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Dedication

For everyone who dreams about isolated cabins in the mountains.
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Chapter One

Jessica Smith did not know very many things. For example, she did not know where she’d gone to high school, if she’d ever broken any bones, where she had been born or any of the normal things a person should know about themselves.

But she did know that she really liked coffee. She knew how to decorate beautifully and creatively for holidays. And she really knew how to sell books.

She also knew, no matter how nice and unthreatening and totally cute he was, Ellis Sutton made her nervous.

It wasn’t necessarily a bad kind of nervous. Jessica couldn’t characterize it as unease. It was just like…when he was there, something in her world didn’t quite stabilize. Something felt…just out of reach.

And he was there a lot.

Like this morning, as she pushed into the Hope Town Bakery with snow swirling around her. It was early, but the bakery had great coffee so it was no surprise Ellis was sitting at one of the tables with a mug and a plate in front of him with a half-eaten cinnamon roll on it.

It was no surprise that he’d lift those hazel eyes to see who was coming in the door and then curve his mouth into a welcoming smile.

It was no surprise that his deep rumbling voice would say, “Morning, Jessica.” And definitely no surprise that he made the chair and table look tiny holding his very large and impressive frame.

But every single time—whether it was here, or at the bookstore, or just on the street—Jessica felt a strange kind of jolt of what she could only describe as surprise when he looked at her or said her name.

She couldn’t say she had gotten used to it, even these two years later, but she had come to expect her reaction to him.

Today though was more. Because something seemed to…flash inside of her. An odd, unsettling memory. No, not a memory. A dream. She must have had a bad dream last night, because she could see in her head so clearly Ellis Sutton with blood all but spurting from his shoulder, his white shirt stained with blood.

So much blood.

She shuddered right there in the entrance to the bakery, like the dream was a terrible memory, when of course it was just a disturbing figment of her imagination while asleep.

“Cold one,” Ellis offered.

Jessica nodded, feeling mute. The sudden memory of such an awful dream created physical reactions she didn’t care for.

Thankfully, the bakery owner, Lia Blair, stepped out to the counter. “Morning, Jessica,” she greeted cheerfully. “The usual?”

Jessica liked having a usual. When her entire past was a blank—no doubt traumatic and terrible, which, hey, maybe was why she was having weird, bloody nightmares—it was nice to have things in Hope Town that felt like roots.

Jessica stepped forward to the counter. “Yes, please,” she managed to say without sounding as strangled as she felt.

Lia began to make the coffee, and Jessica couldn’t seem to help herself. She glanced over her shoulder at Ellis.

He was facing the door, so she just saw the back of his head. He was reading a book—another normal thing. He was their most consistent customer at the bookstore. So much so that Faith, her boss and the manager of the bookstore, had started hiring Ellis to do little projects around the store. He was the only male member of the bookstore’s book club and often had interesting and insightful things to say about whatever book they read.

Jessica looked back at the cash register, where Lia was ringing her up. Jessica paid in cash, like she did every day, then she took her to-go cup with a “Thank you.” When she turned back around to brave the cold and walk down to the bookstore, she did not look at Ellis. She kept her gaze forward.

Some of the other women she was friends with here in Hope Town liked to tease her about Ellis, saying that he had a crush on her. She always just laughed it off. It wasn’t like he’d ever made a move on her.

But if he did, what would you say? Albennie had demanded at the last book club after Ellis had left and Albennie had stayed behind to help clean up. Albennie worked with Lia at the bakery, and Jessica always felt drawn to her because she was…direct. Jessica didn’t feel uncomfortable with Albennie because a person always knew where you stood with her.

Ellis Sutton… Jessica didn’t have a clue. Where she stood with him. What she might say if he asked her out. It all left her feeling so unsettled she just…pushed it out of her mind and didn’t deal with it.

She thought about that flash of an image of him bleeding.

A dream. Just a dream. She should push that away with all her mixed-up feelings.

But she couldn’t seem to.





