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      He’ll protect her.

      Or die trying.

      Dr. Ava Morrison dedicates her free time to helping soldiers recover from the invisible wounds of war. But when a patient's flattery turns to obsession, she realizes too late that he isn’t just in need of medical intervention—he’s a loaded weapon, and she’s the one in his sights.

      An isolated safe house.

      24/7 close protection.

      Silas Hightower swore he’d never work a "lone wolf" op again—not after the last one ended in blood. But when a special forces-trained predator targets Ava and his team is out of reach, he’s facing his worst-case scenario: alone, cut off, and shielding her from a hunter anticipating his every move.

      Guard her at all costs.

      Stay frosty.

      Don’t fall in love.
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      Guilford, Baltimore, Maryland. Tuesday. 8:46 p.m.

      Ava

      As I pull into the driveway, falling snow blurs Lindenford Manor into something dreamlike, as if the whole estate rests inside a snow globe.

      Normally, the house glows like a beacon at this hour—Carla always leaves the foyer and kitchen lights on when I’m coming home from a trip.

      Tonight, it’s dark.

      Completely. Every window black. Every room silent.

      A cold, sprawling silhouette swallowed by falling snow.

      A trickle of fear runs up my spine as I switch off the Volvo and stare at the front door. I force myself to breathe. In. Out. Slowly. Ridiculous. I’m being ridiculous. He’s not going to leap out of the bushes and attack me.

      Breathing out a prayer for courage, I grab my purse, open the door, and step onto the driveway. Lord, just get me to the door. Just that far.

      Every step feels like an inch. The distance never seemed so far when the house was full of activity and noise and light.

      Now it’s just me, Carla, three times a week, and Earl, who manages the garden and tries to keep on top of the maintenance that comes with a historic home.

      Hurrying as fast as I can in the dark, careful to avoid the loose tile Earl keeps meaning to fix, I reach the front door, breath huffing, fingers trembling as I push the key into the lock.

      I fumble, whisper sharp words of frustration, then shove the door open and slam it behind me, heart pounding. The deadbolt clicks home under my shaking fingers.

      Nothing moves inside the foyer. No sound. Not even the rattle and hum of the ancient heating vents.

      Carla didn’t just forget the lights. She forgot to switch the heating on for me.

      A shudder runs down my spine. Cold. Fear. And the knowledge that I’ll have to go to the basement and switch on the century-old boiler. The basement with its iron door that locks from the outside.

      I square my shoulders. I’m the one people come to when the brain misfires—when memory, perception, and cognition fall apart. I don’t get rattled by dark houses or my own imagination.

      Even if my hands won’t stop shaking.

      Fresh resolve fueling me, I punch in the alarm code on the flashing panel—each beep too loud in the stillness—and force myself across the hallway, flicking on the foyer lights and blinking as the chandelier blazes to life, half blinding me.

      My boot heels clip across the black-and-white tiles as I head into the kitchen, flipping switches as I go. Every room. Every light. Sound and illumination and the illusion of safety.

      The house unfolds the way it always does after Carla’s been through—the marble foyer gleaming, the grand stairwell polished to a soft sheen, the mahogany banister free of fingerprints.

      In the dining room, the antique wallcovering glows softly; the paneled library doors stand open, their brass handles buffed, the faint citrus oil she uses on the built-ins still lingering in the air.

      Nothing looks wrong. Nothing disturbed. Nothing out of place.

      Which somehow makes the earlier darkness feel worse.

      A hastily scrawled note sits on the marble countertop. Carla’s handwriting—and memory—have been getting steadily worse over the years. A sure sign of cognitive decline, I’ll need to discuss with her at some point.

      Ava,

      Earl said he won’t be able to get rid of the starlings outside your bedroom until next week. Perhaps you could sleep in one of your siblings’ old rooms?

      The larder and refrigerator have been stocked.

