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      There were two people in the diner with the potential to kill him. It was hard to judge skill level outside of a fight, but Stuart Leland’s instinct gave enough information to gauge a baseline threat.

      He settled onto a stool at the end of the counter. The diner wasn’t too busy, even though it was lunchtime. Payday for most people was tomorrow, so it would be packed then. And a Friday. The nine-to-five crowd would be celebrating.

      “Coffee?”

      Stuart flipped the mug over. “Decaf.”

      The bleach blonde waitress halted, turned with the carafe, and headed back to the pot. He poured himself water, and she returned with a different carafe and filled his cup nearly to the brim.

      “Thanks.” Stuart topped it up with cold water from the glass.

      Before he set the glass down, a man exited the bathroom. Stuart froze. Dark T-shirt, paint-splattered cargo pants, and work boots. The man had one smashed fingernail that had turned purple and a scar in his stubble on the left side of his cheek.

      He passed behind Stuart. Smelled like paint thinner, dirt, and coffee.

      Stuart’s hand shook. The water sloshed over his hand and spilled onto the counter. The man sat down at his booth with two associates, one of whom also registered on Stuart’s threat metrics.

      The waitress tossed a rag onto the counter, one thick, dark eyebrow raised. Her blonde hair was bleached to almost white and her nametag said, “Letty.”

      “Thanks.” Stuart tried to sound polite. He didn’t smile. When he tried that, people—especially women—tended to look scared and quickly move away from him. So he’d given up attempting to make friends here in Last Chance County.

      Besides, it wasn’t like he was going to live here forever.

      When she took back the rag he’d used to clean the spilled water, Stuart said, “Hot ham and cheese, side of fries.”

      “Comin’ right up.” Letty put the order in, then sashayed down to the other side of the counter.

      There was another waitress on today, clearing plates from an empty booth in the far corner. He could see through to the kitchen. One guy, white apron. Hollis was back there, her round figure bustling back and forth quickly as though she was busy and agitated. Her stepfather owned the diner and oversaw everything. Although most folks considered it hers now, the entire operation was in his name, and she was paid barely more than minimum wage.

      The second waitress lifted a tub of dirty dishes and passed in front of the door just as it opened. She smiled widely. “Kaylee. Good to see you.”

      The woman who’d entered smiled, tentative but not nervous. “Hi, Becky.”

      “Looks like your spot’s open.”

      That was a problem, as far as Stuart was concerned. Though, he didn’t let it bother him too much as he pulled out his cell phone. Let everyone think he’d fallen into the void of social media. He hardly cared what others’ opinions were.

      Kaylee had a bigger issue. That being her tendency to eat in the same “spot” every Thursday. The way she grocery shopped on a Monday. Biked the same route to and from work. Went to the gym like it was a scheduled appointment.

      Made his life easier, but it was also dangerous.

      Stuart swiped to the app on his phone and initiated the scan for Bluetooth-enabled devices nearby. He nearly blinked at the number of phones he could access, in this room alone. People had no idea what hackers were capable of, and they had no idea the ways they left themselves vulnerable to it.

      Kaylee’s phone was on the list. He knew the serial number, so he tapped hers and ran the program.

      Clone in progress.

      Some might call it an invasion of privacy, but if she’d done what he thought she had, there was no expectation of being left alone. Not from him, or any of the police officers she worked with.

      Could be the whole thing was just to rub their noses in how good she was. Kaylee sat at the police department reception desk Monday through Friday. To keep an ear to the ground so she was the first to hear when things went down? Maybe.

      Error.

      Letty set his plate down. “Something wrong?”

      “Huh?” Stuart looked up, as though she’d surprised him. “No, nothing’s wrong. My brokerage account took a hit yesterday when the S&P dipped. Nothing to worry about.”

      Letty blinked. “Sure. Ketchup?”

      “And mayonnaise.” He tapped the screen of his phone.

      Clone in progress.

      “Oh-kay.”

      As she walked away, he spotted Kaylee, now perched at the end stool. She spoke tentatively, “Fry sauce, right?” Like she wasn’t sure if he would reciprocate an attempt at friendliness.

      Stuart kept his tone light when he said, “You know it.” But he didn’t smile due to the aforementioned response he normally got.

      Kaylee’s round cheeks flushed an endearing pink under the makeup she wore. Her figure had toned up since the spring thaw, what with all the biking she did every day to get to and from work. She had on stretchy black pants and a gray T-shirt, one of those fitness trackers on her wrist with a lavender band. Her dark hair usually had purple streaks. Today they were yellow, and he realized then that, with how often her hair changed colors, they had to be clip-ins.

