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      BOOK DESCRIPTION

      

      Hurts from a brutal past turned her cold and unfeeling—and a lover of guns.

      Scars from bondage made it impossible for him not to care—and a hater of guns.

      When an unexpected kiss happens, it changes them both—and alters everything they thought about each other.

      

      John Martinez had seen firsthand how dangerous to human life guns were when he was kidnapped and forced to live in captivity with guns held over his head. Working with the cops to assist with the rescue of others behind captivity, he hated guns. Now a free man and forced to flee his sister’s home when danger follows his younger brother home, John did not expect their temporary shelter—the home of his sister’s friend, Liberty—to be that of a gun lover. Trying to keep his brother safe, will he lose his heart to a woman who loves guns just as much as she loves him?

      

      Famous actress Liberty Stone was one woman nobody messed with. Rich, classy, beautiful, and confident, she was armed and knew how to protect herself when the need arose, thanks to multiple assaults she’d survived—assaults that turned her into a cold and unfeeling person, to protect her heart.

      

      When her friend, SSPD Officer Angel Martinez, requested temporary shelter at her Fortitude Homes Estate for her brothers amid a police case, Liberty readily obliged. What Liberty hadn’t expected was a chance run-in with John, falling in love with a gun-hater with a tender heart, and an unplanned kiss leading John right into her locked-up heart.

      

      Together, will they find healing from pain and discover that God gives second chances and connects people in His time, in His way, and to fulfill His purpose—despite long-held prejudices?

      

      Grab your copy of Hunted now and enjoy John and Liberty’s story. 

      DON'T MISS OUT

      

      GRAB THE WHOLE SERIES HERE: B07CWQ5RG1

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To JESUS: my appointed Hope and Deliverer.
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      Thwack. Thwack.

      Trailed by a thudding slump hit his ears.

      Computer systems analyst Hughes Martinez had to be dreaming.

      Ignoring the chill spreading over his palm and the steady buzz of active machines, he gripped the leg of the desk he hid under with a trembling hand while his heart pounded.

      Hughes peered through the tangled mass of red, black, and blue wires again.

      No.

      This wasn’t happening.

      He wasn’t watching a murder happen.

      And get covered up—right before his eyes. This was a tech subsidiary company in an Ohio suburb. Nothing happened here. He was here for a simple fix and was finalizing his report when the three men entered, arguing.

      Then chaos ensued.

      And tempers rose. So did their voices.

      Then the thwack of two bullets had rung out.

      Followed by a slump of the dead victim.

      That was all it took for him to know something was really wrong in the systems’ control room and get ducking. Thankfully, he hadn’t been spotted—yet.

      And he couldn’t make a sound, or else, if he was seen, he’d be history too.

      Two men dragged the body of the third, feet first, behind an old computer workstation and tossed two empty cardboard boxes over him. Then they turned off the lights they could reach and began contemplating how to do away with the body, their words raising chills over Hughes’ skin. There had to be some sort of security apparatus here.…

      He glanced up. The security camera had been spun to face the wall. He shook his head and bit his lower lip. So, there’d be no way to tell who these culprits were.

      He had to sneak a good look. He started rising, careful not to hit his head on the table overhead.

      A gun glinted against the lone bulb whose switch was tucked at the wall’s far end—too deep for the men to reach without climbing over stacks of damaged furniture—and he ducked. A flash of brilliance in his direction had him sinking deeper. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead as he folded almost into a fetal position with his knees on the ground. What had begun as a routine check on their company satellite campus’ systems at the end of his workday now had him fearing for his life. Lord Jesus, please save me.

      The shadows of both men rose higher on the wall, and Hughes sank lower toward the cold tiles, pressing his palms on them and praying they didn’t spot him. Clutching one leg of the wide desk again, he wished he’d waited until five o’clock to check the servers. He’d finished his report early at the primary office headquarters and seen the red blinking light on the monitor, warning him that a cable was disconnected at this satellite station, prompting his supervisor to clear him to assess the problem and fix it if he could.

      Had he known the cable had been yanked and used to prop the door open, likely by the man in a green jacket a few steps ahead who was holding it now, Hughes would’ve called the cops before heading over here.

      Granted, a skeletal staff manned this station. But they were in a small office upstairs, clueless to the situation on this lower level above the parking garage. And if he had his wish, the only place he’d go next was into his car and out of here. Or he would’ve gone upstairs when he arrived instead of heading straight to do his job.

      But he hadn’t thought things through. Why should he need to? Being a security firm’s computer analyst was a desk job, not a dangerous occupation. So, when instructed, he’d feared nothing. And now, his instinct was about to get him into trouble.

      “You should’ve taken care of this before I got here,” the bulky man growled.

      The man in the green jacket dropped the cable onto the desk. “I thought Stacy said she was sending some guy down here to check on the systems. We could pin this on him. Then we don’t need to dump the body.”

      Hughes clutched his chest. Stacy was his boss.

      “Good idea. Our story is that we came here and saw him shoot Kingsley. So we shot him. Easy-peasy.”

      Hughes’ heart was pounding harder.

      He was sent here to get set up for murder?

      Stacy did this to him?

      Sure, she hadn’t liked his forwardness when things didn’t seem right, but if involved, she’d really gone too far. He shut his eyes tightly. Lord Jesus, please save me.

      “I still want this body dumped.” The man’s words flipped Hughes’ eyelids back open. “This gun is my wife’s. I need to swap it out for another, then backdate its sale for when they find the body. And if cops inspect the bullet from his body soon, they could link it back to me. You think you could manage to dump his body into the Potomac without help this time?” The burly man’s cryptic tone shivered over Hughes.

      “I still say we should leave the body here, Mark,” the green-jacket man protested. When he turned, Hughes saw his curly dark hair and cropped beard.

      A curse word flew out the short burly man’s mouth. Then a loud huff sailed through. “If only I’d been paired up with a more competent fellow, I wouldn’t have to kill a man to wrap this thing up. I’ve gone too high up the ladder for this.”

      A clatter of…something…reached Hughes’ ears. He involuntarily winced and lost his grip on the oak desk.

      A tremor from his attempt to stabilize sent papers and dust flying from the desk’s edge to the ground.

      The following rustling warned Hughes he’d been made.

      “Someone’s in here.”

      As footsteps drew closer, Hughes didn’t wait.

      He leaned up a few inches to a squat and ran toward the door, bent over and without standing fully. A silver glint traveled past him as he picked up a garbage bin and threw it toward the shooter, then dove out the door and landed hard against the tiled hallway.

      “Don’t let him escape!” the burly man ordered from inside.

      But Hughes had rebounded back on his feet, faster than the bulky chaser who navigated between the broken support staff desks and chairs and drawers piled in his path.

      Before the man could reach the door, Hughes was inside the elevator and pushing the Close button. With bated breath, he watched the doors slide closed.

      Thankfully, he’d held a single duplicate of his car’s ignition key and his house key in his pocket—as his sister, Angel, a police officer, had taught him—just in case of an emergency. This time, it doubled as the unlock key for gaining entry into the car instead of the remote. He knew there was no cellphone network service in the elevator from when he was coming in. Once the elevator opened to the garage, he raced toward his parked car.

      Reaching it and pulling the key out of his pocket, while managing not to drop the key with trembling hands, he slid it in and unlocked the door.

      Casting an anxious glance behind him and hearing nothing, he entered the driver’s seat and turned on the ignition. Lord Jesus, please protect me.

      Pulling out of the parking space with his tires screeching, he backed sharply into the empty parking space behind him, and then turned toward the exit.

      Just then, the two men emerged directly behind his car with a gun pointed right at him. The man in the green jacket.

      And Hughes slammed a shaky hand against the wheel. He’d left his exit pass in the main office. He should call the office upstairs to get through the gate, but there was no time. And with his life in danger, he wouldn’t dare go back or scramble for his phone.

      Trapped, he couldn’t leave…unless he wrecked the security bar ahead. He glanced at the black-and-yellow striped bar and ground his teeth.

      Heart thudding, he sped forward, ducking when a shot hit the rear windshield and planted itself into his headrest—narrowly missing his head. “Jesus, help me!”

      He drove forward, right through the safety bar, even when its wood cracked and splintered over the hood.

      Then the security alarm went off, whirring.

      Then the gate started lowering ahead.

      Pushing his foot down on the pedal, he raced faster.

      At this speed, if he didn’t make it out before it closed, the crash would likely kill him on impact.

      One glance in the rearview mirror told him it was better than waiting to be killed by the men whose bullets barely missed him.

      Then another shot followed the first.

      And another.

      Hughes continued ducking and praying.

      With mere inches between the roof of his car and the lowering gate, he squeezed out, while the hard metal resisting his escape screeched over his roof. Barely, his car slipped out. Then he jammed the brakes, halting as the gate closed.

      Flashing lights greeted him, and at least a dozen guns pointed at him.

      He’d escaped the murderers—and driven into a waiting police ambush.

      “Come out slowly with your hands up, Hughes Martinez!” one officer ordered, taking cover behind a patrol car.

      Still casting glances behind him at the now-closed gate, expecting the men to burst through, while confused about why a group of police officers would be waiting here for him, Hughes slid out of his car.

      His chest heaved while a trickle of blood trailed down his face.

      Had he hit his head when he broke through the barrier?

      He touched his cheek and stared at the blood while, as though from a distance, he heard an officer approach, slap cuffs on his hands, and say, “Hughes Martinez, you are under arrest for your involvement in the burglary of the Zendel home, breaking and entering, and the attempted murder of Pastor Pete Zendel.”

      “What did you say?” Where had he heard that name before? His thoughts were getting clouded, even as another trickle dripped down his face, and within moments, he blacked out.
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      Nothing means more to a pastor than receiving a new Word from the Lord. And nothing frustrates one more than the inability to deliver that Word to their congregation. Today brought Pete a new level of frustration.

      Eternal Divine Legacies message series is about Joseph. And if you’re looking for Joseph’s legacy, look at all the earth. God used Joseph to preserve life on earth. His legacy was ultimately one of redemption.

      Memories of those words rang as familiar to him as his name—Pete Zendel—even as near to him as the air he breathed.

      And as the burning pain that now ravaged his body in brushes of hot, prickly waves.

      Before, in preparation for his long-awaited Master Class message series, he’d gone over those first phrases hundreds of times, and they always yielded a smile, except now.

      This sermon series that took him almost three years to receive and document always stayed at the forefront of his mind, but every time he wanted to deliver it, something took the chance just as far away from him as his body felt right this minute—close but distant.

      Why was this happening?

      Would he ever get to share this message series?

      Or was he condemned to die before delivering the words to the right listeners?

      Fiery pain zapped through his body, grinding his thoughts to a halt.

      And a cry tore through his throat and yet felt foreign—except the vibrations of sound tingled through his nerve ends and met the burning on his skin.

      Squeaking wheels jolted him forward.

      The overhead lighting faded in and out.

      While voices shouting medical jargon messed with his senses.

      Pete groaned aloud.

      He just wanted the pain to stop. And to stop feeling like he was on fire over and again.

      “Pastor Pete, you’re going to be fine. Hang on!”

      “Don’t quit on me, Pete. You still have some fight in you. Come on. God will fight and save you for my sake. Please, my Lord Jesus.” Sobs trailed the quivering words as recognition hit him.

      It was Patricia. His wife.

      Okay. Maybe he wasn’t dead—yet. He figured no one would call him Pastor Pete in heaven. But the pain engulfing him wasn’t the kind of evidence he wished for as the proof of life.

      Attempting to see, he lifted heavy eyelids, but bright overhead lighting met them and burned them shut. Another wave of fiery pain rushed over his body at his physical movement, and he groaned again.

      When he tugged to free his hands, restraints stopped his arms.

      Were those…leather? He couldn’t tell, but he’d heard a buckle as he fought to free his hands and scratch the desperate itch from the burns.

      The squeaky wheels sang faster, and Pete felt himself going under, losing the fight to remain conscious as pain he could hardly describe almost shoved him out of this world, but not before he gave his restraints another feisty tug.

      Speak these words, Pete. Sin is a doorstopper. So is righteousness.

      Pete inhaled sharply. But, Lord, I’m fighting to stay alive.

      Say the words, son.

      “Doorstopper.” Pete groaned out.

      The person striding beside the stretcher paused, then leaned over. “What did you say?”

      “Sin…is a…doorstopper. So is righteousness.”

