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      He's a cowboy turned security specialist, haunted by the past.

      

      Ten years ago, Calvin Beckett left Sabrina Holloway at the altar, disappearing without explanation. Blackmailed by his father to abandon Sabrina or see her family ruined, Cal chose to protect her. Walking away from both the love of his life, his family business, and the only safe home he’s ever known- the family’s sprawling Wyoming ranch, Cal built a new life as a security specialist in the city. But when his father's ruthless efforts to reclaim him intensify, fate throws Sabrina back into his path. As threats escalate, a long-buried secret involving Sabrina's parents comes to light, and Cal realizes their separation was about more than just his father's control. Now, Cal must return to his roots, bringing Sabrina to the family ranch to keep her safe—even if it means risking his heart all over again.

      

      She's a small-town matchmaker who can't find her own happy ending.

      

      Professional matchmaker Sabrina Holloway lives by the motto: if you can't marry, matchmake. After Cal's betrayal, she poured herself into building a career that brings joy to others in their close-knit community. Heartbreak struck again when her father's death left her truly alone in the town she loves. When hired to improve a grumpy security CEO's image and potentially find him the perfect partner, Sabrina is shocked to discover her client is none other than Cal. Suddenly, she's swept back to the ranch she once thought would be her home, forced to confront dangers she never imagined and feelings she thought long buried.

      

      Forced to partner up, Cal and Sabrina craft a fake relationship to outsmart their enemy. As they face their past and an uncertain future, these two lonely souls rediscover their connection to the land, the community, and each other. Working together they realize that the key to defeating their foe might just be embracing the love they left behind. But can they overcome a decade of hurt and the looming threat to both their lives to find their happily ever after under the big Wyoming sky?
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      The Wyoming Matchmaker Series- Whether marriage of convenience or star crossed lovers, everyone earns their  happily ever after in this series.

      The Cowboy Takes A Bride

      The Cowboy’s Make Believe Bride

      The Cowboy’s Runaway Bride

      The Cowboy’s Second Chance Bride
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      The No Strings Attached Series- A flirty, fun chick lit romance series

      The Girl He Knows

      The Girl He Wants

      The Girl He Loves

      Beach Town Love- boxset

      Audiobooks
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      Samantha True Mysteries- These laugh out loud, action pack books take place in the Pacific Northwest. Join Samantha, an adult with dyslexia who’s hid behind photography, on her adventures in her new life as a Private Investigator. A job she inherited when her new husband died unexpectedly and left behind a mess and another wife.

      One Hit Wonder

      All Bets Are Off

      Best Laid Plans

      Caught Off Guard

      Two Time Loser

      Dodged A Bullet

      

      Audiobooks
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      The Cold Case Mystery Series:

      Bone of Contention

      Bone to Pick

      Audiobooks
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      PERFECT PLACE: A Liars Island Suspense

      Perfect Place
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      Campus Murder Club- The dead are not forgotten

      Campus Murder Club

      Audiobook Coming soon
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      The Meryton Brides Series- A wholesome romance series with a Pride and Prejudice theme

      To Have and To Hold (Book 1)

      With This Ring (Book 2)

      I Do (Book 3)

      Promise Me This (Book 4)

      Marry Me, Matchmaker (Book 5)

      Honeymoon Postponed (Book 6)

      Matchmaker’s Guidebook - FREE
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      The Second Chance Short Stories can be read alone and go as follows:

      Second Chances

      Once Again

      Reason to Stay

      He’s the One

      Kiss Me Again

      or purchased in a bundle for a better discount.

      The Coming Home Series: A Collection of  5 Second Chance Short Stories (Can be purchased individually).

      Love Comes Home
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      To DHM: How did I get so lucky? every day is a gift.

      

      And for Brynna T. Whose comedic timing is stellar and deadpan expression is masterful. Its fun to witness. That’s why I named a character after you.  If she has a fraction of your wit then I did a good job.

      

      For Amanda and Rachel H. who helped me remember that community was the roots of this series. I appreciate you both.
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            Chapter One

          

          CAL

        

      

    

    
      There was a popular saying about a person bringing a knife to a gunfight. Usually, I was the guy with the bigger gun, but I’d found myself in the fight of my life with someone attacking my company, my reputation, and my livelihood, and I was the idiot standing there with a freaking butter knife. I never saw this attack coming.

      In the last eighteen hours, so much had happened it was hard for me to keep up. I was dog-tired, man. It had been a long time since I’d last slept. A few hours after shit went sideways in Peru, I’d flown back to Seattle at the urgent request of my mother and Paul, my PR guy.

