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      She disappeared on their wedding day. Now she’s back, and someone wants her dead.

      Zane Knox is a man who doesn’t exist. The former Navy SEAL has spent years buried in the shadows, forced into off-books missions for a government agency that doesn’t technically exist. He doesn’t do it because he wants to…he does it because, if he refuses, the secrets he carries will send him to prison.

      He’s made peace with living as a ghost. Until the woman who left him at the altar shows up on his boat, battered and begging for medical supplies.

      Tessa Lane doesn’t know who is after her or why, only that nowhere is safe. She no longer believes in God, in love, or the vows she nearly made to Zane. But when the past collides with a deadly present, she has no choice but to trust the one man she swore she’d never face again.

      Protecting her may be Zane’s mission, but restoring Tessa’s faith—and rekindling the love he never gave up on—is a fight he refuses to lose.

      Even if it costs him everything.

      Explosive action. Unfinished business. And a second chance worth dying for.
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      This one was a rough one to write.

      Not because of the story itself, but because I spent most of the time stuck in doubt mode where every word I wrote felt wrong. Nothing felt like it hit the feeling I was going for.

      For the first time, I had to push an editing date back multiple times because I just couldn’t move past it. But after a lot of prayers, some tears, and moments of absolute frustration, SEAL of Honor was finally finished.

      Now, I love this story. The characters, the faith, the fight. Every word of it. But I was so afraid that it was only one-sided. That the rest of the story wouldn’t resonate the way I wanted it to.

      When I sent it off to the editor, I was sure that she was going to write back and tell me that I needed to start over. That I missed the mark and it was time to return to square one.

      I was so sure of it that I even hesitated to open up her email when she finally did send it back.

      When I finally decided I couldn’t hide from it forever and opened it, instead of what I’d feared, she’d written: “I’m confident that the reason you struggled so mightily is that you are doing Kingdom work.”

      Kingdom work.

      Those two words hit me square in the chest, and I just sat there, staring at them, tears in my eyes. Because Kingdom work is exactly what I wanted to do.

      When I made the switch to writing Christian Romance, I knew that I wanted to tell stories that would not only bring glory to God but hopefully help point people to Him. To the love He offers and the hope we have in Jesus Christ.

      But there was still a part of me that was nervous about how it would be received. After all, I come from a side of the book world where mentioning your faith is the fastest way to end up cancelled. (Which is INSANE, of course.)

      The further I’ve gotten into this journey, though, the more I’ve prayed for boldness in my faith. For strength and courage, and the words to speak the truth, no matter what circumstance I’m faced with.

      I think of Stephen in Acts, and how he refused to speak anything but the truth, even though he was stoned to death for it.

      I think of Paul and how he spoke of love and hope even as he sat behind prison bars.

      I think of the apostles, who continued to speak the truth even as they were imprisoned, tortured, and killed for it.

      They all showed boldness in the face of a world determined to drown out their voices.

      I definitely can’t help but draw parallels to the world we’re living in today, where speaking the truth can lead to losing one’s life.

      Still, I pray for that kind of courage.

      For the kind of boldness that inspires.

      That defends.

      That spreads the Good News about Jesus and the hope that comes from believing in Him.

      I mean, it is literally THE BEST news. We are ALL sinners. Each and every one of us. And that sin separates us from God. But because of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, we can be reborn. Because of His sacrifice, we can spend an eternity of peace in The Kingdom.

      In SEAL of Honor, Zane boldly proclaims his faith to Tessa, despite the doubt she carries. I believe we all will cross paths with a Tessa at some point in our lives, and I pray that we are all granted the same boldness to defend our faith and to point others to Jesus so they might also find the salvation He grants us.

      As we move forward, let us all pray for boldness and for hearts that always speak out of love. Even in moments where we are faced with hate.

      Choose love.

      Choose Him.

      Choose forgiveness. For others…and yourself.

      And with every single book I write, I pray that I am doing Kingdom Work. That I am being a light amidst a world of darkness.