      Meanwhile, he attempted to appear as understated as possible. No one needed to notice him. Stuart’s entire life had been about blending in and not ruffling feathers. No one wanted a covert operative working for them who stuck out in a crowd.

      Unless they wanted to.

      Error.

      He frowned at the screen, then tapped through to find the problem. Kaylee had secrets. Stuart needed to find out what they were and what they meant to him. He couldn’t wait, and he didn’t need technical problems.

      Kaylee returned to her book.

      Letty decided to chat up two construction workers, while she held the little dish of mayo for him in her hand.

      Hollis’s movements had become increasingly erratic. She’d gone from agitated to flustered.

      Stuart read the technical report for the error. That didn’t make sense. It meant… He glanced at Kaylee. She had no idea. What on earth was the woman into?

      Another man passed behind Stuart.

      He bit down on the inside of his lip to avoid stiffening but, he must have let on somehow. Kaylee glanced at him again.

      Stuart ignored her. He ate half his sandwich trying to figure out why this hadn’t worked. The error only meant one thing. He’d never be able to get into her phone, or listen in on her calls, or read her messages. Stuart couldn’t clone her phone.

      Because someone else already had.

      Hollis cried out. He was off his stool before the knife she’d been holding clattered to the cutting board.

      “Hey!” Letty called out, waving his mayonnaise but making no attempt to stop him. Or come after him.

      Stuart pushed through the revolving door to the kitchen, swiped a dish towel from a rack by the door, and strode to Hollis. He took her hand and wrapped her finger while she winced. “That looks bad. What happened?”

      “It slipped because the sweet potato was wet.”

      Stuart could still see the blood, even though he’d covered the cut. He pulled out his phone and pulled up Dean’s number from his favorites.

      “Cartwright.”

      “It’s me.”

      “Me?” Dean knew exactly who it was. “It’s customary to—”

      “Hollis cut her finger. It’s deep.”

      “Diner?”

      “Kitchen.”

      “I’ll be there in two minutes.” Dean hung up.

      “He’s close.” Stuart offered Hollis a polite, lips-closed smile. “He’ll be here ASAP.”

      She pushed out a breath, face pale.

      The chef guy, with the white coat, flipped two burgers. He still hadn’t turned.

      Stuart said, “Hey!”

      Hollis started. Even Kaylee looked up from her book. Her gaze drifted between Stuart and Hollis, both of them standing close to each other. Her brows pulled together and she bit her lip, her focus returning to her book.

      Stuart sighed. What did that even mean, and why did the woman take so much of his focus? He was trying to find out what she was hiding, but it was more than that. She had his attention. Her softness. The way she smiled, gentle and tentative. As though she didn’t know how she would be received.

      “You’re squeezing my hand pretty hard.”

      Stuart jerked back to Hollis. “Sorry.”

      She grinned, glanced at Kaylee, and said, “Don’t mind me.” She pinned him with her friendly stare. “She’s a kind woman. Sticks to what she knows, lives life quiet. You know?”

      He didn’t want to nod, but she was right. He did know.

      Hollis continued, “Surprised everyone when she gave up the job at the bank and went to the police station to be their receptionist.” She leaned closer. “I actually thought she had a thing for Conroy for a while, but…” Hollis shrugged. “Even after the PD was attacked by all those guys, she still stayed.”

      Stuart had heard about the incident—a local bad guy, dead now, had sent his men to retrieve key evidence. They’d shot up the police station and taken back the cell phone. Kaylee had been there?

      Stuart glanced at her, still reading her book.

      “It’s a shame what happened to her parents.”

      The steel glint of a blade flashed in his mind; memories. Pain. The smell of blood. He looked down and saw faint scars on the back of his hand. Stuart fought the pull of the past and motioned to the chef with his chin. “What’s up with him?”

      “Headphones.”

      “Maybe lay off the knives, yeah?”

      She sighed. “I would if my food prep kid actually showed up.” She studied him. “How good are you with knives?”

      “You think I need a job?”

      “Right now, I need all that chopped for a round of cheeseburgers.” She indicated the produce with a tip of her head.

      Stuart let her hold the towel and went to the handwashing sink. He rolled his sleeves back and cleaned up. One lettuce, four tomatoes. Onions. Stuart chopped and sliced into piles.

      When he glanced at her, finished, Hollis lifted her hands together. “Please take the job. Please.”

      “What makes you think I don’t have one?”

      “Do you?”

      Stuart pressed his lips together, conceding the point.

      “Please please please.”

      Dean strode in. “Where’s my patient?”

