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      Karina Hondo strode to the doorway of Aria’s bedroom. As she walked, she tugged her jet-black hair back into a ponytail. “Almost done with your homework?”

      “I got stuck.” Aria shifted on the yoga ball and turned around, putting her back to the desk. “I forgot how the story ends.” She eyed the outfit Karina was wearing. “Tell me before you go out.”

      Karina sat on the edge of Aria’s bed. “What story?”

      “We have to write a fairy tale for lit class. I’m writing the one you told me when I was little, about the fisherman who was a prince. But I can’t remember how it ends.”

      “Oh. That one.” Karina looked at the walls they had repainted this summer when Aria decided that as a high school freshman she shouldn’t have the same color walls she’d had in elementary school.

      The two of them had painted over the pink with light gray. Aria had hung canvas artwork and strung up fairy lights.

      “I like what you did with that.” Karina pointed to two smaller prints, both featuring bold swipes of gold and purple that arced and swirled.

      “Did you never tell me the end?” Aria shifted, and the yoga ball creaked under her. “Is it desperately tragic? Most fairy tales were super dark when they were originally written. I don’t want mine to be the movie version.”

      Karina held back a smile.

      “Did he die?” Aria bounced on the ball. “Because that would be great.”

      Karina shook her head. “He’s not the one who died.”

      “Was it the princess? That part was kind of mushy, but if she was tragically killed that will probably get me an A.”

      “You’re a pretty scary fourteen-year-old.”

      Aria shrugged. “Are you going to tell everyone that when I run for president in like a million years because you have to be super old? The whole country will vote for me because they’ll know I’m ruthless enough to get the job done.”

      “I might not word it like that.”

      “I know you have to go.” Aria leaned back and set one elbow on the desk. Physically, there wasn’t much difference between them. If they were the same age, they could have probably passed for twins. Only the difference meant they weren’t frequently mistaken for sisters.

      “You’re right,” Karina said. “I do have to go out.”

      There was a serious shelf life on Karina’s extracurricular activities. If someone targeted her in retaliation and came after Aria…

      Her stomach knotted. Karina had trained Aria to take care of herself from the moment she could walk, instructing her at the women’s gym where Karina worked, until the other personal trainers asked her to teach their children. Now she ran a whole training program for students.

      The world was a lethal place, so why allow a child to be vulnerable? All the training a person could do might help, but it didn’t guarantee survival. That was why they worked together at the gym now, training and living side-by-side at home. Karina wasn’t going to leave anything to chance. Not if she could help it.

      She looked at the watch on her wrist. “I can tell you quickly before I leave.”

      And yet, she didn’t start right away. Instead, she studied her hands. They were clenched on her lap.

      Karina worked her fingers apart and stretched them out. She needed to get on with her evening activities and hadn’t intended on delving back into her memories. But here she was.

      “He was a fisherman on an island out in the sea,” she began. “He was raised by an old man he called ‘Uncle’ though I have no idea if they were related. You know how they say a tree grows deeper roots every time a storm hits it? The trees who never have to weather the winds and rain aren’t as strong as the ones that get buffeted.”

      Aria nodded.

      “The winds were constant his whole life. It was as though he’d become a part of the ship on which he lived and worked. The old man may as well have been the ship himself, and the fisherman would have lived and died the same way. Taking his last breath on the dips and swells of the ocean.”

      “But he was young when she came, right?”

      Karina nodded. “They had returned to port to sell their catch. She was in the market when he saw her. That day she set out to sail with them, spending weeks on the ship. They fell in love, her with him as well as with the sea.”

      “The uncle could have married them, couldn’t he? I thought ship captains could do that.”

      “That’s actually a myth. And his uncle was ill, besides. When the fisherman set out to sea with her, the uncle did not go with them. He was in the hospital.” Karina could easily recall him falling to the ground in the middle of the market.

      “Why didn’t the fisherman just wait for him to get better and then go out?”

      “It was their livelihood. The old man insisted the fisherman keep working.”

      “Huh.” Aria turned and scribbled something in her notebook. “Then what happened at the end?”

      Karina had always left the story there, with the two of them on the ship. Falling in love. Of course, when Aria was little, she had kept it clean. Even while she embellished details and added a little magic to it.

      Now she had to face the reality of the situation. “Palace guards waited on shore when the ship next returned. She discovered that the fisherman was a prince.”

      “But she was a princess as well, right?”

      “In her own way.” Karina had told Aria that years ago. “Just from a different kingdom entirely.”

      “And the kingdoms were at war?”

      Karina nodded. “The guards were there to kill him, and they barely escaped. When she realized who the fisherman was, and that his life was in terrible danger from the rest of his family, she took him to her kingdom. She was going to present him to her people in the hopes he could find a place with them. But while they were there, he murdered a high official.”

      Aria’s eyes widened. “Why did he do that?”

      “Everyone thought it was because he was working on his family’s orders.”

      “She didn’t believe that did she?”

      “Even if she didn’t, there was nowhere for them to go. They couldn’t live in his kingdom. They couldn’t live in hers.”

      “She broke it off?” Aria rolled her eyes. “What a jerk.”

      “It was more complicated than that. She had enemies hunting her. That was why she’d been hiding in his kingdom in the first place. Now he was being accused of a terrible crime. What kind of a life would they have had?”

      “So she gave up because it wouldn’t have worked between them?” Aria made a face.

      “He was on the run, and they were separated in the confusion. That night she was killed.” In a car accident. Karina swallowed the lump in her throat. “Killed in a fire. He returned to his kingdom alone and on the run, wanted for the murder of the high official.”

      “Ugh. That sucks.” Aria blew out a breath.

      Karina wanted to tell her that was how life worked sometimes. But this was supposed to be a fairy tale, not a tragic story Karina had lived. Aria’s words echoed in her mind. It was the teenager’s assessment of the situation without knowing all the ins and outs of it. But still, her words stung. As if the princess had simply given up on the fisherman prince because things got too hard.

      “I should go.” Karina whistled as she stood.

      Seconds later Kuai’s tags jingled down the hallway, and the long-haired German Shepherd trotted into the bedroom. Karina scratched her under the chin, then walked to the doorway.

      “Kuai, guard.”

      The dog barked once and then lay down beside the yoga ball.

      “Be careful.”

      Karina glanced at her daughter. “Don’t stay up too late.”

      She pulled on her running shoes and tied the laces, then grabbed a sweater with handholes that hooked over her thumbs. Anyone who saw her would be convinced she was out for a run. Backpack. Alarm set.

      Karina closed the gate behind her before climbing into her Taurus. She would have much preferred a motorcycle, but something that loud wouldn’t work at all. At least not for her extracurricular activities.

      She drove across town to the address she had memorized and pulled over across the street. The white van was on the driveway, all the house windows covered with aluminum foil or cardboard—single story. Starter home, although county records said it was owned by a woman whose Facebook profile showed her to be eighty-plus.

      From her previous recon mission, she knew the back windows of the house were covered with sheets hung haphazardly enough she’d been able to see through one gap into an empty room.

      A hefty man strode out the front door just after eleven thirty, got into his van, and drove past her car to the edge of the neighborhood.

      Karina shifted back up to sitting and turned her car around to follow the man. The one she’d been warned about. It would have been an excellent time to break into his house and take a look around, but considering her suspicions, she could wind up saving someone’s life if she went after him.

      At first she’d been pointed to him by a woman who thought Chandlers was stalking her.

      It turned out he was selecting his next victim.

      The van slowed to a stop fifteen minutes later, in a similar residential street. Karina held back, using binoculars to see him reverse onto the alley between two houses. The client had gone on an extended vacation, visiting her parents out of state and virtually working while Karina dealt with the problem. Now it seemed he was after someone else.

      He got out of the van and opened the rear doors, then walked away. She didn’t see which house he entered. No lights came on, and no alarm sounded. Not even a dog barked.

      Minutes later he returned, carrying someone in his arms.

      A woman.
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        * * *

      

      The boat bobbed at the water’s edge as Eas crept toward it. He made sure his footsteps were silent, the man behind him equally cautious.

      “You think this will work?” Jeff Filks paused at the rope, securing the boat to the tree.

      Eas crouched beside the boat. “We’ll see if it does or not.”

      Jeff was a longtime resident of Last Chance County—whether many people here knew it or not. “You could sound a little more confident. I thought it was a good idea.”

      Eas glanced at him.

      Jeff was supposed to be untying the boat right now. Instead, he just stood there and stared at Eas. He wasn’t the kind of man who had to work up the courage to say what was on his mind.

      The scar on Eas’s face itched. The new mask he had worn tonight was a full face covering, although over his eyes was only mesh that didn’t obscure his vision too much.

      Jeff wasn’t a threat to Eas or anyone else on Zander’s team, but Eas still didn’t want to show the man his face. That would only add Jeff to the list of accessories—people who knew who Eas was and hadn’t immediately turned him over to the FBI.

      “I’m glad Zander paired us up.”

      Eas shrugged. “Why’s that?”

      Instead of answering, Jeff said, “I figured we’d have more time to talk, though.”

      Because this guy thought Eas was going to share? This was a training mission, not a chance to get to know each other.

      Jeff continued, “I guess I’ll have to just skip to the end, and the part where I tell you about this company I run now.”

      “I know about the accountant’s office.” Eas figured he knew where this was going. Even if Zander technically owned it, the company Jeff ran provided anyone who needed it a fresh start. Typically it was former special ops, spies who had been burned, or any person whose identity was compromised in a way that put their lives in danger.

      “So you know we provide new identities to anyone who needs one? It doesn’t matter who they are. If they’re in danger and can’t show their face, we help them.” Jeff waved his hand toward Eas’s mask. “We can provide them with a clean ID and a new life. And we have payment plans now.”

      Eas said nothing.

      Jeff sighed. “Fine.”

      “You should get going.” His partner for tonight had to leave so that Eas could do his bit.

      Eas dragged over the man-sized dummy they’d borrowed from a clothing boutique on Main Street in town. The mannequin wore a full face covering that matched the one Eas wore. He tossed it into the boat and secured it in an upright sitting position.

      “How long do you think we have?” Jeff started to wade out into the water with the boat, pushing the small fishing vessel with his one hand. His other arm had been blown off in a terrorist attack while he’d been serving overseas a couple of years ago.

      “Maybe five minutes,” Eas said. “Zander and Judah will be the first to try and take our flag before we can get to theirs.”

      “I’ll be ready.” Jeff patted his hip, where he’d stuck a gun loaded with rubber bullets. Judah might be his brother-in-law, but the guy seemed to have no problem with the idea of battling against the team’s Brit, even if it was just a training exercise.

      Eas looked around as he thought again through the plan they’d come up with. “It’s Andre and that other guy I’m worried about.”

      “Stuart? Yeah, he’s a serious wildcard. That’s probably why Andre picked him to be his teammate.” Jeff said, “How is Badger doing?”

      “Still coughing up blood at times.” Eas had been sitting with him at night since he got home from the hospital, usually taking the shift after Lucia got done playing video games with him.

      Badger had tried to get him to leave by asking Eas to read to him—from the collection of cowboy romance novels Nora had bought on her Kindle account.

      Eas had started bringing a puzzle book with him. Badger hated Sudoku only slightly more than cheesy romance, but it was still worth it to irritate the guy and keep him company at the same time.

      Eas also figured it gave Badger’s mind something to focus on rather than the woman he liked who hadn’t called him back yet. Eas didn’t even know if she was aware Badger had been injured. Which was a poor description of the fact he had breathed in a single drop of a dangerous chemical that had torn apart his lungs.

      Badger would heal, but it would probably take a few more weeks until he was up and running.

      “Okay, I’m heading out.” Jeff hopped into the boat. “You don’t think it’s going to look weird the one armed guy is rowing the boat, and you’re just sitting there doing nothing?”

      “Maybe it’s your boat, and you don’t let anyone else row it. Plus, you have that gadget built in already, so you can get the thing going one-handed.”

      Jeff chuckled. “Got the flag?”

      Eas lifted his chin.

      “I figured we’d maybe get to hang out a bit, get to know each other, but this is a good plan.” Jeff rowed away using the mechanism in his boat that allowed him to row the small fishing vessel around even with a missing arm. “Remember what I said about my office? We’re happy to help with anything you need.”

      Eas didn’t want to get into this with Jeff. It would only lead to the inevitable conversation that his life was in danger, and the why of it. He was just glad the guy didn’t wait around for an answer about getting to know each other. If Jeff attempted it later on, after their training mission of capture the flag, Eas would have to figure out something else to do.

      He figured it was mainly about Zander and the respect that flowed both ways between him and Jeff. They had served together, though not in the same units. On occasion, Eas felt like the odd man out. He’d never been in the military. Not in his home country and not in the US. However, he had been annexed into Zander’s team and trained in the particulars of how Chevalier Protection Specialists worked.

      They had even operated on behalf of the US government, for the Department of Clandestine Service, several times acting as a team of American agents dressed in full gear. But not lately, since they’d brought down the director. He was in jail now. Zander had married his daughter, and the team was mainly doing freelance work. Although not this weekend.

      Eas didn’t love downtime. He preferred to be busy, with something to focus on while he waited out his time with the team.

      Prepping for a mission of his own.

      He pulled off his shirt and toed off his shoes, then removed his jeans. Underneath, he had put on a wet suit. Eas hid the clothes behind a bush and waded into the lake, quickly disappearing under the surface.

      Weeks ago, Zander had floated the idea of Eas joining the US Navy, although he would have to do it under an assumed identity. Possibly even one supplied by the accountant’s office. Zander seemed to think he could get through the SEAL selection process. But with his shoulder injury barely healed and his other issues, he didn’t need to be distracted right now.

      Maybe one day, when he could show his face to the world.

      He tugged off the mask and stuck it in the collar of the wet suit, then swam to the bottom of the lake, far deeper than anyone who lived in town knew. However, word of the secret facility that had once been down here had spread wide. He knew high school kids liked to see who could swim down to touch the bulkhead doors at the center of the debris. Most could not, as it was far too deep. And the ones who tried all wound up facing down the police chief so they could explain what they thought they had been doing.

      Eas had already gone down earlier in the day and left scuba gear tethered to the bulkhead door. He swam to it now, took a couple of breaths from the rebreather, and watched the surface above him. Considering the night was almost pitch-black, and he was so deep, he could barely see much of anything.

      Until two men swam by above him.

      Both wore rebreathers similar to the one over his face. They had switched on the lights to guide their way, which meant he could see their outline. Zander and Judah, as he and Jeff had suspected. The two men made their way to the small fishing boat.

      The distraction had worked.

      Zander and Judah would surprise Jeff, then attempt to take their flag—which was secured to Eas’s ankle.

      Eas was going to surface and steal their flag before they figured out their miscalculation.

      He let go of the rebreather, and it floated down to the air tank hanging from the wheel that had at one point opened the bulkhead door. He kicked off the entrance to head for the surface.

      Arms banded around him. Eas fought off a second of panic, but he wasn’t quick enough.

      A second assailant grabbed his hands. He kicked out and bent his toe on someone’s leg. He coughed out an air bubble, and water swished around him. His hands were secured together by a thin zip tie, then clipped with a carabiner to the wheel, dragging his body against the bulkhead door. His hip slammed the air tank.

      They pulled the flag from his ankle and swam to the surface—Andre, and his teammate Stuart.

      Leaving him down there at the bottom of the lake.
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      Karina eyed the phone on the passenger seat. A burner, unregistered. Still, even with that safeguard in place she didn’t call 911. Yet.

      She had been watching Silas Chandlers for over a week, waiting for him to snap and enact his plan. This woman was by no means the first he had kidnapped, given everything she’d put together. The last one had been murdered four months ago. And if Karina didn’t do something about it, she would not be the last.

