want to get it over with.” I wipe the beads of sweat from my forehead with a silk handkerchief and stare out the floor-to-ceiling window at the Space Needle. My penthouse is so high up, it’s like we’re both floating above the clouds together.

      “Then you should bring a friend. You might require sedation, depending on the position of the IUD and any complications with the implanted material.”

      I thank her and hang up.

      I don’t have a friend, and my brother’s in jail awaiting trial. Gavin refused to bail him out, but maybe now, I have a bargaining chip.
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      REMI

      “You sure you want to go through with this?” Slade asks as he maneuvers the old clunker he stole from his last girlfriend through the traffic on southbound Interstate 5.

      “I pretty much have to. I’ve got an IUD stuck inside of me.”

      “Yeah, but what about the baby?”

      “I don’t know. I guess he gets taken out when they remove the IUD.”

      “That’s it? It’s goodbye baby?” Slade shoots me his quasi-parental stare. He’s five years older than me and insisted to the social workers that we got placed together. That never worked because he was always getting kicked out from home to home, dragging me with him. I remember begging him not to get in trouble. At the last home we were together, he went too far and was taken to juvenile hall while I was sent to the Greasleys where I met Gavin.

      “Don’t get all judgy on me,” I retort. “Where were you when I got placed with the Greasleys?”

      “I don’t see you complaining about the living conditions,” he says. There’s a hard edge in his tone because he knows full well what I did for him. Even now, the bail money comes from Gavin.

      “You’re not planning on skipping bail, are you?” I hit back because he’s the only person I can hit. “Someday you’re going to have to pay for your crimes. Follow the rules and get rehabilitated. It’s easier than going in and out of jail.”

      “Boring.”

      The traffic is grueling, and I’m itching to get moving. I don’t exactly know how I feel about the baby. He doesn’t seem real, even though I bought one of every brand of pregnancy test kits and they all came back positive.

      “Maybe I have a hormonal disorder. You know, false positive.”

      “Since you got the money, you might as well get retested. Unless—” He gives me a sly sideways grin. “You scammed the money out of him, didn’t you? In which case, let’s hit the road, Jack, and shoot ourselves over to the nearest tribal casino.”

      I sneer at him and shake my head. “You are impossible, and no, I wouldn’t dare lie to Gavin. He has ways of finding out the truth.”

      “Oh, really? How?”

      I raise my cell phone. “He has a tracker on this thing.”

      Before I can take the next breath, Slade snatches my cell phone and tosses it out the window. “Taken care of.”

      “Slade!” I beat on his broad shoulder. “That’s a brand-new iPhone!”

      “It’s a ball and chain.” Slade whistles in the air and laughs. “Geez, Remi, don’t you get sick of checking in?”

      “Well, now that you bring it up—” I pause, wondering if I should tell him my secret wish. “Nah, you wouldn’t believe me anyway.”

      “Believe what? Remi. I’m the only one in the world who believes in you, believe it or not.”

      Ah … His words are so meltingly sweet I almost forget he’s a con man.

      “Whatever. It doesn’t matter anyway. It’ll never happen.”

      “What?” he demands and takes his eyes off the road. “Spill it. You want to leave him, don’t you?”

      “Brake lights.” I hit the dashboard. “And no, I’m not that stupid.”

      “Oh, wee,” he squeals in a mock female voice. “I just can’t leave Gavin and that million-dollar view. And all my clothes, jewelry, shoes. Gotta have them shoes. I can’t risk breaking a fingernail to cook and clean. Besides, I spent a wad on that interior decorating.”

      “Are you done making fun of me?” I’m not the least bit amused. I’m sure he’d trade an eyetooth to find a sugar mama like Gavin’s wife, Claudia. Isn’t that supposedly the reason Gavin had him jailed? That he was caught inside his mansion and harassing her?

      “Just stating the truth.” He resorts to big brother mode, all serious and stern. “You don’t have the guts anyway.”

      “You’re right, I don’t. Not forever, but once, just once, I’d like to disappear, you know. Just go AWOL without checking in. Go somewhere where no one knows me, and I can be myself.”

      “Until you run out of money and you go crawling back to Gavin.” Slade snickers. He knows me so well I feel like kicking him.

      “Yeah, well, I don’t have any marketable job skills. It’s not like I can support myself on my freelance jobs.”

