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      A carefree day on the lake turns deadly when a passing boater uncovers the skeletal remains of a woman hidden beneath the water for nearly thirty years.

      

      When Cora Raynor vanished from her home without a trace, she left behind only a cryptic note. Everyone assumed she'd run away. But Lt. Weston Calloway isn't convinced. As he digs into the decades-old disappearance, he uncovers long-buried secrets, shattered loyalties, and a web of deception someone is still willing to kill to protect.

      

      The investigation takes a personal turn when Weston's best friend, Summer Winslow, receives several disturbing threats. Still recovering from a brutal attack that left her shaken and vulnerable, Summer isn't sure whether the strange incidents surrounding her are real or the product of lingering trauma. But when the threats escalate, Weston realizes someone is targeting her—and they'll stop at nothing to silence the truth.

      

      With a young woman missing and time running out, Weston must uncover the link between the past and present before another life is lost.

      

      Because if he fails, Summer may be next…
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      The sun glistened off the calm surface of the lake, casting a shimmering path that stretched out before the sleek speedboat. Micah revved the engine, causing the boat to leap forward. Casey clutched the side, her knuckles white as they sped across the water, much too close to the shore for her comfort.

      “Micah, slow down!” Casey shouted, her voice nearly drowned out by the roar of the motor.

      Micah just laughed, the wind whipping through his hair. “Relax, Case! We’re fine!”

      But Casey wasn’t convinced. “Seriously, Micah, stop it!”

      Micah grinned and whipped the wheel hard. Casey screamed as waves slapped against the side of the boat, making it lurch frantically from side to side. Casey grabbed the edge of the seat, clinging to the fabric with all her might. “Micah! You better stop before you get caught!”

      They were already deep into the no-wake zone, and the waves crashed against the shore with violent force, frothy and white.

      Micah rolled his eyes. “We’re not going to get caught. There’s no one out here.”

      “The people who live here will be pissed,” she said, gesturing toward the homes tucked within the canopy of trees along the shoreline. “They’re going to call the cops on you.”

      “Fine.” He turned the wheel again and pushed the throttle, sending them back out toward the middle of the lake.

      The boat shot forward, and a scream caught in her throat as Casey was jolted off the seat. A sickening screech filled the air as the bottom scraped against something below the surface.

      “What was that?” Micah eased off the throttle, and the boat slowed to a stop.

      “I told you,” Casey shot back. “There’s all kinds of stuff this close to shore. You better hope you didn’t ruin your dad’s boat. He’ll be pissed.”

      Casey peered over the side of the boat, straining to see into the depths. A dozen feet away, a patch of blue bobbed in the water.

      She pointed at the object. “What’s that?”

      Micah squinted, then shrugged. “Probably just some trash. Grab it before it gets caught in the propeller.”

      Casey dug out an oar then leaned over the side, using the paddle to slap at the water, dragging the object closer. It drifted toward her, trapped air lifting it to the surface. From here she could make out what appeared to be fabric, once bright blue but now faded with age and stained from the lake.

      Casey angled the oar downward, trying to pin the fabric and drag it toward her. It was heavier than she expected, and she struggled to pull it in. “It’s stuck on something,” she muttered, giving it a harder tug. “You probably hit a log or something down there.”

      She tossed a look over her shoulder at Micah, who shrugged sheepishly. “My bad.”

      Rolling her eyes, Casey turned her attention back to the task at hand. Nice of him to help, she thought to herself as she dragged the fabric closer, aided by the gentle rolling of the water.

      “Almost got it…”

      She bit her lip and strained her muscles, reaching just a bit farther. She dragged the oar over the rippling water, the fabric trailing in its wake. The surge of satisfaction that shot through her quickly turned to dread as the fabric rolled under the pressure of the oar and something began to take shape.

      “What the…?”  Her brows drew together as the object dipped below the surface, then reappeared.

      The fabric slipped free of the oar and as it did, something dark began to rise from the depths. Terror slid through her as Casey found herself staring into the empty sockets of a human skull, its mouth agape in a silent scream.
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      The old, decrepit farmhouse loomed in the distance, its silhouette dark and foreboding against the cloudy gray sky. Lieutenant Weston Calloway’s knuckles were white with tension as he gripped the steering wheel and turned down the long gravel driveway.

      He pulled to a stop in front of the house and scanned the exterior. The lawn was overgrown, machinery and discarded trash littering the tall grass. The paint on the house was peeling, and several broken windows had been covered with newspaper and duct tape.

      “Nice place,” Levi said, his tone wry.

      “The Burtons lived here as long as I can remember,” Wes said as he put the transmission in park. “Eugene was the last of them, at least locally.”

      Levi turned his way. “Think it’s empty?”

      “I hope so.” But one never knew what Eugene was into at any given time. It was far better to be alert, especially given the events of the past twenty-four hours.

      Yesterday morning, Tamara Reding had been abducted from her home on the west side of Stillwater. Shortly afterward, Savannah Winslow and her sister, Summer, had been attacked in Summer’s home.

      The oldest Winslow sister, Savannah, had recently moved back to Stillwater to be close to her family after leaving her abusive boyfriend. Suspecting that something wasn’t quite right, Sheriff Rhett McAllister had rented her the live-in suite at his home where she would be safe under his watch. Naturally, Savannah’s ex, Dr. Garrett Langdon, didn’t take kindly to her leaving. For weeks he’d hunted her, even going so far as to kill her friend to draw Savannah out into the open.

      The sheriff’s office had been called to the scene when Tamara was abducted, and Savannah had gone to Summer’s house to pass the time. The police could only speculate that Langdon had followed Savannah to Summer’s house, where he’d knocked her unconscious before attacking Savannah. Things hadn’t worked out as planned.

      Unbeknownst to anyone, Eugene Burton had his eye on Savannah as well. Several years ago, Rhett had shot and killed Wade’s older brother, Judd, when the man had fired on him after a traffic stop. Eugene had apparently held a grudge and saw an opportunity for revenge when Savannah and Rhett began to date.

      Eugene had broken in through the back door, then killed Langdon before going after Savannah himself. By a stroke of sheer luck, Wes and Rhett had shown up just minutes later. It was a tangled web of deceit, with several innocent women caught in the crossfire. Savannah and Summer had been admitted to the hospital with their injuries, and Tamara Reding was still missing. Coupled with the recent murder, it was almost enough to push Wes over the edge.

      Just a few weeks ago, Jaycee Reynolds had been found dead in the center of Stillwater, her body posed on a park bench. