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            PROLOGUE

          

          ROBIN

        

      

    

    
      I blink. I can’t see much. My vision is blurry. Are my eyes even open?

      I swallow. My mouth is dry. My throat hurts.

      I turn⁠—

      Ugh. That was a mistake. I hurt all over. And my mind…

      Where am I? Who am I?

      Robin. Robin Bellamy.

      Yeah, that’s who I am.

      I finally manage to sit up. My neck hurts. My shoulders feel like I lifted a boulder.

      I move my head from side to side—God, the pain—and reach up to my neck, trying to massage it, when I feel⁠—

      What the hell is that?

      It’s a small welt on the right side of my neck behind my ear.

      Oh, God…

      I remember now.

      I felt something. A twinge of pain when I was looking around in the house⁠—

      Damn…

      What the hell have I gotten myself into?

      I blink rapidly and finally adjust to the dimness in this…whatever it is.

      It’s a tiny cell with concrete walls and a concrete floor. The only light peers through a tiny window high on the wall. One side of the cell is barred. Anyone can see in. But no one is there.

      I stand and grab the wall next to me for support.

      Then I turn and look down. I was lying on a rigid cot. It looks like one of the old green cots Mom and Dad keep in the sheds. They’re for the ranch hands, when we have to hire extra help during spring and fall.

      Funny. My brothers and I used to love sleeping on them when we were little. Playing ranch hand was a fun game. At the time, anyway.

      Now?

      This isn’t any fun at all.

      My neck is stiff. Every part of me either hurts or feels strained. I don’t have my phone, my purse, or my watch.

      What day is it? What time is it? Daytime, I guess, from the tiny bit of sunshine coming through the narrow window.

      My heart beats against my sternum like a drum, and dizziness sweeps through me.

      I sit back down on the cot.

      I reach up, rub at my neck, find the small welt once more.

      No.

      Please, no.

      This can’t be happening.

      Not again.
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            ROBIN

          

        

      

    

    
      A few days earlier…

      I hate death.

      Sure, everyone does, but as a veterinarian I see it all the time. I even induce it when it’s necessary. I understand I’m putting an innocent animal out of its misery, but I still hate it. Watching the little remaining life drain from its body takes a tiny piece of me every time.

      So when my father tried to end his own life a couple weeks ago, I didn’t take it well.

      I’m trained, as a veterinarian, to fix things when I can. Let them go when I can’t. Still, it breaks my heart every time. And the thought of losing my father?

      Nope. I was not ready to go there. My mother? Maybe, though I hate death and I don’t want either of them to die. But my mother and I are like oil and water. I would take her demise a lot more easily.

      So I began to watch, research, figure out what was going on with my father. With my brothers.

      And everything seemed to point to a Colombian drug kingpin named Diego Vega.

      My soon-to-be brother-in-law, Vinnie Gallo, who’s engaged to my twin sister, Raven, is the heir to the Bianchi crime family here in Texas. He’s gone legit. But that doesn’t mean parts of his prior life didn’t follow him.

      My brother Hawk is involved with Daniela Agudelo, who Vinnie brought home from Colombia before she was eighteen. Long story short, Vinnie was working with Daniela’s father, Jacinto, who was pimping Daniela out to his friends and business associates. She was also engaged to a huge drug kingpin—Diego Vega.

      And that wasn’t the first time our family encountered Vega.

      Anyway, Vinnie swears he had Vega “taken care of” while he was in Colombia. He claims he has photographic proof. I trust Vinnie implicitly, but I’m skeptical. I mean, what good is photographic evidence in the age of AI?

      Today, the only way to make sure someone is truly dead is to watch the blood drain out of him until his heart stops.

      I know from personal experience.

      I suppose just seeing a dead body also works, but even then he would need to be identified, and bodies are misidentified all the time.

      Truth be told, I’m not buying it. Something’s up.

      Why the hell else would my father try to off himself?

      Nothing he’s gone through can compare to what happened to me after college…
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      Eight years earlier…

      “Drinks at Chevy’s!” Barb waves her cap at me, tassel flying.