      I rubbed the wound on the upper half of my left arm and tried to wrap my mind around all that had happened in such a short time. I was surrounded by my mother, Paul, Jace Shepard—my best friend—and one of  the company’s field agents and medical expert, Citra Smith. They were all encouraging me to sheath my knife and charge forward with the big guns.

      Which was stupid. Did they not know me? Of course, I was going to strike back and strike hard. But I had to first get a sense of the land mines. And there was this little thing called strategy.

      My opponent was wily, cunning, and heavily armed with smart lawyers, and he’d come out swinging, hitting where it hurt the most—my brand and reputation. For a securities expert, trust was of the upmost importance. Clients had to believe we knew what we were doing, that our guidance was solid, and that was never a problem when my company, Optium, only focused on two roles—providing executive protection and training and educating schools on threat assessments. 

      Up until that moment, all my clients had cared about was me keeping them and their families alive. Even if I had to die to do it. Which was a main reason why I didn’t have a personal life. And that had never mattered until eighteen hours earlier, when all of my personal information had been trotted out and showcased to prove Optium had no business launching its new division.

      A new division that we’d kept top secret for over a year. A new division that wasn’t supposed to launch for another six months. A new division with a secret project that focused on personal safety—at home, in dating, and in internet use—and what to do if you found yourself in a scary situation. There was even a dating app in the works.

      All this started because Citra’s sister once had a bad experience, and she’d felt helpless. No one should feel helpless. Enter Project ProtectedLove. That was a working title.

      Yeah, it was not our area of proficiency, which was why we were taking the time to get it right and have experts test and give input. We were learning to make it our area of expertise.

      But none of that mattered. Because when our secret project was leaked, our biggest competitor, Hitchens and Sons, sprang into action, swiping at our jugular by launching a smear campaign to discredit Optium—and me—in order to own the consumer narrative. Also, I was sure they were pissed because in all of our research, we used them as an example of what not to do.

      “Have you figured out how Hitchens and Sons got our intellectual property? Was the leak hired by them? Where are we with that?”

      PR Paul leaned against the wall. “Took Spoon just under four hours to find the leak.”

      Benjamin Spoon was Optium’s best IT guy. I trusted him with my life. Which was why only Paul, Citra, and I felt comfortable with asking Ben Spoon to find the mole. Because, of course, there had to be an internal mole. How else would Hitchens and Sons have gotten our intellectual property?

      “It took Citra less than fifteen minutes to break him,” Paul continued.

      Citra smiled. “The little weasel. Once Spoon confirmed it, I caught up with him in the break room. He had no idea we were onto him. Nearly pissed his pants when I told him he was caught red-handed, and he almost fainted when I introduced him to our lawyers. He’s been holed up since then.”

      “Fuck,” I mumbled, anger welling up and threatening to spill over.

      Apparently, someone didn’t know the rules of Optium’s fight club.

      “You ready to hear the worst part?” Paul asked.

      “Christ, it gets worse?”

      “Guess who turned our employee—found out our mole was having trouble with one of his kids and wanted to send him to a military school. That’s all it took.”

      I knew the answer before Paul said it.

      “Your dad. He was also the one to give Hitchens the intellectual property.” Paul held up a manila envelope about half an inch thick. “I’ve got the paper trail right here. That and the mole’s confession when Citra cornered him. He was paid handsomely by your father, which is good because he will use it all on lawyers for breaking his NDA. And also, your dad is funding Hitchens’s updates on their app.”

      “Of course he is,” my mom mumbled.

      I rolled my thumb around my right temple, hoping to ease the tension. Hitchens and Sons already had a foothold in the market. They had customer reviews and had built brand knowledge. With our intellectual property, they could improve their crappy dating app to include better safety systems. If we wanted to do this division and the project, we were seriously behind in the race. Like, several laps behind. This was not good.

      “I’m not sure if your dad knows we caught him. We’ve kept our mole locked up tight,” Citra said.

      I shook my head. “Dalton isn’t going to care if we find out he’s behind this. He wants me to know.” I rubbed the bandage on my arm again.

      Paul cleared his throat. “We have to decide where we go from here. Do we cut our losses or stay in the game?”

      PR Paul, as I liked to think of him, was a tall, lean guy with wire-rimmed glasses. He looked average and unremarkable. Neither of those words would describe Paul’s personality. He was savvy and cutthroat—just what I and Optium Security needed. In the short six hours since the media had turned on me specifically and on Optium as a side note, Paul had not only worked out the mole and confirmed they looked to be coming from Hitchens and Sons Security but had also learned that these attacks were funded by my dear old dad. And in pure Paul fashion, he’d already devised a solid plan.