      I’ve also cooked a chicken and frozen meals. Please eat when you get home. You must not neglect your own health, or you’ll be no good to others.

      See you on Friday.

      Carla

      I rub my tired eyes, pushing down the emotion—pushing down how much the simple kindness threatens to undo me.

      Since my siblings left me to manage the Manor alone—with Dad gone and Mom unable—it’s pathetic that my childhood housekeeper is the closest thing to family I have left.

      I pull open the freezer and retrieve a homemade frozen lasagna. My vision blurs as I peel back the lid, and I blink hard against tears I know are just fatigue layered with anxiety.

      Nothing more.

      Outside, the security light flares to life over the backyard, and the lasagna slips from my usually steady hands, hitting the counter with a dull thud.

      Trembling, I edge toward the back door, peering through the glass. Nothing but the terraced garden, the stone path winding toward the conservatory, the sleeping hedges dusted with snow.

      My hand hesitates on the door handle. Every instinct screams to leave it. Lock the door. Go upstairs.

      But I can’t. I refuse to let fear dictate my actions.

      I unlock the back door and step into the frigid air, squinting. A single black feather lies just beyond the threshold on the terrace stones. Beside the frozen flowerpots, more feathers shift in the breeze.

      Belatedly, I make the connection.

      A starling.

      One of the reasons I can’t sleep past five-thirty—even when I’m not on call—must have fallen or flown into a window.

      Blinking as snow flutters around me, I take in another half-buried bird.

      Then another.

      My brain seizes as I count in automatic multiples of two.

      Two. Four. Six. Eight. Ten.

      Ten dead starlings. In at least an inch of snow. Snow that only started falling three days ago.

      They didn’t fall. They didn’t fly into anything.

      Their necks are twisted at angles that make my stomach turn.

      I step back, dizziness washing over me as his voice slices through the horror.

      “You look tired, Doc. Something keeping you up nights?”

      “I sleep fine, Reagan. It’s just the starlings outside my window.”

      “Oh yeah? Give me your address. I’d be happy to take care of you—and any problems you have.”

      “You know I can’t give out personal information. Now… let’s return to the neurological symptoms you reported—the headaches, the trouble focusing, the sleep issues. That’s why you’re here.”

      The memory slams into me. I’d been so careful—so professional—but I gave him something. A detail. Something real.

      The starlings. My bedroom window. My sleep.

      He remembered every word.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket.

      The buzz jolts through me, but my hand is already reaching. Automatic. Trained.

      Unknown number.

      It could be the hospital. A patient. An emergency. I can’t not answer—he knows that. He knows I have to pick up every unknown call, every time, because someone might need me.

      Another trap. Another way he’s turned my own life against me.

      The screen glows against the falling snow.

      Not a call.

      A text.

      Two words that chill me to the bone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sleep well.
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      Philadelphia International Airport, Pennsylvania. Tuesday. 9:14 p.m.

      Silas

      I hunch into my coat and slog across the tarmac with every other rerouted, miserable passenger the Midwest storm spat out at Philadelphia International, trying to see the best in a bad situation.

      I’ve flown into firefights in Helmand, spent time in African deserts we don’t officially step foot in, and battled sandstorms that tore helicopter doors clean off.

      Nothing—and I mean nothing—humbles a man like flying commercial.

      As icy wind blasts my back and I step through the service doors into the arrivals corridor, I sling my bag over my shoulder and make my way to baggage claim to wait for my black Pelican case.

      I take the best vantage point—back to a support column with a clear view of the carousel and every exit—and sweep the area before pulling out my phone and pushing my earbud into my ear.

      Ten missed calls. Five texts. Twenty emails. Four hours in the air, and everything’s already on fire.

      I forward what I can to Caleb, but my gut tightens at the last number I expected to see.

      Dr. Morrison.

      No message.

      Intrigued, I hit redial.

      She answers on the second ring, sounding nothing like the unflappable woman I’ve come to respect. She even drops the usual formal, “Dr. Morrison.”