      The chef guy spun, spatula flinging out, allowing a couple of drops of grease to fly. One hit Stuart’s cheek, hot oil stinging his skin with a sharp burst of pain. Stuart reacted before his brain caught up with what he was doing. He swiped with one arm, cracking his forearm with the chef’s, and then kicked out at the back of the man’s knee.

      The chef hit the floor with a cry.

      Stuart froze.

      “Maybe we should—”

      Stuart shook his head, not wanting to hear her take back the offer of a job. Even a dumb one like chopping vegetables. “Forget it.”

      He strode past Dean, not looking at his friend’s face because he didn’t want to see it. He pushed out the back door and found a rear parking lot. Beyond that, trees and a hill. Stuart broke into a run.

      He ducked under a branch and raced up the hill.

      The pain from the hot oil lingered. Like every other wound. Every slice and strike. If he removed his shirt, it would be written on him. A map of his darkest moments. Unable to save himself. Unable to make the pain stop.

      Sweat beaded on his forehead. He stopped at the top of the hill and spun around to look at the town below.

      He saw Kaylee, riding her bike with her backpack on. Headed back to the police department probably. Lunch break over. Error. Who had cloned her phone? He was supposed to know by now what she was hiding. Maybe she was nothing but a victim. How did he know?

      All he had as a result of his most recent clandestine mission was a job offer.

      Which, as with everything else in his life, had likely been taken away.

      Leaving him with nothing.
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      Kaylee swung her leg over her bike and set the kickstand down. On any given day, she’d rather be reading a book than nearly anything else. It wasn’t like real life was all that great, anyway. Books had always been a source of comfort and probably would be for the rest of her life.

      She could go anywhere. Be anyone but herself, walking around with the memories she kept in her head, even though she prayed every day she would forget them.

      Kaylee walked up to the front door of the huge house that was nestled in the trees. Most people probably didn’t even know it was here, but she’d done extensive research before she moved to Last Chance. Google Maps Street View had shown her everything—and that included the warehouse behind the main house.

      Kaylee had looked up the address on her work computer. The police database indicated the property was owned by Chevalier Holdings LLC, though she knew Dean Cartwright lived here, along with his brother, Ted, who was the police department’s tech expert. And also he lived in this house.

      It was better not to even think his name.

      There were reportedly also four others who bunked in the multi-room house along with them, bringing the total to seven. She’d seen the four around town, driving their big, black SUV with the tinted windows. They weren’t here much as far as she could tell, but Kaylee steered clear of them anyway.

      The way she tried to do with Stuart.

      And that was before he’d attacked the chef.

      Kaylee had called Savannah before she left the diner to tell her what went down, but Stuart had left so fast, no one knew where he’d gone. Not even Dean, and they were supposed to be friends. He’d just attacked that man and then walked away. Like it was nothing.

      That “nothing” settled in the pit of her stomach.

      She knocked on the front door, then saw the bell. She rang that as well. Ted had told her that Dean was home, so she figured he was the one who would answer the door. Stuart was who knew where. Probably running from the law by now.

      It was only after she’d seen Dean at the diner that she’d had the idea to speak with him. Kaylee had been thinking on it all afternoon. How to find out the answers to her questions.

      Without actually explaining—to anyone—what was going on.

      There was no way she would reveal her secrets.

      The door opened. “Oh. Hey.” Dean shook his head. “What’s up, Kaylee? Is everything okay?”

      “What?” Her stomach churned. Why couldn’t more of the men who lived in this town be ugly?

      She’d been watching her friends fall for them, one by one. Mia. Savannah. Now Ellie had met Dean, and while she wasn’t exactly a friend, Kaylee liked her. Then there was Jess, who was Ellie’s sister and had a serious thing for Ted, who was Dean’s brother. It was serendipity—two brothers and two sisters who fell in love with each other.

      Like all good love stories. The kind that ended with a double wedding.

      Unfortunately for her, the men were all falling for exciting, adventurous women. Ones who were everything Kaylee was not.

      “Kaylee?” He jogged her from her thoughts.

      “Um…yes, everything’s fine. If, uh, everything’s fine here, that is. I mean, is your friend okay? Did the police find him?”

      “I can’t talk about Stuart.” He moved to shut the door.

      “I need some help!” She blurted out the words, practically shouting at him.

      She didn’t want to talk about Stuart, but he was also not the reason she was here. Kaylee didn’t need to think about him, either. Not more than she already had, because that would reach creeper territory. Stuart and whatever his deal was didn’t have anything to do with her.

      And given the way he’d erupted in the diner kitchen, that was for the best.

      “I’d invite you in, but I’m the only one here.”

      He thought she would be inappropriate, or that someone might think something inappropriate might happen?

