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To Joseph, my soulmate,  
adventure partner, best friend.  

I love you.
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CHAPTER ONE

It was time to conquer this fear that held her hostage.
Julia Stevens tightened her boots, then clicked each foot into the 

skis. Inhaling a fortifying breath of freezing air, she stuck her poles 
into the snow. The skis sliced through the powder.

White-topped mountainsides sprouted deep-green pine trees, and 
a piercing blue sky hovered over the small dots of the town below. 
Was it the smartest decision to pull over at the empty field to ski? 
Probably not. Could she endure her assignment if she didn’t get the 
jitters out of her system first? Absolutely not.

A thrill of excitement rushed through her at this last opportunity to 
document American culture—the ultimate experience for outdoor en-
thusiasts during winter, formerly her favorite time of year. She paused 
to snap photos for her social media accounts. Her phone’s camera 
would suffice until she could perfect her landscapes with the Nikon.

Bittersweet emotions ricocheted through her soul as she snapped 
the images. Sweet, because she loved her job and the adventures in 
each location. Bitter, because at the end of this month, she’d have to 
fulfill her promise to herself to go home and face her past, where her 
world had shifted in one agonizing incident.

Not to mention create a new career to sustain the rest of her life. 
If she could end this last assignment well, she’d have a shot at the 
substantial journalism she’d always dreamed of doing .  .  . at least 
since the accident.
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Two years had seemed like a lifetime when she’d taken this job—a 
distraction, an opportunity to write a new future. Now the final days 
stretched in front of her, leaving her to wonder how she hadn’t made 
significant progress in that time, at least not inside. But if she could 
finish this assignment, her boss had promised he’d open doors for her 
new dream.

Silverberg, Colorado. The last stop on her paid stint traveling 
America. She just needed to conquer this one challenge so she could 
move full force into the month ahead.

She slid her legs forward.
The snow deepened around her skis.
She couldn’t move.
She glanced around.
A mass of gray clouds straddled the distant peaks.
Not another soul in her immediate vicinity.
Her heart beat erratically as her mind filled with images of her 

sister’s death. Conjured sounds of her sister’s screaming.
Just push forward.
Her skis wouldn’t move.
Bile circulated in her stomach. She knew better. She should have 

analyzed the conditions and at least told someone where she’d be. 
But no, her decision to get hold of her fear had accomplished one 
outcome—stuck in a snow field, in the middle of the mountains, 
above some town where she did not know a soul.

Unclipping the boots from the skis, she lifted one leg, then the other.
She sank deeper into the powder. That wouldn’t work.
If she were still a praying woman, she’d ask God for a solution. 

But she’d abandoned that faith element the day Nikki had died.
An engine rumbled in the distance. Jerking her head up, Julia 

spotted a pickup winding its way around the road. She waved her 
arms in the air and yelled.

The truck stopped about fifty feet from where she stood. The door 
swung open, and a man leaned out. “Everything okay?”

“I’m stuck—the snow’s deeper than I thought!”
“Hang tight.” He hopped onto the bed of his F-150, then yanked a 
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beanie over his head, followed by a heavy parka and snow pants. He 
jumped down and strapped snowshoes onto his feet. “Let me pack it 
down, and I’ll get to you.” His voice floated to her, offering warmth 
and hope.

Julia’s legs trembled, relief calming her heart. She’d get out of this 
predicament, go back to avoiding her skis, and somehow figure out 
another way to write about this town.

“Where’s your partner?” The man moved closer.
Julia met his gaze, then noticed the tight clench of his jaw.
She flushed. In any other circumstances, she’d be intimidated by 

how attractive the man was. He resembled every stereotype of an 
outdoor model—tall, broad shoulders, sandy-blond hair peeking out 
of a brown Carhartt beanie. But today the flush was embarrassment. 
She’d known better than to do this on her own, and now she had to 
explain her actions.

“I’m alone. Just went for a quick ski and got stuck.”
His brows rose. “What in the world gave you the impression you 

should be out in the wilderness alone?”
He could at least be compassionate. It wasn’t like she was happy 

about the result. Tilting her chin, she met his gaze. “I assume you’ve 
never misjudged the depth of the snow?”

