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Shit. 

Shit. 

Fucking shit. 

Today is officially the worst day of my life, and it’s only 8:45 AM.  For years, I was a field agent for the Central Intelligence Agency, dodging bullets and winding up in countries most people couldn’t find on a map. Six months ago, I was promoted, complete with a massive pay raise and shiny new title: Director of Special Operations. 

On paper, my department technically doesn’t exist. In reality, my extremely small team and I specialize in cases where traditional WITSEC has failed. When the government is unable to protect the innocent, we step in. 

We have formed alliances with the darkest of networks, underworld crime syndicates, local gangs and international hackers, to make people vanish for their own safety. We’ve broken the law to save lives. 

It’s highly illegal, incredibly stressful, and the only reason I sleep at night. 

When I actually sleep.  

Years of running on adrenaline, PTSD and severe anxiety have gifted me with relentless insomnia. My day usually begins with a 5 AM run and a high dose of caffeine to keep me functioning. But last night, my body gave in. 

I managed to sleep through three alarms and woke up to daylight. 

Which has brought me to my current state, sprinting through the hallway to my office, late, un-showered and in a panic. 

The moment I burst through my office door, I run directly into a wall of muscle. 

“You’re late,” a low, thunderous voice says. 

I look up. Leaning against my door is Cade Matthews, my right-hand man and occasional impromptu bodyguard. Standing at 6’5” and built like a linebacker, Cade easily intimidates the shit out of everyone he meets. Right now, he’s wearing a tight black shirt that is trying to break free of his muscular frame and staring at me while refusing to blink. 

I manage my stress by running. He’d never say out it loud, but I know for a fact Cade likes to crotchet, his specialty being baby blankets, which is equally as terrifying given his size.  

“I was unaware,” I snap, pushing past him to drop my bag on my desk. “I don’t need the attitude today, Cade. I have a mountain of paperwork and a meeting with the feds in ten minutes.”

“I’ve already taken care of your morning brief,” Cade says, clicking a few buttons on his phone before stuffing it into his back pocket and crossing his massive arms. “We have a bigger problem. Miller got arrest in Malta.”

I stop dead in my tracks, laptop halfway out of my bag. “Malta? He’s supposed to be in Chicago tracking a lead for a relocation. What the fuck is he doing in Malta?”

“Guess we are going to have to figure that out. But first...” Cade stops and looks at me. “Christ, you look like fucking hell, Maeve. When was the last time you actually ate something?” He raises a finger at me before I can respond. “Coffee is not a food group.”

“I am perfectly fine,” I say, firing up my laptop. “I can handle Miller. I can handle the feds, though it would bring me great joy to strangle their new attorney. I am a professional, I can...”

My laptop chimes, cutting me off, a notification flashing across my screen that my meeting is about to begin. 

“Let’s keep the murder to a minimum this morning,” Cade says, pointing at my laptop. “You deal with that, I’ll start digging into Miller’s bullshit.”

“Have I told you lately that you’re my favorite?”

“Yesterday, you called me a nagging grandmother,” Cade calls over his shoulder, closing the door as he walks out of my office. 

The next nine hours are nothing but bureaucratic torture. 

The federal attorneys were in a mood. The new attorney, whose name I don’t care to learn so I’ve named him Cleetus, tried pulling rank, demanding information on a key witness in a high-profile cartel case who seemed to randomly vanish off the face of the Earth. I had to smile and nod, knowing full well they are safely tucked away at the overly secure compound of a clan that owed me a massive favor. 

Before I knew it, the sun was beginning to set. Between drafting an emergency extraction plan (and termination letter) for Agent Miller, responding to three separate nastygrams for not answering my emails within a thirty-second window, and keeping my promise not to murder anyone when one of the regional directors had the audacity to call me sweetheart, I am entirely out of patience. 

By the time I’m throwing my laptop in my bag and calling it a day, the office has completely cleared out, my eyes are burning, head throbbing and joints aching from sitting for so long. 

As I enter the parking garage, the chill of the concrete mixed with the Colorado evening hits me hard, the first real breath of air I’ve felt today. 

I unlock my car, wanting nothing more than a scalding hot shower, massive piece of pizza and then to sink into unconsciousness for at least a solid six hours, give or take. 

Slumping into the driver’s seat and pulling the door shut, I let the silence engulf me. I lean my head back against the headrest and close my eyes, forcing a deep breath through my lungs. I just need a minute to decompress. 

Ping. 

The chime from my phone breaks through the peaceful quiet of the car. I groan, reaching into my bag, unlocking the screen. 

Parker: 

I hope the flowers are as gorgeous as you, my love. 

Flowers?

A blurry scene replays through my mind, Cade bringing in a vase and food earlier in the day, but I had been so focused on putting out fires that I don’t think it fully registered. 

I stare at the text. 

Parker Johnson. The gorgeous British real estate mogul, and owner of several highly exclusive, underground luxury clubs, who also happens to be another complication in my life.   

Relationships are built on trust, honesty and communication. All things my job does not allow me to give someone, and it’s not fair of me to ask that in return. 

I met Parker several years ago while on assignment. He was every romance lover’s dream. Tall, dark and insanely handsome, the kind of man people notice when he enters a room and not just for his looks. Parker has an aura of power and mystery that trails him. Clean-cut, tailored suits, a glimmer of gold in his eyes and a British accent. 

God, I’m a sucker for an accent. 

For a long time, we had a strict, mutually beneficial arrangement. I played the supportive girlfriend at his high-profile corporate events to keep his investors happy. In return, he gave me companionship and a no-strings-attached, incredibly intense sex life.

Lately, though, our business agreement is feeling less like a partnership and more like a benefit only when it’s convenient for him. 

I’m over it. 

Ping. 

Parker: 

Call me. I do not like to be ignored, Maeve. 

“Fucking serious,” I mutter, tossing the phone onto the passenger seat and turning on the car. 

I’m not in the mood to deal with him tonight. I am too hungry, feel too gross and am too tired to spend the night in jail. 

Instead, I back out of my assigned parking space and drive home.  

An hour later, I am clean, wrapped in an oversized hood and sitting on my couch with the bowl of ice cream that I chose over pizza for dinner. 

My rowhouse is silent, but my mind is racing. I flip my phone over and notice three missed calls from Parker. 

Before I can decide whether or not to just block his number, the screen lights up with another incoming text. 

Parker:

Ignoring me violates the terms of our relationship. 

I scoff, my fingers finding the strength to fly across the keyboard. 

Maeve:

So this is a relationship now? I thought we agreed on “partnership”, though I use that term loosely, considering it really only seems to benefit you anymore. 

Three dots immediately appear on the screen. 

Parker:  

I’m going to let the attitude slide for now. I need your expertise. 

I frown, setting down the now empty bowl. 

Maeve: 

I can’t wait to hear this. What expertise?

Parker:

I have an associate whose younger sister has gone missing. He has the resources, but they are more financial than investigative. 

I don’t really do missing persons cases so much as I am the reason for missing persons cases.

Maeve:
Parker, I am not a private investigator for your imaginary friends.  

I wait for a reply, but the screen stays dark for several minutes. I assume I’ve pissed him off enough to finally keep him quiet. But just as I'm about to set the phone down and call it a night, it begins to ring in my hand, his name flashing across the screen.  

“Good evening, Mr. Johnson. To what do I owe the pleasure of your call tonight?” I realize I’m egging him on, but at this point, I might as well add fuel to the fire. 

“You aren’t being funny,” his smooth voice draws out over the line, tighter than usual.

“I happen to find it very funny that you think you have a friend.”

Parker lets out a loud sigh. “I don’t have time for your bullshit, Maeve. I have known Hunter most of my career...”

“Awe, you even gave him a name. That’s cute.”

Parker continues, ignoring me. “He’s as much of a friend as he is a business partner. Apparently he has a sister who has gotten into some sketchy shit and he thinks she’s in trouble.”

“Apparently he has a sister?” I ask, a laugh coming from my chest that sounds more like a wheeze. “As in, apparently this man is also your friend? Is he at least hot and single? Hell, I’ll concede to him just being hot, as long as he’s real.”

“Why are you being an ass right now?”

“I don’t know, Parker,” I fire back, my voice losing its playful edge as the exhaustion takes over. “I’ve had a shit day. I’m in a shit mood. Then you decide to pull an attitude because you conveniently need something while otherwise ignoring me.”

“I have not been ignoring you.”

“We haven’t talked in months. What would you call it?”

“Busy.” 

Oh. My. God. Seriously?

“I’ve been fucking busy too,” I snap, sitting up straight on the couch. “The point of this was to have someone by our side without the stress and commitment of a relationship. Somehow, it turned into an actual relationship, a pretty shitty one at the moment. Seems like a good time to pull the plug.”