      “That’s fine.” She grasped her backpack strap with one hand. “I just...”

      He waited.

      How was she supposed to start?

      “It’s my brother.”

      “You have a brother?”

      She nodded. “You were in the Navy, right? One of the SEALs?”

      “Yes.”

      “So you know people who do jobs like that.”

      “Like your brother?”

      Kaylee pulled in a slow breath. The truth was far more complicated than that. “He was supposed to have contacted me by now.”

      “What does he do?”

      “I don’t know. It’s black ops, or clandestine, or something.” Or she’d read too many spy thrillers lately. “I’m really worried. I wondered if you knew anyone that you could call, and then maybe mention his name. See if someone knows what happened to him, or where he is? Maybe he’s hurt or in trouble.” She shivered just thinking about Brad being in danger. Or injured, unable to escape. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but—”

      “It’s okay, Kaylee. Give me his name and I’ll ask around. I know a few people with connections in that world. They can find out if your brother is all right,” Dean said. “But one of those people I know is Stuart.”

      Dean wanted her to talk to him?

      “Oh, well… I wouldn’t want to bother him. He seems to have a lot—” She had to clear her throat. “—going on.”

      The skin around Dean’s eyes flexed. She knew he was a therapist, licensed to help people through their trauma. Hopefully he assisted Stuart in that way. She didn’t want to be judgmental or anything, but it seemed like he maybe could use professional help. That, of course, would take plenty of time and meant Dean wouldn’t need to worry about her in the meantime. No one needed to worry about her.

      She was fine.

      Dean lifted his chin. “What’s your brother’s name?”

      “Bradley Caldwell.”

      He opened his mouth but paused a second before he asked, “Military?”

      What was that pause about? Did he know her brother, or recognize his name?

      Kaylee’s eyes filled with sudden tears she couldn’t blink away. “Is he dead?”

      “What? No.” Dean touched her shoulder. “I don’t know your brother.”

      It took her a minute to compose herself, while she glanced aside and stared at the trees. “He’s not military, but it’s some kind of agency and it’s international.”

      The idea her brother might be CIA had crossed her mind many times before. Usually after reading one of those spy novels. The only problem was that he didn’t appear to be affiliated with any one group in particular. He floated around like a transient, living out of the camper that was strapped on the bed of his truck and taking odd jobs when he wasn’t off somewhere on a “mission.” When he was gone, he was all over the place. He’d come back tanned or suffering from the aftereffects of hypothermia. One time he’d had some tropical skin infection, and he’d had to be quarantined.

      Then there were the injuries.

      It almost seemed like he was some kind of mercenary. A gun for hire. Maybe a thief, or arms dealer.

      Maybe he was a criminal, wanted all over the world, and she would end up exposing him.

      She’d considered going to the storage unit where he left his truck and camper, but that would be an invasion of his privacy. The package he’d sent her months ago was enough of a clue that something was going on.

      Was he okay?

      “I just want to know if he’s all right.” She blinked away more tears. “He’s never been gone this long before, not without contacting me somehow.”

      Brad knew how she felt about being left with no word of whether he was dead or alive. One time he’d sent a postcard. She’d had voicemails and packages. Even an email. Never the same thing twice and never from the same account or name.

      That was how she knew something had to have happened to him.

      Dean’s eyes softened. “I think you should consider talking to Stuart. He may have the time to spare. If you’d like someone to try and look for your brother.”

      She saw in her mind, the second Stuart had reacted. Through the opening between the diner and the kitchen, she’d seen his arm swing out. Faster than she’d ever seen anyone move. Like a trained fighting machine. A killer.

      “I know you’re busy.” She took a step back and almost stumbled off the front stoop. “Sorry to bother you. Just…don’t worry about me. Okay?”

      Kaylee didn’t wait around for an answer. If Stuart was the person she needed to help find her brother, then maybe Brad didn’t need to be found.

      Was that the kind of man her brother also was? She didn’t like to think about that kind of violence. Not after what she’d seen with her own eyes eight years ago. The memory was blurred now—except when she dreamed it.

      Kaylee flicked back the kickstand and set off, letting her helmet dangle from the handlebars while she pedaled back toward town with tears streaming down her face.

      Brad, what did you get yourself into?

      He’d always been rough. Not unkind, but far more capable of wading into a mess where a bully picked on someone, or where there were two dogs fighting. He’d broken up plenty of altercations when they were kids. Kaylee had been scared of everything, even before the night their parents were killed.

      And every day since.

      She pedaled fast and when she reached the main road, she stopped to put on her helmet. Biking might be safer than driving a car, but that didn’t mean she could go without head protection.

