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Determined Harlow Maxwell is
on a mission. She’s not about to allow anyone, even massive, sweet
Keith Monnette to hinder her progress. He might curl her toes and
make her long for things she’s never had, but she has a serious
job to do and she can’t afford any distractions.

No matter how gorgeous he
is.

Army veteran Keith Monnette
left the military to protect his family from the evil company whose
vile body count is climbing. It takes three attempts on Harlow’s
life and her emerging history to make him question whether she’s on
his side of this battle. He knows she’s keeping secrets but maybe
they’re justified?

Maybe.

Now someone wants her and
members of his family dead. Keith has a few pithy suggestions but
so far the bad guys aren’t listening. Whoever they are…


 


 


Men

Aleksi de Leos, Prince of
Rurikstan - married to Tia Morrison,
cousin to the Wellingtons, runs Rurikstan [Bad Nerd Rising –
Book 7]

Beau DuBois
– cousin to Helena and Karis, musician and famous
composer, engaged to Molly Wellington [Nerds in Harmony – Book 14]

Brett Bentwater
– former special ops
Marine, dating Ainsley Morrison and helping her with her coffee
shop [Baking with Nerds – Book
13]

Bryce – bodyguard to Savannah, former Special Ops, the funny
one

Chad Maxwell Horgate
– autistic brother to Harlow Horgate, computer
genius

Clay Morrison
– brother to Ainsley, engaged to Sarah, former
Army Ranger, works with Cian and Greg in their own security
business [The Trouble with Nerds - Book
11]

Cian Hunter
– secret operative,
dating/engaged to Verity Wellington, works with Greg and Clay in
their own security business [The Nerd Who
Spied Me – Book 12]

Emerson Rhodes
– cousin to Aleksi and the Wellingtons, best
friend to Aleksi and Maks, runs the Rurikstani Palace, married to
Karis, Helena’s sister

Eric Monnette
– retired Navy SEAL, bodyguard to Savannah, and
her biological brother, brother to Keith

Finn Rembrandt
– billionaire twin to Gage, cousin (but more like
brother to Harlow and Chad), friend to the Monnettes

Gage Rembrandt
– billionaire twin to Finn, cousin (but more like
brother to Harlow and Chad), friend to the Monnettes

Greg Gilmore
– brother to KC, married to Dr. Janine Morris, a
legendary former secret operative, works with Cian and Clay in
their own security business [Shadows and
Spice - Book 5 ]

Keith Monnette
– retired from the Army, new brother to Savannah,
brother to Eric [Nerds in Force - Book
16]

Maks Wellington
– elder brother to Vlad, Molly, and Verity, best
friend and cousin to Aleksi, financial genius, manages Rurikstan’s
finances

Mike – bodyguard to Savannah, former Special Ops

Tom – bodyguard to Savannah, former Special Ops

Trace Montgomery
– Head of Security for Savannah, former Special
Ops in the military [Nerds in Danger –
Book 15]

Vance – bodyguard to Savannah, brilliant planner, former Special
Ops

Vlad Wellington
– brother to Maks, Molly, and Verity, cousin to
Aleksi – Commander in Chief of Rurikstani Military, super-soldier,
married to Helena [Bad Nerd Falling – Book
8]

 


Women

Ainsley Morrison
– sister to Clay, dating Brett Bentwater, opened
a coffee shop, chef and pastry chef [Baking with Nerds – Book 13]

Janine Morris
Gilmore – sister, to Ben Morrison, married
to Greg Gilmore, a surgeon, a former Corpsman, and a part of Greg’s
secret operative team [Shadows and Spice -
Book 5 ]

Helena Dubrinsky
Wellington – sister to Karis, cousin to
Beau, scientist in The Pageant Lab, married to Vlad
Wellington [Bad Nerd Falling - Book
8]

Harlow Maxwell
Horgate – troubleshooter and future CEO of
Horgate Industries, love interest to Keith Monnette
[Nerds in Force - Book 16]

Karis Dubrinsky
Rhodes – sister to Helena, cousin to Beau,
nurse practitioner, married to Emerson

Molly Wellington
– sister to Maks, Vlad, and Verity, cousin to
Aleksi, musician who plays for Savannah, best friends with
Savannah, engaged to Beau DuBois [Nerds in
Harmony – Book 14]

Patricia Benson
Swanson – Savannah and Eric’s mother, died
while working for Horgate Industries

Riley D’Arpino
- finishing her commitment to the Army, from
Toliliel, friends with Verity and Harlow

Savannah Swanson
– pop star, musician, best friends to Molly
Wellington, new sister to Eric and Keith, new daughter to Talia,
very interested in Trace Montgomery [Nerds
in Danger - Book 15]

Talia Monnette
– mother to Keith and Eric, adopts Savannah
immediately

Tia Morrison-de Leos,
Princess of Rurikstan – married to Aleksi
de Leos, PhD in Microbiology, heads The Pageant Lab, one of 800
Morrisons [Bad Nerd Rising - Book
7]

Vanessa “Van”
Stevens – bodyguard to Savannah

Verity Wellington
– sister to Maks, Vlad, and Molly, cousin to
Aleksi, secret operative and computer hacker extraordinaire,
dating/engaged to Cian Hunter [The Nerd
Who Spied Me – Book 12]


Chapter 1

 


 


 


 


Well, this has been a
disappointing run. Keith Monnette wiped
sweat from his brow Saturday morning as he jogged the last stretch
of beach toward the sprawling house they currently called home. The
structure had been built by friends of his and his younger brother,
Eric. The friends were twins and probably the wealthiest people on
the island of Toliliel. Not that they lived here much.