      Calling in a kidnapped victim was one thing. An empty house for the police to find, possibly signs of a struggle. One witness statement that might be straightforward but would leave the detective with additional questions Karina had no intention of answering.

      Better to call them to come and rescue this woman from wherever Silas took her. Which meant subduing him before he could hurt the woman and then having the victim call in. That way, Karina’s name didn’t have to appear anywhere in a report.

      The last thing she needed was for a police officer to see her face. Having her identity outed would ruin everything she’d worked for.

      As she followed Silas in his van back across town, she wondered if he was headed to his house or somewhere else entirely. He hadn’t visited any other locations when she’d been surveilling him recently. Just the woman’s house and his own. If he’d done any set up somewhere else, it must have been during the day when she was at work or with Aria.

      As she had no ideas, her mind drifted to what Aria had said about the story.

      Her child believed she’d just given up and walked away from a good thing? Aria didn’t know that there was so much more to it.

      They’d moved enough times her daughter eventually realized it was because they were in danger. Karina might have taught Aria to be realistic about the way life often turned out, but the girl still managed to believe in hope. Starting over somewhere else with a new identity wasn’t easy, but Aria had come to understand it was sometimes necessary.

      Karina secretly adored the part of her daughter that believed things would always turn out for the best. That life had a happy ending more often than not. Karina didn’t want to force her to face reality when the dream of hope was a sweet thing to hold onto.

      Until life taught her differently.

      And yet, the words Aria had spoken still stung. They weren’t true. Karina knew she could never have stayed. He had killed a man, and since then it had happened again. The life she had chosen instead meant Aria was safe. It was the only thing that mattered.

      That was why she believed there was a God, even though sometimes it seemed impossible. After all, she had walked away from the tragedy of her world and started a new life. Weeks later, she had discovered she was pregnant—at a time when she had understood what a mercy that was. Her daughter would be born in safety, bringing a song into Karina’s world. A melody only Aria could sing but that Karina would get to listen to for the rest of her life.

      On nights like this, when she looked evil in the face, she needed that song.

      Silas Chandlers drove home. He parked in his two-car garage beside a white Camry. The door rolled down before he climbed out of the vehicle. Inside, a light was on downstairs. She could see the beam around the edges of the foil.

      Karina parked several houses away, pulled on a protective vest, and tugged her sweater over it. She slipped a stun gun into the deep pocket on one side of her leggings and her phone on the other side. The small pistol went in the glove box because she didn’t need the heat of being caught with it on her.

      Aria just didn’t know. She was a teen, and as such, considered herself an autonomous adult. But the truth was that there was plenty she didn’t know—things Karina wasn’t going to explain to her. Not if she didn’t have to.

      She liked that her daughter was proud of her and the work she did, both at her day job and out here at night. That certainly wasn’t a secret. Although, she kept many others. Her prerogative.

      Aria didn’t need to know everything she had done.

      If she did, she wouldn’t look at Karina quite the same way after.

      Karina crept down the side of the house and scaled the locked gate. She landed on the far side, her feet sinking a little into the gravel. She halted there, unmoving. Waiting to see if Silas Chandlers had noticed there was someone outside. One of the nights he had left, she followed him to a sports bar and watched him order dinner.

      She had immediately returned to his house and ascertained he had no surveillance system. But she hadn’t ventured inside. If he’d gone on much longer before kidnapping this woman, she’d have probably tried to break in. However, given he was so particular he’d spent an hour vacuuming out his car two days ago—and then wiping down everything inside and all the windows, inside and out—she figured if anyone had been in his house, he’d have known.

      She made her way to the patio door and used two bobby pins from her hair to pick the lock. Karina slid the door back as quietly as she could, then waited. She heard shuffling—a thud.

      The air inside was stifling, as though it hadn’t moved in days. If she stood here much longer, he would notice the change, the cool night air coming in from outside. Nights like this, she preferred to leave all the windows open. Kuai would stand with her nose on the window ledge, sniffing the scents of the neighborhood.

      Probably the squirrel that liked to taunt her from the top of the fence while it nibbled on the posts.

      Karina slid the door shut behind her and waited again. She could barely make out the open kitchen with the illumination from a single light in what was probably the living room off to the right. She could hear the low drone of the TV.

      Another shuffle. A thud. This house had no basement and only one floor. He had to be down the hall, in one of the rooms to the left.

      She pulled the stun gun. She would leave the rest of her weapons for a situation where she had to fight for her own life.

      She crept between the chair backs and the breakfast bar.

      Odors wrinkled her nose. The kitchen was a source. But as she crept toward the hall, a musk from the living room turned her head.

      She had smelled that before.

      Just to be sure, Karina moved to the archway that led into the living room. The drone of the TV was louder now, but still quiet enough it could be background noise only. Just enough to cut through the silence.

      A lamp beside an armchair was on. The yellow glow cast shadows across the room.

      Whoever had once inhabited this house was long gone. And yet, the body of that older woman remained in the armchair. Wrinkled and disfigured, her skin gray and decomposing. Mouth open eyes nothing but hollow spaces where she had once seen the things that went on here.

      Now she saw nothing.

      His mother. Grandmother, or aunt. Or simply the owner—before he took up occupancy here. Something else for the police to figure out.

      She caught the shuffle too late, too wrapped up in her thoughts to realize there was someone behind her. A hand grasped her just above her right elbow. Another came around her left side to her face, and a cold cloth pressed against her mouth and nose, the smell of chloroform clogging her throat.

