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      He was nothing but a shadow—a man with no name, as far as anyone else was concerned. The lone swimmer headed for the surface of Last Chance lake, dragging a computer tower by the rope it was tied to. A flashlight held between his teeth, he navigated through the dark waters and kicked his way to the top.

      The second his head breached, a gunshot rang out across the water. He opened his mouth to let go of the flashlight so it didn’t alert anyone to his presence. It slowly began to drift down into the depths of the lake.

      He could do nothing about it, and lose the only light source he had. Or, he could use his only spare hand to grab it, losing the tower to the bottom in the process.

      At the last minute, Jeff switched his grasp from the rope connected to the computer tower and grabbed the flashlight instead. Just in time. This job could wait. His life was about survival.

      He turned to the tiny, metal fishing boat he’d salvaged and began to swim away from the people trying to kill him.

      A woman screamed.

      He twisted in the water just in time to spot a dark figure running. The shadow streaked in front of the headlight beam belonging to a truck parked on the shore, far side. The side where people lived, worked, and recreated. Jeff lived on the opposite bank. Away from humanity. Alone, where he could keep the people he loved safe—and fall asleep at night wrapped in his honor; the knowledge he’d done the right thing. It was the only way.

      Honor as cold as the water of the lake.

      Another gun blast flashed in the night, and this one illuminated a dark figure by the truck. A woman, if he had to guess. By both the scream and the shadow’s stature. She fell to the ground, hit by the assailant’s bullet.

      The cold permeated to his soul. This might have been an execution, but they weren’t here to kill him.

      He clicked off the flashlight and stowed it in a tiny pocket he’d sown into the leg of his wetsuit as he continued to tread water.

      The truck door slammed shut, and the driver gunned the engine as he tore up the bank of the river in reverse. Job complete. She was dead.

      He should swim to the boat, leave the way he’d come, and continue to remain anonymous in this town. The one where he’d grown up. Where his father had hauled them all to church in their Sunday best and then screamed and cursed at them the rest of the week for whatever infraction he’d considered unacceptable. Usually everything his mother did or said, or even an expression on her face. When he’d begun to accentuate the screams with his fists, Jeff and his brother tried to convince their mother that leaving was their only option. The day their father had taken a fist to their younger sister, she’d finally agreed.

      Leaving a woman dead on the bank of the lake didn’t sit right. Not at four in the morning, and not at any other time.

      Jeff kicked with his legs. His body automatically turned onto its side, left shoulder down. Face toward the horizon. His right arm snapped through the water as his legs kicked in that familiar calming rhythm. Just him and the water.

      As soon as his feet touched bottom, he tugged the flippers off and tossed them onto the sand. He flipped the flashlight back on and swept it across the sand until he found her.

      Yellow T-shirt and worn-in jeans. Sneakers on her feet. Hair secured back with a bandana. He stared for a moment while everything in him warred between the urge to check for a pulse and the knowledge he would leave a fingerprint on the woman’s skin.

      He stared long enough he caught the inhale. She wasn’t dead after all; just unconscious.

      Jeff planted his knees in the sand beside her body and rolled her over. His flashlight beam illuminated luscious dark skin and full cheeks. She was a beautiful woman, even with the freshly broken skin stretched across a goose egg. She’d hit her temple on a rock when she fell. Knocked out cold.

      Surely she had a phone on her. He’d left his back at the cabin when he ventured out earlier to dredge the lake, and its underwater secrets, looking for salvageable goods, but everyone else in the world seemed content to carry a device that tracked their every move in time and space—and evidently weren’t bothered to have their conversations listened to as well.

      The line of her jeans meant he didn’t have to dig. She had no phone on her. Nor was there one on the sand, dropped when she fell.

      He set the flashlight down and checked for a key or ID. In a front pocket, he found a folded scrap of paper. He got his thumb under a corner and flicked it open one-handed while the chill on his left shoulder reminded him of what he was missing.

      What he could never get back.

      His skin, exposed where he’d had to cut the unneeded sleeve off the wetsuit, bristled against the cold. He hadn’t liked the way the empty sleeve had flapped around and caused drag whenever he swam. He also didn’t need the sleeve getting caught up on anything while he was underwater. No one would even know he was down there, except maybe Zander. At least his friend would have an idea where to look.

      No one else even knew he was alive.