      “Hello?”

      “Silas Hightower. You called me an hour ago.”

      “Oh. Right. Yes. I’m… sorry.”

      The overhead PA crackles to life in a sterile airport voice echoing off every hard surface:

      “Attention passengers from Flight 482, originally scheduled for North Dakota. Due to ongoing weather conditions, your flight has been canceled. Your checked baggage will be available at Carousel 4. For rebooking, please proceed to the airline service desk beside Carousel 2. Thank you for your patience.”

      “I’ve caught you at a bad time… I should have waited until the morning.”

      More passengers spill into baggage claim—exhausted, irritated, all shapes and ages. Even half-listening to Ava, my eyes track each one automatically.

      A guy in a Flyers cap with a rolling duffel—harmless. A stressed business traveler, already arguing on his phone—no threat. A college kid in a UND hoodie, dragging a parka—exhausted but aware. An older man with a stiff gait and hands buried in his coat pockets—possible concealment, but he keeps his distance.

      Nothing pinging my instincts. Just cold, stranded people trying to survive a bad night.

      “It’s fine,” I tell her. “Just waiting at the airport. What can I do for you?”

      She clears her throat. Twice. “I have a hypothetical situation. If someone was needing personal… uh… protection, and possibly advice on a better security system where would they start?”

      Internal alarm bells start to chime in every cell of my body. “That depends on whether this hypothetical situation gives someone reason to fear for their safety.”

      She pauses. Hesitates just long enough for me to get my answer.

      I push off the column and move fast toward the carousel, thanking the Lord when my Pelican case finally appears. I snatch it up and cut through the crowd lining up at the Hertz desk.

      “Call 911 right now. Tell them you think someone may be inside. Go to a room you can lock and stay on the line with the dispatcher. I’m on my way.”
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      Ava

      Eyes on the clock as it shifts another digit, I bump the heater up on the dash and rub my hands together. Despite my cashmere-blend coat and leather gloves, I can’t warm up.

      The police left an hour ago. They swept the house top to bottom, but didn’t locate anyone. Their parting advice was the same as last time Reagan stepped onto my property—stay somewhere else tonight.

      Only this time, I can’t. Silas Hightower is en route. And I’m not going to call him back and be responsible for him talking and driving. I’ve treated too many patients whose lives changed because of a moment’s distraction on the road.

      So I stay where I am—parked across the street, engine running, watching my own house from a distance.

      A chill runs down my spine. Is this what he does? Where he sits and watches? Under the old maple tree, beside the fence—hidden from view.

      None of the security cameras has ever picked him up. Not one of my neighbors has mentioned seeing him.

      He’s a phantom. Not a single footprint left in the snow.

      My fingers twist in my lap as I replay the conversation with the police until it’s burned into my working memory: “We’ve documented the birds,” “no one located inside,” “no signs of forced entry,” “stay somewhere safe until your friend arrives.”

      Like last time when he put my trash cans back after collection, or the time before that when he salted the pavement outside my front steps, they’re powerless.

      A yawn overtakes me, and I know it’s not just fatigue pulling at me. I’ve seen enough acute stress reactions to recognize one when it’s staring back at me.

      The shaking, the shallow breaths, the way sound feels too sharp—classic signs. My nervous system has decided we’re still in a threat zone, and no amount of wool coats or heater vents will convince it otherwise.

      I knew it before I called Silas Hightower, and the officers’ well-meant reassurances only reinforced it.

      Reagan isn’t going to leave me alone unless something—or someone—stops him.

      My phone vibrates on the dash. I hug my coat tighter and pray it’s not Johns Hopkins asking me to come in for a stroke alert as I check.

      The first deep breath I’ve taken in an hour leaves me as I scan the message lighting up the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Pulled up around the corner. Checking perimeter first. Stay in your car. Doors locked. I’ll come to you in ten.