Their many businesses kept them in New York
City.

Keith was thankful for the fortress of a
house that kept him, his brother, his brother’s biological sister,
her fiancé, her myriad bodyguards, plus Verity and Molly Wellington
and their significant others safe. In addition, his mom was here,
also getting to know their newest family member. He had welcomed
Savannah Swanson into his life with the same love and happiness as
the rest of the family.

His mom and dad hadn’t been able to have
children after him, so they adopted blue-eyed, blond Eric. Now they
had discovered gray-eyed, blonde Savannah to be Eric’s full
sibling. Keith himself was biracial, as were both of his parents.
Yet Eric, and now Savannah, fit perfectly into his family.

He hadn’t counted on all the extra people who
accompanied well known music star Savannah. He had retired from the
military with the intention of keeping his family safe. His plans
hadn’t encompassed anything more. Perhaps they should have.

How has my life come to this?

The last steps of his run
proved the hardest. All of his limbs had turned gelatinous and he
savored the thought of a shower, breakfast, and coffee. He no
sooner thought that when he nearly ran over an entwined couple on
the lower deck. Ugh. Did they have to block the door?

He backpedaled and made to enter the house
through a door part way down. Only to encounter another couple, so
caught up in each other they didn’t notice his attempt to enter the
door behind them.

All these unwelcome encounters only served to
remind him all too well of his single state.

Normally he didn’t mind. This morning, he
about faced and headed to the far door on the other side of the
house. This couple both noticed him and eyed him like the
operatives they were. Verity Wellington and her man, Cian Hunter,
were of an identical caliber.

Keith took this many couples blocking the
doors as a sign. He huffed out a long breath, turned, and pounded
back down the beach.

With all the new energy surging through him,
maybe a second run would prove more satisfying. Maybe he could
outrun his single status.

 


§

 


Harlow Maxwell Horgate hated her
grandfather’s new condition. His shoulders slumped, a gray tinge
had swept out his usual healthy color, and his usual twinkling eyes
were dulled with confusion. He knew her but struggled to remember
her place in his life.

Her heart ached and she gripped his hand
harder in a vain attempt to prevent him from succumbing. To what,
she didn’t know as she hadn’t gotten answers to his sudden,
mysterious illness.

“Grandy, stay with me.” She
urged him to listen. His unfocused gaze slid to the
window.

Harlow swallowed the urge
to cry. If she allowed that, her bawling would alarm her
grandfather and the kind staff who rallied around him.
Maybe it would alarm her
grandfather.

He’d slipped away from her in the past day.
To the point that she barely recognized him.

“Grandy, do you know who I
am?” A knot leapt into her throat in an attempt to choke that
agonizing question.

The dulled gaze slid to her. “You’re Harlow.”
His limited focus returned to the window. “A smart child. Unafraid
of anything, that granddaughter of mine.”

While he did know her, he talked about her as
though she wasn’t in the room. He’d never done that before.

“I’m here, Grandy.
Harlow.”

“Yes, child. Run along now
and play with your friends. I’m fine.” He shooed her away as though
she was five.

Harlow had left that age behind twenty-five
years ago.

Her eyebrows snapped together. “Grandy…”

But he waved her away with more vehemence and
his housekeeper indicated for her to accompany her to the door.

“Grace, he’s…”

“Yes, Miss Harlow, he’s
sunken into this state and we’re not sure what to do about it.”
Grace’s careworn forehead crinkled as she gazed at her long time
employer.

Harlow’s mouth firmed. “I’ll be back. Call me
if you need me.”

“I’ll do that. He was
running a slight fever this morning.”

She stored that away for later as she headed
out the door. Once outside the house she called her grandfather’s
personal assistant.

The man answered immediately. Harlow had
worked with him for years so she didn’t hesitate to start asking
questions. Her mood grew grimmer with each additional answer.

As she shot off inquiries, she stalked to her
car but didn’t turn it on until all of her queries had answers.

Harlow thanked him and ended the call. She
pointed her car toward the office. Spending the day at work on
Saturday wasn’t how she had intended to enjoy this day. But she
needed additional answers and those, she suspected, were to be
found in the president’s suite of Horgate Industries.

None of the security guards did more than
wave as she swept through the doors after using her badge to enter
the premises. Of course they wouldn’t.

This wasn’t the first Saturday she had spent
at her desk.

Only today wouldn’t be
spent at her desk. Her grandfather had progressively been checking out of
life and she suspected at least part of it had to do with some
vicious rumors that had been circulating about Horgate Industries
being involved in the suspicious deaths of several
employees.

Harlow had heard those same rumors. She had
actively been looking into them but ran up against several traps
and triggers.

That had confirmed her suspicions and fears
that those rumors might hold substance. If even she, with her level
of clearance, couldn’t dig deep into the issues, then they had
several problems.