“Not like this.” He stomped the ground, packing the snow around 
her in a trail to her car. “What was your plan if I hadn’t driven by? 
Wait all night? Die of hypothermia?”

Wow, he really laid the guilt on thick. “I have a cell phone. I 
would’ve called for help. Would’ve crawled in if I had to. Worst 
case, my boss can track my location for safety purposes. He would 
have called reinforcements.”

A gush of wind ruffled the snow, puffing small clouds into the air.
“Here’s what you’re going to do. The snow is packed now. You’ll 

reattach the skis and follow the path I made back to your car. Then 
you’ll leave this area and not venture into the outdoors again alone. 
Got it?”

“Got it.” She ground the words out, sliding her way onto the path 
he’d made.
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They trudged along the packed ground in silence. Bracing against 
her Honda, she clicked her boots out of the bindings. “Thanks for 
helping.”

The man shoved his snowshoes back into the truck and yanked 
off the hat. A five o’clock shadow dusted his chin, somehow making 
his eyes pop even more. He scrubbed his face with a hand. “I’ll make 
sure your car starts and you get on your way.”

Grumpy, but a gentleman.
“Stay safe, ma’am, and hopefully I won’t see you out here alone 

again.” He met her gaze, and a flash of awareness sparked between 
them.

Under different circumstances, she might explore the friction, but 
between his attitude and the demands of this assignment, she didn’t 
have the time. Odd, though, how he could be simultaneously willing 
to help her yet so gruff about it.

Julia nodded, shutting her door. The car started without hesita-
tion, soon enveloping her in the warmth of its heat, melting away the 
frustration at her rescuer. Following the GPS directions to the house 
she’d rented for the next several weeks, she considered the rest of her 
day. She’d unpack, settle in, then meet with Bruce Haskins, the man 
her boss had arranged as a contact.

Shops and cafés, restaurants and trinket stores lined the main 
street of Silverberg, all covered in layers of snow. Advertisements for 
outdoor summer activities and store specials filled the darkened win-
dows, a silent confirmation she’d landed in a sleepy winter town. A 
mere handful of people walked the streets, wrapped in heavy winter 
gear. Woodsmoke curled into the sky, its scent permeating the inside 
of her vehicle.

Julia parked at the isolated house a block off the main street—not 
the quaint neighborhood she’d expected. She pulled her jacket and 
scarf tighter around her body and climbed out of her car, camera in 
hand. Packed snow disguised what she assumed was the front lawn, 
with a narrow route leading to the entrance of the shambled home.

The dark building hardly gave off a welcoming ambience. That 
was the gamble she’d taken by securing her own accommodations, 



HIGH EXPOSURE

13

but it was better than staying at a hotel or bed-and-breakfast. She 
could settle in here and live like a true local, not a temporary guest 
on vacation.

She snapped photos of the home, already imagining her captions 
and the responses her followers would make.

Filling her lungs with a large gulp of freezing air, she clenched her 
fists. She’d make this the best stop yet. Quit wasn’t a word in her 
vocabulary—despite the ugly accommodations and frigid tempera-
ture and one unwelcoming man.

She slid the key into the lock and turned it. The door gave with a 
light squeak.

A powerful, rancid smell wafted out. Urine-scented air.
Her stomach clenched.
Disgust and curiosity played a tug-of-war in her mind, until the 

need for answers won. She took a step forward and entered, ignor-
ing the creaking door and dark shadows. Shaggy couches adorned 
the front sitting room, and trash lined the kitchen counters. She ap-
proached the mess, wrinkling her nose.

She covered her mouth and muffled a scream. Her heart beat faster 
than a mountain lion chasing its prey.

A man writhed on the kitchen floor, gasping. “Help . . . me.”
Julia called 911.
The man’s body stilled, and his features slackened.

Cade Haskins thrived in action-oriented scenarios. Busting drug 
rings. Arresting criminals. Keeping American citizens safe. Not star-
ing at a computer screen and fidgeting behind the front desk in the 
historic Silverberg Hotel lobby. He stared at the day’s tasks, but his 
mind yanked him back to his dad’s condition.