      Two people honked, and she lifted her hand to wave at both. Small town life suited her just fine. So long as everyone did what they were supposed to. Kaylee didn’t need any surprises, she just wanted things to be the same as they always were. Definitely no scary and attractive, dark-haired men with too much scruff on their face erupting and whacking another man.

      What was that about anyway?

      Were the police looking for him?

      Kaylee wondered if she should ask Conroy. Her boss was the chief of police, but she’d never asked him about an actual case before. Could she do it now or would he question the fact she was changing things up? Getting personal. Involved.

      The idea she might need to face her fears was all well and good, but it wasn’t like they were unfounded. She had every right to be afraid. Then she would read her Bible. Or go to Maggie’s weekly Bible study in the common room at Hope Mansion where she lived with a group of other women. After some songs, and being “encouraged by the Word” or however they put it, she had to admit she would feel better.

      It started on the back of her neck. The way it always did.

      A tiny itch. The urge to turn around and make sure there was no one behind her. Kaylee heard the rumble of a diesel engine, probably a half-ton truck. Some local, clowning around in their gas guzzler just to pick up milk from the store or whatever.

      Kaylee pedaled faster. She was almost to the street where she needed to turn, the road that would take her back to Hope Mansion. The perfect, safe, place for her to be. Everyone knew Maggie had a shotgun.

      But first, Kaylee had to make it there in one piece.

      Someone was following her.
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      “How much of that did you hear?”

      Stuart didn’t wonder how Dean knew he was there. His friend shut the front door and turned in time to watch Stuart finish the water bottle he’d filled before he started his workout. Now his long-sleeve, sweat-wicking shirt was drenched, his hair plastered to his forehead.

      Dean studied him, eyebrows raised.

      Stuart shrugged. “My guess? All of it.”

      “Wanna tell me what your problem is with her?”

      “Who says I have a problem?”

      Dean shot him a look and moved through the house to their expansive kitchen. He got a juice from the fridge and twisted off the cap. “Had any thoughts about dinner?”

      “It’s leftover night.” Stuart didn’t have time to cook. “Zander and the boys are busy building a new breach house and Ted is working late.”

      Once a week, at least, they tried to all sit down and eat together. To foster some kind of “fellowship,” as Dean called it. When the team was out of town, which was most of the time, they checked in if and when they could. The times they were here, they were always working on one thing or another. Like building a new set-up for their breach house, so they could practice kicking doors down.

      Stuart tried to be a lot more subtle than applying his boot—or a small amount of explosives—to solve a problem. But he supposed they came in handy at times.

      “Good. Then we have a few minutes. We can go talk.”

      Water overflowed the bottle and onto his hand. Stuart shut off the faucet. “I don’t need to talk about what happened earlier. I was jumpy anyway, and now I’m fine.” He twisted the lid on his water bottle even though water from his hand continued to drip onto his sneakers.

      Dean didn’t look convinced.

      “Don’t you have things to do? A girlfriend to take care of, a therapy facility to build?”

      “Among other things.” Dean folded his arms. “If it’s close to the surface, you might remember something else.”

      Stuart didn’t want to admit his friend was right, but he also had no basis to argue. As he trailed back through the house to the basement stairs, he conceded the point—to himself—that it was close to the surface. He strode past the huge dining room that had been repurposed into a recreation room for the seven of them to hang out. It was where they’d put the used pool table Stuart found at one of those online buy/sell sites. He jogged down the stairs to the lower level where they’d set up a room that was a near replica of Stuart’s worst nightmare.

      And Dean wondered why he didn’t want to come down here.

      His back was tight from the punishing workout he’d used to burn off the stress and lingering adrenaline from reacting when that drop of hot oil stung his cheek.

      He didn’t realize there was still more in him until he strode across the closet-sized room and punched the wood panel on the far wall. His hand didn’t even dent it. Stuart hissed. He’d probably broken bones in his hand.

      “I’d ask if you feel better now, but…” Dean didn’t finish.

      Stuart turned, pressed his back to the wall and slid to the floor. Knees to his chest he looked around, then closed his eyes. He didn’t want the chair this time. Or the blindfold. A couple of times, Dean had tied him up and even drugged him the same way his kidnappers had. All of it part of emersion therapy to try and help him remember the details of what happened—the pieces of the puzzle his mind had tried to bury.

      It was perfectly safe, but the reproduction of this room and the circumstances of his torment were good enough that it didn’t take long for his mind to transport him right back there. It even smelled the same.

      Brad gasped. “Stu…don’t let them kill me. Promise me… Promise me you’ll do it before they do.”