Her genius brother hadn’t minded being handed
the assignment to dig deeper. Chad had been as concerned as her
about the allegations, although no one mentioned them in their
presence.

Harlow wasn’t about to allow any deaths on
her record.

She had a family to protect, employees who
depended on them, and a beloved grandfather whose decline alarmed
her more than she’d ever been in her life.

When fear encroached, it indicated to her
that action was needed. Harlow understood action.


Chapter 2

 


 


 


 


This time when he finished his run, the
second of the day, no couples blocked all the back entrances into
the house. Keith breathed a sigh of relief as he made his way
inside. The house was so immense and quiet it raised the hairs on
the back of his neck.

But noise from the kitchen reassured him.

That meant everyone had probably congregated
there. If his mother had risen, the smells of breakfast should
emanate from that direction.

As soon as he hit the hallway that led to the
kitchen he caught more than a whiff of his mother’s cooking.

This added hustle to his steps as he hurried
to the bathroom near his bedroom to shower. No one needed to smell
his workout efforts.

If they did, the teasing
would be endless, so he made certain to shower off the evidence and
dress for the day. Hmm should probably
allow this running gear time to air out.
He was careful to lay it out so it could dry before tossing it into
the laundry hamper in his closet.

It didn’t take long to dress and head for the
kitchen.

His Mama stood in front of the fancy range,
spatula in hand. The scents that assaulted him made his stomach
growl.

“Good morning, Keith.” The
smile she offered made him lean forward to kiss her cheek. “I still
can’t believe I birthed you.”

His mother wasn’t short, but he still stood
head and shoulders above her. He grinned. “I haven’t always been
this tall and wide.”

A snort from behind didn’t make him jump.
He’d been aware of Trace Montgomery entering the kitchen. This man
was engaged to his new baby sister. “You’ve been this size for as
long as I’ve known you.”

Keith rolled his eyes in the exact manner he
knew would make Trace cuff him.

“He was a big baby.” His
Mama expertly flipped something in the pan. “But that didn’t even
clue us in to how tall he’d get.

“Speaking of babies, where
is my little brother?” But Keith suspected.

“He’s doing a round.” Trace
answered in a low voice.

His mother had good ears and an even better
brain. Her small sigh didn’t go unnoticed. He leaned against the
counter and folded his arms.

“Mama, you know we’re in
danger. Eric is well equipped to check things out.” He glanced at
Trace. “Keeps up his skills.”

Trace poured himself a cup of coffee and
sniggered into the mug. “Right.”

As a former Navy SEAL,
Eric’s training might have exceeded all of theirs.
Maybe. Keith’s training
had come through the Army and had been plenty extensive, as had
Trace’s and Beau DuBois, Molly Wellington’s fiancé. None of them
had necessarily been Army Rangers. They’d gone a different route,
but with a similar outcome.

Keith had done some Ranger training, with
Clay Morrison, but his superiors had decided to send him off for
other training. Namely, he’d been sent to Rurikstan to learn their
martial arts and then on to a few other countries where he’d
received training, not unlike Molly’s brother Vlad and their sister
Verity.

He’d taken some of that training with Vlad,
as had Trace. “Did Eric have breakfast?”

“Of course.” His mother
sent him a look, one he’d seen so often it didn’t faze him. He
helped himself to a cup of coffee while his mother finished
scooping up food she then slid onto a plate that she set on the
counter. He seated himself in front of one of the
plates.

Trace didn’t loiter. He selected a different
chair with a plate.

Keith counted the plates.

“Verity and Hunter already
ate?”

He directed this to Trace who nodded. A frown
formed between his eyebrows.

“Mama, you didn’t eat
either?”

“Not yet. I thought I’d
wait for my girls.” She glanced at the doorway.

“They’re coming.” Trace
sipped more coffee. “They were having their morning chat when I
checked on them.”

Keith snorted. He’d heard about those. “I
think I’m going to enjoy having a little sister.”

“Good.” His new sister in
question popped into the kitchen and dropped a kiss on his head
before hugging the stuffing out of Mama.

Molly was right behind Savannah and she
ruffled his hair but also hugged Mama. Who took this affection as
her due. Both women got coffee and sat with them at the
counter.

“Where’s Beau?” Molly asked
after they gave thanks and dug into the fare.

“He decided to join Eric in
checking things out.”

“Oh, he didn’t tell me
that.” Molly frowned at Trace.

“It appeared to be a last
minute decision.”

“And Verity and Cian are
already hard at work?”

“They are.” Mama answered
this. “They ate and headed to the basement.”

“The basement?” Savannah
paused in devouring her breakfast. A good sign. She hadn’t been
eating from what Eric and Trace reported.

“The twins have an
elaborate set-up in the basement. A server and fast computers and
all sorts of fancy equipment.” Keith didn’t go into detail but he
was pretty sure Verity had squealed when she spotted all the toys
down there.

Few knew that one of the most deadly secret
operatives of all time was also a huge computer geek. Only a select
few, him among that number, enjoyed teasing her about this fact.
Few more lived to tell the tale.

“Speak of the devil,” Trace
muttered when Verity popped out of basement.

She smacked him on her way to the coffee
machine. Few would dare do that, but then again, Verity could hold
her own against any one of them, him included.

