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Chapter One
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The music blasting from the car’s speakers was deafening, but it couldn’t drown out the sound of Uncle Nate’s murder as she listened helplessly over the phone. Worse, the whispered words of his murderer still reverberated through her: “You’re next.”

Emily Simms shivered and checked her mirrors once more. There was still no sign of pursuit. Both her father and Uncle Nate had taught her well. She’d wanted to fall apart, but her fingers moved automatically. Protocol first. Tears could wait. Emily had left a carefully crafted message that she knew only her family would understand.

“Not in Kansas anymore.

Planning another trip in June.

I said hi to Andy.

Having lunch at the Roundtable.”

Then she smashed her phone with the iron in her suite and tossed the broken device in the trash receptacle outside the lobby after checking out. The fateful call came just after she’d finished consulting on a filming project located near Dubuque. At least her early departure wouldn't seem too out of place. She’d left the hotel, parked her car in a public garage, and made her way to the storage unit she and Uncle Nate had established as soon as they found work there. 

Now, Emily was on the road, driving to Halbridge, Missouri, in a nondescript gray Toyota Camry. She’d headed further west than was necessary, then turned south, stopping only for fuel and food along the way. Her Go bag sat in the passenger seat. She only had one clue: the last words Nate had uttered before she heard the gunshot were “23.”

Emily tried to ignore the lump in her throat. Although Nate was not her uncle by blood, he was her father’s best friend and was like a brother to him. Emily loved Uncle Nate dearly and knew her brothers felt the same way. She was determined to get justice for his murder.

She had reported the events as she knew them to the police in California and sent them the recording. Emily had gone quiet, so she didn’t know what they had discovered at the scene. Part of her hoped that Nate wasn’t dead, but logic told her that he was.

Pounding the steering wheel in frustration, Emily fought to control her feelings. “Get a grip, girl!” she muttered aloud as she cracked the window to let in some fresh air. "You handled this situation exactly as you were supposed to. You followed protocol. You’re safe.” With a sigh, she checked her mirrors once more. There were still no tails. 

The sun had only just risen, but the already over-warm summer air, thick with the acrid smell of hot asphalt, contrasted sharply with the air-conditioned interior of her car. Emily rolled the window back up and reached to touch the familiar shape of the pendant beneath her hoodie. It filled her with warmth, and she released the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Emily whispered a silent prayer for the strength she would need for whatever lay ahead.

As she neared the small town of Halbridge, Emily hoped she’d be able to understand Uncle Nate’s last words. She intended to stop at the office first to gather some files, then drive out to the house. Nate had grown up in Halbridge. He'd returned after retiring, and for the last several years, Emily had come to think of the small town as her home too. 

At last, she turned onto the road leading into the heart of the town. The sign at the side of the road boasted a population of 192. That usually made her smile, but not today. To the uninitiated, this town looked to be no more than four square blocks. There was a gas station, a restaurant with an attached general store, a church, a school, a post office, and houses that lined the few streets, but Emily knew there was more to it than that. She was relieved to have made it home safely. But just as the tension in her started to ease, she saw smoke in the distance. Emily’s heart sank.

* * *
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Jaxon Campbell had been in Halbridge for a couple of weeks. After the shooting incident off Base in Texas, his friend had offered to let him stay at his place for a little while. Jaxon hadn’t hesitated to take him up on the offer. He needed time to decompress, heal, and reevaluate his life.

In exchange, Jaxon took it upon himself to make a few repairs to the house. His efforts led him into town for supplies. The familiarity of the place crept in with the scent of fresh-mown hay. It wasn’t home, not really, but it felt like something close to it. After everything that had happened in Texas, close was good enough. Halbridge was small, but from previous visits, he knew it held more beneath the surface than most outsiders would guess. That was a small comfort in a world that had been unpredictable lately.

That’s how Jaxon ended up at The Whistle Stop. It was a barn-style building that the owner had converted into a cafe, featuring a large addition on one side that had become a well-frequented general store. What he loved most about the place was listening to the stories the local farmers shared. Many of them were veterans. The lively banter resonated with Jaxon, and as an active-duty military officer, he felt at ease in this environment.

After a satisfying meal of conversation and a cola, and with supplies for repairs in the bed of his truck, Jaxon was heading back to his friend’s house. That’s when he saw the smoke. As he drew closer, he became more confident of what he saw. Uncle Nate’s office was on fire.

Nate was not his uncle in the strict sense of the word; he was not even related to him. He was his best friend's uncle, but Jaxon had come to think of him that way, and Nate, along with the rest of the family, encouraged it. Jaxon had been pleasantly surprised to discover that his friend, Kaden, had purchased a house in Uncle Nate’s hometown. 