      Every story I write has a verse that leads as its inspiration, as the focal point of the faith journey. For SEAL of Honor, that verse is Ephesians 2:8-10: “God saved you by His grace when you believed. And you can’t take credit for this; it is a gift from God. Salvation is not a reward for the good things we have done, so none of us can boast about it. For we are God’s masterpiece. He has created us anew in Christ Jesus, so we can do the good things He planned for us long ago.”

      Our salvation is His gift to us.

      Let’s go out and tell the world about it so that they can find the peace that comes with knowing Him, too.

      -Love always,

      Jessica

    

  


  
    
      To those who spread the Good News in boldness.

      And to those desperately seeking it.

      Acts 7:55-56
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      A meaty fist slams into my face, and pain radiates through my jaw, spreading up into my head and down my neck. It’s a dull pain, not sharp or stinging anymore, thanks to the dozens of times I was hit before I lost count.

      I spit blood to the side and grin up at the man standing above me. His face is shielded by a mask, but I can feel the anger radiating off of him. “Hey now, that one didn’t hurt as bad. Are you going soft on me, Killer?” I ask, doing my best to keep my tone level.

      It’s not fear that has me wavering. No, I ran out of fear a long time ago. This is pure exhaustion, dehydration, and the fact that I haven’t eaten anything in at least twenty-four hours.

      Then again, if he keeps this up, I’ll likely never eat anything solid again.

      The man rears his fist back again⁠—

      “Wait! I’ll talk!” Sawyer Maddox, a member of my team, calls out from across the room. Like me and the other captured member of my team, Ryker Granger, his hands and feet are bound to a metal chair. He’s sitting at the edge of the blacked-out basement, his face bloodied and swollen just like the rest of ours.

      Though Killer here has definitely taken a liking to messing up my face over theirs.

      “Keep your mouth closed,” Ryker growls. He’s the largest of all of us, built like an actual tank and currently being held to his chair with chains since he managed to snap the ropes they’d bound him with the first time.

      If he weren’t on my side? Then I might be slightly intimidated. But scared? Nah. Because I know I have God with me, and with Him at my side, what should I fear?

      Death can do nothing to me since I put my faith in Jesus Christ.

      “No,” Sawyer snaps. “You might be okay with them using Cap’s face as a punching bag, but I’m not, okay?” He feigns tortured emotion and closes his eyes.

      I grin because I know what’s coming. I’ve seen Sawyer stare down the barrel of a rifle with a smile on his face. There’s no way he’ll bow down now.

      But they don’t know that. And the nature of the game? Delay until the cavalry shows up.

      “Talk,” the man wearing my blood like a glove orders, his finger pointed directly at Sawyer.

      “Okay.” Sawyer takes a deep breath. “It was me,” he says. “I’m the one who took your sister out last night. Listen, I know we stayed out late, but it was all honorable. You have my word. I didn’t even—” Sawyer’s words are cut off when Killer charges across the small room and slams his fist into his face.

      “I told you to keep your mouth closed,” Ryker says, chuckling.

      Sawyer laughs and spits his blood onto the concrete floor. “Yeah, but then I would have missed out on that sweet little love tap.” I’m pretty sure he winks, but with one eye completely swollen shut, it’s also possible he was just blinking.

      “Look, how about a little quid pro quo?” I ask. “You answer my questions, and I’ll answer yours.”

      “Do you think that’s how this works?” Killer snarls and turns back toward me. Reaching down into his boot, he straightens and withdraws a blade nearly as long as my forearm.

      Okay, maybe things are getting a bit more heated now.

      Lord, please be with us here in this room. If it is Your will, please let us walk out of this. Amen. As I pray, peace washes over me. Death doesn’t scare me. It never has. Maybe that’s why I’m as good at this as I am? Because I know that, no matter what happens to me here, I’m going somewhere better.

      Both Sawyer and Ryker have gone completely silent, their serious gazes trained intently on the man in front of me. So far, he’s the only one in this room, though I know there are plenty more above ground. We saw them firsthand when we infiltrated this place, looking for the missing teenage daughter of a French diplomat yesterday.