      Cutting our losses would be a huge financial suck. Losing the edge on our project meant losing a lot of money as well as market share and the first-mover advantage, investment returns, partnership and integration, brand reputation, talent retention, legal and intellectual property issues and lawsuits, positive media attention, data advantages, pricing power, and worst of all… customer trust.

      Hands down, had we been able to launch this project on schedule, there was no doubt Optium would have done it with ethics and safety, front and center. All Hitchens and Sons cared about was getting personal data to leverage money. Most people didn’t realize Hitchens and Sons also had their hands in the insurance industry, which meant if you tried to get insurance through their company, they could use all the data they collected to charge you higher prices or to reject you altogether. And that was just tip of the iceberg with them.

      “You can’t just let this go, Cal. You need to fight back!” my mother said.

      Morgan Baker-Beckett, my mother, had been gunning for me to take down her estranged husband. And when the attack was launched, she’d jumped on a plane and rushed to my side—only I was in Peru, and she’d gone to our office in Seattle. She’d “thought it best” if she waited here for me.

      “Your father will not make this an easy or quick battle. In the thirty-two years of our marriage, I have never seen the man give up or give in.”

      “Didn’t I say I was going to strike back?”

      Yes, enemy number one, current and past, was my good old pops. Isn’t family great? If I’d had a sense of humor, I would have laughed about the fact that she saw this as a battle, like I did. But I’d lost my sense of humor many years before. My funny bone was a shriveled-up prune of emotion, rotting away deep in the dark recesses of my soul. I lived comfortably with cynicism and snark.

      Paul, leaning against the wall, crossed one ankle over the other. “He’s done a great job planning this out. We have to give him credit for that. He found your weakness and is using it against you.” Paul used his middle finger to push up his glasses. Like me, he had a few choice words for Dalton Beckett.

      Jace Shepard scoffed. His nostrils flared in anger.

      Tell me about it, buddy. I was just as angry.

      Jace had never really liked my dad. When you had a great father like Jace’s, dads like mine seemed like fictional villains rather than real-life assholes. Dalton—he didn’t deserve to be called dad—had slammed me in the media, saying that a guy who wasn’t married and hadn’t dated in a decade had no business talking about dating and relationships. He’d said a guy whose house had been broken into the other day couldn’t know much about personal security.

      Yeah, my apartment had been broken into five days earlier. When Paul told me it looked like all they took was the TV, I’d said, “I don’t have a TV.”

      I hadn’t been home yet to check what was missing, but I would have bet a year’s salary nothing had been stolen, because I literally had only the essentials—a few clothing items, some cookware, a bed, and a couch. I was never home. I carried my laptop with me.

      The day before, I’d taken a bullet for a client when all this bullshit here was going down. And besides that, someone had entered my mom’s ranch, broken into my sister’s glass-blowing workshop—her livelihood, by the way—and destroyed over a hundred grand in equipment and finished pieces. That had been in the media too. Here I was, supposedly one of the best in that field, yet neither residence had security. It made for a good story. Coincidence? I thought not.

      “We’re not going to cut our losses. I’m not giving up on this division or this project.” I scratched the wound on my upper arm and winced as my fingers tugged on the stitches.

      Citra jumped up. “Let me look at this.” She gestured for me to take off my shirt, then eased off the slightly stained bandage. As well as being one of my first employees, Citra was an excellent field agent with medical experience, which came in handy if one got shot.

      I was that one in this case, by the way. Getting shot sucked. But at least the asset was alive and his stalker was headed to prison.

       I wiped a hand down my face, and when I came to my chin, I rubbed at the stubble. I glanced at my watch. Twenty hours of no sleep. Or a proper shave and shower. Did I mention how dog-tired I was?

      “Merely a flesh wound,” she mumbled in her best Monty Python voice. “I’ll give you some antibacterial ointment that should help with the itch. But as you know, itchy is good. However, the stitches the field quack put in are not great.” She snorted, letting me know that was an understatement. “They’ll give you a gnarly scar.”

      “I’m told chicks dig scars.” I observed the poorly done, uneven stitches. The wound didn’t look like a gunshot but more like I’d snagged my arm on a fence or something equally lame.

      “Like you care. I’d love to know if you ever showed a chick your scars.”

      Jace raised one brow. He was like the subconscious part of my brain that I tried to ignore, only I couldn’t because his expression always reflected my thoughts. Yeah, yeah—once upon a time there had been a chick. I knew it. He knew it. No one else knew it. Things hadn’t ended so well, and that was the end of chicks and showing scars for me.

      Citra slapped a clean bandage onto my arm.

      “Ow, go easy,” I said, partly joking. My arm was a little sore but nothing a pain reliever couldn’t ease.