      

      

      

      

      

      Relief warms me in a way I’m not ready to examine. He came. Thank you, Lord.

      Seconds pass into minutes as I wait for him to appear. When ten minutes slide by with no sign of anyone, doubt steals a little of my confidence.

      What if the police missed something? What if Silas⁠—

      Rat-a-tap-tap.

      With a stifled yelp, I twist in my seat as over six feet of controlled strength—dressed in an elegant black suit and a long wool greatcoat—leans down and raps his knuckles on my passenger window.

      How did I not see him?

      I hit the unlock switch, and he opens the door and climbs in, bringing with him the icy air outside.

      For a moment, my breath flutters as he adjusts his coat, and I catch a glimpse of the weapon holstered at his side.

      “Perimeter’s clear,” he says, voice low and certain. His gaze sweeps over me—my hands, my face, the way I’m gripping the wheel. “You okay?”

      The question is simple, but it hits the part of my brain still firing in threat mode, steadying it just enough to think.

      “I’m fine. Thank you for getting here so fast.”

      He nods, eyes locked onto me. Assessing. “Would’ve been sooner, but I hit traffic on I-95 coming down from Philly.”

      “That’s where you were when we spoke—Philadelphia? You drove all that way?”

      I leave the just to check on me unspoken.

      A faint smile flickers at his lips. “You said you needed help.”

      My mouth slackens. “I… I…” But it’s no use. I’m not fooling him, and I’m too tired to pretend.

      “How about we get a cup of chamomile tea,” he says—quiet, sure, offering steadiness the way other men offer apologies. “Then we plan the next step.”

      I blink. “Tea?”

      He nods, his eyes drifting back to the Manor. “Are you working tomorrow?”

      I shake my head. “I’m off until the end of next week.”

      His gaze returns to mine. “Good. You okay to drive, or would you prefer I take the wheel?”

      I glance at my house. “It’s nearly midnight. I need to⁠—”

      “Sleep?” he finishes gently. “Not something you’ve been doing much of lately, I’d guess. This isn’t the first time someone’s trespassed, is it?”

      Heat prickles along my neck, and I’m grateful for the dark. “Well… no.”

      “Alright then.” His voice is calm, immovable. He reaches for his seat belt, the movement steady, certain. “Let’s get out of here.”
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      Silas

      I knew she was rattled before I got in the car. What I didn’t know was that she had good reason to be. Even if I hadn’t already contacted the local precinct, identified myself, and advised them I’d be on scene at the homeowner’s request, I saw the birds myself. Whoever this joker is, he has had uninterrupted access to her property. He moved around the exterior of a Guilford mansion—a historic, expensive neighborhood—and no one questioned him.

      Using my peripheral vision, I run a quick inventory check as she guides the Volvo XC60 through the quiet Guilford streets and onto Charles. Physically, she seems okay. Blonde hair pulled back into a knot, glasses, features composed despite the strain around her eyes. Polished. Refined. Even rattled, she carries herself with precision, her posture straight against the leather seat.

      I keep my eyes moving—scanning the side mirrors, the cross-streets, the car that falls in behind us for a block, then turns off. Nothing sticks. No pattern.

      “There’s a drive-through up ahead,” I say, nodding toward the bright lights on the corner. “Pull in. We’ll grab something and find somewhere quiet to talk.”

      A few minutes later, we’re loaded up with two takeaway teas. I direct her toward the far edge of the lot, where the shadows are deeper.

      “Back into that space,” I say. “Facing the road.”

      She reverses into the spot. The Volvo settles with its nose toward Charles Street, engine idling, the vents humming as the heat pushes back the midnight cold. Snow drifts through the parking lot lights and skims across the windshield. I take a slow look around the perimeter, checking the empty spaces before turning back to her.

      Ava turns the paper cup slowly in her hands, watching the steam curl from the lid. I glance at the side mirror to check the road behind us once more before looking at her.