      I edit and proofread for a few authors as well as design book covers and ads. I also get paid to play online games for a few clients who don’t have the time to collect magical items and rack up the kills.

      “Maybe you don’t need any.” A hard look crosses his face, the kind a robber gets when he corners you on the sidewalk. “How much did he give you?”

      I squirm uneasily in the passenger seat. “Five hundred’s barely enough to buy a plane ticket.”

      He grunts, and for the first time in my life, I don’t know what he’s thinking.

      Surely, he’s my brother, right? And five hundred isn’t enough to take that away—not even for a petty criminal.

      We drive at a snail’s pace, mile after mile, and I’m almost tempted to go back to a clinic closer to home. I should have called a rideshare driver. It’s not like I need Slade at my side. But then, he is the only family I have.

      Besides the baby …

      An icepick stabs me in the gut.

      The baby.

      He’s not just Gavin’s kid but also mine.

      My baby.

      “You okay?” Slade asks when he notices how quiet I am. “Are you sure you want to go through with this?”

      “I don’t know if I can,” I admit. “I need more time.”

      “Heck yeah, you do.” He gives a rebel yell. “About time you did something for yourself. Let’s go win us some money.”

      HEATH

      Divine, Idaho, Population 874, Founded 1880. A forgotten town smack-dab in the middle of Idaho. It’s situated in a valley between two mountain ranges, one to the east and the other to the west. A river flows southwest down to the Oregon and Idaho border.

      It doesn’t have much of a history other than the teetotalers who turned the town dry—but by then, the gold rush up north had run its course. Today, it’s a jumping off point for hunters and campers to pick up supplies before roaming into the nearby mountains and forests. Cattle graze on the lower hills, and apple orchards survive near the river. Other than that, it’s perfectly hidden and tucked away—well off the beaten highway.

      I’m Heath Ruger.

      Former big city cop.

      But that’s another life I prefer not to revisit.

      Out here, I’m one of the strangers. No one knows me, and I don’t know anyone.

      I came into money—not telling how—and I’m not about to reveal my sources.

      Suffice it to say, I don’t need to work but I pick up a job here or there to keep me on my toes.

      I stride through town on this hot, dusty summer afternoon. Wearing shades and desert camo. Idaho is an open carry state so I don’t bother hiding my holstered Ruger 9mm SR1911. No one bothers me anymore. I’m not the chatty type. A nod or a grunt is my way of saying “hello and stay back” in one economical move.

      I stock up at the general store. Pay cash for all my goods. Fill my gas cans and tank and check my mailbox. Business correspondence. I have no friends, in case you haven’t noticed. Left all that behind at the last precinct where everything went wrong.

      Aside from the usual bills is a grubby envelope addressed to my pseudonym, Tristan Summer. A happy-boy name no one would associate with me. Imagine someone named Tristan Summer. You’d picture a Greek god with blond curls, a tan, and a surfboard.

      Since I don’t advertise my services, whoever is writing to me got my name through word of mouth. I do all jobs concealed, never meeting face-to-face with a client. They give me the tag: photo, last seen, and I name the price. Whether it’s a skip or a fugitive, I nab them and get the bounty—no questions asked.

      Like I said earlier, I don’t need to work, so if the job’s too easy or boring, I pass on it. On the other hand, tracking an ex-military professional who knows what he’s doing in the wilderness—now that is a job that gets my palms wet and my blood pumping.

      I don’t read my mail until I’m safely behind my electrified gate. No one tailed me from town, but a man can never be too sure. After checking my perimeter camera feeds, I take a penknife and carefully open the envelope, expecting a photo and a dossier.

      Name: Remi Brucker

      Last known residence: Seattle

      I study the colored glossy studio photo.

      Sultry green eyes. Honey-blond hair. Classically beautiful features like she’s a Greek goddess statue come alive. The face is strong with well-defined cheekbones and a chin with a hint of stubbornness. And the lips? Bow-shaped and lush, just begging me to take a nip.

      I flip through the dossier and frown. Domestic affair. Unnamed client wants his girlfriend back. Maybe she has a reason to run from him, and then my jaw drops.

      The cat is offering a million cash.

      Too bad I’m going to turn him down.

      I don’t need a million, and if I find this woman, I might just keep her for myself.