It was more than he had anticipated.
The dark wood desk encircled him, and the ornate chandeliers 

and ambient light cast a haunting shadow.
Guilt gnawed at his stomach. He’d just left his parents’ when his 
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mom called to talk about end-of-life options for his dad. Then he’d 
seen the woman stranded in the middle of a field. He had no choice 
but to help, but he’d taken his frustration out on the lady. Even if 
she’d made a stupid decision, she hadn’t deserved the brunt of his 
anger.

“Cade.” His dad shuffled toward him, each step producing labored 
breathing. “Can you join the chamber meeting for a few minutes?”

Cade’s eyes strayed to his computer and the browser tabs open. 
Lung cancer. “Dad, you’re supposed to be home resting.” Concern 
tugged at Cade, landing in his stomach like a ball of dread. His father 
resembled a shell of his former self.

“I have good news.” His dad’s eyes lit, despite his laborious move-
ments. “Come to the conference room.”

Cade followed him to the room full of local business owners. A 
box of donuts sat at the center of a table lined with half-filled coffee 
cups. A round of waves greeted him.

“Cade, welcome home. It’s been too long. How are you, man?”
Cade turned, tilting up his mouth. “Russell.” He leaned forward, 

shaking the man’s hand. “Doing well. The better question is, How 
are you doing?” Russell had lost his wife a couple of years ago.

“Hanging in there. One day at a time.” The man sipped from a 
take-out cup from the Homesteader, evidence of a morning at his 
café. “I’ll never stop missing her, but the restaurant keeps me busy. 
No rest for the weary.”

“I can’t imagine what it’s been like.” Cade set his face into a som-
ber expression to radiate empathy toward the other man. He cleared 
his throat and looked to his dad. “So what’s up?”

Bruce Haskins balanced himself with a hand on the back of his 
chair. “We have an appointment this afternoon I need you to cover. 
Adventures Through America magazine decided to send a writer to 
Silverberg. Can you meet with her? Russell is swamped at the restau-
rant, Kathy’s grandkids are staying with her, and Susan will be out 
of town for the holidays.”

“Sorry, Cade.” Susan, who owned a hair salon, stood to hug him. 
“Can’t miss a chance for a tropical vacation to escape the snow.”
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“And I promised my grandbabies holiday memories this year.” 
Kathy, the town florist, rounded the table for her hug.

Home. Cade knew everyone, had history with most of the town.
Tension emanated around him. He rubbed his eyes and pulled a 

hand through his hair. “Happy to meet with the writer. Name the 
time.”

His dad sighed. “Three o’clock. You’ll answer her questions about 
Silverberg, maybe show her around a bit, and take her on some win-
ter activities.”

Cade gulped his black coffee and prayed the caffeine would jolt his 
system awake. “Why Silverberg?”

“It’s off the beaten path, not the typical ritzy Colorado ski town. 
Apparently they think she can showcase both our extreme winter 
sports and the quiet lifestyle here. At our chamber meeting, we agreed 
to have someone local show her around town. This is a big oppor-
tunity for Silverberg, Cade. And the hotel. It’ll show that Silverberg 
tourism isn’t limited to summer. We have something for everyone. 
Extreme outdoor enthusiasts can explore our untamed wilderness. 
People who want a more tame experience can ice skate or sled or 
enjoy a relaxing hotel getaway.”

“Right.” His dad sure loved this town. “How long are we talking?”
“She’ll be here for about a month.”
Cade coughed on his coffee. A month? “She’s staying here, right?”
“Nope. I offered, but she found somewhere else. Too bad. It 

would’ve been fantastic marketing.” Dad never had been able to 
disassociate from work. Even now he was drawn to the hotel like an 
ice skater to a frozen pond.

Cade ground his teeth. “I’ll take care of it. Get yourself home to 
rest.”