Parker is silent for a moment. When Parker speaks again, his voice is entirely stripped of its usual arrogance. “Is that really what you want, Maeve?”

“I believe this is a choice you have already made, Parker. All I’m doing is making it official.”

“I’m sorry, truly. I honestly don’t want this to end, but I respect your decision.”

“Thank you,” I say softly, leaning my head back against the cushions. “Even though I feel a ‘but’ coming on.”

“I’d still like to ask the favor. Hunter is one of the toughest men I know. He may have the emotional range of a brick wall and look like he could kill you without an ounce of regret, but he’s a good guy. We met to discuss a building I’m looking at; we’ve never talked about anything in our personal lives, but he mentioned not being able to contact his sister, and your services came to mind.”

“Let me guess, you were suddenly so overcome with emotion that you wanted to jump right in and help?”

Silence. 

“Why me?” I press.

“You have a gift for understanding people.”

That is a very politically correct way of putting things. “Right now, it feels more like a curse. She’s probably an addict or something, and I’m not really in the business of saving those who don’t want to be saved.”  

“Maeve...”

“How about this. I will consider talking to your friend and see if there is anything I can do so long as it ends this conversation. No promises, strictly off the books, but I’ll see if the sister can get help and avoid jail time.”

“I owe you.”

I sigh. “Goodbye, Parker.”

I hang up and toss my phone across the couch, getting it as far away from me as humanly possible right now. I’m not exactly heartbroken at the end of my non-relationship with my non-boyfriend, but I’m not completely heartless. 

Two years of my life. Two years of semi-dependable distraction and companionship, gone in a five-minute phone call. 

I drag myself off the couch, my limbs feeling like dead weight after the chaos of the day, pacing the room to stretch my sore muscles. 

Hunter Thomas.

I’ve never heard of him, but I know the type of company Parker keeps. Wealthy, powerful, high-profile men who won’t take no for an answer. Men who think they can wave a blank check in your face and make the world bend to their will.

I take a deep breath to center myself, processing what my gut is telling me. 

In my world, when the rich are desperate enough for a black-market intervention, it’s unlikely the sister is just an adult runaway. Which means one of us is not going to be thrilled with the outcome.  

I walk back to the couch and snatch my phone from under the cushions where I threw it, then pull my laptop from my bag before  settling into the cushions. I grab the blanket from the corner and throw it over my legs before diving into the rabbit hole. 
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{Chapter 2} — MAEVE
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I stare at the blank search bar on my laptop, the quite hum of the processor the only sound cutting through my dark rowhouse.   

Everyone has a weak spot. When you can find that and push hard enough, eventually they will break. This has made me successful in my career but has unfortunately followed me into my personal life. 

My weak spot is a catch-22 as it also happens to be my source of strength.

My family. 

They are the only reason I’m even considering talking to Hunter Thomas. My family is my lifeline, the reason I am who I am, and they mean the world to me. I would do absolutely anything for my brothers, and I can only assume Hunter feels the same for his sister. 

My eyes drift to the framed photograph on the bookshelf as memories of home wash over me. 

Nolan James, my father, was a big city doctor who came to Willowbrooke, Colorado, on a whim and never left. He worked out of Denver, about an hour’s drive west, and enjoyed the chaos of the big city but, as he put it, was happier surrounded by nature. He drove back and forth every day when I was little, though as I got older or if the weather didn’t allow, he would spend nights at the hospital. 

He missed a lot of my life, and I held that against him for the longest time, but as I’ve matured, I’ve come to understand the significance of the lives he was saving. 

The residents of Willowbrooke could have cared less that he was a highly regarded oncologist, saving children’s lives, a published author, or even just a father. What intrigued them were the perceived sins he had committed; five children with three different women but has never been married. He says he doesn’t need a piece of paper to prove his loyalty and commitment to a partner, which to the close-minded townsfolk, meant he was fucking anyone who would spread their legs.

Yet somehow, this never managed to stop any of the women in town from throwing themselves at him. 

I never knew my mom. She got sick after I was born and was unable to recover. There has been plenty of gossip over the years. She died of a broken heart after learning of my dad’s infidelities. She killed herself because she wanted more than he was willing to give her. Even that he killed her because she threatened to expose the “monstrous truth” about him, whatever the hell that means. 

In reality, she had an undiagnosed heart condition and probably should not have gotten pregnant. 

My dad worked to provide a good life for us, but without my mom, it kind of came down to Christian and Roman, my oldest two brothers, with the help of their mom, Laura, to take care of me. 

Jude and Colin, the youngest of my older brothers, are the ones I have the best relationships with. They’ve also never held changing my diapers against me.

Roman and Colin caused the problems in school and were the ones I was compared to the most. Christian and Jude were the good kids, studious and always followed the rules. They were the ones I was compared to the least, because what’s the fun in that?

By the time I was set to graduate, I was both top of my class and constantly in trouble for something. If I wasn’t picking a fight, I was sitting at home, alone, minding my own business. I didn’t have friends. I skipped prom, mostly because no one asked me to go. Willowbrooke born and raised, yet labeled an outcast from my first breath. 

I needed out of town, to experience life out from under the shadows of my brothers and the judgmental eyes of Willowbrooke’s residents. 

Christian and Roman moved into Denver and now own a successful brewpub that I also have ownership in after investing during a time they were struggling. 

Jude followed in our father’s footsteps, becoming a doctor at the same hospital he spent his career at. My dad has retired from his medical practice and now spends his days doing God knows what, but he manages to stay out of trouble. 

Colin is serving a life sentence, so there’s that. 

I hadn’t decided what I wanted to do with my life, other than to get out of Willowbrooke. One chance encounter while helping at the brewpub and I ended up being recruited into a small fragment of the CIA. I was trained to be an odd combination of profiler/hacker/therapist/ninja to a very small and dark corner of the world. 

Which is how I circle back to the missing sister. 

My attention drops back to the screen and my fingers hit the keyboard. It takes all of five seconds on the internet to learn Hunter’s life story.     

As I scan through the photos, Parker’s “emotional range of a brick wall” pops into my head, and I laugh because I can see it. Hunter is tall, easily over six feet, broad shoulders with a powerfully built frame that fills his suits like they were sewn directly on him. 

Dark hair, slightly tousled as if all he did was run a hand through it. A short, well-groomed beard traces along his strong jawline. 

Not one picture of him smiling. Not even a hint of a smile. The man looks like he’s been sentenced to a life of standing in line at the DMV. Everything you need to know about him is visible in his eyes. 

Dark, watchful, enigmatic.

Hunter owns a variety of successful businesses, real estate, a couple of luxury hotels and upscale restaurants in multiple vacation destinations. He inherited his father’s retail ventures and is now in the process of partnering with a cybersecurity company which he invested in during its infancy. 

He has an appropriate social media profile, enough to show he has an active presence and successful businesses without dipping into his private life. Reading some of the interviews he’s done, he’s very careful to dodge questions about his personal life. No mention of a wife or girlfriend, very little about his family, save for a couple local articles about his parents, who died in a car accident. 

No mention of a sister. 

That part isn’t overly surprising. If she has gotten in with the wrong crowd, she’s probably been kept out of the public eye so that her life does not impact Hunter’s businesses, though it’s likely the two have now intersected and he needs her dealt with. 

This isn’t my first rodeo, but also not my actual line of work.

I find Hunter’s email address on one of his company websites and shoot off a quick message, crossing my fingers it hits a filter and disappears so I can move on, knowing I held up my end of the bargain. 

From: Maeve James

To: Hunter Thomas

Mr. Thomas,

I have been contacted by Parker Johnson; he has requested I speak to you regarding an urgent matter. If you would like to discuss more, please reach out and I will see if I can be of assistance. 

Maeve James

Simple and to the point. I leave my contact information at the bottom and close my laptop. For once, I am giving myself a break by taking the weekend off. A nice long run tomorrow, maybe even a hike. 

Hell, I might even take myself shopping. 

I barely close the laptop when my phone pings. I pick it up, seeing an unknown number flash across the screen. 

Unknown: 

My office, tomorrow, 8 AM. 

Maeve: 

New phone, who dis?

Unknown: 

Hunter Thomas. 
Maeve: 
Hello Hunter Thomas. I am Maeve James. Let’s try this again, with a 

proper introduction and use of the word please. 

Hunter: 

My office, tomorrow, 8 AM. 

Maeve: 

Yes, yes. I can read, and you can copy/paste. How about your office, 

Monday, 9 AM. Let’s try to make this meeting more pleasant than your texts. 
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The disrespect in Maeve James’s texts is something I have zero intention of tolerating. 

I am not known for being a patient man, nor am I an understanding one. Those who mistake my silence for weakness or try to cross my boundaries never get a second opportunity to do it again. 

Anyone else in my position would have treated this situation with the punishment it deserved. 

Not entirely true. A normal thirty-nine-year-old millionaire would be out enjoying the city. 

I am not normal.

Instead, I am sitting here arguing with some random woman. 

Through text. 

I know the kind of underbelly Parker Johnson associates himself with. I brushed off the look on his face when I mentioned not being able to get in contact with my sister. 

If that wasn’t a red flag, the frantic call, claiming he knows someone who could locate her should have been. 

The last thing I expected from his “specialist”, was a woman who signs off her messages with the digital equivalent of the middle finger. 

I undress and get into bed, lying back and staring at the ceiling, willing sleep that refuses to come. 

My mind keeps drifting back to Lucy. 

By Monday morning, my irritation has developed into genuine hostility. 

I spent the weekend burning off restless, aggressive energy in my private gym, lifting until my muscles were screaming, followed by freezing showers that did absolutely nothing to calm the rage roiling in my gut. 

I require absolute control. Over my empire. Over my surroundings. 

Most importantly, over myself. 

Thomas Holdings began as a small residential real estate venture  right after college. My father had pushed to bankroll it’s entirety so it began on stable ground, but I refused. I wanted to experience the growing pains myself. I wanted to know what worked, what failed and how to build an empire from scratch.  

Once we successfully expanded into commercial real estate, I leveraged the family capital to scale, purchasing prime downtown towers and bringing on global consultants. Today, with a luxury hotel portfolio, high-end restaurants and a designer retail footprint, my little pet project is worth billions. 

I’ve never been content staying in one lane, though. Years ago, wanting to expand my horizons outside of real estate, I silently invested in a promising cybersecurity startup simply because the tech interested me. 

Now, that same company has grown into an industry leader, and I am currently in the tedious process of acquiring at least half of the company.

I don’t have a person life. I don’t want one. In my tax bracket, women want access to a name or a bank account, never the man behind them. I’ve long since stopped looking for anything resembling a partner. I’m focused solely on my businesses. 

Just shy of nine, I hear Dot, my receptionist, talking to someone, and I can only assume Maeve has arrived. 

I adjust my cuffs on my tailored charcoal suit, my jaw set into a hard, unforgiving line as I step through my door and into the reception atrium. The moment my eyes lock onto the woman talking to Dot, I stop dead in my tracks. 

She is entirely, completely wrong.

The people I usually employ wear tactical gear or expensive suits. 

This woman looks like she just wandered in while running errands.

Average height, maybe 5’6”m with an athletic, powerful build. Curves that are soft but tightly toned, as if she runs miles before breakfast. Her chestnut brown hair is pulled into a messy knot, and a pair of piercing, fiercely intelligent hazel eyes lock onto mine the second I stop into the atrium. She’s wearing dark jeans, a plain shirt and a pair of worn tennis shoes. 

She looks natural, effortless and radiates confidence. She doesn’t seem intimidated by the magnitude of my office. 

Or by me.

“Hunter, apparently you have a nine o’clock appointment with Ms. James?” Dot asks. Dorothy, Dot for short, was my late mother’s closest friend. After the accident, she was the only person keeping my sister, Lucy, and I from completely losing our shit. 

“I do,” I reply, my voice a flat, gravelly rumble. “My apologies, Dot. It was last minute, and I forgot to update my calendar. Ms. James, my office.”

Maeve offers Dot a brief, polite murmur of thanks and heads toward my door. As she brushes past me, she intentionally doesn’t flinch away. Our shoulders barely graze, but it’s close enough for a faint hint of vanilla to catch the air. 

Warmth rushes through my chest as I realize it reminds me of the times I spent baking with my mother.

I glance back at Dot, who narrows her eyes and mouths “be nice” before pulling the heavy mahogany door shut. 

I turn around, intending to lay out the strict terms of this meeting, but stop. Maeve has already bypassed the chairs set for visitors, or even the leather sofa along the far wall, and has sat herself directly in my high-backed armchair at my desk. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” I ask, my voice dropping an octave, cold and demanding.

She blinks at me, completely unfazed. “I am sitting, in a chair, because it’s a chair, and you sit in it.”

A muscle twitches in my jaw. 

Great, her smart mouth extends past her texts. 