      Unfortunately, the intel we were given was flawed, and there were far more guns within the walls than we anticipated. Hence, the whole being tied to a chair thing. It’s also what’s kept the cavalry so long. Dealing with that many opposing forces takes planning and precision.

      The man closes the distance between us and presses the cold blade against my cheek. “How about I start removing things and we see just how brave you are then?” he questions, dragging the blade up toward my ear.

      Come on, Demo. Bring the rain.

      Even as I think the thought, a roaring explosion rocks the very ground we’re sitting on. Overhead, the ceiling opens, and rubble rains down on top of us. Chunks of the ceiling slam into me, and pain radiates through my head.

      But it can’t steal the joy in my heart because this is about to be nice and wrapped up in a tight little bow.

      My attacker leaps backward, and I use his momentary distraction to lean down and slice the ropes at my ankles, utilizing the handy blade I’d managed to keep hidden in the hem of my sleeve. I’d managed to cut my arms free at least an hour ago, which made taking those hits even more difficult. But making a move before I knew it was clear upstairs could have led to my taking something a lot more permanent than a punch.

      I kick the knife away from him and flip him over, pressing my knee to his back as dust fills my lungs.

      I cover my mouth and nose with one arm and cough, hoping to get as much of it out as I can while the air continues to clear.

      “You guys miss me?” Garrison Holt calls down with a sly smile on his face, a detonator in his hand.

      “Took you long enough,” Sawyer calls back as he stands and stretches.

      “Sorry, Cowboy and I had our hands full up here. You guys couldn’t have handled at least a few of them for us?” he jokes as he tosses a ladder down into the pit. “How long did it take you to break through those ropes?” he asks.

      “Not long,” Sawyer calls out. “Less time than Tank here—” He turns toward Ryker, who is still sitting in his chair, chains around him. “Oh, sorry, big guy. Forgot you were in chains.”

      “You let Sawyer beat you, Tank?” Garrison asks.

      “Hardly. They just caught me first.”

      “That’s because you used your brute strength to break out while Cap and I used sleuthing skills.” Sawyer continues to work on Ryker’s bindings, so I shift my attention back to the man pinned beneath me.

      “Where is the girl, Killer?” I demand, grabbing a handful of his hair with one hand and pressing my own blade against his throat. I won’t actually kill him—not when the active threat is over—but he doesn’t know that.

      Besides, there are plenty of ways to make someone talk without threatening their life.

      “You’ll never make it out of here alive,” he growls.

      “You seriously underestimate our resourcefulness,” Sawyer calls out.

      Ryker eats up the ground between where he’d been chained and where I’m kneeling, so I straighten and flip the guy over onto his back. I remove Killer’s mask, revealing a glorified sorority boy in way over his head. Apparently, the government is recruiting straight out of college these days.

      “If you don’t tell me, I’m going to let Tank here treat you like a chew toy,” I warn him.

      In pure Ryker fashion, he growls, and Sorority Boy’s eyes widen almost comically.

      “She’s upstairs. Top floor,” he sings like a canary. Beautiful.

      “Great. Demo, care to do the honors?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Smile,” I say as I hold his face up in front of mine so Garrison can snap a photo. Then, I throw him to the side. “Stay, and be a good boy. We have someone coming to collect you. If you run, we’ll find you. We love playing hide and seek. Don’t we, Tank?”

      “My favorite,” he replies, then rears back and slams his fist into Sorority Boy’s face. He falls back, unconscious, and Ryker turns toward the ladder. “Just making sure he doesn’t run,” he adds when I shake my head at him.

      Ryker is the first up the ladder, then Sawyer, then me. As I reach the top, Garrison pulls up the ladder. Rubble blocked the only door in or out, so without the ladder, he’ll have an interesting time trying to escape.

      There are at least half a dozen men on the ground, scattered throughout what used to be a foyer. Given the bullet holes in the glass and the blood spatter on the floor, I know this was Cowboy’s doing. Considering how fast he is, he likely took the last one down before any of them even realized what was going on.