      He might’ve seen the man gulp. He wasn’t sure, as the pain was rising. “Yes, sir. Thank you.”

      How much more ill-timed could such words have been?

      And yet, why did Pete feel like this man had needed to hear them?

      Pete tugged at the restraints once more, hoping to break free and scratch the itch burning alongside the pain in his arm. They mingled until he wasn’t sure which was worse. Maybe the smell of burning skin, likely his own.

      The man in the white coat who was guiding the stretcher forward gulped again, as though a decision he’d wavered on had been reached. He touched Pete’s uninjured shoulder. “Try to stay calm, sir. If you keep moving, your injuries will worsen. Please, stay calm and think about the last thing you remember,” the voice said again. The worry lining it rang clearer this time.

      He didn’t fight as hard this time to recall what had happened. In fact, it was right there at the forefront of his mind, following the recall of his signature sermon.

      Pete allowed his mind to stray from the pain as he traced those stunning events, starting from the beginning.

      Events that started that quiet morning with his wife, Patricia, and their daughter, Shalom…
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      “He shaved.”

      An audible gasp drew Patricia Zendel away as she parted the curtains to let in daylight. “Is something wrong, dear?” she asked her daughter.

      Peering, the girl looked at her dad and grinned. “No, Mom.” Shalom shook her head. “Something is right.”

      Patricia felt her head dip. “Why?” She had a lot to accomplish before being in a discussion with her girl, who worshiped the ground her dad walked on. But she would oblige her for now.

      Their daughter pointed at the man, genuinely oblivious to those analyzing him. “Check out the time. It’s morning, which means he’s happy. If he shaved at night, that’s when I leave Dad to you.”

      Her mom chuckled. “And here I was thinking Pete is smart. Wait till he knows our daughter is smarter.” She fully entered the room. “Hi, sweetheart.” She kissed him. “How come you’re all shaved? Is something going on? You’ve carried that beard for weeks.”

      She didn’t miss the sparkle when he looked up.

      He rubbed the smooth skin on his jaw. “I completed the new message series. The one I’ve waited on God for. It’s finally done.” A smile widened his lips. “Three years and four months’ journey through three chapters of Scripture.” He stood and kissed her back, curling a hand around her waist and drawing her closer. “Let’s just say, the Holy Spirit delivered a goldmine of revelation through it, and it will take half a year’s sermons for me to deliver all He’s placed in my soul.” He winked, and she laughed. “Thank you for your support. I love you, Pat.”

      She touched his face and agreed, yes, his jaw was smooth, and that was fine for a change. “I’m sure the church is ready to listen and absorb it.” A slight pause followed. “And I like the clean shave. Please don’t carry a beard for that long again, or I’ll have to shave it off myself. Or I could call John. Tim said the man is now an expert with barbering.”

      Pete chuckled and swung her around in a circle playfully, an opposite of the kind of man he was when they met—tough and unsmiling, except to her. His countenance and moods had thawed considerably, which she appreciated many years after the fact.

      “Oh, my darling. How then am I supposed to focus when I’m digging for divine revelation if I’m wondering how I look? I had no time for that.” He set her down gently on her feet. “Fine. I’ll keep a clean shave—for now.”

      She growled, and he tossed a pillow at her. So, she ducked. Oh yeah, Pete Zendel was the best husband and pastor she could ever have prayed to have.

      But the phone call earlier today rang in her mind, and she gulped, then shoved the memory down. No way would she tell Pete she had a stalker. A dangerous stalker who’d discovered their home phone number. No, Pete was happy, and considering the hard life he’d lived, this was all that mattered now.

      While they spoke, the phone rang, and before she could say anything, Pete picked it up and put it on speaker. “Hey, lady, do you know where your husband is originally from?”

      Her husband’s frown had her biting her lower lip. “That number called me a few times, and I figured they would go away.”

      Pete released her and grabbed the phone. “Who are you, and what do you want?”

      “I want what you have. And I am the Hunter.” The call dropped.

      “Pat, you should’ve told me you were being harassed. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Suddenly, the lights went out.

      Pete gripped the phone and dialed 911, but the dial tone was dead. Their line was cut. He gathered his wife and daughter and shut them in. “Stay here and don’t open the door no matter who knocks.”

      She clutched their daughter, who was already crying, to her chest. “Where are you going?”

      Pete tossed a phone into her hand, and a Taser she didn’t know they had. “You take this and protect our girl at all costs. Call the SSPD and make sure you keep calling and stay on the line until they arrive.”

      “Pete, I don’t want you to go. Please.”

      He kissed her thoroughly in a way that left her breathless.
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      “He should never have breached my home. I’m going out there to give the Hunter the hell he asked for.” He locked the door, programmed the key, and stormed down the steps toward the front door.

      Then a loud boom beyond the front door knocked Pete off his feet, but he scrambled upright and shot at the entryway.

      This war might’ve started hundreds of years ago, but it ended here—today. He ducked for cover behind falling debris and continued firing until he ran out of bullets.

      “You are a hard man to find. First, you relocate. Then you change mailing addresses, bank accounts, and everything about you. But you can’t change your name, King Peralta V, can you?”

      A man emerged from the dust. “A man’s bloodline always rats him out. Especially that of kings. Your great-grandfather eluded mine. You won’t elude me.” A wicked grin trailed his words. “You and I have a lot of history. Why don’t we fight like our fathers would’ve—the old-fashioned way? Hand-to-hand combat, fight-to-the-death?” His voice ground like twisted metal, and Pete wasn’t sure he’d ever seen eyes that evil.

      Pete said not a word.

      Simon, his assistant, had given him delivery of secure, registered mail from Malcolm in Oakland—documents detailing more facts about his royal heritage that blurred whatever riches he thought he’d had. His wealth as king was massive—enough to have stunned Simon on the day he got the information packet. And unknown to the Hunter, he hadn’t been idle these past years. He had prayed, fasted, prepared, and waited on God, knowing this day would come. He had also made up his mind not to strike the first blow.

      He didn’t have to. The man swung an ax, which missed him and fell against his TV, crashing it and shattering its screen. “Does arm-to-arm combat include axes?”

      “Argh!” The man lunged at him, and the battle evaded for over one hundred years, clashed two genealogies, from Lanzarote to Silver Stone, and threw both men—one a king and the other a hunter bound by oath not to lose—onto the ground.