      Karina kicked back.

      He grunted.

      She reached around with the stun gun, but his grip above her elbow meant she couldn’t get far. Karina shoved. She grabbed it with her left hand, turned her whole body in a twist, and jammed the prongs of the stun gun against his side.

      He punched her in the face.

      The stun gun clattered to the floor as she stumbled back and gasped. He shoved the cloth against her mouth and nose again, then pushed her until her back hit the wall. She kicked him again, but with barely any space between them, she couldn’t do more than graze his legs. She shoved at his chest.

      Her head swam. Darkness began to creep in. She pulled out the phone, desperate for help to come from somewhere. She had no weapon left except her.

      He grasped her wrist before she could use the phone or even hit him with it—no way to call for help.

      No way out.

      The phone clattered to the floor.

      She brought her knee up between his legs. It was weak. She knew that when he deflected it with a shift of his hips.

      As darkness descended, he let her fall to the floor.
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        * * *

      

      Eas waited until he saw the two of them headed toward the surface, far enough away that if they looked back, it would be too late to stop him. Then he twisted his wrist, grabbed the carabiner and unclipped it, lifted the rebreather, and took a few long breaths. It wasn’t something that could be rushed. He gave himself a couple of seconds between each exhale and inhale, forcing his heart rate to slow so that his movements weren’t hampered by adrenaline, and he got enough air.

      Sure, Stuart and Andre had tied him up under the water, out of reach of any way to get air. But they’d done it in such a way it only slowed him down.

      After all, this was a training exercise and not a life or death situation. Although, the way the Chevalier team worked, those were often the same thing.

      He thought of pulling the pistol loaded with blanks from the back of his waistband. Difficult with his hands tied together, but not impossible. He was too far under the water to hit either of them, even if he wanted to slow them down in retaliation, so he dismissed the idea and headed for the surface.

      Eas had swum through deep water so many times in his life that he could move almost without making ripples. There would be the barest of movement on the surface. Meanwhile, he surged through the water with his hands out in front of him.

      The surprise of being caught unaware had made things difficult but not impossible. He liked the challenge of not cutting himself free but still completing the training exercise. All skills he needed to be as good as he could be while he waited for the biggest mission of his life.

      Being part of Zander’s team had him in a holding pattern, but it likely wouldn’t be long before he had to move on. Right now, he was only biding his time anyway. Once he left to do what he’d come here to, he should consider taking Jeff up on his offer of a new identity through the accountant’s office.

      He might need one. There wouldn’t be many options left if he wanted to live out the rest of his life—peace or no. Just being alive at the end of it would be an accomplishment in itself.

      Andre and Stuart had split off at the surface and were on opposite sides of the fishing boat. Andre was the one with the flag tied to his ankle. Stuart still had the one Eas had been wearing. He decided to go for Andre’s first and headed in that direction. His teammate was beside the boat with his upper body out of the water. He would never even know Eas was coming.

      Swimming underwater without a knife in one hand always felt strange, but he wasn’t down here to untangle a fishing net.

      Eas snagged the flag from Andre’s ankle and swam back down, heading away from the fishing boat. Out of reach of any of them and their weapons. His lungs began to burn, so he kicked toward the surface and treaded water just before he reached it. He slowed his pace almost to a complete stop, then tipped his head back. He lifted his face above the surface long enough to suck in a breath and go back down.

      The second he was above the surface, he could hear the commotion up there—yelling, shouts, and grunts.

      He dropped back down. A light illuminated him. Stuart had swept a flashlight around, discovering Eas’s position.

      He needed to get his flag back from the guy.

      The flashlight beam turned in the water and pointed away from him for a second before it shut off. Stuart was swimming away. He would head for the shore to keep Eas from getting his flag.

      Andre had climbed onto the fishing boat.

      Eas swam over and surfaced. Andre and Judah grappled with one another. Zander had Jeff in an elaborate headlock that the one-armed man seemed to think was hilarious, though Eas had no idea why. The whole team viewed things like this as fun as much as training. Eas wasn’t taught that way.

      Several ideas ran through his head, including where he tugged down one side of the boat, tipped it, and flipped the whole thing over. He would probably get hit in the head with the vessel, so he dismissed that idea.

      Still, he could do at least some damage by shaking the vessel.

      Eas grabbed the side with his bound hands and pulled down. He swung his leg over the side and rolled on board. Andre and Judah toppled over. The whole thing tipped precariously, and Andre splashed into the water. Jeff used the distraction to headbutt Zander. The crack of skulls was audible.

      Eas swiped out his leg, and Zander fell. Eas jumped up and shoved Judah just as he rose to his feet. The man splashed into the water on the opposite side from Andre.

      Eas spun back around.

      Jeff had his weapon out, pointed at Zander. “Bang. You’re dead.”

      Zander only grunted, the noise sounding suspiciously like amusement.

      Eas pulled the flag from his team leader’s ankle. Awkward, with his hands still tied together. But doable. “One more to go.”

      Andre yanked the side of the boat, hanging on. “Bet you can’t find Stuart.” His teeth flashed in the moonlight. He was entirely too smug considering their team had lost, and Jeff and Eas had almost won the entire thing.

      “Yeah?” Eas stared his friend down for a second, then turned and took two steps to the other side of the boat. He stepped on the side, heard their yelps, and dove into the water. He swam the way Jeff did with one arm but using both.