      The death makes my stomach churn, but sometimes there is no other way. And in this war? It’s us or them. With a teenage girl added to the death toll should we fail.

      Reaching down onto the floor, I lift a discarded weapon, then check it for ammunition. Since they relieved us of our weapons when they grabbed us, both Sawyer and Ryker do the same as I, arming themselves with whatever they can find.

      “You know there was a door,” Sawyer tells Garrison. “You didn’t have to blow a hole in the place.”

      Garrison shrugs. “It would have taken too long to find it. Besides, then I wouldn’t have had the amazing entrance I got.”

      “Yeah, well, let’s hope they didn’t hear the explosion and kill the girl.” I start toward the stairs. “Cowboy, do you read?” I ask through the earpiece our lovely hosts didn’t check for when they searched us. Lungs still burning from the rubble, I cough. As is protocol, we’d gone radio silent the moment the three of us were abducted.

      “Loud and clear, Cap,” Weston Hayes, my oldest friend, replies. After the last few hours, his smooth southern drawl is a welcome sound. I’m far from being the rank of Captain—especially since I technically no longer serve in the Navy—but it’s a nickname that’s been with me for nearly a decade. “Things are quiet out here. I took out the two guards at the top of the stairs. You should be clear going up, but I can’t get a visual on the girl. All the windows are closed up.”

      His tone is strained, and I know it’s because this mission is hitting close to home. It’s that way for all of us, but for a guy who lost his younger sister at the same age this girl is, he’s struggling. I only hope this has a happier ending than the tragic story that ripped apart what remained of his family after his dad abandoned them.

      “We’ll get to her. Everything else clear?”

      “Crystal,” he replies.

      “Great.” I turn to survey my team. Even dirtied and bloodied, there’s no other group of men I would count on to have my back. They’re the best of the best. And I’m lucky to serve beside them. “Let’s go find this girl and get her home.”

      “On you, Cap,” Sawyer says as he raises his weapon at the ready.

      With a final nod, I turn and raise my weapon then head for the stairs. Cowboy was right, and both men at the top of the stairs are down, their eyes frozen open, pulses nonexistent.

      God, please let her be alive.

      Please don’t let us be too late.

      I pause by the door and hold up a fist for my team to pause, too. Pressing my ear to the door to listen for any sounds, I gently close one hand around the handle and try to turn it. The door’s locked, and I hear nothing on the other side.

      If she were dead, they wouldn’t have kept the door locked.

      Either she’s in there alone—or she’s not. But my hope that we’ll find her alive grows.

      Adrenaline pumping through my veins, I shove the anger down to keep a clear head. Details matter in moments like this. Emotions will blur already distorted lines.

      Glancing back at my team, I motion for Ryker to come around. He offers me a slight nod, and I raise my weapon all the way, training the barrel on the door. Ryker raises a heavy boot and slams it into the door.

      It splinters, and we move in as one.

      It takes less than a heartbeat to get inside, but that heartbeat feels like it takes hours when I see a silver blade pressed to the throat of a trembling teenage girl. Her blue eyes are wide and terrified, her cheeks dirty, trails of tears cutting through the grime.

      The man behind her glares at me, dark eyes darting back and forth between me and the rest of my team. He’s sizing us up. Trying to decide if he has a chance. Given that he used to be one of us, he likely knows he doesn’t.

      “Come on, Martin, you know the only way you’re walking out of this is if you let her go,” I warn, my weapon trained on him and the girl since I can’t get a clear shot through her, considering the coward is using her as a shield.

      “You’re on the wrong side,” he snaps.

      “You’ve got that backward, Bud,” Sawyer comments. “Good guys don’t kidnap terrified teenage girls. No matter the circumstances. I always knew you were a loose cannon.”

      “Please,” she whimpers, the word barely audible with her thick accent and the terror in her tone. “Let me go.”

      “Shut up!” Martin yells, pulling her tighter against him. She cries out, and a bead of crimson drips down the side of her throat where the bite of the blade got her.

      I glance at Sawyer. Then Ryker. Then one final look in Garrison’s direction.