Jaxon was looking forward to seeing him when he returned from California. If anyone could understand what he was going through after the events in Texas, it would be Uncle Nate. You could always rely on him for wise counsel, which Jaxon needed right now.

When he arrived at the two-story farmhouse with a wraparound porch that Nate had converted into his office, Jaxon saw a familiar-looking woman sprinting toward it. She was a petite brunette, her ponytail bouncing as she ran, wearing jeans and a hoodie. Jaxon pulled up beside a gray Camry, jumped out of the truck, and took off after her. As he charged forward, Jaxon noted that Nate’s secretary’s vehicle wasn’t in the driveway. That was a relief. 

He found the woman trying to yank open the side door. When it wouldn’t budge, she reached for a nearby planter, preparing to break the glass.

“There’s no one in there,” he called out, grabbing her wrist. The smoke was starting to sting his eyes, but he ignored it. Getting her away from the house was too important. “It’s too dangerous.” The woman spun around, her anger palpable. Recognition hit him hard. “Em?” He hadn't seen her since the funeral. And now she was about to run into a burning building.  

“We’ll lose everything!” Her golden-brown eyes were wild with desperation, but reason quickly returned as she realized who stood beside her. She took a deep breath and met his eyes. “Jax, we can’t lose the office.” 

Though still stunned, Jaxon relied on his training to control his shock and hoped he could make her see reason. “It isn’t safe to go inside. Let the fire department handle it.” He released her wrist and stepped back.

“Fine,” she nodded in agreement. With obvious reluctance, she set the planter back in its place. Then, without saying another word, she turned away and walked to the back of the house. 

Jaxon threw his hands up and followed her. She hadn’t gone far. He found her crouched down, looking at something on the ground. Curious to see what had captured her attention, Jaxon moved to her side. 

There was broken glass on the lawn. Before Jaxon could stop her, Emily gingerly picked up a piece and put it to her nose. “Gasoline?” he asked.

She nodded and turned to face him. “This was no accident.”

The heat of the flames emitting from the broken window behind him was growing more intense, but neither of them moved. “Em? What’s going on?”

Before she could respond, they heard another vehicle approach. They both went to investigate. A decrepit-looking blue pickup pulled up behind Jaxon’s newer charcoal gray crew cab.

“I called the Fire Department,” the graying man behind the wheel called to them. “Need anything else?”

“Thanks, Randy!” Emily tried to behave like any other local, but Jaxon knew her too well. He saw the cracks in her facade. “Would you call Jenna? Make sure she’s okay.”

“On it.” Without another word, the driver picked up his cell phone, punched a few buttons, and raised the device to his ear.

As soon as Randy was busy with the call, Emily whipped around and jumped into her car. “I’ve got to check on the house!” she yelled as she slammed the door shut.

Jaxon watched as she peeled away, shaking his head. He couldn’t stop her, so he climbed into his crew cab and took off after her.
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Chapter Two
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Emily turned her car onto the gravel road and drove up the long, tree-lined driveway; a sudden nervous knot twisted in her gut. Something felt off, as if the air itself was holding its breath. As the familiar ranch-style house with its well-tended flower beds came into view, the feeling intensified. Everything appeared normal as she parked the car just short of the flagstone walkway leading to the covered front porch, but something niggled at her, an instinct she'd learned to trust during her years in emergency services. She grabbed her bag from the passenger seat and got out. 

A chill washed over her as two things happened at once. Just as she heard the crunch of tires on the gravel behind her, a figure in black, wearing a dark ball cap and mask, rounded the far side of the house. The intruder in front of her reached down to his waist and pulled a handgun from a concealed holster, but before he could fully raise his arm to aim the weapon, Jaxon’s pickup skidded into view, cutting between her and the threat.

A shot rang out, shattering the driver's side window just as Jaxon had barely stopped. Seeming not to notice, he threw open the passenger door and reached toward her. “Get in!” 

Emily didn't hesitate. She tossed her bag onto the floorboards and jumped in, with Jaxon grabbing her other arm. Before Emily could shut the door completely, Jaxon sped away as a second shot rang out. She whipped her head around to look at him. “You okay?”

“I'm good. You?”

Emily nodded as she reached for her ankle holster. “Yep.” Jaxon was a good driver, and she knew it. He was also well trained to be aware of his surroundings, so Emily knew he’d already discerned that the gravel drive went around and behind the outbuildings to the right of the house. Knowing that kept her calm under these circumstances. 