      Having them locked together with the zip tie was distracting, but he used it. He worked with it the way he’d been taught to adapt in any situation. Taking negatives and turning them into assets.

      As he closed in on the shore, Eas stood and started to walk to the beach. His lungs burned, but the truth was that exhilaration rolled through him at the thought of what he would face. Stuart had been on the shore for minutes already. He was either far enough away that Eas would have to track him to where he’d hidden, or Stuart had set a trap already. Or he was gone altogether.

      Eas stood on the shore and tried to hear over the rush of his breathing.

      Back on the boat, Judah and Andre continued to battle. Probably primarily just for the fun of it, considering Eas had both of their flags. They would continue their contest back at the house, playing something on Xbox while the team waited for Nora and Lucia—Zander and Andre’s wives—to get home from their girl’s night in town with friends.

      Eas took a step toward the heavy brush and trees. Beyond the sandy shore, the ground was mostly covered with a carpet of tightly wound berry bushes that grew wild in many places here. He might be in a wetsuit, but he didn’t want to go trudging through that and get torn up by the thorns. He figured Stuart wouldn’t have, although he might be hiding there.

      “I know what you are.” The voice drifted to him through the trees.

      Eas stilled. He tried to fight the rush of memory, palming a blade between his hands before he even realized it.

      “I know what you’ve done.”

      It was Stuart.

      Eas shifted the blade in his hands and cut the ties, freeing his wrists.

      “You’ll always be nothing. A weapon. No one.”

      He swung out on a reflex.

      Deep inside he knew Stuart was reaching to find a trigger that would throw Eas off his game. Using psychological warfare to distract him so that he could take him down.

      “I see you.”

      The night breeze brushed against his face. It chilled the water on his skin.

      He had removed his mask to use the rebreather. Jeff had seen his face. Now Stuart. Eas heard the clock begin to tick, running down the time. He would have to leave Last Chance County, and the Chevalier team, without even the chance to stop by the house and gather what little things he had to his name these days.

      Walk away. Again.

      Alone.

      He heard the rustle in the berry bushes. The sound brought his mind back to total clarity as decades of memory dissipated. The feel of rope in his hands. The swipe of a blade through flesh. Blood running across the deck. Water in his lungs.

      He heard a sharp intake of breath, and the swish of clothing. Someone ran toward him. Eas let the blade fly and listened to a grunt.

      “That’s enough.”

      He spun around and saw Zander staring at him. Behind him were Jeff, Andre, and Judah.

      Stuart hissed, one hand against his cheek.

      “So who won?” Judah asked.

      “I’m guessing Eas.” Andre frowned.

      “At least you missed.” Judah motioned with a hand toward Stuart, who had a nick from Eas’s knife on his cheek.

      “Did I?” Eas realized too late he should have held those words back.

      But instead of the same reaction the rest of them had, Stuart chuckled. He came over to Eas with one hand out. The other had blood on it from the slice across his cheekbone. Shallow, but it would probably require a couple of stitches.

      “Good game.” Stuart still had his hand out. “If you ever need anything at all…”

      Eas didn’t shake his hand. “I won’t.”

      He turned away from all of them and started walking.
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      Karina blinked against the bright white lights overhead, far more glaring than necessary. She heard a moan escape her lips. The sound was muffled behind the cloth that covered her mouth. For a second, panic overwhelmed her. She sniffed, inhaling the chemical smell she could taste in her mouth.

      He’d overcome her.

      She shifted and realized she lay on the bare wood floor. Her hip was up against a baseboard, and when she turned her head toward the wall, she saw it was unfinished. Ready to be painted. The renovation paused before it was completed.

      She focused her gaze on one of the studs, covered by drywall mud, and listened. Across the room, not very far away, was another person. Unconscious given the slow, measured breaths.

      The kidnapped woman.

      Karina’s hands were bound behind her back. She lay on her right side, so she knew he had divested her of the weapons she carried. The thought of him touching her at all caused a shiver she had to fight back. Knowing he’d gone through her pockets and taken her phone made things worse.

      No way was she going to act weak when she wasn’t. He might have bested her for now when he’d caught her by surprise in the hallway, but Karina had been trained by people with far more skill than he could dream of. For years she had been taught every fighting method.

      A lot of it had been forgotten, like muscle strength that disappeared a little every day when it went unused. She’d lost more of it than she realized.

      But this guy was going to discover exactly what she was capable of when her back was against the wall.

      Keep telling yourself that.

      It was better than wallowing, at least. Or succumbing to the fear that wanted to overtake her, even though this was the life she had chosen.

      Being caught was a risk she took every time she went after someone like this. It wasn’t the first time she got in over her head, and it wouldn’t be the last. Why would today be different than any other day?

      Karina needed all the information she could gather in order to make a plan and get out of there, preferably before he came back. The woman he’d taken, whose name she didn’t even know, lay with her back to Karina across the room. Although, if they both stretched their hands out, they could probably touch. This was only a small bedroom or a full-sized closet.

      The floor on the woman’s side had been covered with a plastic sheet. A single window had been boarded up.

      The door was shut, probably locked from the hall side. Karina figured she might be able to kick it open if it hadn’t been reinforced somehow. Now that she knew what she was dealing with, she would be better prepared next time she came face-to-face with that guy and his chloroform rag.