      Jeff angled the paper to the beam of the flashlight. Elegant handwriting, clearly female. The words were spotted with blood smears. Hers? Had she touched her head after she fell, and then put her hand in her pocket? No, she was out. She’d have been out as soon as she hit the sand.

      The blood wasn’t from this incident.

      Quit ignoring reality. Jeff often talked to himself. It might be a sign he’d lost his grip on reality, but being in denial meant a healthy self-chastisement was warranted. On occasion. Like right now when he was clearly missing the obvious here.

      He stared at the words.

      This woman had his home address on a bloody paper in her pocket.

      “Who are you?” His voice sounded like gravel shifting. Far too loud in the still of four in the morning when not even the birds were awake.

      The unconscious woman didn’t answer.

      Jeff pocketed the paper back into her jeans and stowed his flashlight. He stooped down in a low squat and tugged her arm over his shoulder so her front would be across his back. He got his feet under him and steadied himself as he lifted her and started walking. It was tricky, but he managed to keep her weight on his shoulders all the way to the hidden path through the trees. The spot he’d parked his truck; out of sight.

      It was two miles to the tiny cabin nestled in a clearing on the far side of the mountain.

      By the time he reached his front steps, Jeff was sweating from the tension. That, and the wet suit seriously chafed. He needed out of it, but he had to get her inside first.

      The door was still shut. He never locked it since he never had visitors. No one knew he lived up here except two people, and he trusted both men.

      Jeff braced her weight on his back and got the door open. He deposited her on his couch and retrieved the paper from her pocket before going back to close the front door. He started a fire from wood he’d split just yesterday. He didn’t need light to change, and why look at what life had done to him. Scars. The tight skin just below his left shoulder, where his flesh had been sewn together into a stub where his arm used to be.

      Every time he closed his eyes he could remember having two arms. Lifting both, simultaneously. Firing a gun two-handed. Riding a motorcycle. Playing basketball. Rock climbing.

      That was the worst of it, the remembering. Not that he had to live with only one arm and re-learn everything. The hardest part was that he could recall so vividly how it felt to have two.

      Until that IED had exploded.

      He hadn’t even been the only casualty. Plenty of people had died that day. But one, in particular, still hit him in the gut.

      I’m sorry. She’s dead.

      Jeff shoved the drawer shut too hard and heard coins jingle on top of his dresser. He’d only ever heard her voice on the phone. And yet, that had been enough for him to want to find her as soon as the mission was over. Now he wouldn’t ever get that chance.

      She was as gone as his ability to operate.

      As gone as his military career.

      He pulled the T-shirt over his head and stuck his right arm through the sleeve. Sweats. Socks, until the fire got going. He treaded back toward the kitchen and heard a meow.

      Mittens was in the laundry again.

      He tugged the basket over and heard the cat tumble, along with the pile of clothes he needed to wash. At least she sat in the dirty stuff rather than nestling in a warm stack, fresh from the dryer. Then again, she lay on everything else in this cabin—including him—so maybe he shouldn’t be bothered by it. But it was the principal of the thing.

      “Out.”

      A “rawr” was the only answer she gave. He left her to her throne of dirty socks and went to put his kettle on. Tea. Maybe soup. She would need medical attention when she woke up.

      He flicked a blanket over her from the back of the couch and took his pistol from the top of the fridge and laid it on the kitchen counter while he filled the kettle.

      Jeff leaned his hips against the edge of the scarred linoleum and watched her. In the light, she was no less beautiful. Lean and packing some strength in the line of her muscles. Circular face and full lips. Hair secured. She looked like she was ready for work. Practical, but there was really no way to genuinely downplay her beauty or hide the way her skin shone with that deep, resonant color.

      He’d never met her before. She had no ID. Anyone else would have called the police by now, but Jeff couldn’t allow his name—even his fake one—to land on any report. If he hit the radar instead of flying below it, people he cared about would be in danger.

      He would be in danger.

      Jeff grabbed his cell and called Zander’s team doctor. There was a guy closer who wouldn’t ask too many questions, but Dean’s family now included a cop and there were just way fewer ties to life here in Last Chance this way. Zander lived separate and his work took him all over the world. Besides, he still owed Jeff.

      The doctor didn’t answer, so he left a message for a callback about a head injury. That should pique his interest. Usually their only communication was the doc calling to ask Jeff how his arm was doing.