      “Next time, don’t get shot, and we won’t have to do this.”

      “Well, it was me or the asset, so I picked me. Can you imagine what the papers would be saying had it gone the other way?”

      “Calvin,” my mother said, drawing my attention back to her. “Why are you so calm? How can you sit there and joke with Citra?” She sat on the couch across from my desk, looking ready to kill. And she had a target— Dalton Beckett, who’d always been the target for all of her feelings. She slapped the leather couch. “I can’t believe Dalton is doing this. And I can’t believe I’m surprised.” She crossed her arms.

      “I’m in the business of being proactive, not reactive, so I need time to think and process.” I looked at her from under my brow. “But I’m not calm. I’m pissed off as hell.”

      “As far as the news articles about you on social media go,” Paul said, “we’ve been trying to get the name of the journalist writing all these articles and doing all this posting, but Spoon says he’s hidden behind a VPN.”

       I shifted my focus back to Paul then to Jace, who was sitting quietly by my mom, his expression thunderous.

      Paul continued. “Okay, you don’t want to lose the project. Good. But this negative press is gonna make the launch of ProtectedLove even harder. I don’t think we can afford to wait. We need to launch now.” Paul held out his phone. “You know how much social media influences people’s beliefs. Well, here’s a trending post talking about how you have no family. Who knew being dedicated to your job would be your Achilles heel?”

      I pointed to my mother. “I do have family. I have her and my sister.”

      Paul quirked his brow in disbelief. “I apologize. You want me to correct the post? If we point out your mom and sister, what do you think the first questions will be? When was the last time you were at the ranch? A month, a year? How often do you see your mom and sister?”

      Answer: I hadn’t been to the ranch in a decade, and in that same span of time, I’d seen Mom and Brynna three times. All those times, they’d sought me out while I was overseas, and the time together had been counted in hours, not days.

      I saw his point.

      My mother gave me her sad eyes. “Ten years is a long time, Cal.”

      I had a good reason for that. Just not one most people would care about. 

      “I have a question,” Jace said, holding up a hand. “Why does Cal need to be the face of this project? Can’t Optium launch it but have someone else spearhead it?”

      Paul shook his head. “Spoon is married, so that’s not gonna work for the dating app. Citra is already doing the LGBTQ portion because⁠—”

      “I’m LGBTQ” Citra said proudly.

      Jace tossed up his hands in frustration. “Why does his record not count for anything? He’s saved dignitaries and high profiles around the world by making sure their security was top-notch. He’s a freaking hero for what he does. He’s getting an award from the Global Safety Initiative for all his work globally. Why isn’t this having the impact it should?”

      Hero was a bit much, but I appreciated my friend’s defense. “Besides, how does one have a family when one works all the time?” Again, I was the one in this scenario.

      Paul looked between Jace and me. “That’s called being a workaholic, Cal, and that’s just one more flaw to use against you. I’ve seen smear campaigns work that have made absolutely no sense whatsoever. Dalton and Hitchens are feeding off the fear of others, and once that’s on a roll, and confirmation bias kicks in, what’s being said becomes the new truth. We have to get ahead of this, more to save the project than anything else. Are you sure you want to save this venture? Because it’s not going to be easy.”

      All eyes swung to me. We’d all worked so hard on this concept, and there was an emotional attachment to it as well. It was the right kind of project. The good kind. The kind that helped and made a difference. The kind that could keep my single sister safe should she ever consider online dating sites as a way to find partners.

      Goddamn my father.

      “Of course I’m sure. And I heard what you said. You think we need to launch now even though we aren’t as ready as we want to be. I worry that launching early will make more problems than solve them.”

       Paul continued to look cool and calm. “Time is of the essence here. We have a narrow window for taking control, and it’s slipping away quickly.”

      “Your father is a terrible person,” muttered Mom.

      “Tell me something I don’t know.” I splayed my hands wide in question. “What I can’t figure out is why now.”

      “Oh, honey, it’s not ‘why now.’ You know he’s been gunning for you since you walked away. He’s just going all out now because”—she held up one finger—“I just so happen to know he’s been having some health issues lately, and I think the fear of passing the family business to someone who is not family spurred him into action.”

      Since my mother left my father, they’d rarely talked, and when they did, it was through mediators whom I doubted were sharing that kind of info.

      “How do you know this?” I asked.

      She shrugged one shoulder and looked at her long maroon-painted nails. “Instead of going after you, he should have hired you to teach him some security, for Pete’s sake. The man hasn’t changed his password in years.” She met my gaze. “When you walked away ten years ago, it gave me the courage to do the same. Since then, everything has slowly been eroding around him, and he can see it. He has to go big now. Time’s not his friend.”