ELLIS SUTTON WAS TIRED.

He supposed two years of pretending your amnesiac wife was just a nice woman at the local bookstore might do that to a guy. But he had been an FBI agent for years, one who’d done a lot of undercover work. He should be a little mentally tougher.

Some days, he considered ignoring the doctor and the psychiatrist’s recommendations and just telling her.

Your name is Kirsten Sutton. I am your husband. You suffered a traumatic brain injury thanks to my job. We’re both still targets, but Hope Town seems to be okay.

He never did.

Obviously.

What he did do was spend way too much time at the bakery drinking coffee and eating pastries anytime he knew she might stop by. He volunteered his time at the bookstore—building shelves, cleaning, running errands, whatever Faith needed him to do—whenever Jessica was working. Any remaining time he spent doing some freelance security work, exercising to work off said pastries and all that frustration, or keeping careful tabs on the mob boss who no doubt wanted him dead—and would like to take anyone he loved out along the way.

Ellis might not be an FBI agent any longer, but he was determined to keep his body ready for whatever might come their way if that threat ever came to be. So research, exercise, and otherwise acting like an FBI agent even though he wasn’t one any longer all went with the territory.

He wouldn’t fail Kirsten a second time.

He could still remember the first time he’d seen her. She’d been on campus at their alma mater, sitting on the edge of the student union’s fountain. She’d had her head bent toward a friend’s she was sitting next to. They’d looked like they were sharing juicy secrets, and then she’d grinned—at her friend, not him—the sun glinting off her blond hair just right.

Ellis had been a different man then. Determined. Certain. Always so damn certain. And in that moment, he’d been certain that he was going to marry that woman.

It was silly. He could see that now, but in the moment, twenty and filled with purpose, he’d been sure. He’d gone right up to her and asked for her number.

She’d laughed at him. But she’d also given him her number.

It hadn’t been smooth sailing from there, though there’d been a lot more smooth than storms. They’d never broken up in all those years, though they’d fought or had rough patches. When he’d been in Quantico, they’d both been a little miserable and maybe nearing the end of their proverbial ropes with each other.

But then he’d survived it, gotten his first FBI assignment, and he’d proposed. She’d said yes, and that she’d be willing to go wherever he did. Marriage had been pretty good, even with his demanding undercover schedule.

At first.

Toward the end there, they’d been heading toward miserable. Well, she had been. She’d been ready to start a family, like they’d always planned, and he’d wanted to chase glory. One last time.

Now here they were with neither the kids nor the glory. Technically, Kirsten Sutton was dead and Ellis Sutton allegedly worked at an FBI office in Anchorage on a desk assignment, so he wasn’t sure where that left them legally in terms of being married.

But to Ellis, they were married. To Ellis, he’d learned the hard way just how little he cared about glory without Kirsten.

Jessica, he reminded himself.

He couldn’t even let himself think of her as Kirsten Sutton, because he might slip up if he did. She had to be Jessica Smith, even in his memories.

Because Ellis Sutton knew all about how to survive undercover work. Some days, he figured it was the only thing he knew.

Frustrated with the circular thinking, Ellis glanced up from his book only to find Jessica walking out the door, which hadn’t been the plan for this morning. Rolling his eyes at himself, he tucked the book under his arm and hopped up and put his used dishes in their receptacle. He’d meant to have this conversation with her in the bakery. Now he’d have to have it with her on the street.

He glanced up at the counter to find a pair of blue eyes studying him suspiciously. Sammy, the teen who helped Lia out on weekends, must be on Thanksgiving break if she was working on a weekday.

And clocking him for being a creep. He needed to be more subtle. So he smiled kindly at her, and when he left the bakery, he went in the opposite direction Jessica had gone.

Even though it was cold and snowy, he took a long walk down Main Street, cut over behind the storefronts on the other side of the street, and didn’t cut back until he was past the bakery—just in case Sammy Fairhurst was still watching him.