“Ms. James, let’s get one thing straight,” I say, walking behind my desk, looming over her to establish a clear boundary. I don’t have time for games, and I certainly don’t have time for whatever attitude you think passes for professionalism. I expected someone who would take this seriously, not a random woman who looks like she got lost on the way to a coffee shop. If you are here to waste my time, leave.”

Maeve stares up at me, a slow, dangerous smile spreading across her lips. 

Then, she starts to laugh. It’s a rich, genuine laugh that echoes through the room, and thoroughly infuriates me. 

“I’m sorry,” she says, turning in my chair to face me, crossing one leg over the other. “Let me guess, you thought I was some high-priced servant you could just snap your fingers at and expect me to salute?”

Heat rises in my face, anger tightening in my chest. I need to distance myself before I do something I’ll regret. I take a step back, rounding the desk so that it is between us, and take a seat in one of the chairs, placing my hands flat on my thighs as I lock my gaze onto hers. 

“Why the fuck are you here?”

“You tell me, Mr. Thomas,” she quickly fires back. “Judging by the fury radiating off you the second I walked in, I don’t think we are on the same page.”

“Exactly how do you know Parker?” I demand. 

“We’re besties, obviously.”

I loathe sarcasm, and right now, her tone is testing the limits of my restraint. “You two have similar business interests?”

“Oh my god, this conversation is getting more painful by the second. Parker and I are friends. Or, we were,” she waves a hand dismissively in the air, as if to signal that’s not an issue to be pressed. “Look, I thought I was doing a good deed, but it’s clear this was a mistake.”

She stands from behind my desk, preparing to walk out. 

No one walks out on me. 

No one.

“Sit down,” I command, my voice slicing through the room. 

Maeve stops, slowly turning her head, her hazel eyes blazing as she crosses her arms in front of her chest. “Excuse me?”

I take a slow, deep breath, forcing my anger back down. I need to better assess the situation. No one handles a direct threat with that level of composure.   

Interesting. 

An idea sparks in my mind, the words coming out of my mouth before I can stop them. 

“We’re leaving the office. There’s a coffee shop across the street, I’d prefer to continue this conversation away from the prying ears of my staff.”

Maeve looks at me, her shoulders dropping slightly as confusion etches across her gorgeous features. “The multiple personalities are giving me whiplash. First, you are trying to throw me out of the building, and now you want to share a cup of coffee?”

“I want to see if you’re as smart as your mouth implies,” I say, standing from my seat and crossing the room, opening my office door. I catch Dot quickly scurrying away, pretending to walk toward the copy room before I turn toward Maeve and motion for her to proceed. 

She hesitates for a fraction of a second before she finally steps out into the hallway. 

The coffee shop across the street is a small mom-and-pop shop run by an older couple, George and Sylvie, whom I’ve known for years. At this hour of the morning, the place is dead, providing the privacy I require. 

I order two black coffees and a plate of Danishes, then lead Maeve to a table in the back corner. 

“This place is cute,” she says casually, taking in her surroundings. “Coffee is kind of my love language.”

“I’ve known the owners for years,” I reply, keeping my voice low. “Sylvie is the brains behind the kitchen.”

“Everything is made with extra love, especially for you, Hunter,” Sylvie interrupts, appearing out of nowhere to drop the tray onto our table. “Take Hunter with a grain of salt, dear. He thinks he’s a big bad wolf when he’s really very sweet.”

She glances at Maeve, then back to me, pointing a stern finger directly in my face.” You. Be nice.”

Why does everyone keep saying that today?

Sylvie turns on her heel and walks away before I can even defend myself. I lock eyes with Maeve, who is biting the inside of her cheek to suppress a laugh at my expense.

“You did not answer my question from the office, Ms. James,” I say, ignoring the interruption and leaning forward, putting my forearms on the table to narrow the distance between us.

“Which question was that?” she asks, tilting her head.

“Why did Parker ask you to contact me?”

She thinks about this for a moment. “That is not at all how you originally phrased your question. How about this. I’ll answer yours if you answer mine.”

“Deal.”

“He said your sister was in over her head, and I have a track record of helping people.”

“Interesting,” I murmur, my mind beginning to race. “How do you really know Parker?”

“One,” Maeve says, a sharp, challenging smile breaking across her face as she holds up a single finger. “You got one question. That's the deal.”

“I’m asking two,” I counter, my dominant instincts locking in. “And I’ll give you one on the house to make up for it.”