      I wave back at her. I have no idea if this is even my cap. We all threw them in the air after graduation from the University of Austin. Barb and I have roomed together all four years, and I’ll miss her. She’s going to law school at Georgetown while I’m staying here in Texas to go to veterinary school at Texas A&M. Full ride, no less, thanks to my 4.0 GPA and a biology and agriculture double major. Not that my family needs the scholarship. They’re richer than God, thanks to my grandmother, Sandra Cooper Bellamy, the Cooper Steel heiress. She’s here with my parents and my sister and brothers.

      The whole family is here except my oldest brother, Falcon. He’s in prison.

      Not a fun story. It wasn’t his fault. Involuntary manslaughter. He and Hawk were doing target practice near the border on our land and he accidentally shot a young cop named Jaden Perez.

      It still doesn’t make a lot of sense to me. Falcon and Hawk are both amazing shots. Almost as good as I am. And they’re careful as all get out when they practice. I’m not convinced I know the whole story, but it is what it is. I miss my big brother. I’m closest to Hawk, though, who’s two years younger and just completed his sophomore year here at Austin.

      “Nice going, sis!”

      Speak of the devil. Hawk grabs me in a bear hug. Eagle, our youngest brother, is behind him. At eighteen, he’s still tall and lanky, but he’s starting to fill out. His huge Bellamy frame will be here in no time.

      “Where’s Ray?” I ask, referring to my twin, Raven.

      “Over there with Mom and Dad.” Hawk points.

      Raven graduated last week from St. Olaf College in Northfield, Minnesota where she majored in Home Economics. The guys and I joke that she got her MRS degree. Ray has always been a homebody, loved learning to cook and do all the other things our mom does. It’s where her interests lie, and we love her for it.

      Me? For the first five years of my life, I was convinced I was a boy, so I followed Falcon around, probably getting on his last nerve. He was a good sport about it, though. Being outside with Dad and the boys is what led to my love of animals. We’re beef ranchers, but we also keep horses, poultry, and any dogs and cats that happen to wander by. Once they’re here, they stay, and we love them all.

      “You guys should come over to Chevy’s for drinks with Barb and me and the gang,” I say to Hawk.

      “Uh…sure. Except I’ve got some turning twenty-one to do.”

      I whip my eyebrows up. I know for a fact Hawk has a fake ID. He’s been to Chevy’s lots of times.

      Then I realize he’s putting on a show for Eagle. Right. E had an issue last year with drugs. I’m not supposed to know about it, but Hawk and I are close, and he told me. I’m not sure why he knew about it and I didn’t, but Ray doesn’t have a clue, so I’m sworn to secrecy.

      I wink at Hawk. “Just teasing.”

      He winks back. He’ll be there. Barb has a huge crush on Hawk, but he’s not into her at all. Says she’s too old. Since when is twenty-two too old for twenty? But Hawk says she’s like an honorary sister to him.

      Mom, Dad, and Raven arrive, and Raven hugs me and gives me a kiss on the cheek. Her breath smells like Orange Crush, her favorite drink. I think it tastes like carbonated chemicals, but I’m not really into soda. Give me a fresh-brewed iced tea any day of the week. Or a whiskey sour at Chevy’s. Frankie, one of their hot bartenders, makes the best sour I’ve ever tasted. He says he learned it from some guy he met at a wacky club in Chicago called the Jade Sanctum. He always gives me Wild Turkey too, instead of the well bourbon, without charging me more. I’m going to miss him. I’ll especially miss our one-nighters…

      “Congratulations, Robbie,” Dad says with a huge smile.

      Dad and I are pretty close. I’m way more like him than I am like Mom. I give him a hug. “Thanks, Daddy.”

      I look to my mother. Starling Bellamy is beautiful with her black hair, olive skin, and big dark eyes. But she and I just don’t mix. I used to think it was because I was more of a tomboy and Ray was the girly girl. Raven and I are fraternal twins, though we’re sometimes mistaken for identical because we look so much alike. But we couldn’t be more different in personality.