      “Like King David, I come against you in the name of the Lord Jesus.” Pete gripped the man’s thigh, unwilling to harm another human being, but also unwilling to die.

      He knew.

      This was not an ordinary fight. It was a fight to the death—where only one of them would live. And he was determined not to die.
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      Sweat beading his brow, Pete staggered his stance and braced himself. “Do you know what I studied today, just before you broke into my house?”

      “I’m not religious like you.” The Hunter furrowed his brow and struck his weapon forward but missed Pete, who ducked. “I don’t go to church.”

      Pete caught a good angle, landing a blow on the Hunter’s chin. Then he jumped back, leaving a trickle of blood from the man’s lip. “I know you don’t, or you wouldn’t be here trying to kill me. But I’ll tell you anyway.”

      “While I kill you.” The Hunter sneered.

      Pete laughed, struck him again, and braced. “While you try to kill me, that is. So, here it goes. The Bible tells me the story that Isaac, the only son of Abraham, was led by his father to be sacrificed—according to God’s instruction. They climbed up the mountain and got there, but the boy asked his father why they had tools for killing, but no animals for the offering.”

      The Hunter took another swipe but missed and shifted back to the windows. “Interesting story. He must be a killer too.”

      Pete shook his head. “Far from it. But he was obedient to God. But there’s something else nobody paid attention to.”

      Silence. He was paying attention. Good.

      “The boy was laid up upon the sticks, and the father got ready to kill his only son whom God gave him at almost a hundred years old.” Pete kicked his shin.

      The man gulped and landed a punch on Pete’s jaw. “Did he kill him?”

      Pete jabbed the Hunter’s ribs, and the man grunted. “No. But that is still not the point.”

      His ax caught the tail of Pete’s coat and ripped it. Pete’s leg shifted with his bad knee, but there was no major damage. “What is it then?” Had the man forgotten he was here to kill Pete?

      But Pete felt the Spirit of God urging him to complete his statement. “Isaac knew he was born as a fulfillment of God’s promise. He knew his father loved him. And holding these truths in his grasp, he willingly laid down and waited while his father raised the weapon to slay his only son.”

      This time, the Hunter’s swipe caught Pete’s sleeve and might’ve cut him, but Pete barely winced and continued, “See, it takes a reckless faith in God to allow yourself to be led to the slaughter unless you are sure God is at the center of your life. Isaac, though young, he had faith too. Faith in God that was independent of his father’s faith. Faith that if the good God his dad had introduced to him was Who He was, then whether he lived or died or whatever happened on that mountain, God will make it to become good to him.”

      The Hunter lunged at him but missed and lost the ax when Pete kicked it aside. “Poor boy.”

      Pete kicked him harder, and he stumbled forward but didn’t go down. He bounced back. “But God intervened and stopped Abraham. God told him that because Abraham didn’t hold back his son, his only son, but was willing to give him up to God, therefore, God would bless him greatly. Abraham went up the mountain with his son, fully expecting to return alone. But he came back down not only with Isaac but also with a blessing that cannot be terminated through all his generations. And his son saw firsthand the power of God, an evidence and a foundation for him to guide his future generations and teach them about God’s faithfulness.”

      The Hunter laughed harshly. “King Peralta V, and your point is?”

      Pete pointed a daring finger at the Hunter. “I know you thought you came here to kill me. But my God, my Father whom I trust recklessly, led me here as though He would allow me to be slain.”

      Laughter, filled with great confidence in God, rent Pete’s throat. “But I knew, long before you walked through that door, that you won’t succeed.”

      “How are you so sure? I’m the one with the weapons.” The Hunter struck a blow. But Pete swerved and kicked his knee, and the Hunter’s leg twisted.

      Conviction firmed Pete’s heart. “God won’t let you kill me when He spoke blessings over me and my heritage for decades to come. God, nevertheless, allowed you to find me to show you that, no matter how close you come, even face-to-face, my life is not in your hands. So, as Isaac came down alive and inherited a blessing too, I’m here to give you a chance for God to save your soul.” Pete wiped the sweat off his forehead as panting punctuated his breath and the Hunter’s. “You can be a hunter who kills men. Or God can turn you into a hunter for souls for Christ.” He shrugged. “Or you could die. Which do you choose?”

      The Hunter pushed a button on his watch, and the light flickered on momentarily, then off as he swung a dagger, missing Pete.

      So, he had more secret weapons.

      “For a man who’d insisted on hand-to-hand combat, your level of cheating is ludicrous.” Pete grabbed his arm and wrenched it. Both men locked into a tussle as Pete kicked his elbow, and the dagger flew off and clanged at a distance. He kicked at the Hunter’s lower back. Then, while he struggled to rebound, Pete yanked hard at his leg. “Argh!” He shoved the Hunter against the wall, knowing this house intimately.

      For weeks, he’d felt led by God to turn off the lights and walk the entire house in the dark. It didn’t make sense then. It did now. He took a punch on  his jaw, forcing him to release the Hunter, but he angled his good knee against the back of his attacker’s knee and sent him tumbling.

      When he knocked the Hunter off his feet, both men landed on the ground, and the lights came back on. A beep sounded, and Pete paused to identify its source.

      The Hunter cracked a laugh that chilled Pete. Then something chimed behind them. And the Hunter growled. “Checkmate. Just the signal I’ve been waiting for.” He pushed off the ground.

      Then it happened.

      A sizzle came through, and a loud hiss, then a deafening boom. Light—red flaming light—licked through the house. Then another boom shook it to the foundations. Seeing his house on fire, Pete gasped. The Hunter was going to burn them down—alive. What sort of sick man was this?

      Pete staggered to his feet. The room where his wife and only daughter were hiding was fireproof—he’d made certain to cover every eventuality.

      But he couldn’t be sure that they were still in there.

      Or that help was coming.

      Or that the Hunter wouldn’t go after them.

      But a flash of fire sliced through the stairwell, cutting him off from going back to check. Moreover, he wouldn’t want to lead the Hunter to them.

      Considering the direction of the light the blazing fire generated, razing the couch, dining furniture, and rug and licking through the curtains, the blaze was headed toward them. With his back to the fire, the Hunter dove for him and caught Pete’s hip, and he pivoted. But the fire grew hotter, smoke began to fill the house, and Pete worried more about his family.