      Their gazes say the same thing I’m thinking: Martin is going to kill her as soon as he comes to the understanding that he’s not leaving here a free man. He knows he’s going down, and he’ll take her with him just to cause as much damage as he can.

      Something I can’t allow.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I tell the girl. “Okay?”

      Her eyes widen, but she takes a deep breath.

      I squeeze the trigger.

      The gunshot is deafening in this small room, and the girl screams in pain as the bullet rips through the meat of her shoulder and slams into her abductor. Martin releases her and stumbles backward. Both Ryker and Sawyer move in on him while I rush for the girl.

      Garrison is already getting his med kit ready to go while I lay my weapon aside and apply pressure.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her. “I had no choice.”

      “I-I know,” she whimpers. Tears stream down her face. “My dad. I want my dad. Can I go home now?” she sobs.

      “Absolutely,” I reply.

      “Got the quick clot,” Garrison says.

      “She okay?” Cowboy asks through my coms.

      “Yeah. Bullet wound to the shoulder. Make the call.”

      “They’re already on their way,” he replies. “I’m coming in.”

      I tear a larger hole in her shirt so I can access her shoulder, then flush it with saline. She cries out and squirms, but Garrison takes her hand in his.

      “Squeeze, okay?” he tells her. “You’re doing so good. So brave.”

      Moving as fast as I can to ensure she doesn’t bleed out, I fill the wound with gauze, packing it as tightly as I can. I hate that I caused her pain. But a bullet to the shoulder, with a clean exit, is a lot better than what Martin would have done.

      Cowboy comes rushing in right as I’m finished with the front of her injury.

      His hazel eyes narrow on her, nostrils flaring in anger when he gets a look at the guy Ryker is currently detaining.

      “You guys have no idea what you just did! You kicked a hornet’s nest! They’ll make you disappear, and you’ll never see the light of day again!” Martin yells. He’s always been a loose cannon, but I never would have pictured him taking the terrorist route.

      I ignore his threats, focusing only on the girl. “I’m going to gently roll you to your side, okay? So I can get the exit wound.”

      She nods.

      Blood pools beneath her, slower now that I’ve got one part of the injury packed. Gently, I roll her over, feeling terrible when she hisses in pain.

      “She’s losing consciousness,” Garrison warns.

      “Shock. Stay with us, Charlotte,” I say urgently as I pack her exit wound. “Wrap.” I reach out a hand, and Cowboy slams a wrap into it. Placing the end on her entry wound, I wrap her shoulder as best I can, given the awkward location.

      Injury packed and wrapped, I gently lay her back, then stand and turn my attention to the guy who’d been holding her. His familiar face is one I’d honestly hoped to never see again.

      “Martin Shaw.” I shake my head. “You’ve got that backward on the hornet’s nest. You should have left the girl alone.”

      “This isn’t over,” Martin warns again, a sadistic smile on his face. “You have no idea what you just stepped in.”

      “That’s what they all say,” I reply as the door opens and four men wearing black tactical uniforms rush in, weapons drawn. When they see that we’ve got it covered, they lower them, and two rip Martin from the ground.

      He’s rushed out of the room, and two medics load the unconscious teen onto a stretcher, then carry her out. As they’re leaving the room, our handler, Brenda Leroy, strolls in wearing black slacks, tall heels, and a black suit jacket. Her dark hair is slicked down, so shiny I can practically see my reflection.

      Her red lips are flattened in a tight, disapproving line. “A lot of bodies out there, Knox,” she says. “You get a little trigger-happy?”

      “Actually, that was me,” Cowboy replies, tone sharp as a razor. “And there was no way to get to the girl without dropping them. You vastly underestimated the firepower here. That, or you just decided not to clue us in.”

      Her disapproving look isn’t unfamiliar. “You know that I am only as good as the intel I get. I was unaware of the number of people Shaw managed to get on his side. Apparently, the corruption ran deeper than we thought.”

      “He claims we kicked a hornet’s nest,” I tell her. “My guess is this is only the tip of that iceberg.” Crossing both arms, I glare back at her.