      Then again, if I turn him down, he’ll find another hunter—one whose ethics aren’t as upright as mine.
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      HEATH

      I call the number on the contract while staring at the glossy photo of Remi Bruckner. I don’t for a moment believe in the million-dollar price tag. It’s there to goad my curiosity or it could be a prank. Even more nefarious, someone from my past has me figured out.

      It was a risk to do the hunting and tracking jobs, but a man with my skills would get mighty bored sitting on the mountain with nothing to do. The jobs keep me busy and humble. An idle mind is the devil’s workshop. That kind of thing.

      “Yeah?” a man’s rough voice answers.

      “Tristan Summer here.” I use my pseudonym. “I was told to call this number.”

      “Oh, right. I have a job for you.”

      “It’s bullshit. You don’t have a million dollars. I just want to know why you can’t find your own girlfriend.”

      “You’ve obviously not done your research.” The man snickers. “I thought you were better than that. I can count on you to be discreet, but I didn’t count on you being a bonehead. As for Remi, she is under high emotional stress and may give you grief. Once you have her in your custody, call me and we can arrange the exchange. A million is a small price to pay.”

      “I’ll want it in Bitcoin. Half down.”

      The man chuckles. “How do you know I didn’t offer the job to others? The first guy who deposits her at the safe house gets the bounty—but only if there’s no publicity. I don’t want my name associated with any news articles. I know you don’t want publicity or you wouldn’t be hiding up there in Divine, Idaho.”

      “I don’t need the trouble,” I tell the arrogant jerk. “Get someone else to do your dirty work.”

      “Don’t you want to know the reason behind all of this?” He laughs with a maniacal pitch and hangs up.

      I’ll have to admit he got me there. A pretty woman worth a million-dollar bounty. I get on the internet through a VPN, or virtual private network designed to disguise my location, and tap into several online databases. Whoever this Remi Bruckner is, she doesn’t have much of an online presence. No social media. No arrest record. No property.

      There is, however, a high school graduation listing at one of those online yearbook and classmate sites. I bring up the scanned yearbook and compare her senior picture with the glossy. There’s no mistake it’s the same woman.

      Armed with her high school information, it takes me no time to tap into the school district’s records. That’s when I realize this job might have legs after all.

      Remi Bruckner is the foster daughter of Stan and Deana Greasley—prominent Seattle area philanthropists behind Operation Persephone, an organization that rescues human trafficking victims.

      An online image search reveals Remi shows up at fundraisers flanked by the Greasleys. She doesn’t appear to do anything else but accompany them to social functions—the pretty face in a boardroom or cocktail party.

      I still have no indication that Remi has a boyfriend or that the caller is legit. But as they say, curiosity kills the cat, but I’m a cat with ninety-nine lives.

      The department of social services which runs foster care is as easy to tap into as the school system, and soon, I discover Remi has a brother who has a rap sheet a mile long.

      I’m browsing through screens and connecting the dots when it all clicks together. The brother, Slade Bruckner, was recently bailed out by his sister and awaiting trial for breaking into Gavin Greasley’s mansion and scaring his wife. I now have a time and a place for a starting point.

      I still haven’t decided to take the job, but a short trip to Seattle will give me a much-needed change in scenery. And my gut tells me there’s something not quite right. No one is so hard to find that she warrants a million dollars. There’s got to be more behind the story, and I’m betting the Greasleys are involved.

      It’s either a publicity stunt for Operation Persephone or a trap for me—the cop who busted the head of Seattle’s sex trafficking ring only to have a Greasley-connected judge grant him immunity. Their charitable foundation paid me the bounty for the bust, but I got the message loud and clear.

      Get lost and stay lost.

      REMI

      I wake up with a start, my heart pounding like rocks tumbling off a windswept cliff. I’m not in my antique bed, and I’m still pregnant. Gavin’s going to be super pissed that I didn’t check in, and even worse, he would have left a ton of messages on my phone—the one Slade smashed somewhere on Interstate 5.

      “No, no!” I palm my aching eyes away from the sunlight filtering in through the gaudy tribal-patterned curtains at the casino’s motel. The reek of stale cigarette smoke and insecticide along with the rattle of a wheezy window air conditioning unit remind me how much I miss my penthouse. I miss everything about Seattle except facing Gavin and telling him I never made it to the clinic.