      Anyway, now I’m not sure why my mom and I still don’t mesh. After I went through puberty, I started dressing more feminine to get attention from boys, but I still had my outdoor interests. I’ve known since I was a little girl that I wanted to work with animals. Dad says once I’m licensed, I’ll be the head veterinarian for the ranch. I can’t wait.

      But first…

      I have a solo trip to Europe before I begin vet school in the fall. Barb was supposed to go with me, but a month ago she had to cancel on me because her financing fell through. I offered to pay her way, but she wouldn’t take it. She’s always been that way. Even though I can afford to treat her, she always pays for her own meals and drinks and whatever when we do stuff together. Honestly, I respect her for it.

      So I’m going on my own. Mom doesn’t like the idea. She wanted to pay a chaperone to go with me. Of course, she didn’t offer to go herself. Even though she was supposed to take Falcon on a big wine tour the summer after he graduated. That didn’t happen. Prison has a way of screwing up your plans.

      To be honest, I’m glad she didn’t offer. A summer in Europe with my mother finding fault with everything I do was never on my to-do list.

      Besides, this way, I decide where to go and what to do. I’ll do the touristy places, of course—France, Spain, Switzerland. Then I’ll head to East Europe to the Czech Republic. But the crown jewel of the trip will be few weeks in Romania.

      I know. Who goes to Romania? But that’s what I’m looking forward to the most. As a kid, I loved all the old monster movies that took place in Transylvania. I can’t wait to see the castles that inspired Dracula and Frankenstein in the medieval cities. I even booked some belly dancing lessons.

      I leave next week. In the meantime, I’m off to Chevy’s to meet Barb.

      “Thanks for coming,” I tell Mom and Dad. “I’ll see you later. I promised Barb I’d meet her for drinks.”

      Mom’s mouth drops into an O. “But we made reservations at The Robin’s Nest,” she says. “Your favorite. Won’t it be nice to have a family dinner?”

      We can’t truly have a family dinner without Falcon.

      But I don’t say that. I do love The Robin’s Nest. It’s been one of my favorites since I was a kid. I begged Dad to take me there because it had my name in it, and I ended up falling in love with the short ribs on the menu. It’s a farm-to-table restaurant, and they source their beef from our ranch. I don’t know what they do to those short ribs, but they’re the most tender and flavorful meat I’ve ever tasted. Neither Mom nor any of our cooks can match them, and believe me, they’ve tried.

      “But Barb⁠—”

      “Why don’t you invite Barb to join us?” Dad says.

      I sigh and glance sideways at Hawk. He shrugs.

      Fine. I pull out my phone and text Barb that I’ll meet her after dinner at Chevy’s.

      After all, I’m a Bellamy. And Bellamys do what their parents tell them.

      At least that’s the official party line.
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      I’m sick to death of Texas.

      I’ve been here nearly a month, and after the first two assignments I haven’t done a damned thing besides staying put per my boss’s orders.

      I guess I shouldn’t complain. I’m living in a suite in a five-star hotel with a generous per diem, which I’ve been spending mostly on room service. The food is top notch. They have this amazing tomahawk ribeye sourced from a local ranch. It’s the most tender and juicy steak I’ve ever tasted. Plus, the barbecue here? Freaking delicious.

      On the other hand, I’m missing Colombian food. I’d love one of Mamá’s empanadas right about now.

      Of course, I haven’t had those since I was little.

      My first assignment here was digging up a corpse underneath an old barn. Not the most fun, but I do what I’m paid to do without asking questions. Besides, the guy was already dead. It’s not like I had to do the deed.

      I’ve never killed before. In this line of business, I’ll have to eventually. I’ll need to man up and deal with it when the time comes.

      I knew who I was digging up. The corpse was too fucked up to recognize, but my boss told me who he thought it might be. A shit-ton of cocaine was buried along with him. I left it there. Boss didn’t say anything about coke being buried with the guy, and I don’t fuck with drugs. I never have and I never will. I’ve seen friends of mine lose their lives to nose candy. That’s not going to be me. Plus, I value control. Drugs make you vulnerable, and in my profession—if you can call it that—vulnerability can get you killed.