Everyone in Hope Town knew him as Ellis Sutton, but on every legal document he had—rental agreement, driver’s license, et cetera—his name was Mark Jones. If he went out into the broader world of Bent County—rare—he went by Mark. But here in Hope Town he’d gone by his real name in the hopes someday it might…jog some piece of Jessica’s memory.

So he couldn’t raise any suspicion where he might need to explain two identities, even with a random teenager, because things would get…complicated. Even more complicated than they already were, and that was saying something.

Jessica was walking at a quick clip down Main, coffee in hand, honeyed-blond hair dancing in the wind. Just like that day almost twenty years ago, something about her just struck him, tightened his heart in a vise.

And every time he felt it now, he wondered how he’d gotten so deep, so lost, he’d been willing to risk their marriage for a job.

There was no good reason to be wondering that right now. It was irrelevant. She didn’t know who he really was, and until her brain clued her in—if it ever did—he had to pretend he didn’t know her either. Psychiatrist’s orders.

He caught up with her just as she made it to the bookstore front door. She was turning the key in the lock, so once she pulled the key out, he reached forward to open the door for her.

She looked up at him in surprise, though he hadn’t exactly been stealthy in his approach. But she was staring at him like she wasn’t sure if she should let him in.

“Faith said you had some Christmas decor ideas that might need my help,” he offered. “I thought I’d see what you had in mind. See if I need to buy any supplies.”

She inhaled, and he supposed anyone else might not notice the slight shake in that sound. But he noticed everything about her.

“Oh. Well. Right.”

She got nervous around him more often than not, but this was different. He cataloged every different. Always looking for some hint that the past might come back to her.

He was never sure if he wished it would or wouldn’t.

But today she didn’t just look nervous or unnerved in any of her normal ways, she actually looked a little…afraid.

“Are you okay?” he asked, concerned. She hadn’t seemed afraid of him in well over a year.

She nodded. Then she waved it away. “Sorry. I had this horrible dream last night that I didn’t remember until I saw you. It’s just left me feeling a little…off-kilter. Can’t seem to shake it.” She stepped into the warmth of the store, so he followed.

“Horrible dream about me?”

She grimaced, her cheeks going a little pink. “Well, you weren’t being horrible. You’d been shot. It was…awful and bloody.” She lifted her shoulders in a kind of shrug, then shuddered.

Everything inside him froze for a moment. He almost lifted his hand to the spot on his shoulder where he still had a scar from the gunshot wound that had caused him considerable muscle and bone damage.

That had stopped him from saving her from the fall from the second-story balcony, after she’d been thrown off of it.

At the last second, he stopped himself from touching the spot, but he was struggling to find words. To breathe.

He was too busy reliving that night, and the terror and pain and, yes, blood.

Jessica was…dreaming about that? Did that mean she might remember?

He shook that thought—that hope, that dread—away.

“Hey, guys,” Faith greeted them, appearing from the back room. She was carrying a big box, so Ellis took that as an excuse to look away from Jessica and move over to help Faith shoulder the burden.

There were three people in this town who knew he and Jessica had a past. Zach Simmons, also a former FBI agent who’d built Hope Town and was the reason Ellis and Jessica were here. Lane Webb, the original member of Hope Town’s privatized witness protection program who ran the antique store and acted as mayor and a kind of liaison to all the women under protection. And Faith Anderson, the bookstore manager who employed Jessica.

Ellis had needed to fight for that one with Zach. The whole point of any witness protection program was keeping people’s pasts on the down-low, but Ellis knew that Faith would need to understand that if Ellis was lurking around, it was only for Kirst—for Jessica’s safety.

“Thanks,” Faith said. “We need to get as much stock as possible out today. Hoping this stupid snow doesn’t screw up Small Business Saturday for us.”

Ellis tried to make his mouth curve. He wasn’t sure he succeeded, but he managed a few reassuring words about the weather.

And spent the rest of his day trying not to wonder if Jessica’s dream hadn’t been a dream at all.

But an actual memory.