      He didn’t have one. That’s how it’s doing.

      The kettle whistled. He shut the burner off, and the woman stirred. He watched her wake up and flipped the latch on the canister of instant coffee grounds. Twist-top jars were a thing of the past these days. No point in them or having to do things one-handed if he didn’t have to. The day he’d get his groceries, he usually dumped the entire contents into the canister before tossing the jar into the trash.

      She moaned.

      Jeff grabbed the gun and moved the coffee table away from her with his foot. He sat on it and faced her as she blinked. Shifted. Moaned again. She fought the glassy look in her eyes and finally realized he was watching her. He had one arm. He had a gun. She was in a cabin.

      He could see each realization register in her expression before it blanked, as though a shutter fell over her features.

      Someone who knew how to hide their feelings and intentions.

      He held the gun loose in his lap. “Are you here to kill me?”

      She’d been shot at. Probably by a rival contract killer, taking out the competition so he’d have a straight shot at completing the job.

      She lifted a hand and touched her temple. Her eyes started to roll back in her head, but she fought the pull of unconsciousness and won.

      “Who are you?”

      She still said nothing. Just studied him with a calculating air.

      “I could march you outside and shoot you. It’s not like anyone would know what I’ve done.”

      But he couldn’t. Nor would he. That guy, the one who would murder an unarmed, injured woman was the man his mother had left when she took her children and moved out. Not the kind he wanted to be.

      “Tell me who you are.”

      She blinked. Her eyes were still glassy from what was probably a killer migraine. “I…don’t know.”
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      The man in front of her had broad shoulders. And one arm. If she stood, and he stood, they would probably be close to eye-to-eye, heightwise.

      “You’re just going to stare at me?”

      Her head felt like it was about to split open. She continued staring at him, letting her eyes flit to the side to quickly assess her surroundings, but there was nothing familiar about this man or what looked like a small cabin where he lived. Where she lived also? She had no idea. No familiar thoughts entered into her head. Her eyes scanned the walls. Curtains were pulled over the windows, but it was dark outside. A cocoon against the world.

      She started to speak. Something in her hesitated. After a few seconds, she managed to say, “Who are you?”

      If he answered that, then maybe she would have an idea of who she was. And what was happening here.

      Why did she know…nothing?

      “I’m the one asking the questions.”

      She shifted on the couch, then sat up and put her head in her hands. Elbows to her knees. After a few long, steady breaths, she still had no clue. “Who am I?” A million other questions rolled through her head. Where was she? Who was he? What was going on? And the most prominent. “Why does my head hurt so badly?”

      Even speaking seemed strange. The words rolled off her tongue in an unfamiliar way she didn’t understand—her accent the same as his. What was the problem? She fought the panic rising in her chest.

      “I’ll get you an ice pack.” He stood, but she didn’t look up as he said, “I left a message with my doctor.”

      At those words, terror rushed at her like a crazed wolf foaming at the mouth. And this time there was no way to tamp it down. She wasn’t sure if she was reliving a real experience, or if it was just a sensation. But her body acted as though it was real.

      She scrambled up onto the couch, legs tucked against her chest, and backed herself into the corner. Every breath came sharp and fast.

      “Whoa.” His face swam in front of her. “You okay?”

      “No hospital.”

      “My doctor doesn’t work at the hospital. He’s freelance.”

      She didn’t know what that meant, and when black spots blinked in front of her face, she could no longer speak.

      “You’re panicking.” He tugged her hand from the death grip she had on her knee and held it in his. “Take a breath and hold it. Try to slow your breathing.”

      Air rushed in her ears.

      “Good. Take another one. Hold it. Try to blow it out slowly.”

      The gun lay on the coffee table beside him. Regardless of the things about herself she couldn’t remember, she was positive that if she picked it up, she’d be able to eject the magazine. Then she would pull the slide back, and it would kick out the round in the chamber. Just like that, he would be disarmed.

      Alternatively, she could shoot him.

      Would that evaporate the fear?

      She wasn’t sure. What she did know was disarming him would shift the power back into her hands. Did she need it? He seemed strong. Whether that served her or hurt her would depend on how he decided to utilize that strength.

      Given his questions so far, he thought she was the enemy. And yet, there was something about him that made her believe he might be a friend.