      About a week and a half after I exhumed the dead body, I got another assignment. That one was way more exciting and required a lot more precision. My boss knows I always get things done, no matter how difficult, and he appreciates it. Another reason to stay away from the drugs.

      I like my boss. I never knew my father, so having an older man be proud of me feels pretty good. He even gives me a smile now and then, which is more than my colleagues ever get.

      It shouldn’t matter, and I wish it didn’t, but it does.

      So I’m here until he tells me otherwise. But I’m getting pretty antsy cooped up in this suite. Sure, I’ve got the great food and the great booze. I can get as many spa treatments as I want and work out in the gym. But I can’t leave the hotel unless I’m on assignment. It’s too risky. These days, security cameras are everywhere, and with face-recognition technology, no one’s safe, especially not a Colombian national who’s here for nefarious reasons.

      My stomach growls. I check my phone. It’s after six o’clock. No wonder I’m hungry. I ate lunch early. I grab the hotel menu—though I have it memorized by now—and look through it. I’m tempted to go for the ribeye, but equally delicious is the filet mignon, complete with garlic mashed potatoes and blistered green beans. That sounds good for tonight. It’s not my Mamá’s empanadas and patacones, but it does the trick.

      I pull up the hotel app on my phone, ready to place my order when⁠—

      The other phone vibrates. The burner I use for work.

      From my boss.

      Diego Vega.
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            ROBIN

          

        

      

    

    
      When I was younger, I never imagined I’d be using the dark web.

      A lot of things have happened since that happy-go-lucky day I graduated from college, looking forward to my summer abroad and then vet school.

      I learned to use the dark web while I was in Romania.

      Scratch that.

      I watched others using it and picked up on what they were doing. That’s me. I notice everything. My dad always said how observant I was, even as a baby. Raven began talking first, but I kept quiet and just took everything in. Dad used to laugh about how I didn’t say anything, but if they asked me where something was—a favorite toy, a bottle—I’d toddle right over to it.

      My observation skills are part of what makes me a good vet. Animals can’t tell you where it hurts, so you have to observe everything you can about them to figure out what’s wrong.

      Today I’m using the dark web for the first time because what I’m observing right now in my family is not right.

      Not right at all.

      Still, my nerves are on edge. I mean, this is the dark web. I’m Robin Bellamy. I don’t get into trouble.

      Except for that one time…

      I steal into a few chatrooms using an alias. Doesn’t everyone on the dark web? I’m looking for information on Diego Vega. I’m pretty sure he’s not dead, even if Vinnie swears it. Call it women’s intuition. Or vet’s intuition. I’m looking, observing. I’ve seen reports of him being in Austin, and of course tons of stuff about his crime in Colombia. But some of the dates don’t line up. It’s like he’s in two places at once.

      Could be it’s just a slip in data entry, a bot error, but I doubt it. I open three more tabs and start cross-referencing.

      Even the most notorious crime boss can’t be in two places at once, especially when he’s supposed to be dead.

      Maybe Vega uses a double. Lots of bloodthirsty leaders used them—Saddam Hussein and Fidel Castro, for example. Diego Vega isn’t an authoritarian dictator, but he’s just as evil and powerful.

      Why wouldn’t Vega have a double? In fact…maybe that’s who was messing with Eagle eight years ago, before Falcon went to prison.

      I continue my research, throwing in more names I’ve heard Vinnie and Daniela mention. I start with Hernando Reyes. After all, I did an Oscar-worthy performance as a reporter for a fake art magazine when Daniela and I interviewed his niece, artist Juno Reyes.

      More than a few Hernando Reyeses exist, but I home in on the correct one right away. He was a senator in the Colombian legislature, which would make it easy to do Vega’s dirty work, whipping votes in his favor.

      I find an uptick in chatter about a proposed bill to open up protected land in the Sierra Nevada mountains. Someone has purchased the mining rights through shell companies that are so typical in this part of the world that tracking real ownership is nearly impossible.