She might very well win the whole skirmish.
Judging by her expression, she enjoyed the interactions as much as
they did.

He’d heard she wasn’t afraid to fight dirty
and her skills were impressive. The woman had three older siblings,
so she knew what she was doing all the way around.

He liked that in a woman.
Keith paused to think about what else he liked in a woman.
Where had this come from? Upon reflection, he did appreciate a woman who could hold her
own and who stood up for herself.

Hmm…his gaze landed on his mother. Ah,
yes, he’d grown up with a great role model
of women. And men. And this woman had raised him and Eric alone
after their dad died in a car accident.

Memories of learning of his father’s death
twisted his guts, so he was thankful for Molly smiling at her
sister.

“I heard you were a little
excited about the equipment downstairs.”

Verity brightened as she surged into more
detail than any of them understood.

“You had to ask.” Keith
said this out of the corner of his mouth.

“I didn’t ask.” Molly shot
back.

He laughed as he drained his coffee mug and
rose to refill.

Verity wrinkled her nose at him. “You’re no
scarier than Vlad and I can take him down.” Her older brother might
have tricks, special training, and size, but Verity possessed all
of those as well. The smallest in the room could be the deadliest,
in her case.

Keith grinned and finished pouring his
coffee. “I wonder why the twins don’t have a fancy coffee maker
here.” He frowned at the regular machine.

“They do. There are at
least three of them in the butlers pantry. I chose this one because
I know how to work it.” His mother pointed to the one on the
counter behind him.

“Ah, that makes sense. Are
there other types of coffee to go along with the other makers?”
Verity peeked into the butlers pantry with him. The display of
coffee machines enticed both of them inside.

After an exchanged glance with Verity, he
hefted one of the machines and she grabbed an assortment of coffee
to use in said coffee brewer.

The others at the counter appeared impressed
with their bounty. He placed the new maker beside the one his
mother had selected and he and Verity got the machine up and
running.

Hunter must have missed Verity because he
exited the basement soon after and eyed her. He finally noticed
what distracted her because he sniffed with appreciation. “Really?”
The next sniff led him right to the brewing machine.

Verity eyed him knowingly. That particular
gleam in her eye made Keith wish for things that clearly weren’t
his…

 


§

 


Monday morning arrived and Harlow shoved a
hand through her hair before she finished dressing. The delicate
tea she had brewed didn’t begin to clear her thoughts but she
continued to take sips.

Maybe a walk along the beach would help? She
shared this sandy stretch with the Rembrandt twins. Their’s were
the only two houses on this particular beach and as far as she
knew, they hadn’t been in residence for a long time. The twins
lived in New York City, London, and Los Angeles most of the time,
seeing to their many business interests. Although the thought of
the two of them in business meetings made her snicker, she did long
for their company.

They understood her struggles as so many
couldn’t.

Harlow finished her tea and after pocketing
the necessities, left through the back door of her house. One of
them anyway. Again, she questioned her father’s decision to buy
this place. But she’d been left with it and needed to decide what
to do with the mansion.

Selling it could be iffy, but perhaps it
would work as a rental? The Rembrandts’ house might be ideal as a
rental, but she didn’t know if hers would work with only five
bedrooms. She shook her head. Again, why her father had thought
this place a good investment she didn’t know. Of course, there
hadn’t been a large selection back when he’d bought. This location
likely had contributed to the purchase decision.

Harlow plodded onto the beach and turned
toward the Rembrandts’ house. Sometimes seeing the towering
structure helped to negate some of the loneliness that threatened
to overwhelm her. Harlow sniggered at her own melodrama.

The princess all alone on
her private beach. Harlow rolled her eyes
at herself. Nesla van den Roos had at least as much money as the
Horgates but she lived in a mansion on the other side of the
island. Harlow didn’t pursue that line of thought.

Nesla and Harlow had never hit it off. They
knew each other and even had friend connections, but she hadn’t
felt the need to become friendly with Nesla. Nesla had befriended
Jonathan and Tasmin Morris. Ah, another family with plenty of
money. Maybe one of them wanted a mansion?

As she trailed down the beach, Harlow nodded
at this thought. Yes, Tasmin was friendly and Harlow enjoyed
spending time with her, but they’d both been so busy lately they
hadn’t found time.

She frowned. Ignoring one’s friends wasn’t a
good idea.

Her internal criticism got interrupted by the
looming presence of a massive man. “Excuse me, this is a private
beach.”

His military short dark hair and dark eyes
were exactly what she admired in a man. His shoulders could block
out the sun. She raised herself to her full height, aware this was
not an impressive feat.

“Yes, it is.” She kept her
tone acerbic and eyed him. The man looked familiar, but surely
she’d remember one this large.

His dark eyebrow rose. “You know this beach
is private and yet you’re on it?”

She nodded but kept her private life…private.
“Of course. I am permitted to be on this beach.” Harlow kept her
statement firm. Through the years she’d learned about leadership
from her grandfather.

A pang infiltrated. Her grandparent certainly
wasn’t his assertive self these days. She couldn’t allow sorrow to
encompass her. Especially at this moment. Right now she had a
facade to maintain…

“How do I know you’re
permitted?”