      “There you go.”

      She lifted her gaze and realized how close he sat to her. Near enough to touch. To kill. There was a vulnerability to putting his life in her hands. Trusting her the same way she had to trust he wasn’t going to grab her neck and squeeze the life from her.

      Still, she didn’t quite get the feeling he thought he was in all that much danger. It was more like a calculated risk. He knew what he was capable of and was confident he could overpower her anytime he wanted.

      Again, something in her hesitated before speaking. “Do...do we know each other?”

      He shifted back a fraction and sat on the coffee table, rubbing his palm on the leg of his sweats. “I’ve never seen you before in my life.”

      She started to speak and another roll of thunder echoed in her head. She touched her temple below the source. “Ouch.”

      “I’ll get you ice.” He took the gun and strode to the kitchen, which was in full view because this cabin was basically one living area/dining room/kitchen. The door at the far end probably led to the bedroom or a bathroom.

      “I need to use the bathroom.”

      He turned and waved his hand in the direction of the door. “Go ahead. Coffee?”

      She stood, and pain rolled through her head. “I don’t like coffee.” Who am I?

      His brows lifted.

      She froze. “How do I know that?”

      “So you remember?”

      “Ask me another question.” She was unsteady on her feet, but walked to a recliner and put her hand on the back of it. A gray cat hopped up and lay down. His territory, not hers.

      She moved her hand.

      “Tea?”

      “Yes.” Satisfaction rolled through her. “I like tea.”

      “That’s good, right?”

      “Tea is very good.”

      He chuckled. It sounded rusty. “It’s also good you remember that. Okay, then. Tea it is.” He moved to a cupboard and pulled down a box. “It’ll be ready in a minute. You go ahead.”

      She retreated to the bathroom, with its linoleum floor and basic shower curtain. The mirror had a crack in the corner. She took care of pressing business, wondering how she knew, seemingly by instinct, what to do next. Nothing in her pockets. Nothing hidden in her shoes for some purpose. Or anywhere else, for that matter.

      The mirror taunted at her peripheral.

      She fastened her belt. How did he do that, one-handed? She didn’t want to ask when it seemed like part of him was already angry at her.

      Are you here to kill me?

      She wanted to ask that, too. Instead, she moved to the sink and gripped the sides of the porcelain. Rust ringed the drain of the old sink.

      She had blood under her fingernails.

      She wrung her hands together and stared first at the dark skin on the back of them, and then gazed at the lighter tan of her palms. Assessing, as though her hands could tell a story. Of who she was. What she was doing here. Only she didn’t know what any of it meant. There was nothing familiar about her fingers. Trimmed nails, no polish. No indication she wore any kind of jewelry. Or where she’d been before she woke up on this stranger’s couch.

      There was nothing.

      Still avoiding the mirror, she washed her hands, getting rid of the only thing that might provide an answer. But there was nothing about blood under her nails she wanted to keep.

      You’re avoiding the obvious. That know-it-all voice in her head persisted. Until she couldn’t put it off any longer. Afraid or not, she needed to know.

      She gulped in some brave breaths and lifted her head, hands back on the sides of the sink for steady support. Her whole world shifted as she met her own gaze and…

      Nothing.

      She stared more intently at her features while pain ricocheted around in her skull. Dark hair pulled back in a bandana. If she took that off, it would be a mess. Always a mind of its own. Stubborn hair. Stubborn jaw. Stubborn. Someone had said that to her. A long time ago.

      The word brought a rush of grief with it.

      And yet more nothing.

      Dark eyes. Full lips. Strong nose. Objectively she could say she wasn’t terrible looking, though she needed a shower and some makeup. Her own image didn’t bring any strong emotions with it. What struck her was her lack of reaction. Because she was content with the way she looked? This was the face God had given her. Complete with a tiny circular scar in front of her ear.

      The knot on her forehead looked nasty and still pounded like thunder rolling in her head.

      She tugged open the mirror and found a tiny cabinet. Men’s deodorant. Shaving cream and a razor. A tiny bottle of painkillers. She swallowed a couple with some water from the tap. No sign a woman lived here.

      And now she was snooping.

      She didn’t even know her own name, let alone his, or if he would let her even live much longer. He was making tea—right after saying he would walk her outside and shoot her. No one would know.

      A shiver rolled through her.