      What she didn’t know was how long it had been since she passed out. Or whether it was still night outside. She pushed the thought aside because it wouldn’t be resolved until she got out of here. What she needed to do was take care of things she had control over.

      Aria might call the number Karina had told her to use in an extreme emergency. Or maybe she wouldn’t. Either way, it was Aria’s decision, and she knew what to do if she thought she could use help—or that Karina did.

      Karina pulled her knees to her chest, slipped her hands to the front, and sat up. She worked the cloth covering her mouth down below her chin and took a long breath. There was nothing to cut the ties binding her feet with. Except to lift her hands to her mouth and begin to bite at the knots.

      The door opened. She didn’t stop attempting to chew the cord.

      “There’s not much point trying that. You won’t get out of here.”

      I don’t care. He thought she wasn’t going to at least try?

      “What are you?” His legs moved into her field of vision, at the corner. “Some kind of vigilante?”

      She could see his legs shift again. But he didn’t come any closer. And she didn’t bother speaking to him.

      “Not much of a hero, getting yourself captured.” He rocked back and forth on his shoes. “We’ll know soon enough if anyone else has seen you.”

      She lowered her hands and glanced up at him. What did that mean?

      He was muscled, like a bodybuilder but about ten years past the height of his career. Tanned. Someone who liked to be noticed. This wasn’t a serial killer. Probably more of an opportunistic rapist who wanted women to see him. When they didn’t, he captured and brought them back to his home. If they refused to cooperate, he murdered them.

      That fit what she’d been told, but not by this woman—the one still unconscious across the room. The person who had contacted her, asking her to look into him, had been a woman who believed this guy was stalking her.

      But what she wanted to know right now was what he meant about anyone else. Like he planned to get intel on her?

      A phone chime sounded. He slid a cell from his back pocket looked at the screen. “Here we go.”

      Realization dawned. He had posted somewhere about her.

      “What did you do?” Karina yelled the question louder than she’d meant to. But if this guy had done what she thought he might have, then he’d have ruined everything she’d built here. Her entire life up in flames.

      He glanced at her, eyebrows raised. “Seems like you’re memorable enough. Self-defense teacher, personal trainer. But that’s not all, is it?”

      “Why don’t you untie me, and we’ll find out.”

      He grinned, flashing perfect white teeth she wanted to smash with her fist. “I’m guessing you’re the one with the reputation for making people’s lives difficult around here. You are a vigilante.”

      “So all your other predator pals know who I am? I’m flattered.” She’d needed an outlet for her skills, and at the beginning working at the gym had been enough. Then one day, she walked into the ladies’ room and found a woman crying—her first client.

      Karina needed to know how bad the situation was right now.

      She said, “Do all your little weasel friends know what I look like?”

      If he had uploaded her picture somewhere, she needed to get this done fast, get home, and get Aria up packed up. Make a call Aria might have already made. Start a new life somewhere far from here.

      He shrugged. “I’m sure you can appreciate that I may not wish to draw so much attention to myself.”

      Karina wasn’t sure that was true, not in real life. Maybe online, he didn’t want to be seen as a predator. He’d rankled at that word, given the shift in the skin around his eyes. But in person? This was the kind of man who wanted all the attention. Enough he would kidnap a woman from her own house to get it.

      “Let her go.” She motioned at the woman across the room.

      “When I can have two instead of one?”

      Karina clenched her teeth and held still, so she didn’t react. If she could get her phone back from him, she would call 911 for the fastest possible help. Sometimes it was the best course of action to call professionals and try to minimize the fallout.

      She could disappear before anyone caught sight of her or wrote down her name. She would have to take his phone with her and hire someone to erase all electronic records of her face. But the damage was likely already done. If her photo was on the internet, the clock was ticking. Soon enough, her enemy would see it. They would come for her. For Aria.

      She needed to get out of here.

      He crouched in front of her and ran a finger down her cheek. “We can have fun together. If you’re willing.”

      “And if I’m not?” She figured she knew the answer, even if she didn’t want to think of it.

      Besides, now wasn’t the time.

      Karina whipped her hands up, slammed her fists into the underside of his chin, and grabbed the phone. In the second he was distracted, she swung her feet around. Her knees bent, she kicked at him with the flat of both the soles of her shoes.

      He toppled back from his crouch to land on the floor.

      She tucked her knees to her chest a second time and kicked out at him again. She smashed her heels into his face this time.

      The back of his head hit the floor and bounced off the wood.

      Karina made an emergency call from his phone, then wiped her fingerprints as it rang, and the dispatcher answered.

      She clambered to her feet and hopped into the kitchen, where she slid a knife from the block on the counter and cut her feet free.

      A heavy body crashed into her back.

      Her hips slammed the edge of the counter, and her forehead bounced off the upper cabinet. She knew it would hurt, but she didn’t think twice.

      Karina flung her head back and smashed it into his.
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      Eas figured he wouldn’t get in through the patio without being seen, so he used the side door when he returned from his run.

      He eased the door closed and toed off his running shoes.

      “Do you ever sleep?”

      He turned and found Zander in the hall with a cup of coffee.

      Eas shrugged. “I sat with Badger for a while, and then I couldn’t find rest.”

      “Stuart got four stitches.”

      “Windermere?” Their team doctor was one of the best, although Eas didn’t have a wealth of experience with adequate medical care. At least not until the last few months with the team. Biding his time.

      Zander nodded. “You should go get water.”