      I tell myself I needed more time. There are big consequences. What if this baby is the grandson his parents always wanted? Surely, he’d realized we don’t make rash decisions when it involves family. Deanna Greasley once told me that she tried so many times after Gavin’s birth to have another child but was met with a string of miscarriages. By the time she thought about adopting, she felt she was too old. She would complain about Gavin’s wife, Claudia’s, inability to get pregnant and how her meds and unstable moods would disqualify them to adopt.

      Maybe I should have called her and let her in on the news. Deanna would back me up, wouldn’t she? And she’d knock some sense into Gavin.

      I’m sure he didn’t mean for me to get rid of his baby. He wasn’t thinking straight. If it was a shock for me, it must have been doubly a shock for him.

      He’ll understand. Except he’s going to be super upset with Slade for not taking me to the clinic. I sure hope Slade isn’t planning on skipping bail. If he does, I’m going to be so screwed with Gavin.

      Where is Slade anyway?

      I take deep breaths that are supposed to relax me but make my heart jumpier. I’m trying to do the right thing. To not make a hasty decision. But I should have planned this better. Instead, I followed Slade’s idea to take a time-out from Gavin. To give him time to reconsider. After all, if the baby dies, there’s no going back on it.

      But I still have the IUD. The baby might still die. Shouldn’t I go to a better doctor than one at a clinic designed to kill it?

      I cradle my aching head in my hands and blink at the unreality of it all: the threadbare bedcover, the chipped veneer motel furniture, the faded stains on the carpet, and the blinking red numbers on the old-fashioned clock radio.

      This is not my idea of a fantasy vacation without Gavin. I’d always pictured my big “Ferris Bueller” moment as sipping champagne on a private jet, hopping over to the French Riviera, and moving a stack of chips straight up on a roulette table. In my dreams, there’s an attentive man—a suitable billionaire who is smitten with me—and he makes all the arrangements, including a spa visit, dining at the most exclusive restaurants, jewelry showings, and dancing the night away on a moonlit terrace.

      Not this!

      Alone and pregnant. I reach for my purse and dump out the contents. No phone. Not even a burner. I rifle through my wallet and come up with a few crinkly bills. Slade has the rest of my money that he’s using to make more.

      “Slade, where the heck are you?” I shout at the air conditioner and flick it off.

      He’s obviously not in the dingy two-bed motel room we rented. His bed hasn’t been slept in. I’m not surprised because he stays out all day and all night. Hit a streak of luck and multiplied my five hundred dollars to over three thousand in a matter of hours. I keep arguing with him to hold some back, at least pay me back, but he gives that “boring” look and says I’m risk adverse.

      No fun Remi. Chicken, bawk, bawk, bawk. All the things I get teased about growing up is still haunting me.

      Yawning, I fix myself instant coffee from the minibar and help myself to a protein bar. Slade’s usually back to grab me for lunch, and we fill our tummies to the gill at the buffet before he heads back to the gaming table.

      I hate wearing the same clothes for the third day straight, but I don’t have any cash. I dab at the stain on my blouse and stretch the wrinkles from my pants. It’ll have to do. I ought to find Slade and ask him for my share of the money so I can at least look decent. I’ll also need a replacement phone so I can contact Gavin and see if he changed his mind.

      After showering and dressing, I wander to the motel’s lobby and notice I missed the complimentary continental breakfast. Picking up an apple, I peek out into the parking lot to look for Slade’s clunker.

      It’s not there.

      My heart racing, I return to the lobby and ask the clerk if she’s seen my brother, Slade Bruckner.

      “Can’t say that I have,” she drawls. “You want to leave him a message?”

      “No, we’re sharing the same room. It’s just that he’s at the casino twenty-four seven.”

      She chuckles. “You know how it is. They don’t come back until they’ve lost every red cent.”

      “I sure hope not.” A chill snakes its way down my spine. “Anyway, I think I’ll go for a walk.”

      “How about I book you for a mani-pedi?” she asks, looking on her computer screen. “Your room package includes one and I doubt your brother wants to take advantage of it.”

      “Sure. That sounds like a great way to spend the morning.”
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        * * *

      

      Slade isn’t back at lunch, and by evening, I’m starting to worry. He wouldn’t leave me in the middle of nowhere, would he? How am I to get home? Would Gavin come and get me?