“Thanks, son. I owe you one.”
Cade’s throat clogged. “That’s why I’m here.” His stalwart dad 

had supported the entire family for years. Time to return the favor. 
Cade might not have landed back home under the best of circum-
stances, but seeing his father in this condition had changed his per-
spective.
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Cade needed to be here. Wanted to help.
The plea from his dad rang through his mind as he returned to 

the front desk, footsteps echoing through the lobby. He couldn’t tell 
his dad no, especially now. Loyalty flowed like a river in the Haskins 
family.

Besides, anything was doable for a month. He’d survived training 
at Quantico, for crying out loud.

A random travel writer assigned to Silverberg in the dead of winter 
made no sense. If the author was someone like Bear Grylls, sure, it 
would be logical. But Silverberg’s mountains were too dangerous for 
the average person during this season. Case in point—the beautiful 
but reckless woman who’d gotten stuck in the snow. He imagined 
touring some frumpy middle-aged lady through Colorado’s winter. 
Bad idea. But the town could benefit from more winter tourism, and 
if he could help his dad—and the chamber—he would.

Cade shuffled through the day’s check-ins, searching for any early 
arrival requests or late checkouts. The ringtone for Special Agent Ace 
Jenkins, his best friend and former DEA partner, pierced the silent 
lobby. Cade swiped to answer. “What’s up, man?”

“I need a favor.”
“Name it.”
“Routine traffic stop in Denver exposed a man in possession of sev-

eral pounds of meth. The man was under the influence but mentioned 
Silverberg and said the wilderness and snow were supposed to hide 
him. Leaked an address in your neck of the woods, but kept talking 
about the backcountry. Then apparently a dead body was found in 
Silverberg. Can you check the scene out?”

“Anything but that. I’m done.”
“You’ve gotta get back on the horse sometime. Just go by the scene. 

I’m on the other side of the state. See if it looks like it could be a 
box lab. We both know Silverberg isn’t a likely home for large-scale 
distribution, but we can’t deny that drug trafficking and drug-related 
gang activity has increased in major cities. Not to mention the DEA 
has seized double the amount of meth this year compared to last in 
Colorado.”
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“Why would Silverberg suddenly be a hot spot? It’s a speck on the 
map.”

“Probably isn’t. Just need to rule out the possibility.”
Cade glanced at his watch. Almost noon. Ace had been his best 

friend for years. Cade could—should—help him. It would take no 
more than half an hour, tops. He could be back before the meeting 
this afternoon. “Fine. I’ll head over once the afternoon front-desk 
staff gets in. Give me the address.”

“I owe you one, man.”
“Don’t get any ideas, Ace. I’m done with the DEA.”
“Yeah? Which is why you haven’t moved anything out of your 

apartment in Denver? I’m still hoping you’ll come back.”
Ace could hope all he wanted, but Cade wasn’t going back. His 

friend didn’t understand the letdown of a failed mission, the defeat. 
Besides, Cade had new responsibilities now.

Leaving the front desk in the capable hands of the afternoon 
staff a while later, Cade exited the hotel, climbed into his F-150, 
and put the address Ace had sent him into his GPS. He sipped on 
a watered-down soda he’d left in the cupholder, but the lackluster 
beverage did little to awaken his senses on the drive across town. 
Yeah, he loved the DEA. Loved the purpose, the mission. But it 
brought other complications, and he wasn’t ready to embrace those 
again.

He pushed the truck door open and gulped the winter air that 
stung his lungs. Trekking over the packed snow, he worked his way 
to the door. The sun beat a sliver of light on the side of the cabin. Tall 
pine trees shaded the remaining area. He hadn’t ever paid attention 
to this place before today. Its remote location on the far edge of town 
represented what he loved about his hometown. Lots of space and 
few occupants.

“‘Just get back on the horse.’ Right.” Cade groaned, despising the 
phrase.

Sweat trickled down his brow as he faced the door. Caution tape 
outlined the scene. Not a good start.

He pushed it open.
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Glass cookware, stockpiled paint thinner, and masks—the true 
telltale sign, no doubt used for protection during cooking—screamed 
at him.