      I bookmark what I can and hop to a different set of chatrooms, this time the kind where people write in code and emojis. Parsing this lingo is slow, but it pays off. Reyes is linked to Marco Ramirez, Dietrich Klein, Derek Wolfe, and Isabella Valentini.

      Derek Wolfe, the billionaire tycoon, is dead, so nothing there.

      Deitrich Klein turns out to be a dead end too. He’s in Germany and hasn’t had contact with any of the others in over a year.

      Marco Ramirez, though, leads me to names I know—Declan McAllister and Jacinto Agudelo, Dani’s father. And of course, Mario Bianchi, Vinnie’s grandfather.

      That’s not new information exactly, but it feels different seeing it displayed like a map in front of me. In college, Barb used to joke about my brain having red string and thumbtacks for synapses, but here it is, all the connections unfolding.

      It’s not a shock to see those names together.

      I read through transaction after transaction until⁠—

      The name I was hoping I wouldn’t see pops up.

      Austin Bellamy.

      My father.

      Austin Bellamy wired $150,000 to an account controlled by Hernando Reyes twenty-three months ago. The notation says only “consulting.”

      That’s it. Nothing more. I bite my cheek so hard I taste blood.

      Consulting? The only thing Dad knows is ranching, and I doubt a Colombian mobster would have any interest in that. What the hell has my father been doing?

      But I can’t dwell on that, at least not while Dad is still in the hospital recovering from aphasia after he tried—and failed—to take his own life.

      Very unlike my father…but if he’s in league with these assholes, he probably felt like he had no other choice.

      Except again, that’s so not like my father.

      He’s a good man. A solid man. An excellent rancher and⁠—

      Hawk. My brother. He never says anything good about our father. The rest of us have the utmost respect for him, but Hawk? He never joins in the praise.

      I type and type and type, hoping to figure out what the connection is, but I find nothing more on my father. But I do find something.

      Diego Vega’s and Hernando Reyes’s names seem to form a web, one I can see in my head with the red string and thumbtacks Barb used to tease me about.

      And one new name surfaces. Adriana de la Fuente, personal assistant to Diego Vega.

      And damn…

      She has an address just outside Austin.
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      I don’t say hello.

      I never do.

      The second the phone connects, I put it to my ear and breathe. Just enough sound to let him know I’m there, listening and waiting. If I say “hello,” he’ll know I’m not in a safe place to talk.

      Three seconds pass.

      Four.

      Then his voice slides through the line. “Cruz.”

      “Here, Boss.”

      “Hernando Reyes has gone dark for twenty-four hours.”

      I tighten my grip on the phone, but my breathing doesn’t change.

      Reyes.

      I know the name. If he’s missing, it’s probably not an accident.

      “I checked his feeds remotely,” the boss says. “Hawk Bellamy paid him a visit. Attacked him and abducted him from his Austin residence.”

      Hawk Bellamy.

      I’ve heard that name too.

      Not in whispers. In warnings.

      “Highway cams picked up Bellamy’s vehicle heading back toward Reyes’s property shortly after,” he adds. “Which means this wasn’t a long-distance move.”

      “So he’s still local?”

      “That’s the assumption.”

      Still local. Probably still alive, then.

      “He’s most likely keeping him somewhere on Bellamy property,” the boss continues. “I’ll send you coordinates of probable sites.”

      My pulse stays level, but something sharp slides under my ribs.

      Bellamy land.

      I’ve been there before.

      Not officially.

      Not in daylight.

      “Short window,” he says. “You go tonight. Find Reyes. I want photographic confirmation.”

      I don’t respond. I don’t need to. He knows I understand.

      “Don’t disappoint me.” The line goes dead.

      I lower the phone slowly, already feeling the faint vibration of the incoming text.

      Coordinates. Three of them. I glance once at the screen, commit them to memory, and slide the phone back into my pocket.

      Time to move.
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      The drive out to Bellamy land is quiet.

      I follow the first set of coordinates down a narrow dirt road. The tires crunch over gravel, loud in the stillness, and I kill the headlights before I get too close.

      I park behind a line of trees, step out, and move on foot the rest of the way.