She lets out a sharp, amused breath. “God, you’re infuriating. I met Parker through a work assignment years ago. We got along until we didn’t.”

“Where do you work?”

“Three strikes, buddy. My turn,” she interrupts, her voice dropping its playful edge. “If you want my help, you’re going to have to be honest with me. I need to know why me, and why you aren’t going to the police if you are really that concerned about your sister.”

I freeze. I don't share my personal life with anyone. My PR team spends millions ensuring my vulnerability is entirely invisible to the world. Yet, looking into her piercing hazel eyes, I feel an unnatural, pull. She isn't blinking. She isn't fidgeting. She is entirely comfortable in the presence of my wealth, my size, and my hostility. 

“Years ago, my parents died,” I begin, the words tasting like acid in my mouth.

“The car accident,” she says quietly.

My eyes narrow. Of course she’s already researched me. 

“Yes. It was devastating, but my sister took it a lot harder. Lucy was eight when my parents took her in, twelve when the adoption was finalized. She had just graduated high school when the crash happened. I tried to manage her, to step in as a guardian, but we didn't know each other well given our age gap. She vanished from my house. She only ever comes around when she needs cash, and then she drops entirely off the grid again.”

“That has to be tough, losing one family then being adopted into another only to lose them as well. Finding her shouldn’t be an issue. It’s kind of pointless though, if she doesn’t want the help.”

“There’s more,” I say, leaning in closer, my voice dropping to a harsh whisper. “but it sounds crazy.”

She smiles. “Oh, hon, we passed crazy miles ago.”

“I have never been convinced their crash was an accident,” I admit, the admission tearing at my throat. “The police report stated they blew a tire and ran off the road, but the final forensics were vague at best. The more my lawyers and I questioned, the less answers we got. They told me it was just grief. They told me to move on. The last time I saw Lucy, she was desperate for money. She looked terrible, too thin, paranoid, like she hadn’t slept in weeks. I begged her to move in with me but the moment I mentioned our parents, she panicked, and bolted. I haven’t heard from her since.”

“What do you know about her life before the adoption?” Maeve asks.

“Nothing. We barely lived under the same roof before I left for college.”

Maeve lets out a long sigh, rubbing her temple. “I’m going to be honest with you, Hunter. This all is a bit outside of my wheelhouse. I can’t promise anything. But I can reach out to a few of my contacts and see what they know.”

“I don’t share any of this lightly,” I warn her, the ruthlessness returning to my tone. “I take my privacy, and my family’s safety, very seriously. I can’t have you triggering a public spectacle that lands your colleagues at the FBI on my doorstep.”

She scoffs, rolling her eyes so hard I think she might injure herself. “Pfft, FBI. Please. Technically, and I use this term incredibly loosely, I am CIA. And unlike Parker’s weak-ass non-disclosure agreements, my lips are super-glued shut.”

CIA. 

A piece of the puzzle clicks into place. One that she gave so easily without even noticing.

Maeve James is the perfect package. Brilliant, dangerous, deceptively gorgeous, and fiercely witty. For the first time in a decade, I find myself captivated by a conversation. My mind is already checking my calendar, calculating which meetings I can reschedule just to prolong the time she is sitting across from me.

“I am going to need to be kept apprised of your research,” I dictate, testing her.

“That sounds like a very fancy way of saying you need to feel like you’re in control, even when you clearly aren’t,” she counters smoothly, sliding out of the booth.

She stands over the table, looking down at me. “Hunter, you have my contact info. Send me any financials  personal information you think are relevant, and I’ll do some digging. Full disclosure, if you call me, I won’t answer. Text only. I will reach out when I have something tangible to share. Understood?”

Two can play the negotiation game, Miss James. 

I remain seated, looking up at her, letting a slow smirk trace my lips for the first time all morning.

“I’ll agree to those terms. For now.”

“And when you inevitably decide to change your mind?” she asks, her eyebrow arching in a silent challenge.

The dark thoughts running through my head make my grin widen. “Trust me. You’ll know.”
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{Chapter 4} — MAEVE
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This past week is uncharacteristically slow, to the point I find myself pulling up a case file that’s been gathering digital dust.

Ivan Petrov.

Ivan was a Russian-American double agent who managed to fly under the radar for years, eventually stealing some very sensitive, very classified intelligence before taking asylum back in Russia. Because of the nature of the information he sold to his counterparts, his file landed on my desk. Being in Russia puts him physically outside my reach, but it doesn't mean I don’t have eyes on him. 