      I check with the clerk again. “Has my brother checked out or said he was going to another casino?”

      There’s a string of them on the reservation, and many gamblers skip around, especially if management suspects they are card counting or doing other nefarious tricks—of which I’m sure Slade learned a slew of them in prison.

      She frowns, pursing her lips as she checks. “You’re all paid up until the end of the week. Doesn’t he have a number where he can be reached?”

      “He does, but I don’t have my cell phone. It broke on the way over.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad,” she says. “You can borrow mine.”

      I take her phone and enter Slade’s last known number.

      “Yeah?” Slade answers with a guarded tone, clearly not knowing the number I’m calling from.

      “Hey, it’s me, Remi. Where are you?”

      The silence across the line is ominous.

      “Slade? You still there?”

      “Yeah, but don’t call me at this number. I’m about to get busted. Bunch of bounty hunters showed up this morning, and I had to take off.”

      “You took off?” My voice startles the receptionist, and her eyes widen. I give her a reassuring wave and smile. “Of course. When will you be back?”

      “Someone’s there.” Slade’s quick at picking things up. “Hope it’s not Gavin because he’s the one who sent the bounty hunters.”

      “I told you not to jump—” I cut myself off because the clerk is listening. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Stay put. I’ll send a friend to fetch you. Only he doesn’t know me. You just have to do what he says.”

      “I don’t get this. How does your friend not know you?”

      “He can’t. But I know of him. He’s the best. Trust me.”

      “What does he look like? How would I know who he is? What’s his name?”

      “He’ll have your picture—the one you gave me when you got those glamour shots for that modeling contract. Don’t tell him anything about a brother or who I am to you. Just do as he says.”

      “You can’t just leave me.” My teeth start to chatter despite the summer heat. Slade’s doing it again. Leaving me high and dry. It’s always the same. “What am I going to do?”

      “You’re strong. You will listen to this guy. What you can’t do is go back to Gavin. You got it? You tip him off on where to find you, and he’ll track me down. I won’t tell you where I’m going just in case, but Remi, I’m your brother. I’ll always be your brother.”

      “I know that, but what kind of trouble are you in? Let me help you.”

      “Help me by staying alive.”

      “Okay, but I’m supposed to get to a clinic. I’ve got a big problem inside of me.”

      I can hear him swallowing hard. “Remi, I have to tell you.”

      “What?”

      “Mom almost aborted you. I was the one who begged her not to. Said I wanted a baby brother and that I promised to take care of you.”

      “Slade?” The shock has me doubled over, clutching my belly. “Slade?”

      “When I went to juvie, I broke that promise. I’m sorry.”

      The line goes dead.
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      I spend the rest of the day in shock, pacing around the motel room. I go around in circles trying to make a decision. I can’t contact Gavin. He made it clear when he wired the bail money that he wants nothing to do with me until I’ve taken care of my problem. I wonder if he’s worried or called to check on me. If he’s been to the penthouse and let himself in to look for clues.

      All I want is to go back to my penthouse and get my life back. But without credit cards or cash, how do I get from here to there? Can I trust Gavin’s mom? She doesn’t know about my secret life with her son. I’ll keep her out of it for now. Until I get my bearings. Maybe she’ll loan me the money to see a doctor.

      I pick up the motel phone and ask to place a collect call. I had to use directory service because I didn’t know her number so I ended up with their landline. Unfortunately, no one picks up so it’s a moot point.

      What to do? What to do?

      Behind all of this are the last words Slade left me.

      I was almost aborted.

      I would have died before I was born if it hadn’t been for Slade.

      Does this mean Slade wants my baby? That he wants to be an uncle?

      I rack my brain for anyone else I can turn to, like the woman at my yoga class that I regularly pair up with. But without my cell phone, I have no idea what her number is. Besides, we aren’t really friends. I’ve never had her over to my penthouse.

      No one comes over other than my housekeeper, delivery service, and cook.

      Gavin’s rules.

      I picture my cook, a purple-haired, nose-ringed Bohemian type. It’s Thursday, and she’s probably let herself in and prepared a week’s worth of portion-controlled vegan dishes.