      “Tell me how it started,” I say. “Is he a patient?”

      She swallows and gives the slightest shake of her head. “I met him at a veterans clinic I help out at. Unity, in Dundalk. I’m only there one night a week. I didn’t think…” Her voice catches. “I didn’t think he was dangerous.”

      “But you do now?”

      “He was a complicated case to begin with. I assumed it was a harmless crush. He lingered after appointments, but that isn’t unusual there. A lot of the veterans are lonely.” She shakes her head, her gaze fixed on the dashboard. “I should have seen the warning signs.”

      “You were doing your job,” I say. “Don’t take the blame for his behavior.”

      She removes her glasses and rubs her eyes, exhaling slowly as the windows begin to fog at the edges.

      “Tell me what else you noticed. Other signs.”

      “Questions,” she says quietly. “About my schedule. Whether I lived alone. If I liked the neighborhood.”

      A cold knot forms in my gut. “And you answered?”

      “Not directly. I redirected the conversation. But…” Her voice drops. “He listens. He remembers everything.”

      My gaze shifts to the dark street beyond the windshield as I think that through, watching the wipers twitch once against the accumulating flakes.

      “Did you ever tell him where you live?”

      “No.”

      “Anything about the house?”

      She hesitates. “I complained once about the starlings outside my bedroom window.”

      That explains the birds. He hadn't just listened; he’d done the reconnaissance.

      Her eyes meet mine in the dim, amber glow of the dashboard. “I should have seen it. Maybe I could have stopped this?”

      “No.” I keep my voice level. “You won’t be his first. But I'm going to make sure you're his last.”

      “What will you do?”

      I run the logistics—the clinic, his background, the distance, and the steps I’ll have to take. Personal protection isn’t my lane anymore, but the protocols are already clicking into place.

      “I'm going to find him,” I say. “And I’m going to end it.”
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      Ava

      The motel Silas chose sits just beyond the last streetlight in Guilford, a detail my mind files immediately, along with the isolation and drab décor.

      As I pull my coat tighter around my shoulders, he settles into one of the upholstered chairs across from me and nods toward the door connecting our rooms. “I’ll leave my side unlocked.”

      Heat flames across my cheeks. What must he think of me? “Is this usual for you? Coming to the rescue of damsels in distress,” I blurt. I swallow a wince at the brashness of my tone.

      His eyebrow lifts. “I came because I needed to assess the situation myself before I could advise you.”

      I exhale slowly. “Right. Sorry. I’m not… what will happen tomorrow? I have somewhere to be at eight a.m., and then I need to visit my mother.”

      The familiar pinch tightens behind my ribs at mentioning her.

      He stills slightly, the movement subtle enough I almost miss it. One hand settles flat against his thigh, fingers splayed.

      “I can accompany you anywhere you need to be,” he says.

      A tiny, involuntary autonomic spike fires through me — a rapid sympathetic surge I’d normally associate with startle reflex or acute stress. Except this isn’t stress. It’s Silas Hightower, steady and impossible to ignore, offering the kind of personal protection I asked for… just not the proximity I was prepared for.

      “There isn’t another way?”

      “Nothing that comes to mind,” he says, mouth hinting at a smile. “But if it sets your mind at ease, I’ll blend in. Just tell me where and when, and I’ll be on my best behavior.”

      “It’s not about… it’s about…” I shift in my chair, heat climbing up my throat. “I’m worried they’ll take one look at you and run.”

      A faint line appears between his brows. “Who are they?”

      “I deliver donuts and coffee to the homeless community on Ashford Street.”

      His posture shifts, shoulders squaring, attention narrowing.

      “I stay awhile. Check on anyone who looks unwell. Answer questions.”

      His gaze sharpens, focused and unnerving. “How long have you been doing that?”

      “Since I was a child,” I say softly. “My father started the tradition. We went with him every Saturday morning. He wanted us to understand that privilege comes with responsibility.”