      She eased the bathroom door open a crack and peeked out. Was he waiting out there to kill her?

      The low murmur of someone talking filled the space. A woman’s voice, but she had a low tone.

      So he did have a woman living here.

      A kettle whistled, and she heard the click as he twisted off the burner. “Tea’s ready!”

      Her whole body flinched, causing the door to close on her finger, pinning it between the door and the frame for a second. She stepped out with the pinched finger tight in the grip of her other hand. For some reason, squeezing it made it feel better. If only the same might work for her insane headache.

      She stepped to the edge of the kitchen floor where wood planks met linoleum.

      He handed her ice wrapped in a towel. “When you’re done icing it, I’d like to put a bandage on.”

      She lifted it to her head and winced. “That’s cold.”

      “Go have a seat. I’ll bring your tea.”

      The woman’s voice came from a tiny radio on the mantel, and then a song played. She’d never heard it before. That she knew of, at least.

      She settled back onto the couch, and he set a mug on the table. “A few minutes ago, you said you were going to kill me. Now you’re bringing me tea?”

      He pulled a tiny piece of paper from the pocket of his sweats and tossed it beside her mug before he sat on the recliner, at the edge, forearm resting on his knee. She wasn’t fooled that he was in the least bit relaxed, but the gun was on top of the fridge, so she didn’t think she was in immediate danger.

      She clumsily unfolded the paper one-handed. He probably made that look easy. On the paper was an address, written in small, curled letters. “What is it?”

      “The address for this cabin. It was in your pocket.”

      “I was coming here?” Surely that meant they knew each other. And yet, he didn’t seem to know her. Or he was lying? How could she tell?

      He shook his head. “You were at the lake. A man chased you, shot twice, and I think you must’ve fallen and hit your head because it doesn’t appear you were shot.”

      She stared at the paper until her eyes burned, and she had to blink. Tears blurred the address. Did she write it and then stow the paper in her pocket for some unknown reason she couldn’t remember now?

      “He drove off in a truck.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut.

      “I didn’t call the police. I would have, and was about to, when I found that paper.”

      “That changes things?”

      “No one can know I live up here. You had my address, which means we’re connected.”

      “But you don’t know how?” She needed to compose herself. This was all too fast. Too much. And yet at the same time, what she had to grasp onto was a whole bunch of nothing. No answers. No memories.

      No name.

      Just overwhelming fear and a giant headache.

      “I’ve never seen you before in my life. I don’t know your name any more than you do.”

      That sense of solidarity was a gift. “Thank you.”

      They were in this together. For as long as it was until he followed through on his threat. Unless it had been empty, a way to goad her into revealing too much under duress.

      “I called a friend of mine.”

      “A cop?”

      He shook his head. “He’s local, a private investigator. Tate might be able to tell us who you are. He lives in town, and he gets around. And, he can be discreet.”

      Still, fear was ever-present. Like a cloud in the room she couldn’t get rid of. She nodded, though. Otherwise, how else would she get answers?

      The song on the radio ended and the female DJ came back on. “Mornings with Megan continues after the news report. Police are out with their new K9 officer, searching for the body of Annabelle Filks. More on this cold case after our commercial break.”

      He launched from the recliner and shut off the radio, the line of his shoulders tense like concrete. His frantic movement made the cat jump off the couch.

      Who was this guy, and what was he hiding?

      And who was she?
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      Jeff took his coffee back to the recliner. “My friend should be here soon.”

      “Who is it?”

      “His name is Tate Hudson.” Jeff waited, just in case she had a reaction to the name.

      Tate might be married to Last Chance police detective Savannah Wilcox, but he was also a private investigator. If this woman was in trouble, she might’ve already gone to him. Tate might know who she was. Or at least be able to shed some light on how Jeff’s address wound up on a piece of paper in this woman’s pocket.

      Because exactly two people knew where he lived. There was no way Zander had given up his location for anything. That left Tate.

      His friend—former friend, if the situation did indeed justify that title—had clearly sold him out. Jeff wanted to know why.

      “The name doesn’t ring a bell with you?”

      “Should it?” She shrugged and took a sip of her tea. She didn’t quite manage to hide the wince.

      “It’s not good?”

      “No.” Everything seemed to be a discovery with her. Suddenly waking up with no memory? He couldn’t even imagine it. She said, “It just tastes…not right.”