      Help me, Lord Jesus. Please protect my wife and daughter. He spun and raced the fire working its way up and separating them from the stairs. But the Hunter caught his ankle and twisted it, pulling him and forcing Pete back. “No! You can’t run like your forefathers did!” He spoke through gritted teeth. “I’m going to kill you.”

      Pete thudded to the ground, his head missing the steps by inches, just as another boom rocked the foundation and a burning piece of the ceiling crashed to the ground, barely missing him.

      White smoke clogged the house, and ash fell, making it hard to breathe. Then the sprinklers came on. Pete kicked the Hunter’s grip off, scrambled to his feet, and moved toward the corner of the living room where the fire hadn’t reached. The Hunter followed, landing punches against him. Even as Pete covered his nose and mouth with his shirt and struggled to breathe, he pushed the Hunter against the wall and held him against it. He coughed hard when he found nothing but carbon-dioxide-filled air. Then what he never expected happened.

      A drape burned loose from its rings and was collapsing. It played as though in slow motion. The Hunter must’ve seen Pete’s widened eyes and trailed his gaze as he shifted to see for himself. But the curtain was already halfway toward his head, its edges burning fiercely. The curtain—now a heavy bundle of fire made from thick fabric—could wrap him up and burn this man to a painful death.

      Remember Snowy Peaks. The Words entered his soul and clung to it in a fraction of a second.

      He blinked. “What?”

      Remember what Ruby did for you, Pete. Do it also for him.

      Pete understood what God was referring to. And he had mere seconds to choose. Lord Jesus, if I save his life, he will come after me again.

      I’ll handle him. Do it, Pete. Now.

      There was no mistake. Left to him, in the interest of his family, he would step back, watch the curtain fall, wrap fire around the Hunter, and burn him to death. But he couldn’t. The Spirit of God in him wouldn’t let him. So, Pete took the step he knew God wanted him to do but paused while crying to God in his heart, asking why.

      Pete dove toward the curtain right before it hit the Hunter. He shoved the Hunter away, then pushed the curtain aside, but he’d waited a moment too late. He tripped on something and felt the first sting of fire as the curtain folded and part of it hit his left side and set him ablaze. “Argh!” Fiery pain sliced through his side—pain the Hunter would’ve felt all over his body and wrapped around twice had Pete not intervened.

      The curtain burned faster.

      Pete screamed in pain.

      The Hunter drew close, frozen in shock while panting.

      The man didn’t kill him.

      But he didn’t move either.

      After what felt like an eternity, he stooped, knowing Pete had saved his life and taken this hit in his stead. “Why?” he croaked out, with fire surrounding them. “Why did you do it?”

      Was that a slight tremor in his voice? Anguish twisted his face as though he was torn between choices.

      Then distant sirens sounded.

      Pete was in too much pain to speak as he rolled away, finally freeing himself from the remainder of the fiery drape. But he couldn’t rise, not with pain engulfing his body. And his bad knee. And lack of oxygen.

      He watched the Hunter straighten, conflict still contorting his face. Then the man bolted toward the back door and disappeared as thick smoke overtook the house.

      But the fire burned hotter, and Pete couldn’t move. Alone, and severely injured, he coughed until he choked.

      Fighting the pain and rolling sideways, he groaned as he kneeled his elbow on the ground. Unable to make out anything visually, he depended on his past practice of groping through the wall, groaning as he went.

      “Argh!” He cried again as pain seared through his body, the burning sensation spreading around his left side, even as the heat taking over the house made things worse.

      Dragging his body away from the blaze with a kneeled elbow while feeling a path by the wall from the fire with his other hand, he endured the agony as he maneuvered through any space that wasn’t fiery. Through the dining section into the lounge area, he slid down three small steps that dug into his side and worsened the pain. He’d seen fire and felt pain before, but not like this.

      His bad knee creaked against the thump of his leg against the hard ground, while his hand guided him away and closer to where he knew the front door was.

      He was desperate for oxygen as his body cried for relief. If only he’d obeyed God right away, he could’ve pushed the curtain away with little to no contact. His delayed obedience alone caused his predicament. He groaned and fought forward.

      Now, almost blinded by the smoke overtaking the room, while being nose-on-the-ground, he sucked for air, the oxygen virtually gone.

      Pete gasped for breath, but it was empty of life. He was simply inhaling carbon dioxide while waiting to pass out.

      He glanced backward, now too far from where his family was secured. Pete couldn’t reach his wife and daughter. But prayed they’d stayed inside the safe room like he’d asked. He had no access to a phone to call for help. The left side of his body was badly burned, his leg broken, and his scratched throat dry—while fire razed his house.

      “Jesus, please help!” Pete cried out. Everyone could fail him, but in this hour of his need, only One knew how low he crouched to the ground to stay alive.

      He could live with losing his life. But he was sure he couldn’t survive dying without fulfilling his divine purpose. There was still a mission on the other side of this burning house, and if help didn’t come soon, he could die.

      Everything told him to give up.

      Pete sniffed harder and felt his body jerk when no oxygen met it.

      Was it due to lack of air or something else?

      Something fell, and sparks from the log lunged near him but missed him.

      His body weaker by the moment, he lost his will to fight but refused to stop breathing. When the sprinklers came on, they must’ve alerted the fire department. But would the firefighters reach him in time?

      Slowly, his eyelids began to sag, and Pete wasn’t sure which hurt worse—the burning smoke in his lungs or the burning sensation on his body or the cry of his heart for his family. It seemed as though hell had launched an all-out war against him, but God was on his side.

      He firmed up in his soul that, even if he died, the great purpose God had told him would still come to pass, albeit in his absence.

      So, he prayed with all his heart, yielding his situation and the outcomes to Jesus. “Lord Jesus, please help me. Be my doctor. Please save my life.”

      Moments later, a crashing broke through the door. Then the crack, crack, crack of something being dragged in met his ears.

      Then shouts followed. Help had come. But would they reach where he was in time through the smoke and fire?

      A throbbing cough wracked through his body, followed by shivers when sprinkling water touched his skin. He curled himself together, and a tear strangely wet his cheeks and calmed the skin of his face. A helmeted face hovered over his. “Please rescue my family and make them know I love them.” But the person said nothing.

      Maybe he was hallucinating. Pete sniffed, turned to the other side, and prayed again. “If this is the end, Lord, I’m ready.” Before he could say another word, a pair of heavy boots stopped before his eyes.