      My hands fold together in my lap. “It’s the one part of my week I never cancel. They know me. They trust me. I don’t want them thinking I suddenly show up with…”

      My voice falters. “With a bodyguard.”

      Silas adjusts his coat, nodding at me solemnly. “But you do want personal protection until this is resolved?”

      I hastily nod. “I’m well aware of the probability of him escalating. I know the statistics. I see the result all too often.”

      “But?”

      “I assumed, incorrectly, perhaps, that you’d recommend someone here, a female who could move in with me until the police apprehended him.”

      His attention doesn’t waver. Not for a moment, though he must be tired.

      “If you want my recommendation, this guy is already streets ahead of an average stalker.” He continues, but softens his tone when he notices my discomfort. “A female live-in is a good start, but one person isn’t going to be able to lock down four levels on their own. It takes a team to do that.”

      “If it’s about the money⁠—”

      He cuts me off. “It’s about the effectiveness. No sense throwing money at a problem if it can be solved another way.”

      When I smother an unexpected yawn, he rises to his feet, and I have to crane my neck to take in all six feet three inches of him. “Can you give me his name? Branch? Rank? Where he served?”

      I shake my head. “All I have is the name ‘Reagan O’Connell,’ but there’s no guarantee that’s authentic. We keep the notes simple. Just paper charts and a basic digital record system.”

      He pauses, scanning the room again—the door, the window, the corners—before moving.

      “Describe him for me — age range, build, height, the way he moved. Only what you’re certain of.”

      I take a breath, forcing myself to slow down.

      "Late thirties, maybe early forties," I say. "Taller than me — four or five inches. Broad through the shoulders, but not the broad that comes from a gym. More like someone who's always worked with his hands."

      I think back, trying to be accurate.

      "He was very still. That's what I remember most — he never seemed to be in a hurry. When I was talking, he just... waited. Didn't fidget." I pause. "His voice was low, no accent I could identify. He never raised it."

      My hands settle in my lap. "His clothes were worn but clean. Jeans and boots.”

      I meet Silas's eyes, slightly embarrassed to admit it to him. “He can be very charming. That's everything I can give you with confidence."

      His gaze returns to mine, steady and intent. “You just narrowed him down.”

      When he backs up and opens the door joining our two rooms, he taps the handle lightly—once, deliberate—as if placing the choice back in my hands. “Lock this behind me. I’m right next door if you need me.”

      He gives me one last look, then disappears into the adjoining room.
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      Silas

      I keep my back to the wall while I scan—window lock, bathroom door, closet. I check under the bed even though I already know what I’ll find: dust, a missing sock, maybe a lost keycard. It’s not paranoia. It’s repetition. Repetition keeps people alive.

      The motel room smells like industrial detergent and stale heat. Beige walls. Cheap art. Ava deserves better, but it’s the safest option I can offer her right now.

      None of this sits right. Ava is on the other side of the wall, trying to pretend she’s okay when she’s anything but.  She stopped being okay the second a man decided he had the right to invade her personal life.

      My phone vibrates at my hip, so I slide my hand in and pull it out, already knowing who it’ll be.

      She might be over the worst of it, and she might be heeding medical advice, but that doesn’t mean that Delilah isn’t ignoring my instructions.

      “You should be in bed,” I mock growl down the line.

      Delilah snorts. “Are you kidding me? Caleb told me while I was finishing a log audit that you’re checking on Dr. Barbie?”

      “Caleb should know better.”

      “Ha! I knew it! You’re keeping something from me.”

      A groan slips out before I can holster it. “Delilah. Don’t make this something.”

      “How can I? I don’t know what it is?”

      I temper my voice and keep it even. Delilah doesn’t need any encouragement with this.

      “Go to sleep.”

      “In a minute… how was the funeral?”

      I blink, and I’m back in Seattle. A flag-draped coffin, a seven-year-old kid, and a room full of people with nothing solid to say about where his father had gone and no real comfort to offer.