Ivan was quite the asset for the government. That was until he met a woman and fathered a child, but then the two suddenly disappeared before he fled the country.

For the most part, I know where Ivan is and what he is up to, but I’ve never found a single trace of the wife and kid, which bothers me more than anything else related to him.

I shake my head and close the encrypted database. I’m procrastinating, and I know it.

Stepping into the kitchen, I pour a cup of coffee and stare at my personal laptop sitting on the counter. Hunter emailed me before I’d even made it back to my office after our initial meeting last week. I haven’t opened it yet.

Instead, I take my coffee to the couch, my mind drifting right back to the way he looked at me in his office.

Hunter is different from the clean-cut, suit-wearing control freaks Parker usually associates with. I expected a man who demands everyone to drop to their knees for a taste of his power, his money, or his bed. Hunter definitely has the money, and God knows he has the power.

There is a cold, sharp edge to the way he carries himself. A quiet intensity that tells me he’s used to taking whatever he wants without asking permission.

I lean back against the cushions, letting my mind wander down a dangerously unprofessional path. I enjoyed pushing his buttons. The way his jaw ticked when I knew I was pushing boundaries. The way his eyes narrowed as if he was trying to figure out how to break me.

I catch myself wondering what that energy looks like behind closed doors. What he looks like stripped of the tailored suit. How he would feel pinning me down, his heavy muscles pressing me into the mattress while he...

Nope.

I blink, forcing myself out of my head. I get up, shower, fold a load of laundry, and aggressively scrub down the kitchen counters. Anything to distract myself. 

I’m a professional. 

This is a job, even if it’s off the record, and letting Hunter get under my skin will only cause more problems than it’s worth.

After ten minutes of pacing, I finally cave and grab the laptop. I don’t know what I was expecting from Hunter’s email, but looking at what he sent, I am seriously unimpressed.

––––––––
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To: Maeve James

From: Hunter Thomas

Name: Lucy Thomas

Status: Missing

Current age: 28

DOB: Unknown

Address: Unknown

Last known location: Thomas Holdings Inc., Denver, Colorado

Pre-Adoption History: Unknown

Boulder Couple Dies in Fiery Car Crash

Michael and Lillian Thomas, of Boulder, were killed in a car accident Friday when their car left the road and caught fire. Police state they do not expect foul play as it appears the vehicle malfunctioned, causing the couple to lose control of the car, and the impact of the crash resulted in the fire. Preliminary autopsy reports do not suggest alcohol or drugs played a factor in the accident. Mr. and Mrs. Thomas leave behind two children, Hunter and Lucy. Funeral arraignments are pending. 

Boulder Police Department Accident Report

Car appears to have blown the rear passenger tire. Male driver lost control of the car and left the roadway. Car came to a stop approximately 20 yards off the main road, no objects hit in the process. Fire appears to have started in the front of the car and quickly spread, likely a leak to the gas line; however car has substantial damage, and formal evaluation cannot be completed. Occupants include one male driver and one female passenger, both DOA from injuries. No evidence of foul play, no witnesses present at the scene. Case is pending closed. 

Jesus, what a horrific way to die. As if a car accident isn’t bad enough, the vehicle catches fire, leaving them to potentially be burned alive. I’ve seen some pretty gruesome shit in my career, but reading the graphic details of his parents' crash definitely makes my stomach twist. 

Then there’s the information on his sister, Lucy. Or rather, the complete lack of it. What he sent isn't helpful at all. It’s no more than what I already got out of him over coffee. 

I love a good challenge, but this is starting to feel damn near impossible.

I can’t work on an empty stomach, and I need to be completely comfortable to do my best thinking. After eating dinner and cleaning the kitchen for the second time today, I grab my laptop and head out to the back deck.

This rowhouse is the first thing I have ever actually owned. I’ve spent most of my career traveling and living out of suitcases, so when I was given the opportunity to pick a home office, I didn’t think twice when I saw Colorado on the list. Technically, I live in Lakewood, a suburb just outside Denver near the Rockies. It’s the perfect mix of city and nature, quiet enough to relax, but close enough to everything, including my family.

I lie down on the lounge chair, close my eyes, and take a deep breath. The buzz of the city is slowing down as the sun sets, providing just enough background noise to clear my head. The steady chirping of crickets helps calm my racing thoughts, and luckily, my
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