      Gavin is vegan, and therefore feels contaminated if he has to be in close contact with any essence of dead animals. I well remember his horror when he saw me with a bag of Cheetos. I’m sure any cheese flavoring is artificial, but he says the smell of cheese upsets his stomach. Guess I’m going to have to go on a cleanse after I return. Slade left behind a couple packets of beef jerky, and that’s all I’ve been gnawing on.

      The cook can’t help, but has she called Gavin to tell him I’m missing? Is Gavin looking for me? Have I left any clues?

      Sadly no. My appointment was booked under a pseudonym. My cell phone stopped pinging the towers somewhere on Interstate 5. There were no accident reports to follow up with.

      I go through the list of people I see frequently. The doorman. The barista at the corner coffee shop. The dog walker I say hi to on the elevator as she struggles with her chain of canines. The people taking my online creative writing class. My online art gathering.

      My eyelids grow heavy, and my stomach growls. I polish off the snack food in the minibar and worry about how to pay the bill later. Tomorrow, I’ll walk to the town square and panhandle. Get enough for bus fare back to Seattle and take it from there.

      People out here are used to hard luck stories. My boyfriend took off with my car and money. I need bus fare. Please, spare me a few dollars.

      I’ve seen well-dressed people get away with it near transit stations—even given to the harried mother claiming she’s late to daycare pickup or the woman with a covered stroller begging for a hotel room for the night.
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        * * *

      

      I’m up bright and early the next morning. All I have is my purse and Slade’s camouflage duffel bag—the one with the beef jerky, an unopened box of condoms, several casino T-shirts, a pack of gum, a half-empty bottle of water, and a stash of girlie magazines. I toss the girlie magazines in the trash and pocket the tiny squeeze bottles of lotion and soap. If I can’t panhandle enough bus fare, I’m going to have to walk and hitchhike.

      It’s blazing hot outside, and the clunky air conditioner that kept me awake half the night does nothing to cool the sticky sweat from my skin. I gulp down a glass of tap water and fill the water bottle. The taste is sulfurous and stale—probably well water.

      I’m really going to need a deep cleanse when I get home.

      A knock on the door has me jumping out of my skin.

      “Housekeeping,” a male voice announces.

      I tamp down the jitters, put the cap back on the lotion bottle I’m using, and exit the bathroom.

      “Have at it, I’m on my—” I stop in my tracks. “You’re not housekeeping.”

      The man lowers his gun and gestures with his head. “Go to the bed and sit down. Anyone else in here?”

      I debate whether to tell him I’m alone, but I figure I’d better do as I’m told. Slowly, I sit down on the edge of my bed.

      “I don’t have any money.” I hold my purse tight and glance at Slade’s duffel bag sitting on the bed.

      He’s cleared the closet and bathroom, even checking behind the shower curtain.

      “Don’t worry. I don’t want your money.”

      The gleaming look he gives me has me clenching my teeth. This can’t be the man Slade sent. Actually, I don’t believe Slade sent anyone. Why would he spend money hiring someone to take me home?

      Another thought, more chilling than the last, snakes down my spine.

      What if Slade sold me to pay off his gambling debts? What if he lost all our money and I’m the payoff to the loan sharks?

      “Who are you?” I steady my voice. “You must have the wrong room.”

      “You Remi Bruckner?” he asks.

      I nod, not able to think of a reason to lie. If Slade sent him, he’d know my name.

      “Good. You’re coming with me.” He keeps the gun in one hand and empties my duffel bag with the other.

      “Hey. What are you doing?”

      “Checking you for weapons. Don’t worry. I don’t want any of this.” He raises his eyebrows at the box of extra-large condoms before replacing the stuff. “Your purse?”

      I hold on to it tighter. “I don’t have any weapons.”

      “We don’t have time for games.” He gestures with the gun. “Pour it out and let me see.”

      “You still haven’t told me who you are and who you’re working for.”

      “How do you know I’m working for anyone?” His gaze jumps between my face and the items I spread out on the bed. “Let me check your wallet.”

      “I can’t go with you without knowing why you’re here.”

      He flips through my identification cards and the few measly dollars I have and then replaces the wallet into my purse. “Call it a hunch, but I’m betting you’re out of options.”

      “I can call the police. You can’t just break in to my motel room with a gun and threaten me.”