      “He didn’t know Christ.”

      There’s a pause on the line. I don’t fill it. I’m thinking of the words Jesus spoke plainly—that not everyone who hears will listen, that the gate is narrow, and the truth isn’t received by all who encounter it.

      “I’m sorry. And now I’m hassling you about Dr. Barbie.”

      I glance at the door separating us. “You’ve got to stop calling her that.”

      Delilah sighs. “Probably. Maybe I’ll quit if you tell me why you’re there?”

      I squeeze my finger and thumb at the bridge of my nose. “My flight was diverted. Dr. Morrison called and asked for advice. That’s all you need to know right now.”

      “But—”

      “Go to bed, Delilah. And if Zack’s around, tell him to lock everything up tight.”

      “You sound weird. Why do you sound weird? I’m worried. What’s going on?”

      I clench a fist at my side. She’s like a dog with a bone. Better to give her a new one to gnaw on.

      “Do me a favor and locate that list my father sent through a few months back.”

      She’s silent for a few beats. “Oh wow. Things must be bad. You’re actually considering getting an assistant?”

      “I don’t have a choice. Adena was right. She was carrying more slack than I realized.”

      She releases a heavy sigh. “This sucks. I can’t even track her.”

      “We made contact. She’s safe. That’s all we get for now.”

      Technically, we shouldn’t have even gotten that much. Jagger Rouke’s handler, Nolan, pulled more than strings to let me have the physical address.

      He broke every rule in the DEA playbook.

      “When can I talk to her?”

      “I don’t know. Soon.”

      “Vague.”

      “It’s all I’ve got.”

      She sighs again, more dramatically, with just a hint of tears I’m sure Zack will take care of. “I miss her. But I’m happy for her.”

      “Then hold onto that. She’s where God’s sent her.”

      “You make it sound like she’s a missionary or something.”

      A smile plucks at my lips. “She is… in a way.”

      Delilah’s yawn is barely concealed when she replies. “I’ll go track down that list.”

      “It can wait until tomorrow. But if you see Caleb, let him know. I’d rather take referrals from current team members than start cold.”

      “Will do. Who’s going to interview them?”

      I pause and consider that. Interviews take time. A lot of time.

      “We’ll handle the vetting process, background checks, then Jake can handle the actual interviews off-site.”

      “Roger that, boss.”

      “Night, Delilah.”

      I move to end the call, but she’s quicker. “Say goodnight to Dr. Barbie for me.”

      “Her name is Ava,” I grind out.

      Delilah chuckles. “I know. I just like hearing your voice get all scrunchy. I’ll be on standby mode… just in case you need backup, ‘kay?”

      I grunt as polite a response as I can manage and hang up on her before she can rattle me further.

      Aside from Delilah pushing for details I can’t give her, I can’t shake off the tension working its way through me. It’s more than unease. It’s something stronger. Something palpable I can’t put my finger on.

      Snow is supposed to give people away. That’s the lie civilians believe. Fresh fall, clean yard, nothing but white—everyone assumes no tracks means no one came near the place. In reality, snow only exposes the careless.

      Someone who knows what they’re doing never crosses open ground. They plan their approach before they ever step onto the property. Stick close to the structure. Follow the roof runoff where the snow’s already disturbed. Use wind-scoured patches where nothing settles long enough to hold a print. Short steps. Controlled weight. No heel strikes. No rush.

      That kind of movement isn’t instinct. It’s learned. Repetition drilled into muscle memory until it becomes automatic.

      And if there were tracks, they wouldn’t stay long. A branch dragged lightly on the way out. Walking back over your own prints. Timing the exit while snow’s still falling so nature finishes the cleanup.

      Calm people think that way. Patient ones.

      I lean back in the chair and rub at the base of my neck, already knowing sleep isn’t happening tonight.