      Stuart pulled in a long breath and blew it out slowly. Maybe he didn’t want to remember.

      We were betrayed. That’s how they caught us. They knew we were coming.”

      “Betrayed.”

      Dean said nothing in response. He didn’t speak a whole lot, mostly just a comment or question if Stuart’s thoughts needed to be led in a certain direction. One they didn’t want to go.

      “We were betrayed.”

      Dean’s voice was soft. “Who set you up?”

      “He knew.” When Stuart opened his eyes, he saw Dean’s eyebrow rise. Stuart said, “Brad knew who set us up. I remember him mentioning Kaylee. Clearly she’s involved somehow.”

      “So you came here, where she lives, so you can watch her.”

      Stuart shrugged one shoulder. “She hasn’t made a move yet, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t up to her neck in it. Maybe that’s why she came to the house. She’s trying to feel out how much I know.”

      Why was Dean so sure she wasn’t involved? Brad would never have mentioned her if she wasn’t.

      Dean leaned against the wall. Usually he brought a notebook in lieu of a voice recorder. Stuart didn’t want any audio recordings of their sessions but didn’t mind his friend writing down notes. Dean said, “If she knew Brad had been captured, why come and ask me to look for him? She’d already know he’d been sold out. Taken by those men.”

      “She knows something.”

      “Why not just go ask her?”

      Stuart shook his head. “I have more surveillance to do.”

      “Like what? You’ve been creepin’ on her life for weeks. Sooner or later she’s going to see you snooping around.”

      Stuart nearly laughed. “As if. You think I can’t get in and out of her room at Hope Mansion without anyone knowing?”

      Maybe that would give him a clue as to who else was interested in her. Someone had cloned her phone before Stuart could do it.

      He stood. “Good idea.”

      “No way, dude—”

      Stuart held up one hand, palm out. “I appreciate all your help.”

      “You mean like joining Zander’s team to rescue you from that compound? Or are you just breaking up with me as your therapist?”

      “I have to find out what she knows.” Stuart didn’t want to talk about the therapy. “I do appreciate it. All of it. Even though I got myself out, and you guys just picked me up on the roadside.”

      “If we’d gotten there sooner, we probably would’ve been able to get Brad’s body back.”

      “There were too many of them.” And his kidnappers tended to burn the bodies of men who died under their “care.” Which meant, considering Stuart knew Brad was dead, there hadn’t been cause to risk the other men’s lives trying to retrieve a corpse.

      Not with the smoke trail rising into the night sky.

      “Like I said.”

      There was so much regret in Dean’s eyes that it made Stuart feel bad for keeping so much from him. But it was in his nature, in the man they’d forged from what remained of him when they picked him up out of that prison cell in France. Since then, the people he’d worked for had trained him as a deceptive killing machine with no feelings and a hair trigger.

      Captivity had done its damage, that was true, but he’d already been honed through everything that happened prior to it. The places they sent him on missions. The things they’d ordered him to do.

      A ghost, spreading the nightmare of his life, so that it touched the people he touched. Forever changing everyone around him.

      “I need to walk.”

      Dean sighed.

      “I don’t need your approval.”

      “No, you don’t.” A muscle in Dean’s jaw flexed. “Hollis gets it. She figured you were military, like the rest of us, and I didn’t correct her. But she knows all about PTSD, and she said as soon as you’re ready, the job offer will still be open.”

      Stuart glanced back. “And when the chef finds out I’ll be working right behind him and his flinging oil?” He swiped a finger across his cheek where the spot hit him.

      He didn’t like his reaction to a tiny drop of oil painfully stinging his cheek. He’d been shot recently and hadn’t dealt well with that either. Probably he’d be overly sensitive to pain for the rest of his life. There wasn’t likely anything he could do about that, except continue working with Dean to process everything that had happened.

      Only, if he never told Dean the rest of the story, how would that even work. He’d left out the whole end of the tale—the part he’d remembered.

      The part where he held the knife.

      And pushed it into Brad’s chest.

      Stuart’s whole body shuddered. “I’m going for a walk.”

      “Talk to her,” Dean called out.

      Stuart trotted up the stairs to the ground floor, shaking off the lingering tension. He felt like working out all over again. But even if he tried to exhaust himself into unconsciousness, he still doubted he would sleep.

      Promise me you’ll do it before they do.

      Was that what happened? He’d known down to his soul that Brad was dead. Enough they’d left and not started an unwinnable war to get his body back. Stuart hadn’t been prepared to get any of them killed, and he hadn’t been in any shape to even help.

      Nor had he been able to remember exactly what happened.