“How do I know you’re
permitted?” She countered easily, because in the wake of all that
was happening, she couldn’t afford to offer concessions to people
she didn’t know.

His nod could have meant anything. “We’re
here,” and his vague indication was in the direction of the
Rembrandt’s manse, “at the invitation of the owners.”

“As am I,” and she waved in
the same vague manner toward her own home.

“You know the owners of
that place?” He indicated her home.

“Yes.” Sometimes too well. “And I know the
owners of your home as well.”

“Don’t the Horgate family
own the place where you’re staying?” The manner in which he said
her last name made her muscles tense.

“They do. I’m staying there
with their full approval.”

This statement narrowed his eyes. “You know
the Horgates?”

“I also know the
Rembrandts.” She skated around that question. It still made her
stiffen in protest. But Harlow bit her tongue. In light of the
information she currently had been able to dig up, people had every
reason to believe her family were corrupt. To the extent of killing
employees.

This is where she drew the line. Actually,
back at the corrupt part is where she drew the line.

He opened his mouth but a stinging sound
between them made them grab each other and drag the other onto the
beach. Her heart accelerated in her chest as the telltale smell of
propellant rode the beach breeze.

Her companion muttered something and tried to
cover her body with his much larger one.

“We can’t stay here,
there’s no cover.” She shoved him off her and indicated the scrub
not so far away. “Run like a rabbit.”

He didn’t argue, but his lips thinned. “How
did you know that?”

“Instinct.”
Or good training.

“Separate.” He nearly spit
this, but she agreed and zigzagged one way while he took the other
and they met behind the scrub protecting the entrance to the beach.
It didn’t provide much cover but enough that they could hunker
down. Bullets spattered sand around them as they sought to make
themselves as small as possible.

An easier task for her than for him.

Her heart thumped as adrenaline surged
through her. It took way too long to locate the cold metal of her
small gun. She didn’t fumble as she extracted the weapon from where
she had tucked it into a side pocket of her running gear.

She fired back, with no hesitation and with
the impassive calm that her instructor had drilled into her long
ago. As usual, her aim proved true as an exclamation filtered to
them on the wind and the other gunman ceased shooting. She aimed a
little to the left and fired again then to the right, to indicate
she had a very good idea where the shooter stood.

Silence encompassed them until the roar of a
vehicle in the distance indicated they were alone on this stretch
of beach again. She didn’t relax her guard, nor did the man with
her.

“You carry a weapon while
walking on the beach?” His eyebrows rose.

“I carry a weapon at all
times.”

And Harlow didn’t tuck the weapon away
either. The Rembrandt house was closer than her own, so her
companion indicated for her to follow him. They hurried across the
expanse that lay between them and the house, both of them again
zigzagging.

And entered through the mud room door at the
back of the house. Harlow indicated the powder room. “I need to
wash my hands.” The stink of firing a weapon covered her hands and
up her arms. While some might not mind the smell, she did.

His eyebrows rose again, but he nodded.
Especially in light of her knowing exactly what this door hid.
Again, she had every right to be on this beach and she did know the
house and the Rembrandts.

Don’t be too upset. The man
should be suspicious. The voice in the
back of her mind curtailed her first inclination to
bristle.

When she exited the powder room, he was
waiting for her. “Who are you?”

She should have expected that question. And
far sooner than now. That earlier caution made her hedge. “I’m
Harlow Maxwell.” Harlow held out her hand to him. “Who are
you?”

“Keith Monnette.” His even
tone didn’t fool her.

Judge and jury were still out, debating her
trustworthiness.

This pricked the little bubble of hope
within. So this was the first man she’d found attractive in a
couple of years. So he appeared to have some skills, maybe not up
to hers, but he appeared to have been in the military. For certain
he was big.

Her gaze narrowed when another man with dark
hair and green eyes entered the mudroom. This silent entry didn’t
make Keith, who faced her, jump.

“Montgomery, meet Harlow
Maxwell.” Keith introduced them but kept his gaze on
her.

Interesting. That Keith recognized
the man without turning to look made her reconsider his skill
set.

She held out her hand again to this new man.
Also attractive, but not nearly as much as the massive man who’d
dodged bullets with her. “I’m Harlow Maxwell.”

“Trace Montgomery.” Trace
didn’t give anything away, much like Keith.

Harlow’s interest stirred. She sort of
recognized Trace, but couldn’t place how she knew him.

“Keith, do you know where
Trace is?” A stunning blonde entered the mudroom, her gaze on
Keith, until she spotted Trace. Harlow didn’t have any trouble
recognizing this woman.

Every person on the planet probably
recognized Savannah Swanson.

Her heart dropped to her shoes. Meeting the
woman who had lost her mother under suspicious circumstances, while
working at Horgate Industries, made this investigation all too
real.


Chapter 3

 


 


 


 


The brown haired, green eyed dichotomy
standing by the powder room confused Keith. He couldn’t remember a
woman who had done this. In his teenage years he’d been confused by
females in general for a time, but had gotten over that.

Now, this woman with her pinup girl figure,
gorgeous pale green eyes, intensity, and her after-the-rain
freshness didn’t pair somehow with her ability to fire a weapon at
an unseen target with the dexterity she’d shown. He could name a
few men who could do what she’d displayed, but they’d spent years
in special ops and had endured countless training sessions.