      We’ve known Brenda for years. Ever since our last official op as Navy SEALs six years ago went sideways and she offered us off-books contracts or prison cells.

      Obviously, there wasn’t much of a choice there.

      “Who shot the girl?”

      “I did,” I say, earning an arched brow. “It was that, or Shaw was going to kill her.”

      “We’ll get his bullet hole patched up and find out who he’s working for. Until then, lie low. This isn’t going to be a fun one to explain.”

      “Feel free to cut us loose,” Cowboy replies coldly.

      “You’re cut loose when I say you are,” she snaps. “And I’m not done with you just yet.”

      “Prison’s looking pretty good these days,” Sawyer comments dryly.

      “Given that you just put a bullet hole in the daughter of a French diplomat, I wouldn’t rule it out just yet,” Brenda replies. “Now, go before I have to include your names in my paperwork. I’ll be in touch with your next assignment,” she adds as I pass by.

      I don’t miss the irritated glance she throws my way right before she starts barking orders at the men who’d come in to start cleaning up the mess.

      Tomorrow, there will be no evidence of anything that happened here.

      They’ll destroy this place, creating a new black site somewhere else unlisted to replace it. The only reason we haven’t fought our way out from beneath her thumb is because we do good work. My team and I hunt rogue government agents and military operators.

      We bring them to justice before too much damage can be done.

      And today, we saved the life of an innocent seventeen-year-old.

      So, despite the way Brenda makes my skin crawl, I’ll keep pushing forward until the day she becomes a rogue agent in need of justice that I will happily deliver.
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      Pain radiates through my right leg, spreading fire through my veins, but I keep moving. Each step is agony, but if I stop, I’m not sure I’ll be able to start moving again. With dawn coming soon, I have to make sure I’m out of sight.

      My foot catches on something, and I cry out as I fall forward, my hands scraping against the pavement. Tears burn in my eyes, and I crawl into the nearest alley and out of view. With a building at my back and one a couple of yards to my front, I’m completely shielded in the darkness.

      I whimper, hands trembling as I check the bandage on my thigh. It’s saturated with blood. Given what I know about injuries, which is all self-taught, I don’t have long before the blood loss becomes a major issue. Truthfully, I’m not even sure how I’m still alive as it is.

      Keep moving.

      The two words are deafening in my mind, so I use the building at my back to push myself up to standing. Doing what I can to keep weight off of my injured leg, I take one deep breath before pushing forward.

      Sweat beads on my skin despite the chill in the air.

      The small-town street is silent tonight, aside from the chirping of bugs in the air, but every single noise has my already-racing heart rate spiking.

      Did he follow me?

      Can he hear my hammering heart?

      Can he sense my fear?

      No. This is a man. Not a monster from a horror film. The sobering reminder does little to ease my terror, seeing as the worst monsters I’ve ever known have been little more than men.

      As I draw in ragged breaths, I study every shadow, waiting for a hooded figure to emerge and finish me off. Wouldn’t that be ironic? I fled this place to save my life, only to lose it here eighteen years later.

      Different man. Same outcome.

      With that sobering thought, I continue forward, crossing the street in the shadow between the streetlamps.

      To my left, ocean waves crash against the shoreline. The scent of saltwater clings to the air around me. It should be welcoming. Familiar. But all it does is send shards of pain through my still broken heart.

      Focus. I need supplies. Not that I’ll know what to do with them. Breaks, bruises, and cuts? Those, I can handle.

      But a stab wound? This is a first—even for me.

      I guess it’s a good thing I know how to sew. Because that may be my only hope here. So long as I can remain conscious through the pain.

      I continue limping forward, looking left and right for any sign that someone is out and about. In this small town, someone is bound to recognize me. It’s only a matter of time. My only chance is to get out of sight before the sun comes up. Then I can hide until dark.

      If I make it that long.

      Tomorrow night, I’ll make my way to that broken-down trailer on the other side of town. That place is practically condemned and has been sitting vacant since my dad died two years ago. Unless the state’s taken control of it in my absence.