Jaxon remained unflappable as he focused on moving them away from danger. “Any idea who that was?”

Emily looked behind them to see that the intruder had reached a late-model blue four-door sedan. “No, but he's persistent.” She climbed into the back and opened the slider as Jaxon rounded the outbuildings. “Let's see if I can discourage pursuit.”

“Same old Em.” 

Emily could hear the smile in his voice. It comforted her for reasons she couldn't think about right now. Willing herself to take a slow, deliberate breath, Emily steadied her weapon as the intruder rounded the building behind them. The moment she saw his gun emerge from the driver's side window, she fired at the hood of the car, intending to disable the vehicle so they could get away safely. She fired a second round at the grille as they pulled further away.

“Great shots!” she heard from behind her. “I see you haven't lost your touch.” Emily couldn't help the grin that washed over her face. “Left turn,” he called. She braced herself but never took her eyes off their pursuer. 

The intruder swerved onto the blacktop behind them but stayed far enough back that she didn't waste ammunition. She could make out a partial license plate number and read it aloud to Jaxon. 

“Got it.” Even under fire, Jaxon’s voice was composed, and Emily admired that.

As she watched their pursuer turn onto a gravel road, Jaxon dialed the police. Emily was surprised that the shooter had stopped chasing them. She didn't know if she felt relieved or frustrated. “He just turned onto Prairie Lane,” she reported.

“Well, looks like you discouraged him,” he replied as he glanced back at her in the rearview mirror, one hand with his cellphone to his ear and the other on the wheel.

“So it would seem,” Emily answered with a smile as she closed the slider and climbed back into the front seat.

“I lost signal. We'll call it in from my friend's house.” Jaxon looked across the cab and met her eyes, worry written on his face. Then he turned back to watch the road. “First, the fire. Now, this. What's all this about, Em?” 

There was no anger in his voice, no accusation, just concern. Emily hadn't seen him since his mother's funeral two years ago. His mom had served with her dad. They had become family. Emily had to admit that she was glad he was here, though she wished the circumstances weren’t so dire. 

She remembered that day all too clearly: the flag-draped casket, the cold March wind tugging at her jacket, and Jaxon standing silently and stoically beside a woman she didn’t recognize then; Ava. It had hurt more than she was willing to admit. But what struck her most was how he watched her when he thought she wasn’t looking. Even in the haze of grief and exhaustion, still reeling from her escape from Derrick, she’d noticed his gaze. Protective. Unreadable. Anchoring. He kept her in his periphery the entire day, and somehow, that quiet vigilance had steadied her more than any words could have.

Emily blinked against the sting in her eyes as the past and present collided, heavy and raw. She looked down and saw a dark patch growing on the leg of his jeans. Emily swallowed hard at the sight. She knew the signs: shock, adrenaline, injury. But this was Jaxon. And keeping her hands steady had never mattered more. “I'll tell you everything I know. But first, we need to treat that leg.”

* * *
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Their unidentified attacker had shot Jaxon. In the chaos of the moment, he hadn't even noticed it. He didn’t flinch at the pain; his focus was on her: her voice, her eyes, and the way she went into medic mode without hesitation. Emily had donned a pair of powder blue exam gloves from her bag and was applying pressure to the wound on his left thigh. That distraction was one he forced himself to ignore. Instead, he concentrated on driving. Her brother, Adam, had told him she’d become a paramedic, and that career choice fit her. 

The last thing he’d expected when he’d pulled up that driveway was the scene that had just played out. It was happening again. Emily had acquitted herself with her typical skilled determination, but what if he hadn’t gotten to her in time? Jaxon didn’t think he could live with yet another loss. Particularly not Em. 

Jaxon compartmentalized his thoughts about the incident in Texas, forcing himself to focus on the present. He would do whatever was necessary to keep Emily safe. 

Emily looked up as they turned onto the gravel driveway. The single-story barn-style house sat atop a small hill with trees lining the well-kept yard. “I’d wondered who bought the old Newman place.”

Jaxon laughed. “Well, now you know. My buddy Kaden Stone bought it a few months ago. I needed some time off, so he let me stay here.”

“That was kind of him.” Emily turned her attention back to him with a quizzical gaze. 

Jaxon chose to ignore it and smiled. “It was. We went through Basic together. We became good friends after my second tour in Afghanistan. As you already know, it was a rough tour.”

Emily dipped her head in acknowledgment. “Yeah. Adam said it was worse than you let on.”

Jaxon let the comment go by as he pulled up to the attached garage and turned off the
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