Chapter Two

Jessica loved her little apartment above the empty storefront across from the bookstore. It was like her sanctuary. When everything outside these walls got to be too much, here she was safe.

From what?

The little snippet of a thought stopped her in her tracks this morning. What…was she afraid of?

Her doctor said that she shouldn’t worry about before. That she should focus on her present. After two years of having this big blank for a past, she thought she’d become quite the expert at that.

But the past few days, ever since she’d had that dream with a bloody Ellis, she felt…anxious. She should probably call to set up an appointment with Dr. Leigh. She marched over to her refrigerator, where she kept a magnetic pad of paper and a neatly printed to-do list, and added make an appointment to the list next to all her Christmas preparations.

Get a real tree. Buy more lights. Buy Faith a present.

She’d call the doctor first thing Monday morning when the office opened, then start on her errands. Once she had an appointment, she’d talk through it and, like it always did, her brain would settle and she could go back to focusing on her present.

Feeling a little bit more settled, she got ready for the day. It would be a long, hopefully busy one. Faith did good business for a small bookstore in a tiny postage-stamp town, but the holiday season was one of the most important for the bookstore. And Small Business Saturday was the kickoff to all that.

Bundled up for the cold, complete with snow boots, Jessica opened her front door and stepped into the hallway. At the end, the staircase would take her to the main floor and out the back door of the building. The storefront she lived above was still empty, but Zach had been making noise about renting it out to the “right person.”

Before she pushed out the main floor door, she stopped. There was a kind of…envelope sticking in the crack of the door, like someone had tried to shove it in from the outside.

Confused, she reached out and tugged it out of the spot it was wedged. In dark block letters was typed: Mrs. Sutton.

Jessica could only stare at it for humming seconds where everything inside of her seemed to squeeze tight, like she was bracing for a blow.

Once she managed a breath, she shook her head. Why was she getting upset over an envelope? But the building felt…threatening, all of a sudden. She looked one way and then the other.

Someone had been right outside the door, shoved this envelope into the crack, and she didn’t know who.

She shook her head. Anyone could be outside a building in Hope Town. That was why she had locks and a security system. Besides, that envelope wasn’t addressed to her. There was no reason to feel fear. She was overreacting to a clearly misdelivered note.

Someone had made a mistake.

Ellis was the only Sutton she knew in Hope Town, so either someone had gotten…confused about their relationship, or was making a really weird joke, or this had simply been delivered to the wrong address.

There was no address or postage on the front of the envelope. Just Mrs. Sutton.

Jessica rubbed at the tightness in her chest. It felt like panic. But that was an overreaction to a mistake.

Ellis lived in the building across the street. Someone had just gotten confused with directions. This letter had to be meant for him. Some mistake or confusion. She’d just…take it to him.

Still, she didn’t make the move to go outside. She was struck by a strange thought. It was addressed to Mrs. Sutton.

Did he have a wife?

She realized she was scowling at the idea of it, when she had absolutely no reason to be scowling about that.

Except a married man should not be flirting with you. Not that she’d ever really fully believed Ellis was flirting with her. He was very, very careful around her. Kind. Nice. He’d never touched her. Never asked her out. He’d been there, but it wasn’t flirting. Not really. No matter what anyone else said.

Maybe because he had a wife.

Maybe this was some kind of…jealousy thing? Maybe he did have a wife, and she suspected there was…something between Ellis and her?

Okay, this was ridiculous. She shook her head and forced herself to move to disengage the alarm. She shoved the envelope into her bag and then, on a deep breath, opened the door. She didn’t mean to brace herself for a blow, but she did. Still, none came, except the bright blue of the morning sky.

She glanced all around the mostly empty parking lot, trying not to be paranoid and terrified. There was no one there. Whoever had left that note, mistake or not, was gone.

She locked the outer door, made sure the alarm was reengaged, and tried to calm her too-quick breathing.

Maybe she’d mention to Zach that…

“That what?” she muttered to herself. That someone misdelivered a note to your building?