      He holsters his gun. “There, no more gun. Let’s take a walk and have a nice conversation. I’m one of the good guys.”

      The grin he gives me puts me at ease. It’s a strong, solid grin that matches his serious eyes. Slate-gray eyes that have seen too much. He isn’t bad-looking, not by far. Not a pretty boy, not soft with manicured fingernails and gelled hair. But rough and hard, like he’d been in his share of scrapes.

      “If you’re a good guy, you could lend me a couple of bucks and give me a lift to the bus station.”

      “I’ll do even better.” He slips the duffel bag over his shoulder. “How about I take you where you want to go?”

      “What’s in it for you?” I head for the door, but he blocks my path.

      “Before we go out there, I want to go over the rules. You’ll stay at my side, slightly behind me, but not lagging too far. If I say drop, you drop to the ground. If I say run, you run and don’t look back. Now, let’s go out there easygoing, don’t attract attention⁠—”

      The door bursts open and two men wearing wraparound dark glasses and gray suits enter.

      “We’ll take it from here.” The lead guy holds his hand out to me.

      I scramble to remember what Slade told me. Something about showing me a glossy photo—a glamour shot. And didn’t he say one guy and not two?

      “She’s mine.” The lone wolf puts himself between me and the newcomers. “I got to her first, so I suggest you two turn around and take a hike.”

      “No way. We have orders and you’re in the way.” Gray Suit A grabs my hand.

      It’s six of one, half dozen of the other to me. Apparently, someone is paying to have me retrieved. I wonder if it’s Gavin after all.

      “Are you taking me back to Seattle?” I ask Gray Suit A.

      “I’m the one with the orders,” Lone Wolf says. “Watch who you’re dealing with.”

      “You, step back.” Gray Suit B cocks his gun at the lone wolf, the silencer long and menacing.

      “They’re going to hurt you,” Lone Wolf says to me. “They have organized crime written all over them.”

      “Did Gavin send you?” I ask the gray suits.

      “Of course he did, and it looks like we got you in the nick of time,” the man holding my hand says. “Gavin was so worried about you. It’s a shame how your brother kidnapped you and skipped out on you once again.”

      I catch my breath and look back at Lone Wolf. He looks to be within Slade’s budget—rough, scruffy, and dodgy.

      Who do I trust?

      Gavin or Slade?

      I swing my purse at Gray Suit A and lunge toward the open door.

      HEATH

      A shot of pure fear passes over Remi’s face when the guy mentions Gavin. I did my homework. Gavin is the congressman in her district. He’s also the son of Stan and Deana Greasley, which makes him Remi’s foster brother.

      It happens in a split second. Remi swings at the guy holding her hand. The guy with the gun trained on me pivots toward her.

      Splat. Splat. Splat.

      Three shots are fired through his silencer, pegging him as a trigger-happy rookie.

      I slam my shoulder into his kneecap, tackling him and sending him into the mirror. It shatters, and he drops the gun, screaming and howling in pain.

      I grab his Glock 17 and take off after Remi and the other man who must be cursing his trigger-happy partner under his breath.

      We bounty hunters, skip tracers, or fugitive recovery agents work best alone, without drawing attention. With the shots fired, people are popping their heads out of their doorways like prairie dog social hour.

      The lead assailant picks Remi up and hoists her over his shoulder. Good. It slows him down as he runs out into the parking lot toward the passenger side of a black van. I gain ground coming in from the other side between a row of cars.

      He unlocks the van remotely and slides the side door open. I jump into the driver’s seat and start the push-button ignition, thankful that his key fob is in range.

      “Hey!” He shoves Remi into the cargo compartment and goes for his gun.

      I slam the transmission into reverse and ram my foot on the gas. Tires scream, and the van lurches backward. The man has one foot inside the van, hanging on to the safety bar with his left hand. He aims the gun at me, and I jam the brakes.

      He shoots twice.

      The driver’s side window shatters, and another bullet splats through the dashboard. Remi screams and I can’t check if she’s hit or not.

      I have to dislodge the shooter before I can help her.

      Shifting to drive, I jerk the wheel to the left and spin out on the gravel lot, doing wheelies to keep him from pulling his entire body into the van.

      Hitting the button for the door, I gun the engine and sideswipe a delivery truck.

      The gunman tumbles from the van and the door closes, locking in place.