      He had to be imagining things. A dizzy spell had him clasping his head.

      But just before he passed out, he felt strong arms lift him up. “Hang in there, Pastor Pete! We’ve come for you.”

      Those words chimed like sweet lyrics from a faraway land he was slipping farther away from. “96Q2E.”

      “What did you say?” The firefighter carrying him bent his ear.

      “96Q2E. The entry code for the safe room where my wife and daughter are hidden. Get to them, please.”

      The boot’s footfall jarred against his ears. “We will. Now hang in there. We’ll get you to the hospital.”

      His eyes slid closed, and he was gone.
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      SSPD Officer Ladi Zoe inhaled deeply and squatted low as she examined the debris left by the fire in Pastor Zendel’s home. Charred furniture with its leftover wood soaked from firefighters’ angry hoses dripped dark matter onto the ashen floor.

      The large patches of dark stains above the ceiling carved boundaries off the parts of the first floor where the fire hadn’t consumed. Slipping on her gloves and motioning for a CSI to follow her, she moved near the wall.

      She wasn’t new to this case but was surprised by the twist it took with a direct attack. As part of the SSPD team and Pastor Pete Zendel’s inner circle, Ladi had gone to Oakland and searched out pertinent evidence about his ancestry.

      At the time, nothing proved Pete’s worries about a hunter being true. But when she’d seen the unveiling of the art with the poem and other hidden documents—now safely secured in the bank—she knew Pete was right.

      And she also knew that, if Pete was right, then the reality of the Hunter had to be too. So, she’d made up her mind, considering she knew more about hidden adversaries than the average person. She had to watch out for Pete and his family.

      Not that he needed too much help though, as the man had been savvy enough. And considering his criminal past, she hadn’t been surprised. What had shocked her more was how God could’ve rescued such a man with deep roots in criminal behavior and turned him into a saint. But even she knew impossible was God’s specialty. No person was too hard for God to save or break—including Pete.

      She flapped open an evidence bag the technician gave her. “See that dent?” Ladi reached toward an indentation apparently made by a projectile of some sort. “Let’s get that into a bag.” She tried to pry it out but couldn’t, so she stepped aside and let the technician handle it. Her captain, Charlie Bailey, with fury on his face and a dip of his forehead, approached, so she gave him a nod. “You got anything, sir?”

      He planted both hands on his hips. “Well, I’d say that the Hunter had crazy guts to show up here and attack Pete and burn the place down.” He gestured behind them to the fire department crew gathering their equipment after battling the blaze then allowing the place to cool before letting them in. “They told me the cause of the fire was a short circuit. Power was diverted to something that led to an explosion and the ensuing fire. This was planned to the T. The explosion was strategically targeted to impact various parts of this house, as though the person knew the house plan.”

      “Yes, but he doesn’t know why the house was planned the way it was,” someone said behind her, and Ladi spun and gasped. There stood former President Robert Towers.

      She extended a hand, and he shook it. “Sir, I didn’t know you were coming.” She’d known Pete and the former first family were close, but it seemed they were much closer if the man flew over here. “How did you hear about it?”

      “I didn’t hear about it. I watched it while en route to North Carolina for a conference. Ruby remotely patched me into the home’s video feed, so I diverted my flight.” He pointed at the encasing up at the top of the ceiling.

      A hidden camera looked like a small black dot at the center of the A-shaped ceiling. “Pete placed a camera up there just in case something happened and he couldn’t get help. By agreement, Ruby and I checked it every few hours. We saw nothing until today. It was Ruby who called Charlie to tell him Pete was under attack.”

      President Towers scowled at the damage, and his tone soured. “We couldn’t be sure he’d show up, but we planned the best we could. Pete didn’t want violence. At all. But he also knew things could get ugly.” His lips pressed tightly. “None of us wished that they got this ugly. And he won’t get away with it. Let me know if you lack any resource, and we’ll ensure that the SSPD has all it needs to nail this guy, however long it takes.”

      “I will, sir,” Captain Bailey replied.

      “He might’ve thought he surprised us, but he didn’t. We knew he was coming, and this house was chosen to ensure he left enough traces of himself for his eventual capture, without him knowing it. We guaranteed that, if he escaped, he’d leave enough evidence for his indictment and everything he did leads us back to him. This was not a home”—he met their eyes in turn with his piercing green ones—“it was a trap. And it worked as it should.”

      “And the Hunter walked right into it,” Captain Bailey summed up. He beckoned an SSPD officer closer. “Get some equipment to climb up to that encasing and extract the camera. Then secure it and get it to the lab. Have an escort following your vehicle and give this to no one. Let’s see what it reveals.”

      As the officer hastened to obey, President Towers kicked away the charred bundle of a half-burned toy to the side. “And I have Pete’s electronic acceptance letter for you to move forward with whatever you have to do to find the Hunter and bring him to justice. He wrote the letter beforehand, and he and Patricia both signed it, should anything happen. She’s got a copy and can confirm my statement.”

      Captain Baily nodded. “Thank you for letting us know and for coming. Seeing you was a surprise. And we’ll certainly bring the Hunter to justice.”

      President Towers gulped. “Pete is my friend and Ruby’s—and yours too, beyond being a pastor. Nothing would stop me from coming to his aid. Nothing. Or Ruby wouldn’t forgive me.”

      “I know.”

      A thread of understanding rang between both men, showing a mutual history she wasn’t a part of. She knew President Towers was the previous SSPD captain. In addition, they were extended family since the Towers’ daughter married Charlie’s son.

      “What can I do?” Ladi interrupted to bring both men back from their memory trips.

      Captain Bailey cleared his throat. “Follow every trail. Search out every clue. Interview every person of interest. And let me know as soon as you have a hint of his whereabouts.”

      This she could do. She slid out her notepad. “Do we know whether the Hunter took the bait we’d placed on the walls and floor or whether the cameras hidden in the trees caught anything?”

      “No. At this time, the Hunter’s face was obscured. None of the images revealed him. We can only get a facial description from Pete.”

      “And Pete is unavailable while fighting for his life.” She lowered the notepad, her lips setting in a grim line.