      I arched a brow. “How sick is he?” I didn’t care, but I didn’t not care either. That was the plight of unwanted children.

      She waved a dismissive hand. “He’s not dying or anything—the man will never die, because Satan is afraid of him. He just needs to eat better and exercise, or his heart will explode.”

      “Jeez, Ma. That doesn’t sound good.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Well, it won’t be for him, because he can’t do either of those things consistently. For the humans who know they are mortal, it’s all completely reversible and manageable.”

      Paul cleared his throat, drawing the attention back to him. “Let’s talk about the plan. It’s sexy and personable. And it will steal the show.”

      I closed my eyes and leaned back in my chair. “Would you be offended if I said it was a stupid plan?”

      Paul chuckled. “No, I’ve heard that before. And usually, it’s the stupid plans that tend to be the most successful. Just one more reason to use it.” His brow went up as if he were ready for a challenge.

      I pulled myself to the desk and leaned forward on my elbows, my bandage pulling tight, meeting the man’s eye. “You really think we need to bring a love consultant on board? Do those even exist? Am I supposed to date or get myself an arranged marriage or something? No offense, Jace.”

      He smiled. “None taken.”

      Jace’s loving father had put him in a quandary at one time too. A workaholic like me, Jace had been given an ultimatum by his dad, who said he wouldn’t leave Jace the family ranch unless he had a better work-life balance. Enter arranged marriage. That was Jace’s idea, and it was supposed to last until… well, I wasn’t sure when, but it didn’t matter because Jace was madly in love with his mail-order bride, Meredith. They were a perfect match.

      Paul put his hand on Jace’s shoulder. “This is kinda where the idea came from. We bring in a love expert to help you test the app in real time. You know nothing about dating, so no one is gonna buy it if it was just you. But pair you, the security expert, with the love expert, and we have a social media reality show told through reels and posts that people will love to watch. This also builds consumer trust, so even if Hitchens relaunches his revamped product, we have the home-field advantage.”

      “And maybe you’ll get lucky like Jace,” Mom said.

      “Hard pass, Ma.” Yeah, marriage wasn’t in the stars for me. There was no way we could do this plan. I would never subject a woman to my company. How awful for them. “Won’t anyone I show attention to be caught up in this mess too? That doesn’t seem fair. And am I supposed to date with no real intention of it going anywhere? With a love expert over my shoulder? Too weird. See? Stupid plan.”

      “Do you not want to settle down, Cal?” my mother asked quietly.

      I pressed my fingers to my closed eyes. We’d had this discussion so many times. Then I looked back at Paul. I shook my head.

      He pushed off the wall with a jerk. “I see where you’re coming from. The expert won’t be over your shoulder. She or he will be behind the scenes, guiding you on how to navigate the dating landscape. But it has to be you navigating the landscape. It’s a true test that way.”

      “Do love experts really exist? How do you find one of those?” I really thought I had the win here with this one. It’s not like these were easy to find.

      “We use a matchmaker,” he said.

       I snapped to attention, my hands slapping down on my desk involuntarily. My gaze jerked toward Jace. He straightened and, with a tiny shake of his head, told me this was the first he’d heard of Paul’s plan to use a matchmaker.

      “A matchmaker, huh?” Jace asked.

      Mom leaned toward Jace. “I gathered a list. Meredith said you two used a friend. We were hoping maybe we could use her too. I like the idea of bringing in someone who has already been vetted.”

      I shook my head, silently pleading with him to keep his mouth shut. Yeah, Jace had used a matchmaker to find Meredith. But it wasn’t matchmakers that were the problem—it was a specific matchmaker I had an issue with. She was a secret and needed to stay that way.

      Jace cleared his throat. “Uh, I happen to know the one we used isn’t available. I’m not even sure she’s in the country.” He was talking to my mom but looked at me the entire time.

      Paul looked between us, probably trying to listen in on our silent conversation.

      I needed to quash this fast. “Can’t we use a psychologist or something?”

      Paul smiled. “I thought of that, but typically, they’re there to deal with dysfunction. A matchmaker is perfect. We need to lean into what’s been said. You admit you’re a workaholic. You know nothing about dating—that’s our expert’s job—but the core value of ProtectedLove is the safety of dating in this current age. People are meeting online and getting catfished. How safe is an app? You can’t help but wonder about the risks. So you’ll be killing two birds with one stone—ensuring dating safety and building your knowledge in this—making you and Optium a good fit for this project and app.”

      I shook my head. “Why does this feel like it’ll go over like a turd in a punch bowl?”