      The old building comes into view. Moonflowers crawl along its edges, pale blooms glowing faintly in the dark. I pause, scanning.

      No movement. No light. No sound.

      Still…something makes my skin tighten.

      I approach anyway.

      Inside, the air is colder.

      I step across the threshold, my boots silent against the warped wood floor, eyes adjusting to the darkness.

      Empty.

      No signs of a struggle. No recent presence.

      But the creepy feeling doesn’t leave. It presses in closer, and for a split second⁠—

      I’m not here anymore.

      I’m back in that place. Standing in the doorway. Staring at my mother’s body.

      Emotion coils through me.

      Something happened here. Something that can’t be undone.

      I force the memory and the feeling down.

      This is just a building.

      I turn and walk out without looking back. Reyes isn’t here.

      The next two locations are the same story. Clean, quiet, and empty.

      Either Bellamy moved Reyes already or he never used these places at all.

      Which means⁠—

      I stop mid-step.

      The barn where I exhumed the corpse. It’s not on the list of coordinates, but I know where it is because I’ve been there.

      If I were hiding someone…that’s exactly where I’d put them.

      I get into my car and head straight for it.

      The barn sits near the Mexican border, which makes it perfect for anyone wanting to move drugs. The wood is old and splintered, any semblance of paint long stripped away. Nothing grows within a five-foot radius, as if the building itself is poison to the land.

      I circle once, checking the perimeter. No cameras, same as before.

      I move to the door and ease it open just enough to slip inside.

      I inhale the smell of hay and dust and something else. Food?

      My eyes adjust quickly, and I nearly jump.

      It’s him. Reyes. Sitting in an old chair bound up in rope, his head slumped down. A plate of half-eaten food sits on a crate beside him.

      I move fast. Check his pulse.

      It’s strong, thank God.

      He stirs as I cut the ropes and snaps his eyes open.

      “Easy,” I murmur.

      “Jesus,” he breathes. “Took you long enough.”

      I don’t answer that. I pull him to his feet, steadying him as his legs wobble. “Can you walk?”

      He nods. “Yeah.”

      “Good.” I reach into my pocket, pull out a black marker, and grab his hand.

      “What—”

      “Hold still.” I press the tip against his ring finger and make a mark that Vega will recognize. It means “found.”

      “Smart,” Reyes mutters.

      I don’t respond. I pull out my phone instead. “Give me a thumbs up,” I say.

      He complies, and I shoot the photo, making sure the mark on his ring finger is visible.

      “Move,” I say.

      We make it back to Reyes’s Austin property in a little over an hour.

      “Stay here,” I tell him. “I need to make sure it’s safe.”

      He nods and gives me the code for entry. I walk up the pathway and enter. It’s a gorgeous house, but I don’t dwell on that. This business pays extremely well. I walk through every room, check every corner. In one room, I find a safe in the closet.

      And on the safe…

      Fuck.

      Blood.

      I reach into my kit, pull out a small vial, and carefully scrape a sample of the blood into it.

      Who would leave without cleaning? Only a sloppy amateur.

      Or…

      Someone who wanted me—or Reyes—to find it.

      I finish casing the house and then go out to the car to get Reyes.

      Once inside, Reyes sinks into a chair, rubbing his wrists. He’s not shaken. Not really. Men like him don’t break that easily.

      I hand the vial of blood to Reyes. “Blood. On the safe in a bedroom closet.”

      He takes it and a slow smile spreads across his face. “Now that,” he says softly, “is useful.”

      I don’t ask.

      He explains anyway.

      “I can lure him back.” Reyes turns the vial in his fingers. “Make him think I have something he wants. Something he needs to keep buried.”

      “Who?”

      “Hawk Bellamy.”

      “So it was him who abducted you.” Good to know Boss’s intel was on the money. Not that I ever doubted it.

      “You’ll draw him out,” I say.

      He nods. “And when I do, I can take back control.”

      I resist an eye roll. Of course he talks about control. Men like Reyes always do.

      I don’t argue. It’s not my job. Instead I pull out my phone again and send the image. Then I type a short message.