      With the drugs they’d given him, and the ways they’d twisted his mind until he didn’t even know who he was, Stuart knew he couldn’t confront Kaylee. It could go wrong in so many ways, and if she turned out to be part of him and Brad getting captured, then it would end with her death.

      Something Stuart was almost certain he wouldn’t be able to bring himself to do.

      He walked the woods around town, the mountain paths and through wooded areas no one had trod in decades, until the sun came up. A few weeks ago, a body had been found in a mine up here. Murder from the seventies. People in this town were up to plenty of things the cops didn’t want to know about—a lot he saw when he walked around town—like the murder he’d witnessed. A biker killed behind one of the local bars in town.

      He was better off sticking to the wilderness that surrounded the town. Maybe he should build a house up here.

      But he inevitably circled around to Hope Mansion.

      Stuart watched the house from the cover of trees, sitting leaned up against a trunk. Hope Mansion was bigger than the house he lived in with the guys and housed only women. The place had started as a refuge for women and children who needed safety. Even now, residents who wanted to stay, but who weren’t actively in danger, were accepted by invitation only.

      So which was Kaylee?

      Maybe she needed to live under the radar, her quiet, narrow life. Only, it seemed like she was waiting around for something.

      Or someone.

      He checked his phone and saw it was just about eight in the morning. She came out just after ten past, buttoning her coat. He hadn’t realized it was chilly. Probably almost sixty degrees, but when the high reached nearly ninety, it might feel almost cold first thing in the morning to her.

      Kaylee swung her leg over her bike and set off to town for work.

      Patrick waited another hour, then circled the house to her window. He’d already scoped out the security system and had been impressed with it. Still, Stuart was through the locked window and inside her room in less than two minutes.

      Full size bed. Nightstand, dresser and a small closet. A few family photos and a hairbrush that hadn’t been put away.

      It took another two minutes to find the hidden camera. Three more were disguised at various points around her room.

      Stuart’s heart sank. Whoever had cloned her phone?

      They were also watching her room.
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      Every day Kaylee biked to work early so she could read at her desk before her shift started. This morning she was starting a new book, after having finished the last one just after midnight the night before.

      She was twenty-two pages in when Conroy pushed the front door open. Mia, his fiancé, followed him. The lieutenant had small cotton buds tucked in her ears, in deference to the damage she’d suffered to her hearing. Watching her navigate through the fear of hurting her ears further, causing permanent hearing loss, was painful, but Mia seemed determined to have a positive attitude about it.

      Conroy held the door for Mia, a soft look on his face. Kaylee had never seen him look at anyone else like that. Not until their lives collided the day Mia showed back up into town, harassed by a madman who repeatedly tried to hurt her for the justified killing of his brother. They’d suffered more than enough, yet life hadn’t let them enjoy the quiet for long. After them, Savannah had gotten together with Tate, their own story equally as terrifying for Kaylee to watch.

      She was ready for life to quiet down.

      “Kaylee.”

      She glanced over at Conroy and realized what he needed. “Right. Sorry, I was miles away.”

      The door release button was under the counter.

      The chief wore his customary suit. He came right to her. “Everything okay?”

      “Sure.” She patted the cover of her book, then tucked it under the counter so it was out of the way.

      “No lingering nightmares or anything from those guys?”

      Of course, he wanted to talk about the “incident” as they now referred to it. The police department had been in possession of a phone with incriminating evidence on it. A group of rough bikers who’d worked for a local criminal had stormed the PD with guns, demanded the phone, and shot more than one officer.

      Kaylee had been scared out of her mind.

      Until one of the bikers noticed how scared she was and hid her out of sight of his crazy friend. In the bustle, no one had even seen what he’d done.

      She still wondered why he’d done it. It had probably saved her life, or at the very least, kept her from more harm. And now she didn’t have to deal with her mind going places she didn’t want it to go—to a place of fear that she’d find herself back in the very place where her nightmares started.

      Covered in blood.

      “I’m…okay.”

      Conroy squeezed her shoulder.

      She didn’t like lying, but she had accepted the job here because she’d figured it was the safest place in town to work. It was exactly what she needed. There was just far more going on here than Conroy would ever know.

      Mia leaned against him, and Conroy slid his arm around her shoulders. They were the cutest couple she’d ever seen.

      “Kaylee, could you print me the file for Gina Harrelson.”

      Conroy groaned. “Mia—”

      She shook her head. “I want to look into it.”

      Kaylee was grateful they were both so distracted that they didn’t even notice her reaction. She swallowed. “Gina Harrelson? Isn’t she that girl who went missing nine years ago?”