      The captain pointed to the dark hole left by the extracted object as they stepped aside to allow the officers to place a ladder to retrieve the hidden camera. “If that hole is an indication of anything, I’d say yes, we’ve got something to start with. Let’s find out what that substance is, trace its origin, and start getting some answers.”

      “Copy that, sir.” Ladi scribbled notes.

      The captain spun to President Towers. “We have lab technicians working to track the dusty signal paint hidden beneath the Welcome mat on the front porch, on the walls, and at the back door as well. We’re utilizing everything to uncover something to find him.”

      “Good.” President Towers settled a hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “Ask the firefighters to get you the primary detonation object. Track it, too, and the manufacturer and find the Hunter’s lair. We must take him out before he strikes again—if he strikes again.”

      “Yes, sir,” Captain Bailey answered, and Ladi imagined it was a reenactment of their old days when the captain reported to President Towers. Admiring the humility of both men, she respected them even more.

      “I’ll assist them to get us moving forward faster,” she offered.

      Captain Bailey shook his head. “Actually, no.” He exchanged glances with President Towers, who nodded. “We need you for…something more important.”

      Ladi felt a frown curve her eyes. “More important than this? I mean, sir, I understand how other cases—”

      “No,” he cut in. “You’re wrong. It’s about this case. But it’s another angle. With classified intel only a few are being read into. We think you’d be perfect to join this investigation on a higher level. If you want to.”

      Ladi almost jumped in the air. “Yes, sir. Yes, I’m ready. I want to get this guy put away for good.”

      “Good.” President Towers studied her. “This could be a long-term commitment. And we’re recruiting men and women with excellent character. I thought you’d be a good fit. I placed my bet on you. Make it count.”

      “I’m honored, Mr. President.” And she was. Truly honored. As a man who didn’t relate closely with her, how did he know her enough to recommend her to something this important? No matter what, she would not fail them. “Please let me know what I need to do.”

      “We’ll debrief you at the station. Wrap up your work here. When you get back, someone will escort you to the team’s deliberation rooms and grant you access there.”

      She turned to leave, but the captain’s gentle hand detained her. “Tell no one.”

      She nodded her affirmation. “Of course.”
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      At the SSPD, she entered her office, where a waiting officer handed her a file. “Ma’am, I’m Randolph.”

      She shook his hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m Ladi. I’ve worked with you on occasion.”

      “The captain called ahead and asked me to escort you to the operation quarters. Are you ready?”

      She nodded. “I’m ready. I just want to power down my computer.”

      He held her back with a hand while shaking his head. “You don’t need to. You’ll be able to remotely connect to it from the access station there.”

      She picked up her coat from the rack, and her lunch bag, then glanced around in case she’d forgotten anything else. “Okay, let’s go.”

      Trailing him, she stopped at the elevator, and he pushed a button. “Here is an access badge for you. Wear it at all times. This badge can only be surrendered to the captain or to me.”

      As the lead on their tech team, he’d been there a long time. A few gray hairs dotted his beard. Those senior to her said he was also friends with President Towers and played a key role in the former First Daughter’s rescue when she’d been kidnapped. Everyone respected Randolph. “You must never bring anyone to the restricted area we’re heading to. Unless prior access is granted, no one but those expressly allowed can enter.”

      The elevator kept going lower after it passed the B for the basement.

      “Understood.” Her heart beat faster. To be trusted with a new security clearance… well, her chest swelled with the honor.

      But Ladi felt worried.

      First, she wasn’t sure who she would be paired to work with. She was sensitive to other people’s temperaments. Also, she wasn’t sure if she had to tell them stuff she’d not told them before. Things having nothing to do with her job. Praying in her heart, she felt peace. This new territory had surprised her. But it didn’t catch God by surprise, and He was in control.

      Soon, the elevator stopped, and the man scanned a pass she’d never seen before then motioned for her to leave before him. He swiped the pass again and pushed a button before he released the elevator to start its climb to the regular floors.

      Spinning, she surveyed an expansive room with glass walls separating the sections. Some men in casual wear sat at computers, while two stood chatting near an SSPD emblem in blue and white engraved on the wall. When her eyes met one of them, he smiled. She smiled back. He walked over and reached out his hand. “Hello. You must be Ladi. I was told you’d be joining us.”

      She accepted his handshake and nodded. “Yes, and it’s nice to meet you. You are?”

      “John Martinez.” The tall, dark-haired guy offered a pleasant smile, and Ladi felt herself relaxing. “I coordinate operations to support the rescues for kidnapped and missing persons, as well as support the anti-human-trafficking efforts.”

      Ladi froze then, realizing her history had gotten her jarred while he spoke. John must’ve noticed her reaction as his smile died and he eyed her curiously.

      But she recovered hers as quickly as she could. “Nice to meet you, John. I’m sure I’ll be chatting with you about the important work you do.” He spun to leave, but she touched his arm, so he turned. “And thank you. Not many people think trafficked girls are important enough to rescue. You’re…saving lives.” She gulped. “And dreams and futures.” Even she heard the crack in her voice as she fought to regain emotional control. This stuff happened such a long time ago. It shouldn’t be surfacing—especially now.

      She could handle herself, so she didn’t want to feel or act weak.

      He fully faced her, his dark brows rising in that inquiring glance again. This time, she felt the tears brimming beneath her long lashes and glanced away, studying the space instead. With a curt nod, John left them to rejoin the man he’d been talking with. And she exhaled a long, low breath of relief.

      “This way, please.” She’d forgotten her chaperone who’d observed the exchange still waited, so she spun and followed Randolph into one of the glass spaces. “Here are the non-disclosure forms. I need you to sign these and then change into training clothes. The others are preparing for a meeting, then proceeding for their physical testing. You’ll have time to catch up on the reading materials later. For now, the captain felt it would be a better use of your time to see where the action happens.”

      It all sounded strange, but she was a fast learner, so she put the encounter with John aside and focused on why she was here. Her goal wasn’t to be reminded of her past, but to secure and protect the futures of those who were counting on her to succeed in this case—including the former President.

      Distractions were not something she was willing or ready to entertain while their friend, Pete, fought for his life and his attacker was still out there. So she signed the forms, had a quick meet-and-greet with the others within the space, about seven of them, and followed the man to the changing room, ready for what was next.
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      “Everyone, here’s what we know as of this moment.” A man with a stern glance stood addressing the room of about twelve people. Most were dressed in the same black-on-black she was clad in, ready for their physical training. “This attack was a coordinated attack. Although it looked like it was pretty much hand-to-hand combat from the camera footage we saw”—Randolph whispered in her ear that he’d update her on that later—“the evidence shows significant electronic preparation,” the briefer continued.