A meth lab.
Cade punched his palm. There was no avoiding the horse he’d just 

managed to land himself on.
He called Ace.
“This isn’t good. It’s a lab.”
“Dude, it gets worse. The local station determined some civilian 

woman found the body.”
Cade peered through his binoculars to scan the surrounding area. 

No movement from any of the neighbors, distant as they were. Prob-
ably all summer homes whose owners preferred not to rent to strang-
ers when they left for warmer climates during the winter. The perfect 
place for a murderer to abandon a body. Or a meth lab. “Did they put 
her in protective custody?” His shoulders bunched, tension pulling 
at his neck.

“No. They don’t think she’s in danger.”
“So what’s next?” Cade paced, dreading the answer.
“Local LEOs will analyze the scene, determine cause of death, 

and work a joint task force with DEA.”
Cade could imagine Ace pacing and tossing his stress ball. “And 

the civilian?”
“You know how these small-town chiefs are. He told her to be 

careful and let her go. Didn’t think there was a real threat. But you 
know the risks.”

He did indeed, and he hoped—and prayed—these calculated risks 
made the most sense in this situation. He alternated between looking 
inside the cabin and scanning the scene outside. No sign of a perp.

His heart hammered until a resignation calmed his pulse. Satisfied 
with what he’d found, he trudged his way out of the cabin and back 
to his truck. Frost obscured the windows, and the loud crunch of icy 
snow left screeching sounds in the wake of his steps.

A few small box labs, set up to cook meth, had been reported in 
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this general area in recent months, but none of them had seemed big 
enough for a DEA presence.

But a body found in a meth lab spelled disaster. This horse he’d 
landed on was more like a wild bull, crazy and unpredictable.
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“Debut author Kelly Borjas raises the bar with High Exposure. It’s 
a fast, twisty romantic suspense, set in the snowy Colorado moun-
tains, that blends high tension with a satisfying, hard-won romance. I 
couldn’t turn the pages fast enough, and I’m already looking forward 
to book two!”

—Lynette Eason, New York Times best-selling and award-
winning author

“Kelly Borjas delivers a gripping debut! Sparks fly between a fear-
less travel writer still haunted by her sister’s tragic death and a reluc-
tant former DEA agent who wants nothing to do with trouble—or 
romance—in his quiet Colorado town. Borjas masterfully balances 
high-stakes mystery and simmering chemistry in this heartfelt 
thriller.”

—Colleen Coble, USA Today and Publishers Weekly 
best-selling author

“High Exposure hit all the right notes for me. A mountain man with 
secrets, a journalist with scars, and a small town with a hidden crim-
inal undercurrent combine to create a gripping story with as many 
twists and turns as a ski slope. I like my romantic suspense to blend 
the swoony and the scary, and this adventure in the Colorado moun-
tains provided both. After this delightful debut, I can’t wait to read 
more from Kelly Borjas.”

—Lynn H. Blackburn, best-selling and award-winning author of 
the Gossamer Falls series

“Borjas hooks you from the first frozen page. A dead body, a meth 
ring, and two people running from their pasts. High Exposure proves 
that the darkest valleys can lead somewhere worth fighting for. A 
strong debut that is redemptive, relentless, and raw.”

—Jessica R. Patch, New York Times best-selling author of 
The Girl Upstairs



“Tense, atmospheric, and beautifully redemptive. Kelly Borjas delivers 
a knockout series opener that proves love is the ultimate protector. I 
couldn’t put it down!”

—Kate Angelo, best-selling author of the King Legacy series

“Danger, a snow-covered setting, and a story that doesn’t let up. High 
Exposure kept me flipping pages until the end. If you love suspense 
and characters that pull you into their fight for survival, this is a must-
read.”

—Sami A. Abrams, award-winning and best-selling author of the 
Deputies of Anderson County series

“I loved this one! With intriguing and layered characters, fast-paced 
adventure and deception, and enough romantic sparks to melt a snow-
drift, this debut novel from Kelly Borjas is a page-turner.”

—Betsy St. Amant, author of Holly and Nick Hate Christmas and 
the Magnolia Bay series