      Which meant it tasted wrong. “Maybe it needs sugar?” He set his coffee mug on the table and started to stand.

      She shook her head. “No. That’s not it.” She let out a long sigh. “How can anything be right when I remember nothing except that I don’t like coffee, and I don’t like sugar in my tea? I don’t know my name, where I’m from. If I have a family. What I’m doing here. It’s all just blank.”

      And by the look of it, her head still hurt a great deal. “I’m sure the doctor will call back soon. Or we could go to the emergency room, and you can see someone right now?”

      She was already shaking her head before he even finished. “No hospital.” Her body had tensed, and she shivered. Fear, or something else?

      He moved to the hall closet and pulled out a heavy sweater. “Here. It’s newer, and I haven’t even gotten around to cutting off the sleeve yet.”

      “Thank you.” It was too big, but she pulled the sleeves on and wrapped the sides around her. “I’m sorry to be such a pain. I can just go.”

      She set her mug in the sink, and he moved in front of her before she could head to the door. They might’ve talked some since she woke up, but neither had said much of anything. He needed to get to the bottom of this and find out exactly how far this breach of his security extended.

      “Where will you go?”

      She opened her mouth, but said nothing.

      He knew he could easily be captivated by her. Instead, he had to keep his head straight. Focus on helping instead of causing her even more confusion. This wasn’t a woman he could start a relationship with. Besides, Jeff wasn’t a man who brought people into his life.

      The fact she was in his house was a serious anomaly.

      “Don’t leave. Let me help you.” Not just because that would get him the answers he wanted.

      “But how can we even find out who I am if I stay?”

      “That’s why my friend is coming over. He’s a private investigator, and if he doesn’t already know you—”

      “He won’t.”

      He gentled his tone, not wanting to push too hard and have her shut down on him. “What makes you say that?”

      She thought for a few moments. “I have no idea.”

      “At the least, I don’t think walking four miles back into town is a super idea right now.”

      Her tired eyes softened and the corner of her lips curled up. “It’s that far?”

      He nodded.

      “And I wouldn’t even know where to go when I got there.”

      “But I can promise you something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “When you find out where you belong, I’ll make sure you get back there.”

      “Why are you helping me?”

      “Because it’s the right thing to do.” Honor had sustained him for years. Lately it had been nothing but a cold breeze that lingered in his life and made him wonder if it was all worth it. Finding a woman who needed his help was like a shot of adrenaline, even without the lingering questions over his address in her pocket.

      “That paper with your address on it connects us.”

      He wasn’t going to be able to fool her even if he wanted to. Which he didn’t. “It does. But I don’t know how.”

      “And the stakes are worth you killing me somewhere no one would ever find me?”

      “If it saves my family. When that life is a person who means to kill me, or them, yes.” Whoever this woman was, she might not want anything to do with a guy like him. But he had to present the facts and allow her to make the choice for herself. “I’m not an easy man. My life is solitude.”

      “Like being in isolation.”

      He wondered at her use of that word. “You could say that.”

      “Why do you do it?”

      “Because one life is worth it in exchange for several.”

      He could see she wanted to ask more questions but Tate would be here soon, and he needed to move them away from heavy topics—before he got into the heavy with Tate. “Are you hungry? I could make eggs.”

      Before she could answer, he heard a car outside. Jeff went to the front window. Gun in hand. Waiting to see who had pulled up.

      It was Tate’s car.

      He’d been halfway expecting the private investigator to not show up at all. It took serious guts to betray someone and then answer a call for help. Would he admit he knew the woman, or pretend to be clueless?

      Jeff didn’t know which he’d prefer. There was no time to figure it out, either. Not when Tate was already headed to the front door.

      Jeff stepped outside with the gun clearly visible in his waistband.

      Tate stopped. A frown drew his brows together. “What is it? What happened?”

      “I was hoping you could tell me.”

      “Am I supposed to understand? You said you needed to see me. I thought something was wrong.” Before Jeff could say anything else, Tate continued, “Make me a cup of that terrible coffee, and you can explain why I’m up here before seven in the morning on Savannah’s day off.

      Jeff winced. “Sorry.”

      “Just make it quick. I can get donuts on my way home.” Tate pushed his way inside.