      I packed my ESV travel Bible, so I reach for it and scan until I find what I need.

      I trace my finger over the text, reading aloud like I always do when I need the words to clear away the fog and the doubt.

      “Blessed be the Lord, my rock, who trains my hands for war, and my fingers for battle; He is my steadfast love and my fortress, my stronghold and my deliverer, my shield and He in whom I take refuge, who subdues peoples under me.”

      I close the book and exhale slowly.

      Tomorrow, we go back to Ava’s home.

      It's time to see just how good this guy really is.
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      Ava

      Morning creeps in through the thin, gray curtains far too slowly. I wake the way I’ve been waking for months now—instantly on edge, feeling as though something heavy and invisible is crushing my chest.

      Anxiety.

      It’s a constant, low-level hum, a pervasive fear of what might be waiting for me when I step outside. What Reagan will have done next. My muscles ache from tension, and what little sleep I achieved was fraught with thoughts of my mother, and the impossible task of trying to carry on with my normal routine while Silas is here, effectively turning my life into a strategic maneuver.

      I lie in the lumpy, unfamiliar bed for a while, taking slow, rhythmic breaths, trying to force myself to think logically and not out of fear or raw emotion.

      Silas is competent, capable, and trustworthy.

      There’s a very good chance that just his presence will be enough to deter Reagan.

      As I finally pull myself out from under the covers, the cold air of the room bites into my skin, making the hair on my arms rise. When I peek out the window, fresh, thick snow covers everything in the parking lot. My car, the two pickups at the far end, and the dumpster near the stairwell are all blanketed in white. No traffic is moving, no one is up and about yet, and the motel looks even more depressing in the unforgiving daylight.

      I close my eyes, exhale, and walk across the threadbare carpet to the bathroom. I shower and dress quickly, leaving my phone within reach—out of habit, out of necessity.

      My thoughts stack up fast, crowding each other, competing for space until I force them into a semblance of order. Denver was supposed to buy me space. Distance. Time to breathe. A conference badge and a hotel room full of strangers were supposed to be proof that he wasn’t stopping my life from continuing, that he hadn't won.

      Instead, he waited.

      A light knock at the door adjoining my room to Silas’s makes my heart rate jump along with my ever-fraying nerves.

      Breathe, Ava.

      I twist the lock and tentatively open the door a crack, my entire body heaving a silent, mental sigh of relief when I find Silas standing there, fully dressed and drinking a steaming cup, silently appraising me.

      In the early, filtered light, he looks different somehow. Softer. Less like the rigid machine he’s been since we arrived, and more like a man.

      His head tilts, his eyes narrowing in a slight squint as his fingers tighten around the mug. “Morning.”

      I swallow, my throat suddenly running dry. “Morning.”

      He shifts his weight, almost as if he’s unsure of what to say, or perhaps just uncertain of how much space to occupy. “Are you ready to go back to your house to pick up a few things?”

      My head moves involuntarily, a sharp, sudden motion. “A few things?”

      He nods. “You can’t stay there alone until he’s caught.”

      It’s nothing the police haven’t already told me, but hearing him confirm it somehow carries significantly more authority. It sounds like a directive, not a suggestion.

      “I can’t hide either,” I argue, though my voice lacks conviction.

      Silas’s eye twitches, a faint flicker of frustration. “This won’t be forever.”

      He sounds so confident. So profoundly sure of himself. And I so desperately want to believe him that he doesn't have to say another word.

      I’m already reaching for my coat.
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      Silas

      Last night, the mansion was just an imposing silhouette. This morning, under the stark light of a gray winter day, the scale of it is a tactical disaster. Four full levels of stone and glass. Sixteen thousand square feet of blind spots.

      As we walk, Ava gestures toward the neighboring estates—shrouded in privacy hedges and high stone walls—explaining the history of the block, the quiet prestige of Guilford, and how the neighbors mostly keep to themselves. To her, it’s a community
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