She tried to shake the ridiculous sense of unease as she crossed the street and walked around to the back of the bookstore so she could enter from the storeroom.

Happenstance. Weird, weird happenstance.

She dropped off her bag, offending note still inside, shrugged off her coat, then stepped into the front room of the store. Even though the doors weren’t open yet, Faith was already flitting around, and Jessica jumped right in to help.

“I think people are actually lining up,” Faith said excitedly about ten minutes before opening.

“Lane did a great job with all that advertising. Hopefully we’ll see all of Bent County today.”

“Here’s hoping,” Faith said.

When they opened the doors, Jessica thought maybe she was right. For a solid two hours, there were streams of people. Not everyone bought stuff, but the store was always packed.

When their usual delivery driver arrived with a couple packages, Faith was deep in a conversation with a family, so Jessica motioned him over to the counter. He dumped the boxes on top.

“Can you sign for this stuff, Jessica?” Steve asked, handing her his little machine.

“Of course.” She took the little stylus he offered and touched it to the screen—she wasn’t thinking about what she was doing, she was mentally calculating how many people had gone through the doors.

Until she’d written out her first name. Except… She blinked down at the screen.

That wasn’t her name.

She stared at the signature. Kirsten. What the hell had prompted her to write that in looping cursive? Was that her middle name maybe? Someone she knew from her mysterious life before?

Kirsten. It had just felt like second nature, but she’d signed for a bunch of packages over the last year and never once…

“Uh… You okay, Jessica?”

She nodded jerkily, coming back to the moment. “Sorry, Steve. I had some kind of…brain fog.” She managed a smile and lied outright to the man. “We’re just so busy. Signed my middle name instead of my first name.”

“That’s okay,” he replied cheerfully. He clicked a button on his little machine. “Just start over.”

This time she signed Jessica Smith very forcefully.

But the idea of someone named Kirsten stuck in her head no matter how busy the store got.



THE SNOW WAS HOLDING, and cars were parked all along Main thanks to the efforts of Lane Webb and the other business owners here in Hope Town advertising their Small Business Saturday events and sales.

Ellis couldn’t help but smile. Jessica would be thrilled. It was obvious she’d come to love working in the bookstore, and it suited her. She’d always loved to read. She’d always loved people.

She’d been a great teacher, but with her soft heart, those tougher case kids had always weighed on her. And she’d been constantly starting over, taking new teaching certification tests when they had to move states for his job.

Why she’d ever agreed to that, he couldn’t understand these days.

He’d ruined her life.

Pushing that depressing thought away, he stepped into the store. Inside it was warm, the buzz of conversation everywhere. Packed. It lightened his mood some. Jessica would be happy. She loved this store, put everything she was into it, and even if she didn’t remember who she’d been, she’d bloomed here.

Maybe he’d live the rest of his life just a spectator to her life, but if she was happy, if she was settled, he didn’t care. He probably deserved it anyway. And she deserved everything good after what she’d put up with, then suffered.

He spotted the shiny halo of her blond hair behind the counter, checking people out, so he pretended to browse even though he spent so much time in here he had every title practically memorized. Hell, he’d read at least half of them too.

Ellis tried to stay out of the way, but the store was small and the crowds were big for the cramped space. He found a little awkward corner to stand in and picked up a random book on Wyoming history he hadn’t paged through before.

It was easy to lose himself in the book. He was an old pro at biding his time, entertaining his mind while keeping a low-level awareness of what was going on around him. Which was why, even though he was reading a passage about Esther Hobart Morris, he was very cognizant of the fact Jessica was just a few feet away helping an older gentleman find a title he was looking for.

When she was done with that, she moved toward him, and he looked up from his book at the same time.

“Oh, Ellis. I’m glad you’re here.” She didn’t smile at him though. There was something…strange about her expression, about the way she was talking to him, even though she’d clearly sought him out. “Give me just a minute.”

She disappeared into the back room then returned—waylaid by Faith, then a customer before
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