      The woman stood beside the kitchen. When Jeff shut the door she said, “I think I like donuts.”

      He grinned. “I think it’s possible everyone does. But it’s still good news.”

      Tate stared at him like he’d grown his arm back.

      “What?”

      Tate moved to the woman. “I’m Tate Hudson, and I think that might be the first time I’ve seen Jeff smile.”

      She pushed back the sweater sleeve to shake his hand, then leaned around his shoulder. “Your name is Jeff?”

      “Oh.” Right. He hadn’t told her. “Yeah, it is. Jeff Filks.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “You, too.”

      Tate folded his arms. “This is super adorable and all, but…why am I here for it?”

      “Have you ever met this woman before now? Do you know who she is?”

      Tate frowned. “I don’t think so. Why would I introduce myself if I already know her?”

      She said, “You haven’t…seen me around…town?”

      “It’s called Last Chance.”

      “What kind of name is that? Why would you go somewhere called ‘Last Chance?’ It’s…aggressive. Like an ultimatum.”

      Jeff felt the pull of a smile. “I grew up here.”

      “So did I,” Tate said. “And you?”

      “Wouldn’t you know me if I had?” She lifted both shoulders. “I have no idea.”

      “Let’s go sit, and we’ll tell you everything.” Jeff waved them to the living room area. Though he didn’t want to waste the time, he did make Tate a cup of coffee. But only because his friend disparaged the stuff Jeff made, and he’d be forced to drink it just to be polite. He spotted her cup in the sink. She hadn’t liked his tea, either.

      He had the urge to make three cups of his practically world-famous hot chocolate, just to redeem himself.

      Instead, he handed Tate a mug of coffee and sat in the only open spot—the other end of the couch from the woman. That put his missing arm on her side. But she wouldn’t be able to see inside his sleeve with it tucked in the way it was. It was pretty ugly in there and the fact it remained out of sight was the only reason he didn’t find a spot somewhere else.

      “So you don’t know who you are?” Tate asked. “I’m guessing that might have something to do with the goose egg on your forehead.”

      She winced and reached to touched it. Jeff wanted to stop her but had no right to grasp her hand. “I called Zander’s team doctor. I’m waiting for a call back.”

      “But you think it’s amnesia?”

      Jeff had no idea. “It makes sense, though I know nothing about it. That’s when you forget who you are, right?”

      She sat quietly, simply listening.

      Tate answered, “You forget certain things related to your identity. However, those things you’ve learned—breathing, reading, speaking, riding a bike...probably driving a car—those are like muscle memory. What you’ve forgotten is a different part of your memory.” He shook his head. “I’d have to do more research on the specifics, or the doctor will be able to tell you. But that’s all I remember.” He winced.

      The woman let out a laugh. She clapped a hand over her mouth, then said, “Apparently I have a sense of humor.”

      Tate said, “Where did you two meet?”

      Since his friend directed the question more toward him, Jeff explained about the guy shooting twice, leaving her for dead, and driving off in his truck.

      “What were you doing there, at the lake?”

      He shifted in the seat. That only made him more aware she was on the side of his missing arm. She didn’t seem frightened by it, or like she cared one way or the other. Usually people only wanted to be extra careful so he wasn’t offended. Jeff didn’t care much. He had one arm, end of subject. How he zipped up his coat in winter wasn’t anyone’s business.

      “I had a contract job for salvage at the lake.” He glanced at Tate, guessing he’d figure out who paid that bill. Then he told her, “A while back someone found a facility down there at the bottom of the lake, if you can believe it. There’s still equipment at the bottom, though most was destroyed. I’ve found a few pieces.”

      Including the computer tower he’d dropped. One he’d have to go back down and retrieve.

      “Oh.”

      Jeff shrugged. “I needed something to occupy me.”

      “That water has to be freezing.”

      “That’s why it had to be now, before things warm up and people start showing up earlier. And why I went at four in the morning.”

      “It’s good you did,” Tate said. “Otherwise, this woman might have sustained more serious injuries.”

      Jeff figured she didn’t need to be told it could’ve been more serious than it was. He just needed the doctor to call back.

      “I’ll check with the police.”

      Both Jeff and the woman bristled.

      Tate held up a hand. “Discretely, of course. Make sure no one in town was reported missing or knows about a truck. He could have gotten a speeding ticket close by early this morning that could tell us who he is.”