      “Because you’re a pessimist.” This from Jace.

      “If you’re determined to use a matchmaker, let me see your list. I want a say in the pick.”

      Paul nodded. “But we need to pick soon.”

      “I’ll text you my list,” Mom said.

      “I’ll get on it ASAP. I know we are battling a ticking clock. I’m still skeptical about this plan working.”

      Paul’s smile was smug. He was very sure of his plan.  “We lean into the fact that you can’t just stifle the need to protect people. It’s who you are. And maybe if Citra’s sister is willing, we share her story, which showcases the fact that women are the most vulnerable. How could you not look to find ways to protect them and anyone else who is most at risk of being taken advantage of?”

      I stood. I needed to go home and get some sleep. “With all this leaning, it’s a wonder I don’t fall over flat on my face and all this blows up around me.”

      “Crisis averted,” Jace said.

      My mother and Paul clearly thought Jace was talking about the plan, but I knew he wasn’t. Jace was talking about them wanting to bring Sabrina in to help. An impossible option. I’m sure deep down Jace would like to see his two closest buds be friendly again, but I’d destroyed any chance of that when I walked away. It didn’t matter that I’d done it to protect her. Jace knew Sabrina needed to stay as far away from me as possible.

      The trouble was, she was the only girl I’d ever wanted.The one girl I’d thought I would be spending forever with. In my desk drawer, under several files, was a worn-out picture of her, taken the day before we were supposed to get married. She was getting a piggyback ride from me and smiling over my shoulder, looking like all was good in the world. Jace was in the picture too.

      Had I known that a few hours later it would all come crashing down… Well, I still wasn’t sure what else I could have done. And she hated me now. There was that. 

      “I get a final say on who the love expert is,” I said firmly.

      Jace was the only one who knew my father was behind what had happened that day. Bringing Sabrina in would be like pouring fuel on this fire my father had started.

      I returned my attention to Paul. “Are we in agreement?” If I could control who the love expert was, maybe this stupid plan was doable.

      Paul pushed off the wall. “It’s closing in on tomorrow. To stay ahead of this, we need to have some press releases out by six a.m.” He looked at his watch. “I’ll give you five hours to sleep and get me the name of your pick, and then we have to put this all in motion. It’s one thing to make a statement that you’re gonna be testing the app, including dating, and tools of the project for flaws. But we need to start showing that before Dalton or anyone else can respond. We need to capture everyone’s attention.”

      I nodded. I could see the merit of Paul’s plan. For a second, I considered the advantages of having Sabrina do the job.

      Shit, did I really just think that? I must be loopy from lack of sleep. No. Sabrina was a definite no.

      I swiped my keys off my desk as I stood, then walked toward the door. I stopped when I got close to Jace and poked a finger in his chest. “I’m counting on you to watch my back here.” He would know that meant I wanted him to make sure they didn’t catch wind of Sabrina.

      Jace gave one sharp nod. “You need me to drive you home?”

      I shook my head and started to move away, but Jace jumped up, reached out, and grabbed me by the shoulder. “I’m glad you’re okay. And I’m glad Peru is over. All things aside, you can’t keep living like you have nine lives. As I see it, you’ll be getting some much-needed downtime.”

      He gave me a wry smile.

      Jace and I had never guided each other wrong, and at the moment, he looked like he’d had more sleep than me, having flown in when he heard I’d been shot. I knew I could count on him.

      I headed toward the door. When I got to Paul, I paused and patted the center of his chest with an open hand. “Okay, Paul. Five hours, and we’ll pick a love expert.”

      “You won’t regret it,” Paul said.

      “He doesn’t do regret,” Jace said. “That’s not his hang-up.”

      I only had one regret, and it ate at me every day. I’d sworn to never have another one. And I wouldn’t have any regrets about destroying my father. The man deserved it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          SABRINA

        

      

    

    
      I was a hard woman to get a meeting with, and I liked it that way. So when the sleek black Bentley with tinted windows pulled up as I was exiting my potential client’s penthouse apartment, I didn’t think anything of it. That car wasn’t there for me. I stepped around the car and looked for my Uber.

      “Ms. Holloway?”

       I turned to find a tall woman standing beside the back passenger door, one hand on the hood. Evening was giving away to night, with only the streetlamps and the passing headlights of cars offering occasional light. The building’s light was pointed toward the doorway.

      This was totally an opening for a true-crime story. The night, the poor lighting, a stranger calling my name… Yeah, women serial killers were rare, but not unheard-of.

      I put my hand on my phone resting in my raincoat pocket. “I’m sorry?” I hadn’t expected someone to call my name.