Yet here was an unknown woman on their beach
who displayed such skills and who made his thoughts scatter.

This can’t be
good.

Now she stood in front of Savannah, a woman
he’d protect with his own life.

“Harlow, this is my little
sister, Savannah Swanson.” He moved closer to Savannah. “Savannah
this is our neighbor, Harlow Maxwell.”

Ever gracious, Savannah smiled at Harlow and
shook her hand with all the kindness she displayed to her fans.

“I did recognize you. I
expect you don’t go unnoticed.”

Keith couldn’t find
anything wrong with the way Harlow interacted with Savannah. There
was nothing suspicious in the way she gazed at his sister. Other
than she seemed a little protective… how… what?

Harlow’s phone rang. She glanced at the
screen. “My brother.”

“You’re welcome to take
it.” Keith was further intrigued by her having a brother. His
thoughts wouldn’t coalesce as to what he thought of her. She showed
secret operative/special ops skills, but she’d been walking along a
private beach with every appearance of belonging. She had a
brother, so if she was undercover her cover story was
complicated.

“I’ll text that I’ll call
him later.” It didn’t take her long to reply to her brother’s phone
call. If that was who the man really was. If she was undercover,
this elaborate cover story was a good one. Especially if she
managed to maintain it.

He’d like Eric, Hunter, and Verity’s take, as
well as DuBois’s on Harlow. And seeing how Molly and his Mama
reacted to her, not to mention the many bodyguards Savannah
employed, would help. His instincts were too conflicted in their
reaction to her.

He couldn’t remember a time when that had
happened.

“So you just decided to
bring a guest over?” Savannah’s gentle teasing made his back
straighten.

“I brought Harlow here
because someone tried to take pot shots at us on the
beach.”

This smashed any further teasing.

“Someone shot at you?”
Savannah’s hand covered her mouth. “Oh no.”

Trace wrapped an arm around her. “I think
we’d better get the full story.” He turned toward the family room.
Harlow passed through the kitchen to the space with the ease of
someone who knew the house.

Either she was familiar with the space, or
she had studied the layout very, very carefully. As far as he knew,
the Rembrandts had kept the blueprints for this home under tight
wraps. Wealthy people had to do that.

“How do you know the
Rembrandts?” This question popped out before he could stop it, but
it was a valid question.

“I grew up with
them.”

This raised his hackles again. “So did I. But
I don’t remember you.”

“The twins and I went to
the same school. I hated it there and wanted to attend school here
on Toliliel, but my mother wouldn’t hear of it. The twins rallied
around me and helped me get through being away from
home.”

Every word she spoke rang with truth. He
didn’t detect a lie embedded within her simple statement.

“So you attended their
private boarding school?”

She grimaced. “I did. I can’t think of anyone
less suited to be a boarding school student. But my mother was on
her third husband by then, I think, and didn’t particularly want me
around, so I went to boarding school.”

“You didn’t go to school
here on Toliliel but you’re from here?” Savannah tucked hair behind
her ear. Her engagement ring shone in the sunlight filtering
through the massive wall of windows on the far side of the
room.

“I am. And no. I’d have
preferred attending school here, but again, my mother had different
ideas.”

“Boarding schools are
expensive.” Montgomery said what the rest of them seemed
disinclined to say.

Harlow’s nod was swift. “They are. My mother
married well each time she repeated vows.”

So this offered a picture of Harlow’s life.
He didn’t assume any of it was true, however. Although it appeared
she believed what she said.

“You didn’t make
friends?”

“I did.”

“Did you befriend the
Horgates too?” Montgomery and Savannah both gaped at him. “Harlow
is living next door at the Horgate mansion.”

“The Horgate family own a
house next door?” Savannah’s hand fluttered to cover her heart.
“Why didn’t I know that?”

“Verity only verified it
this morning.”

“Ah, so that’s why you were
on that end of the beach. You came to see the Horgate mansion. As
you saw, it’s a bit of a folly.” Harlow’s easy answer made her one
of the hardest people he’d ever tried to read.

Odd, since he’d been in special ops and they
all competed for that title. And here was a rich, spoiled girl,
maybe that was harsh, but Harlow didn’t gape at the furnishings or
the obvious signs of wealth in this room alone. Her mother had
apparently married well a couple of times, so she must be used to
wealth.

I can’t
relate.

“I had already checked out
the house and everything nearby.” His offering that subtle warning
didn’t go unnoticed by Harlow or Montgomery. It appeared to sail
over Savannah’s head.

Which might be just as well.

Amusement lit Harlow’s stunning eyes.
Subdued, but he did catch the nuances. Harlow reminded him strongly
of Verity. A female secret operative, but he was certain he’d never
worked with her, and he knew a great many of them. Or he’d heard of
them, and this one wouldn’t have gone unnoticed.

That raised plenty more alarms.

“You went through the house
where I’m living?” Harlow kept her tone even but he and Montgomery
both recognized the challenge within her question.

“No, that would be
trespassing. I just got a feel for the lay of the land.” Keith
didn’t add that every single member of their team had done the
same.

“I see.” Her curves kept
distracting him. Weird for him. Keith forced himself to stay in the
conversation.