      And he could do that without mentioning her. Jeff said, “That’s a good idea. Thanks.”

      Tate shifted and pulled his cell from the front pocket of his jeans. “Also, if it’s okay with you, I’d like to take your photo. Maybe see if some of the people around town know you. Or even check online. See if you’re on social media.”

      She gasped.

      Jeff twisted. Before he could stop her, she jumped up and raced for his back door. Blasting through, the door snapped back against the siding as she raced outside.

      “I guess that’s a ‘no’ on taking her photo.”

      Jeff didn’t have much to say in response. He’d have felt exactly the same way. “I have to go after her.”

      Tate nodded. “I’ll see myself out. Oh, and…be careful, okay? You both have no idea who she is.”

      He didn’t know the half of it. Jeff hadn’t even shown him the paper.

      “I’ll call you later.”

      He didn’t wait for Tate’s response. He was already out the back door, racing after her.
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      Because of the early morning light, she almost missed the edge of the planter. Instead, she stumbled and managed to catch herself. Still, that wrenching from an almost-fall was as bad as actually falling—maybe worse. She stopped, the thunder in her head now a persistent hammering.

      She gritted her teeth and sucked in a breath.

      “Hey.” He stood behind her, approaching slowly. “It’s okay. No one is going to hurt you or take your picture if you don’t want.”

      “I have no idea why I reacted that way.” She touched a hand to her head.

      “Still hurts?”

      She wanted to nod, except doing so would exacerbate the pain. “I should go. I’m just tying up your life here, forcing you to care for me.” He couldn’t do anything but baby her. “I’m sure I can figure out who I am on my own.”

      “And in the meantime, where do you end up? A homeless shelter? I have a couch here. You’re safe, it’s warm and I can feed you.”

      The gravity of that settled in her with a depth she didn’t realize she understood. He was offering her a place to stay. Taking a bed somewhere else meant someone else didn’t get a bed. “I don’t want to be a burden.”

      He lifted his one arm and let it fall back to his side. “Maybe you could open a couple of jars for me. We can call it even.”

      “You think that’s funny?”

      “Sorry. Wrong crowd.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’s freezing out here. Do you want to go back inside?”

      She was pretty warm still wrapped in his huge sweater, but inside sounded good. As long as he didn’t make her any more of that terrible tea. Her stomach growled. “I can help cook.”

      “Are you any good?”

      “I have no idea.”

      He smiled. It softened his face in a way that was…unexpected. Warming her, until the reality of her situation swept back in.

      “What am I supposed to do? I don’t even have a name.”

      He held the door for her, so she went inside to the kitchen.

      She said, “I’m taking advantage of your hospitality.” He probably just felt bad because he’d yelled at her about his address. Or he was only letting her stay until she remembered why she’d had it on her. Then he would make good on his promise to take her outside and kill her. Being nice was probably nothing but a plan to lull her into a false sense of security. Make her let her guard down.

      She spun to him.

      His hand gripped his shirt, a one-armed attempt to cross his arms. He leaned the outside of his arm against the wall far enough away that if she blew up at him, he’d be out of range. Literally and figuratively. She made him want to protect himself.

      “Sorry.” She ran her hands through her hair and wound up sliding out the bandana. Her hair would hold the shape it had been in until she washed it. The straight cut came down to the back of her head, leaving her neck bare. She liked it that way. It meant, in a fight, that no one could grab her hair and use it against her.

      She stumbled back to lean against the counter and hung her head while she gasped for a full breath.

      Guns.

      Fights.

      Who was she?

      Someone with protective instincts, just like him.

      “I’ll cook if you want to take a shower. I don’t have any clothes that will fit you, but we might be able to make some shorts and a T-shirt work. Or a pair of sweats. Just until I can wash your clothes.” He paused. “Or do you prefer a bath?”

      “Bath.”

      He took a step toward her. “That’s progress. You prefer baths. You don’t like coffee, and your tea tastes are…we haven’t figured it out yet. What about eggs?”

      “Scrambled. With toast and butter.”

      He smiled again. It was enough to make her entirely let her guard down, but that was only a distraction. She knew nothing about herself. For all she knew, she could have a husband and never wore a ring. A steady, long term relationship. Baggage.

      She was like a blank slate, but that might not be a good thing. And what was she
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