      “You’re Sabrina Holloway?” The woman was walking toward me. “Of course you are. You…” She shook her head. “Sorry, I’m Morgan Barker.”

      She stuck out her hand. The woman was in her mid-fifties, with blondish silver hair and immaculately applied makeup that drew attention to her blue eyes. When she smiled, a dimple appeared on her right cheek. Something about her seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place it.

      I looked around, then back at the woman and shook her hand. “How did you find me?” I found it hard to believe my assistant would give out my whereabouts.

      “Gossip among my bridge group led me here. Mindy is in that group. You were the matchmaker Jace Shepard used, correct?” She gestured toward the car. “Can we ride and talk? We’ll take you back to your hotel.”

      My Uber pulled up, and I hesitated, taking a step away from her and toward my ride. This situation was highly unusual, and just because the woman had thrown out Jace’s name didn’t mean she was legit.

      “I want to offer you a job.” She indicated to the apartment building I had just exited. “Mindy is fickle. She could change her mind in a flash. My offer would be a good backup plan. While Mindy is processing all this, you could be helping me out.”

      Mindy Fisher was one hundred percent a waffler. I’d picked up on that right away. She’d even canceled our first meeting. But scared people did that, and I believed Mindy wanted love more than she was scared. Mindy was matchable. And I had convinced her of that. She had the contract and was going to sign it once her lawyer reviewed it. But that didn’t mean the offer of extra money was something I was willing to look away from. Normally, I was not one to rank money so highly, but that had all changed with my new goal.

      “You’re looking for a match?” I asked. I’d told Mindy to share my name with any of her friends who might be wanting a match.

      Morgan smiled. “No, I’m good, thank you. We’re not looking for a match but more to tap into your expertise.” She pointed at the car again. “Please.”

      I assessed Morgan Barker. She didn’t seem twitchy even though she kept trying to get me in the car. The Seattle autumn day was a blustery, wet one, and Morgan Barker was dressed perfectly for it in a Burberry raincoat. The woman screamed money. Not that serial killers couldn’t be rich. Or fake it. I’d seen enough heist movies to be wary.

      But Morgan had piqued my curiosity. Besides, I had a few hours to kill as my flight was scheduled for later that night. And where else did I have to go? Back to my hotel alone so I could get my bags and go to the airport alone so I could then fly home to Texas alone to an empty house. Alone sucked, so much so that I was willing to take my chances with the stranger before me.

      I took a picture of the car’s tag and sent a text to Jace:

      
        
          
            
              
        If I die it’s because of you and this is the person who did it. 

      

      

      

      

      

      “I’m gonna ride with her,” I told the Uber driver. I took my phone out of my raincoat pocket, also Burberry, in case you were wondering, and closed out my ride request. “I canceled the ride but gave you a tip.”

      The driver nodded and eased back into traffic.

      Morgan gave me a bright smile. “I apologize if you catch me staring. You just remind me of someone I lost a long time ago, and it’s caught me off guard.” Her voice was soft and buttery and filled with kindness. She held her arm out for me to precede her into the car.

      As Morgan slipped into the seat next to me, I said, “I hope the person I remind you of was someone you liked.” Maybe it was her mortal enemy, and Morgan was totally going to kill me.

      Morgan looked away, a wistful expression on her face. “She was the best. We grew up together but lost touch after college. Thank you so much for seeing me on such short notice. I’ll get right to it, as time is not on our side.” She opened a small cabinet built into the seat in front of her. “Drink?”

      I shook my head. “I’m all ears.”

      “I’m part owner in a company called Optium. Have you heard of it?”

      I searched my memory bank. “Optium? I don’t think so.”

      Morgan studied me for a second.

      “You’re surprised,” I said. “Should I know the company?”

      “It’s just that our CEO is… He’s been getting a lot of press lately, and he’s a leading expert in the field of security. Optium is a security and personal-protection business. We offer executive professional protection and threat-assessment training for schools and universities—how to recognize signs of impending violence and how to respond. But Optium has been wanting to branch out into the area of personal safety, including home security, self-defense, and dating.”

      Ah yes, I’d seen something about it in the press. But I’d paid little attention. My clientele didn’t use apps. They required far more privacy and vetting due to their status and wealth.

      I shook my head. “Sorry.”

      Morgan nodded, but the surprise in her expression didn’t fade. “The program Optium created is twofold. They have a dating app and also provide information about all the ways people can protect themselves, with notifications on where self-defense classes are. And for those who have children, what things you should and should not do, like post first-day-of-school pictures with their name, grade, and school.”

      I made a note of that, not wanting to make that mistake when I had kids. I was intrigued and wondered what my part in this was going to be.