Montgomery might be distracted by Savannah,
but he remained on task with Harlow. Keith appreciated that. “How
long have you lived there?”

“I moved in recently.” She
didn’t expound on this. He caught nuances that she could
have.

“You got shot at while on
the beach?” Savannah cut through their vying-for-information dance
to jab into the heart of the matter.

“We did.” Harlow’s
shoulders remained erect and her gaze steady.

“Who were they aiming at?”
Montgomery turned to him.

“The first bullet sliced
right between us.” Harlow tapped a finger on her lower
lip.

All thoughts in his mind seeped out. But he
forced them to return. “It’s hard to know which one of us they
aimed at.”

“Did they shoot more than
once?”

“Yes. A spatter of bullets
for a bit there.”

Montgomery’s eyebrows touched. “Did the
shooter run out of bullets or what scared him off?”

“I returned fire.” Harlow
stated this with cool competency. The sort you’d find in any
trained operative.

Now Montgomery’s eyebrows soared. “You
returned fire?” He abruptly turned to Keith. “You didn’t?”

“Harlow had a better angle
and her weapon had the better range.”

“You carry a gun?”
Savannah’s eyes widened. Her gaze was riveted on Harlow.

“Always.” Harlow’s mouth
turned down. “At least always as of recently.” She semi-winced. As
though she’d offered more information than she intended.

Keith wondered where the rest of their crew
were. His Mama, Molly, DuBois, and Eric for instance. He’d taken
over for Eric and DuBois, that’s how he’d ended up on the beach
with Harlow.

As though he’d conjured them, Molly and
DuBois entered the family room. They stopped when they spotted
Harlow.

He made the introductions. Molly remained
open and engaging with Harlow. DuBois recognized the same traits he
and Montgomery had noticed. Keith suggested that perhaps Cian and
Verity would like to meet their neighbor. And should hear about the
incident on the beach.

Molly rose silently to head into the
basement. Verity might not be happy to be tugged away from her
research, but he wanted actual operatives to meet Harlow. As a
female in the business, Verity might know Harlow, or of her.

They made small talk until the secret
operatives entered the room. Both Hunter and Verity assessed their
visitor and both of their faces closed off.

Keith had no idea what that meant.

 


§

 


Well, this could be going
better. Harlow winced internally as she
met Savannah and Beau DuBois. Both of them had lost parents while
working for her family-owned and operated company. They had every
right to be suspicious of Horgate Industries.

Then the two trained operatives had made an
appearance and her heart sank another degree. They hadn’t announced
they were operatives, but she immediately spotted their
capabilities and training. And well she should.

Harlow expected they recognized some of her
training if not her face. She shuttered all expression.

“I’m Harlow Maxwell.” She
shook both their hands and listened to the few words they spoke.
Cian Hunter carried all the hallmarks of a secret operative. Too
handsome and confident, but the hard edge was there if you looked
deep enough. He’d seen things that must show up in his
nightmares.

Verity Wellington surprised her. The femme
fatale qualities the woman displayed were embedded into her very
DNA but Harlow guessed they would have only hindered Verity. Unless
she sought information. Harlow’s nose nearly wrinkled at the
thought of obtaining information from the sort of criminal Verity
might have run up against. Verity had probably obtained that info,
but the less than stellar conditions with oily, nasty men turned
Harlow’s stomach at the very thought.

Hopefully the woman had learned tricks to
minimize the disgusting aspect of her job.

“What brings you here
today?” Verity’s husky feminine voice lured males by its very
nature. They had been made to react to her. Harlow counted herself
lucky that she hadn’t inherited such genes.

Keith explained about them getting shot. Both
operatives’ intensity increased. Harlow respected that.

“Who did they want?”
Hunter’s voice was all velvet and bass. He likely also used that
wonderful voice to his advantage.

The two were well suited and the engagement
ring shining on Verity’s finger didn’t surprise her. It wouldn’t be
missed by many. Too massive and obvious for Harlow’s tastes, but
she guessed Hunter had gone for that particular ring to protect his
fiancée.

Again, Keith stepped in to explain. Both sets
of eyes narrowed, then focused on her. “Does someone want you
dead?”

Okay, bluntness
works. Unexpected, but she
understood.

“Probably.” She
shrugged.

“What’s your game?”
Verity’s inquiry didn’t stiffen her spine.

“I’m seeking information.
My guess is someone didn’t like my inquiries. Although I was
careful not to trip the various traps and triggers. Or thought I
was.” She didn’t possess the skill her brother did, however. That’s
why she’d asked him to continue her computer research. Her efforts
hadn’t gotten her far. But far enough to understand why these
people likely distrusted her people.

“Information about what?”
Hunter’s intensity didn’t falter.

Harlow shrugged again. “I’ve heard rumors
about some unexplained deaths of Horgate employees. I don’t like
what I’m hearing.”

“You’ve done computer
research?” While Verity didn’t lean forward and her body language
gave nothing away, Harlow believed she was very interested in this
answer.

“I did. But I didn’t get
far.”

“What did you find out?”
This time Keith stepped in. His focus remained on her and she could
practically smell the suspicion emanating from all of
them.

“Enough to confirm that
several people have died, under suspicious circumstances, but from
what I gathered, all of this was secreted away.” Her hand curled
into a fist. “I don’t understand that.”