      Eas figured that meant his team leader would follow him into the kitchen, and he realized he was right when he closed the refrigerator and saw Zander lean against the archway between the living room and kitchen.

      He drank half the water even though it was cold, then replaced the cap. “What’s up?”

      Zander’s eyebrows rose. “We’re really going to do this?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” The run was supposed to have cleared his head, but the truth was that no matter how much he worked out, it never stilled his mind, not even when he was sleeping.

      Eas crossed the kitchen and leaned against the counter to see the TV hung on the wall in the living room. Business news played across the screen. The volume was loud enough to hear what they said without waking anyone.

      Living, training, and working together for weeks that turned into months had given Eas an insight into these people’s lives that he would have said he didn’t want.

      Now he knew that was a lie.

      “I’ve been watching you punish yourself for weeks, hoping you’d let us know what’s up with you.”

      First Jeff…and now Zander? Eas being here was partially about laying low with people who could put all his pent-up energy to good use. Better than the work he’d been doing the past few years, contract jobs where he could work alone without drawing attention to himself. Or the prior years, where he’d been paid well, but the job and the circles he’d run in left him feeling stained. It was also about being in the right location when the time came.

      After Lucia, Andre’s wife had recognized him, Eas had been forced to admit he was on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list. He figured the guys would’ve been after him to explain the whole story. He’d said it was a case of mistaken identity he was trying to fix—the first murder and all the other crimes since.

      They’d left it at that. Even Judah hadn’t pestered him with questions, and Badger—who usually would have—was laid up recovering. Maybe they just hadn’t had time, or Ted, the team’s technical expert, hadn’t finished searching every online database and server he could get access to in order to figure out who Eas was.

      It wasn’t lost on him that he’d done so many things in the years between that were exactly like what he was being accused of. No one even knew about those, except maybe Isaac—the person who’d brought him to Zander to hide out. Proving his innocence would be impossible with the mountain of evidence. The fact was, he might as well have killed the Chinese ambassador fifteen years ago.

      No one would even care that he hadn’t. So why bother trying to prove it?

      His life was a complicated mess he had no energy to untangle. There was no point.

      He said, “I know I’m asking a lot for you to trust me.”

      Zander shrugged one. “You were vouched for. That was enough for me at the time.”

      But now, their former teammate had betrayed them. “So the fact Isaac walked away means you’re waiting for me to betray you as well?”

      Eas might not be planning on doing that, but he did intend to leave. As soon as his window of opportunity opened, he would jump on it. The team would realize he’d only been biding his time with them. And as much as he liked the work and the guys, the truth was it couldn’t last. It was never meant to have.

      He wasn’t like them.

      “I thought Isaac would never have betrayed us, and I was wrong.” Zander took a sip of his coffee, not giving away anything in his body language or expression. “But if you’ve got a problem, you have to know by now that we have the resources to solve it. We know an army of people—most of whom live in this town—who can help you.”

      Eas was already shaking his head even before Zander finished. “It’s not that kind of problem.”

      “I’m not doubting you just because Isaac showed his true colors,” Zander said. “Sure, he was the one who brought you to us. But one action on his part doesn’t mean everything he ever did in his life is tainted.”

      Eas had quit trying to figure out how Zander would react to anything. He was completely wrong the first handful of times, and since then, the man had surprised him regularly. Zander wasn’t anything like anyone Eas had ever known.

      In another life, he’d have liked to be friends and not just colleagues for a few months.

      “It was time for him to go back to his life.” Eas took another drink of water.

      Zander stilled, his mug halfway to his mouth. Another reaction he hadn’t been expecting. Surely it was better to know that Isaac hadn’t betrayed them. He had simply finished his time here.

      The way Eas was about to.

      He needed Zander to understand that even though this wasn’t a bad situation, it still wouldn’t continue forever. And not because Zander was unable to hold the team together. Eas knew how this American felt about loyalty. But considering no one in Eas’s life had ever stuck by him, he didn’t know what he was supposed to do with it.

      The one person who might have stayed at one time had died, and that was before the cracks would’ve inevitably begun to emerge. Who was to say it would have lasted anyway? Part of him didn’t want to stick around here long enough for the same thing to happen between him and the guys. Why bother?

      They’d put up long enough with his secrets.

      Sooner or later, they weren’t going to allow it to continue. But he would be gone by then, anyway.

      “Isaac is back at the CIA?”

      Eas shook his head. “I don’t know if it’s exactly the CIA, but it might be.”

      None of Isaac’s people had ever told him exactly what their group was. Not even the woman who ran the whole thing, who he’d never even met. Eas knew just enough to have decided he didn’t want any part of it. Not when it would simply be another group trying to control him.

      “The woman Lucia saw and her people?”

      Eas nodded. Without a photo, they hadn’t been able to identify the woman. And he couldn’t help because he had no idea who she was.

      Isaac hadn’t said as much, but Eas figured he also butted heads with them on occasion. He’d said the time he spent with Zander’s team served a purpose but also let him breathe for the first time in a long time

      Eas knew exactly what he’d meant, and Isaac was aware. Especially given they’d met back when Eas had been working for the Chinese mafia.

      The way Zander ran his team was completely different than anything he’d ever known. Eas still chafed against the boundaries that were set, even if they weren’t bad. The fact he couldn’t go off on his own unless the team leader sanctioned it made him wonder if he wouldn’t be better off solo. He
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