      “In the last eighteen hours, our company has come under attack,” she continued.

      “Attack? That’s ironic for a security company.” I adjusted in my seat so I could both see Morgan and make sure the driver wasn’t going to pass my hotel.

      “Very much so. If I wasn’t so invested in the company, I would laugh. We had a breech, and some intellectual property was stolen and given to our competitor. And to add fuel to the fire, a smear campaign has started regarding our CEO. The gist is that while he may be good at protecting high-profile people, what does he know about dating and, specifically, women’s safety issues? Now our competitor has a huge advantage because they already have a foot in this market. This attack affects both our reputation and brand, which will bleed over into our executive-protection division.” 

      “That sounds ridiculous. Doesn’t Optium’s work speak for itself?” I knew as soon as the words were out how stupid they sounded. With the internet and misinformation, no one knew what truth was anymore. People loved a good train wreck, and that was exactly what smear campaigns were.

      Morgan chewed her lip. “We’ve also just had a security fail with a protection detail. People were hurt. As you can imagine, that doesn’t help us either.”

       “Who would want to hire or use a company with a bad reputation and which has likely lost clients.”

      “Precisely.” She clutched her hands in her lap. “Not to mention how priceless social proof is.”

      “Sounds personal.” And it sounded like this woman was worried. Maybe she had a lot invested in the company. Money made people do crazy things.

      “It is. We know who is behind it.” Morgan pressed a perfectly manicured finger to her lips as if she were telling herself to not speak. A moment later, she removed the finger. “I’m sorry. I was about to say some unkind things about our attacker. Where was I?”

      “You were going to tell me what my role in this would be.” Now came the juicy stuff.

      “Optium has put a lot of time and money in this new division. We’re not willing to lose it now. So the plan is to launch early but test the products and classes in real time, be honest about the flaws and show the fixes. Build customer trust. And since our CEO is a securities expert, and not an expert of relationships or love, we thought to pair him with one. And that one is you.”

      “Will he be doing the dating? Will he be the one having these in-real-time experiences?” This might be the weirdest potential client ever.

       “Yes. I’ll be honest. He’s not crazy about the idea. He’s a lone wolf. But he’s the perfect test subject, as he’s not dated in long time. He’s very rusty. Though if a match were to genuinely happen, no one will really complain.” She sounded more like a mother than an employee.

      “He might. People don’t like getting handled unless they ask for it.”

      She waved away my words. “Falling in love would be good for him. He’s such a loner, and he’s not the easiest person to get to know. But that is not the objective. What we want to do is to develop a safe online space for people who are looking to find love... among other things.”

      “Okay, so how long is this job, and what are the hours? And is it located here?”

      This was an interesting proposition, and I was intrigued. I was a pro at helping people find just the right fit for their emergency. Make-believe wives and fiancées were a niche specialty of mine. My success rate of those ending up in happy and fulfilling marriages was over ninety percent, all of whom are still married to this day. But helping the everyday person—that would be a new challenge. My clients had a range of things they wanted in a partner. Often I worked for the wealthy, who put money at the top of their list, believing if each person entered the arrangement with their own money, then the other would be more comfortable signing prenups. And those potential partners were limited. Matching on an app, on the other hand, involved a massive number of people. It was inevitable that things would go wrong.

      “We can work all that out tomorrow if you’ll meet with us and decide to take the job.”

      She was hedging.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” I was the kind of girl who believed in just saying it all up front. When people didn’t communicate, lives were ruined and hearts were broken. I should know.

      Morgan chuckled. “You have me figured out. I think maybe I didn’t emphasize enough about the… um, shall we say, abrasive exterior of the CEO.” She put up both hands to stop any comments. “Don’t get me wrong—he’s amazing with clients. It’s the personal-life stuff where he’s a bear. He’s resisting this, even though he knows it’s the right thing to do.”

      I liked prickly men. They usually had a story to explain their attitudes, and I was good at finding the right person to heal the wound. And these prickly men were looking to be part of pair. “Do you know what his deal is?”

      Morgan reached into the seat cabinet and pulled out a bottle of seltzer. She took a long drink from it before speaking. “Besides a cold and critical father, who I believe to be at the root of all the problems? I can’t say. Maybe a lost love, but that could just be rumors.”

      I pressed my lips together as I studied the woman. My success rate was high because I knew what clients to not take on. This situation was straddling the fence. I wouldn’t be matching—I’d be coaching, trying to get a guy to change who didn’t want to change. That was hard on a good day, when the guy wanted it, but damn near impossible if he was fighting it.

      As much as I liked a good challenge, I did not like one that required me to bang my head against
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