      Breathe, Tessa. One problem at a time.

      With any luck, my old first-aid supplies will still be hidden beneath the loose baseboard in my room. The very idea of setting foot back in that place makes my skin crawl and my stomach churn, but there really isn’t much of a choice.

      Going to a doctor is out of the question. They’ll have to report the injury, and the last thing I need is anyone in this town knowing I’m back. Especially since I have no idea who attacked me or if they’re still looking to finish the job.

      What if they’re monitoring police scanners?

      Time to heal.

      Time to think.

      That’s what I need.

      Since it’s nearly two in the morning, I have about three hours before the bakery opens and people start moving around.

      Three hours to make my escape or find a place to hide.

      Sweat continues to slick my skin, matting my hair, as the pain becomes nearly unbearable. My vision wavers, and I reach out to steady myself against a light pole.

      I’m not going to make it far. I may not know much about stab wounds, but I know the amount of blood saturating my leg is hitting dangerous levels. And if I pass out here—I shudder. I can’t think about what will happen if I pass out on the street.

      Get it together, Tessa. I can do this. I was in worse shape when I left this place nearly two decades ago.

      Most places in this tiny town never had a need for security cameras, but there’s no telling what’s changed in the last eighteen years. Because that’s exactly how long it’s been since I walked the streets of Stormwatch Landing, South Carolina.

      When I’d come for my dad’s funeral two years ago, I steered clear of town and hid in the trees of the cemetery so no one would notice me. I’d been successful then, so here’s hoping that luck will carry forward.

      The paved sidewalk running between the buildings on Main Street and the coastline hasn’t changed much, aside from some fresh plants placed strategically on either side of the walkway.

      A few new benches here and there, but aside from that, everything is pretty close to the same. As soon as I can, I step off onto the grass so I hopefully don’t leave a blood trail on the pavement. In this small town, that would be front-page fodder.

      My leg begins to throb even worse as the adrenaline wanes.

      I stumble forward and catch myself on the back of a bench.

      Supplies.

      I need supplies.

      Something to stop the bleeding and possibly some thread and a needle, or even some glue to close it up. But where?

      Everywhere is closed, and the last thing I need is to get arrested for breaking and entering. I can see the headlines now: LOCAL DRUNK’S RUNAWAY BRIDE DAUGHTER RETURNS AS A THIEF.

      I groan.

      Why did it seem like such a good idea to come back?

      Because I had nowhere else to go.

      As I’m stepping off Main Street and coming up on the marina, a familiar boat catches my eye. Its sails are down, and the green striping along the side is slightly faded—but unmistakable.

      As is the faded The Tessa painted on the bow of the ship.

      My heart leaps at the sight of my name. I would have thought he’d have painted over it. Renamed it something else.

      Something better.

      Don’t think on it too much. He probably just got busy. Shoving the past back where it belongs, I change course and head straight for the marina.

      Supplies.

      A cautious planner, he always had a first aid kit on board. Here’s hoping, like the town, that didn’t change. I can find the supplies, tend to my leg, then slip out before anyone ever notices that I crawled back to this place.

      With renewed strength, thanks to my plan, I continue forward until I hit the dock. My shoes thud against the boards as I limp my way toward the boat, all the while glancing behind me to make sure I’m not being followed.

      As soon as I climb aboard, I head straight for the door that will lead me into the cabin. I know this place like the back of my hand because nearly every good memory I have of this town happened here. On this boat. With him.

      I pull open the door, and his scent hits me. Salt and teak. Home. Because it smells like him. Tears blur my vision for reasons other than the pain now, and emotion sears the inside of my throat.

      There hasn’t been a day that’s gone by when I haven’t thought of him.

      My vision wavers again, a sobering reminder that, if I don’t stop focusing on the past, I won’t have a present, so I fumble around for a light switch I know I can’t use for long without drawing attention. But trying to find supplies in the dark, on a boat I haven’t been on in nearly two decades, seems improbable.