      He pointed to something drawn on the whiteboard. “For example, there were no signs of forced entry. The front door was blasted through—using a network we’ve associated with this guy.”

      Ladi read the name off the board.

      Hughes Martinez.

      Why did that name sound familiar? “Wait, is he related to the guy I just met, John Martinez?” The words popped out before she could help it as her brain was working faster than her ability to keep her thoughts in.

      The briefer clapped. “Quick thinker. I like that. You’ll lead the team, after you’ve caught up with your training materials, that is.” He glanced around the room. “Yes, Hughes Martinez is, in fact, John Martinez’s younger brother. And, as we speak, he is being apprehended.”

      “Oh.” Ladi wasn’t sure what to make of the news. First, she’d spoken with John and liked him and his kind personality. Did she have to chat with him at some point about his brother? She hoped not.

      “But there’s something else.” The briefer glanced at each of them. “Even though we’ve got Hughes Martinez’s system as the source, and even though we have his prints on the wall, my gut says he’s innocent.”

      “Why?” a guy with cropped, red-dyed hair asked.

      “For several reasons. First, it was too easy. Placing Hughes’ prints all over for us to pick him up was too obvious. We went looking for him to sit down with him. But secondly, he was in Ohio, fleeing a possible crime scene when he was apprehended. My gut says he was framed.”

      “So, if you say he didn’t do it, how can you prove it?” another person asked.

      “And how do you determine who framed him?” a third person asked.

      “Great questions.” The briefer shuffled his papers. “I’m glad we’ve got a smart group for this case.” He leaned over the desk, planting both palms on it. “That’s where you come in. You’ll find the answers and bring them to us. That’s what you’re here for.”

      He pointed to the guy with dyed hair. “Based on your expertise, you’ll lead the tech support for this mission.”

      He pointed to another. “You’ll back him up.” Then to a third. “Run comms—run every call that might give us a clue through a battery of tests to see where they lead.” He pointed to the only other lady there. “You’ll run the team’s contacts from here to keep them connected at all times—never let their communications get compromised, ever.” He turned to Ladi. “When we have a person, place, or entity to go after, you’ll be the lead on that mission since, from our records, you are the fittest of the group and you think fast on your feet.”

      She nodded.

      He pushed back from his desk. “That’s it for now. Your packets contain everything we’ve gathered so far. Remember the stakes couldn’t be higher. These are people with money, means, and a reason to not get caught. Do your jobs and ensure they don’t win. Thank you.”

      With those words, they dispersed, and she trailed the group to the physical fitness training, her heart pounding, every bit of her hopeful, excited, and scared. But she was also determined and ready to get this done. However long it took and wherever the Hunter was hiding, she and the team would find him.
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      Dr. Ahmed Diaz, volunteer physician, hung his stethoscope over the neck of his blue scrubs, threw his head back, and looped his fingers together on his knees as he sat on a bench in the community hospital’s breakroom. This was supposed to be a lazy day with nothing much happening. Instead, he’d worked for twelve hours overnight, nonstop, and this was his first break in almost half that time.

      With daylight streaming in through the window, exhaustion pulled at his limbs, and his body begged for sleep. “Just five more minutes,” and at seven, he could log off and be on his way home.

      Forcing himself to lean forward, he lowered his head. “Dear God,” he began, “thank You for this brand-new day. Thank You for the opportunity to be of service to the needy.”

      Ahmed paused, distracted by the patients he’d cared for today, struggling to match up the symptoms of an eight-year-old with typical illnesses. Were her coughing and fever flu signs? That couldn’t explain the rashes though. Maybe as the test results came in, they’d give him a better idea of what was wrong….

      About thirty seconds later, he caught himself, reminding himself that he was in the Presence of God. “So, Father…”

      The clatter of utensils crashing from someone’s tray sent his eyelids flipping open.

      “Sorry,” the nurse muttered, then left the room, and he was alone.

      His shoulders slacked—where had he stopped in his prayer? He sighed. He was having trouble praying today. God, I’m so sorry. I’m just worried. Matter of fact, if he’d admit it, he’d had trouble just getting out of bed the past month, and it had nothing to do with being sick.

      With his heart weighed down so heavily recently, it was hard to swing his feet downward and face the day. But he did it anyway because people were counting on him.

      Because lives were counting on him.

      And because low-income families with sick loved ones were depending on his services for their recovery of health.

      So he couldn’t just give in when he’d made his commitment to be here for a year.

      That didn’t make it any less hard. Staying within the same state as Stephanie had been more important to him, so he’d moved back from Ohio after serving there for a while. Even though her brother, Hughes, was in the same state, he was distant, so they never got together more than a few times, and he seemed to be in a hurry. Now, being back in Maryland, close to his church home and to Stephanie and her family, made him more comfortable.

      But, if he was honest, the problem he was facing had little or nothing to do with his actual work at the hospital.

      Because of the…problem…he’d planned to return to Ohio for a couple of months, but he was requested to stay and work in the ER as well as at the family clinic attached to the hospital where he volunteered. Now, his latest rounds had ended, but he just found out he was paired to work at the ER and the community clinic, yet again, with the one other physician he was avoiding, Jessica Jordan—his ex-girlfriend who had been posted here for a rotation.

      Running into her here was the first shock.

      Now the greater shock was realizing how much longer he’d have to work with her.

      She wasn’t even really the problem. Her behavior toward him was. It all too often reminded him of how they were engrossed with each other before she left him because she couldn’t handle his post-military PTSD issues. But they were more mature now, and he’d felt he could handle her when she first got here.

      Now, Ahmed wasn’t too sure. And now, he was stuck working with her for another six months, right until his wedding weekend.

      His wedding to Stephanie, his beloved.

      Ahmed massaged his neck with tired fingers, and just the thought of Stephanie settled a smile on his face and relaxed his wound-up nerves.

      For certain, he missed her since she’d gone to work across the Potomac. Her smile brought vibrance. Her attention to detail was the exact opposite of who he was outside his job where he paid attention to everything. His memory of the way her eyes curved in delight whenever she saw him melted
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