      I can hear Remi whimpering on the floor of the van behind me.

      “You okay?” I ask Remi. “Did you get shot?”

      “I’m fine, no thanks to you,” she seethes through gritted teeth. “Before we go any farther, you’d better drop me off at the police station.”

      “Not if your brother’s on the lam. This unmarked vehicle and those greasy gelled suits—smells like Feds—dirty, stinking Feds on the take.”

      Bingo. Her face pales at the mention of her brother and the Feds.

      She recovers by rolling her eyes. “I thought you said organized crime earlier.”

      “Same difference.” I swerve around a slow-moving tractor and race off down the road.

      “But what if Gavin is rescuing me?”

      “You don’t believe that.” I shoot her a glare in the rearview mirror. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have run when he said Gavin’s name.”
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      The van hurtles like an out-of-control roller coaster, bouncing and swerving from side to side as we pass slower-moving traffic and make sharp turns. I’m petrified, but I force myself to crawl into the front passenger seat. I have to see where we’re going. I’m not a side of beef to be fought over, and I have unanswered questions.

      “What are you going to do with me?” I press Lone Wolf with the most important question.

      “We’re going to ditch this van, first thing, and get ourselves a change of clothing.”

      I jab his arm. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      He spares me a glance and cuts across three lanes to exit the highway. “You want me to let you go? Because I can pull over and drop you off.”

      “Not here in the middle of nowhere. You promised to take me to a bus station.”

      There’s nothing I can see but scattered plots of farmland, a junkyard filled with old trailers, and a scattered house or gas station clustered around a dusty crossroad.

      “If that’s what you want, then I can do that. But we have to ditch this van and walk.”

      “Walk? How far?”

      “As far as it takes.” He turns into a dusty lane lined with worn-out houses fronting a forested lake.

      “I get why you have to ditch the van, but I don’t see any car rentals here.”

      “Who said anything about renting a car?” He pulls the van down a rutted road deeper underneath the trees. “Here’s the thing. Once I shut off the ignition, I won’t be able to restart it. See how it’s complaining that the key fob is missing?”

      “Yes, so what do you want me to do?”

      “Look for a yard with a car, mail stuffed in the box, newspapers thrown on the porch.”

      “You’re going to steal a car?”

      “I’ll leave payment.” He glances from one side of the road to the other at the tiny cabins nestled beneath the trees. “I want you to walk to that one and ring the bell.”

      “Why?”

      “So you can see if anyone’s home.” He points to a dilapidated clapboard house with peeling paint and an overflowing mailbox. A clunker sedan, a boxy Oldsmobile, is sitting in the yard overgrown with weeds.

      “Why me?”

      “Do as I say, Remi. We don’t have time for arguments. Whoever sent those two suits is tracking this van. Once those two report us missing, they’ll be swarming the countryside trying to find us.”

      “They’ll be after you. I wasn’t the one who stole the van.”

      He cocks an eyebrow at me sky high. “They were told to collect you, and somehow you were too scared to go with them that you threw your lot with me.”

      “I did not. I was trying to get away from all three of you.” Even though I deny it, I was afraid of going back to Gavin without my problem resolved.

      “I wasn’t the one who took a few shots at you,” he says in an aggrieved tone. “Tell me why you didn’t go with them. What did they mean about your brother kidnapping you?”

      I can’t believe this guy is asking me twenty questions when he’s the one who’s in the driver’s seat.

      “I don’t have a brother, and they were shooting at you.”

      “Heck no. The rookie was definitely aiming at you. That’s how I was able to tackle him. So my question to you is, who would want to get rid of you?”

      “No one,” I say after a moment’s hesitation. Gavin still wants me. He just doesn’t want the baby.

      He eyes me with a shake of his head. “You thought of someone already.”

      “It’s none of your business.”

      “It sure is because I got involved.”

      “Why did you get involved?”

      He gives me a half shrug and smirks. “I have a thing for damsels in distress.”

      I’m not buying his bull. Not when he argued with the suits that he got to me first.

      “You can still let me go.” I hold out my hand. “Lend me some money and drop me off.”

      “Sure I could, but you’re stuck with me until we can figure out who wants you bad enough to send two trigger-happy goons with guns.”

      “Why do you care?” This stranger
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