“You think someone fired at
you because of your research?” Verity’s gaze noted her fist. So did
several others in the room.

“I expect I’ve made more
than one enemy over the years.” She probably couldn’t count them
all on both hands and feet.

“Who do you work for?”
Hunter’s stance turned slightly aggressive.

She smiled at him.

Perhaps it was grim around the edges, but
still a smile. And not because she intended to tick him and the
others off.

“You’re not going to say.
Are you a friend or foe?” Keith rolled his shoulders.

“I’m a friend.” She didn’t
have to think about that. “From what little I garnered, we’re after
the same people.”

“What aren’t you telling
us?” Hunter asked. Verity made an affirmative noise in the back of
her throat.

“There’s a lot I’m not
telling you. A lot I can’t say. But I’m sure we’re after the same
people.” She kept her own body language loose and easy. A lie. More
predators populated this room than she had ever taken on at one
time, so she kept alert to all the danger signs.

“Why should we trust you?”
Verity tipped her head to the side.

Harlow met her gaze. “I don’t care if you
trust me or not.”

Her bold statement settled an uneasy quiet
over the room.

“Care to explain that?”
Keith kept his body between her and Savannah. She understood and
approved.

“Whether you trust me or
not I will follow
this through.”

“That could get you
killed.” Verity stated this calmly.

“A lot of things could get
me killed. But I’ve made the commitment to see this through. You
can join me or we’ll investigate separately.” Harlow put it out
there. Her task would be easier if they trusted her but she hadn’t
been truthful and still didn’t feel she could be.

“We have a lot of
resources. Probably far more than you do.” A new voice spoke up.
This must be Verity’s sister. She looked familiar. It took Harlow a
moment to place her. She played in Savannah’s band.

“I’m sure you do. But I
have resources as well.”

“Who do you work for? If
not for the American or Rurikstani governments, then you’re the
enemy.” Hunter stated this in a flat tone.

“I don’t work for any
government. You could say I’m in the private sector.” All
true.

“You do realize we’ll
uncover your secrets.” No belligerence clouded Verity’s statement
and Harlow respected that.

She nodded at the woman. “I understand. You
might or might not like what you discover. Again, we’re on the same
team but I have no way of proving that.” The massive clock on the
far wall ticked away the seconds and she glanced at it. “With that
said, I need to head home.” She smiled at everyone but had enough
of their distrust, however much it was earned.

“I’ll walk you back to your
house.” Keith fell into step beside her.

“And get shot at
again?”

“You’re risking
it.”

“This isn’t the first time
I’ve been shot at.”

His eyebrows rose as they entered the mud
room again. Hunter and Verity followed. “We’ll escort her back to
her place.”

“I’m capable.” He rose both
eyebrows at Verity.

“You are.” She didn’t drop
her serenity. “We want to check out the beach scene.”

Harlow had intended to do the same. “The
shooter is long gone. We can all go since we’re probably all
interested in the same clues.”

“I’ll see her back to her
house.” Keith stated this with a lot of firmness.

“I’m not going back to the
house until I’ve checked out the scene on the beach.”

She thought he muttered
something about stubborn women. Harlow preferred to label her
tendency to persevere as being thorough.

Others could, and often did, disagree with
her perspective.

She didn’t let it get her down.

 


§

 


Keith followed Verity and Hunter back into
the house after a fruitless search on the beach. They found the
shell casings from the shooter’s weapon and from Harlow’s. That
gave them an idea of where the shooter had stood when he fired at
them. But Harlow had appropriated her shell casings. She tucked
them into a pocket in her running jacket. He’d barely had time to
identify her weapon.

A small, expensive one. Of course. The
private sector could afford weapons like that. A fine piece of
workmanship with the firing capacity second to none. He might have
drooled over it if he’d had opportunity to handle said weapon.

Harlow had concealed it as soon as they
entered the house. She’d done so coolly, with the familiarity of
someone who did so on the regular. He admitted to being impressed
with a woman who packed heat with such dexterity.

The place where the shooter stood hadn’t told
them much. It had afforded him a clear picture of them on the
beach. But that was more a case of common sense than deduction.
From the vantage spot he’d chosen, he had a decent view of both
houses. A prime place to shoot people.

Keith made plans to install some equipment in
that very spot. If the shooter returned, he wanted to know.

After a fruitless ten additional minutes they
determined they had gleaned all they could from the site. Harlow’s
eyes remained narrow and she had been as helpful as any of them.
He’d like to know where she’d acquired her skills.

Now, after they’d left her at her door and
strode back to their residence, his thoughts were conflicted. She
hadn’t said much, but then neither had they. He couldn’t determine
if this was good or not.

“What’s your take?” He
directed this to both of the silent people who accompanied him
inside.

“She’s hiding something
important.” Verity’s lip spent a fraction of a second between her
teeth before the telltale sign disappeared. First rule of
operatives—remain expressionless at all times.

Hunter snorted. “She pretty much told us we’d
be unhappy once we did some research on her.”

“Which we will do.” Verity
said this with the confidence of one who knows her way around
tricky research.

“I wonder what she’s
hiding.” Keith squinted at the roof he could just see in the
distance. “Think she’s working for
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