      Recovered. Alive. Mark confirmed. Coordinates not useful. Found in barn where previous assignment occurred. Blood sample obtained at Reyes home. Reyes intends to lure Bellamy using leverage.

      I hit send.

      The reply comes through almost immediately.

      Good work.

      No further instructions.

      But I don’t need more because I know what Boss means.

      He’ll handle the rest.

      He always does.
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      I shouldn’t go alone.

      I know that before I even grab my keys.

      I know it while I’m pacing my kitchen, my phone clutched in my hand, Raven’s voice still echoing in my ears.

      Belinda is gone. Possibly kidnapped. And Daniela’s immigration status has been called into question.

      I stop pacing and brace my hands on the counter, staring down at the cold marble.

      Adriana de la Fuente.

      Except that’s not even her real name. Or it is, and the other isn’t. Leona Patel. For the past few days, I’ve devoured every piece of information I can find about her.

      Somehow she’s connected to all of this. I can feel it.

      I should take someone with me. The thought hammers at me again.

      But who? Eagle is in the hospital. Falcon is busy with Savannah, and he never took me seriously anyway. Raven is fragile with Belinda gone, Daniela threatened.

      Hawk would understand.

      Hawk always does.

      But Hawk is buried in Daniela’s situation right now, trying to fix something that might already be broken beyond repair. I can’t pull him away from that.

      Vinnie?

      I shake my head.

      He already dismissed me. That picture was good enough for him. Enough to convince him Vega is dead. I can’t waste time trying to convince someone who’s already decided I’m wrong.

      My father⁠—

      I don’t even let myself finish that thought.

      He’s still in that hospital bed, trapped in a body that won’t cooperate.

      He can’t help me. And my mother? Right. She’d tell me I’m being ridiculous. Besides, she’s hardly left the hospital, moving between Dad and Eagle.

      Maybe Shane? He’s one of my vet techs, and we’re pretty close friends. But I can’t drag him into this. You don’t ask an employee to risk their life, no matter how well you pay them.

      I draw in a deep breath.

      I’ll go alone.

      I’ve done more difficult things than this.

      And I’ll have my phone. If something goes wrong, I can be tracked.
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      The house sits at the end of a quiet street. I park a few doors down and kill the engine.

      Adriana de la Fuente’s house. Or Leona Patel’s. Or whoever the hell she really is.

      It’s big. Eight bedrooms, if the records I dug up are right. More a mansion than a house.

      I leave the car and walk toward it, trying to be nonchalant.

      Right away something feels off.

      No cars in the driveway.

      No lights on.

      No movement behind the windows.

      I look around and then slip into the side yard. I circle the house, checking angles, sightlines, anything that might give me a clue.

      No security cameras that I can see. No alarms. No signs of life. Either she’s confident no one would ever come looking…or she doesn’t actually live here.

      I make it to the backyard and continue scanning.

      Aha! A window well. I crouch beside it, brushing dirt away from the glass, and peer inside.

      I grip the edge and lower myself down carefully.

      For a second, I hesitate. This is the moment where I can still walk away. Call Hawk. Call anyone.

      I don’t.

      I check the window. It’s unlocked. I open it and slide through, landing on the basement floor with a muffled oof.

      The basement lights flick on with a soft click. I freeze for half a second, my heart leaping into my throat, before I realize they’re on a motion sensor.

      I exhale slowly, forcing myself to relax, and then I look around. The basement space is finished with recessed lighting and dark hardwood floors. I inhale the smell of fresh paint.

      But it’s empty. No furnishings at all. No boxes. No signs anyone has ever lived here.

      I turn slowly, scanning the room again, slower this time.

      Nothing.

      “What the hell?” I whisper under my breath.

      I move toward the stairs and walk up to the main floor.

      Same thing. Pristine alabaster walls complete with wainscoting. And not a single piece of furniture.

      A chill slides down my spine.

      I force myself to keep moving room to room. Every single one is bare.

      I take the stairs to the second floor, my pulse ticking with every step.

      Eight bedrooms. Every single one empty. Closets and bathrooms all untouched.

      “What is this
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