      She remembered because it had been the summer Kaylee moved here. She’d been drawn to the town because it always made her think about her parents. They were the ones who’d told her all about Last Chance, as they’d both lived here on and off over the years and loved this town. The week she arrived, Kaylee had been staying at the motel.

      Gina Harrelson had gone missing from the room two doors down.

      The police had even interviewed Kaylee, but she’d been so freshly traumatized from the murder of her parents that she’d barely managed to get a few sentences out. Just enough to convince the officer—Sergeant Basuto—that she hadn’t seen what happened to Gina.

      Mia nodded to answer her question. “There was an article in the morning paper recounting Gina’s disappearance, and I thought I’d take a look at it. Just in case.”

      Conroy didn’t seem to agree. “There was nothing to find.”

      “Maybe.” The lieutenant shrugged one shoulder. “But fresh eyes can’t hurt.”

      Mia had been an ATF agent in her former life. Now that she was a lieutenant mostly on desk duty, and the chief’s fiancé, she could probably coast by and push paper the rest of her career. But no. Mia seemed to work harder and longer than anyone.

      Just this past month, she’d closed three cases from behind her desk. And she’d let her officers take the credit for the arrests.

      Plus, she ruffled Conroy’s feathers just enough to keep everyone’s lives interesting.

      They headed for their desks, and Kaylee pulled up the file on her computer. She hit “print” and read the notations while she waited for the big printer to warm up.

      She’d never met Gina, just knew about the sudden disappearance. The memory of those first few days in town had never left her. She related, probably too much, to Gina Harrelson. A single woman, alone. Kaylee traveled with the gun her brother had given her. Though, after he’d taught her to use it, she’d never even touched the thing. It was tucked up in the closet. Maybe it didn’t even work now. Did guns go bad from disuse?

      Didn’t matter, since Kaylee planned on never ever needing to use it. That was probably why she was so vehemently against talking to Stuart. She’d seen the violence he was capable of in his eyes before she ever saw him use it. Now that she had? Kaylee shivered.

      She needed to find safety so she could keep the package that Brad had sent her safe. That was her highest priority right now. Until she heard otherwise, or he showed up, she would do what he’d asked her.

      She would wait until the right person showed up. And then she would give them the package.

      The right person was not Stuart Leland. Not with those all-too-familiar demons, from a past he’d survived, swirling in his eyes.

      Ones she saw when she looked in the mirror.

      “Hey, hey.” Savannah’s voice cut through her thoughts.

      Kaylee looked up at the man who had entered and realized immediately it wasn’t her he was talking to.

      “Hey, babe.” Savannah was sitting at her desk behind Kaylee. She was Mia’s partner, and currently the department’s only detective.

      The man who’d come in was Tate. Another person whose eyes and face reflected the pain and weariness of life’s hard times. Still, all that disappeared when he smiled. “Good morning, Miss Kaylee.”

      “Tate.”

      “Such warmth. I’m charmed.” He leaned across the counter and mock whispered, “Run away with me. Savannah will never know.”

      Kaylee snatched up her wireless mouse and pretended to throw it at him.

      Tate reacted like she’d hit him with a knife to the heart. “Let me in. Please?”

      “Maybe I won’t after that stunt.”

      Savannah moved to stand beside Kaylee, where she was perched on her stool.

      Kaylee asked her, “What do you think?”

      Savannah frowned. “I don’t know if he deserves it.”

      Tate mock gasped.

      “I think he’s nothin’ but a cad,” Kaylee said. “I’m thinking about throwing my stapler next.”

      “Conroy! Your employees are harassing me!”

      “A coward’s move.” Savannah turned to her and squeezed Kaylee’s shoulder. “Us girls never take the easy way out, right?” She hit the button under the counter to admit her fiancé.

      The kiss Tate gave her made Kaylee blush and turn away. It went on long enough, Conroy finally cleared his throat, which made Mia giggle.

      Kaylee smiled at her computer screen as she continued to read the case file for Gina Harrelson, and Tate passed behind her on his way to meet with Conroy. She heard him pause, and he planted a kiss on the top of her head.

      “Playa.”

      Tate chuckled and moved on.

      Basuto’s notes were linked. Kaylee clicked through to them and noted he’d found Gina’s car, abandoned on the highway. A single, bloody partial fingerprint had been left on the underside of the steering wheel. One that had never been matched to anyone in the databases they had access to. So unless they found a suspect not in one of those databases to try and tie the print to, they had nothing. It was a dead end.

      Gina had vanished, possibly—or, probably if Kaylee was honest with herself—under suspicious circumstances. It had been right after Kaylee moved to town, and Gina had been two doors down at the motel. Too close.

      “I’m
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