      Supplies. Maybe a little rest. Then I’ll be gone before he knows I was here. Maybe the holding tank even has water in it so I can take a quick hot shower.

      Man, wouldn’t that be lucky?

      I continue toward the right, running my hands over the walls.

      But when the cool steel of a gun barrel presses against the back of my head, I freeze in place, dread coiling in my stomach like a deadly snake ready to strike.

      No way. There is no way they found me here. Not this fast.

      Light floods the room when a lamp is flipped on. I blink rapidly as my vision adjusts to the assault.

      “Tessa?”

      My heart flutters at the recognition even as my stomach plummets to the floor. No. Of all the people to run into, why did it have to be him?

      Right as I turn toward him, the floor gives way, and the room tilts. Or, maybe it just feels that way because everything goes dark.

      “Stay with me, please!” that familiar voice orders.

      If only I could tell him that I never wanted to leave in the first place.
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      A thin line of sunlight draws me out of sleep, but the peaceful feeling ends there. As soon as I’ve crawled out of the dark nightmares, pain assaults me. There’s not a single inch of my body that doesn’t ache, and my left leg might as well be on fire.

      The steady beeping of machines claims my focus next, and the all-too-familiar sound brings a wave of nausea over me. No. No. Did he find me? Will he find me? My heart begins to pound, but I keep my eyes closed tightly.

      Like someone trying to avoid a bear attack, I play dead—or rather, unconscious.

      “Tessa, you’re safe.” The deep voice is comforting and familiar, but it brings an onslaught of emotions even more powerful than the fear.

      Zane.

      My eyes flutter open, and I look up at him. He’s standing over me in faded jeans, a worn sweatshirt with the word NAVY across the front, and a tattered South Carolina baseball cap pulled low over his sun-kissed hair.

      Oh, Zane. His face is glorious torment and sweet rescue all at once.

      He’s here.

      Where is here?

      “Hey there, sweetheart! You’re awake!” A woman in blue scrubs with kittens all over them comes breezing over toward the bedside. “How are you feeling?” Her expression grows more worried the longer it takes me to respond.

      “Throat dry,” I choke out.

      “I’ll get water.” Zane turns to leave, and I want to beg him to stay. The moment he’s out of sight, my heart begins to pound again.

      What if he doesn’t come back?

      What if he does?

      “Easy, sweetie. Zane’s not going anywhere.” She smiles softly. “Do you remember me?” She runs her hand over my forehead in a way that brings suppressed memories to the surface with the force of a tidal wave.

      Her black hair is threaded with silver, but her soft brown eyes still hold the same kindness as the woman who spent far too many years helping me with broken bones or injuries that required more than a Band-Aid.

      “I do. Hi, Nurse Rose.”

      She smiles kindly, then finishes checking my vitals. “Hi, sweetie. Listen, we have you checked in under a different name, okay? Zane wasn’t too sure what was going on, so he convinced Leopold to⁠—”

      “Leopold? As in Officer Alan Leopold?” No. This is bad. I try to sit up, but whatever pain medicine they gave me has my vision swimming.

      “Honey, relax. You’re safe here.”

      “No. I can’t—the cops. If they’re looking for me, they’ll find out⁠—”

      “Who will find out?” Rose asks, her brow furrowing.

      Zane breezes in, and I freeze in my bed. He sets a plastic cup on the bedside tray, then shoves both hands into his pockets.

      “I’m going to go update your chart,” Rose says. She squeezes my arm gently. “You’re safe here, Tessa. You always have been.” With one final smile, she turns and leaves the room, cracking the door behind her.

      “Are you feeling okay?” Zane asks.

      “I need to leave.”

      His jaw tightens. “You can’t go yet. You haven’t been released yet.”

      Our gazes hold, his green eyes having been burned into my memory since the moment I first saw him. I know them better than I know my own. And as usual, his expression nearly strips away every wall I’ve built over the last eighteen years.

      I never thought I’d see him again.

      I never dared to even hope to see him again.

      But here I am, sitting here in a hospital gown, mere feet away from the only man I’ve ever loved.
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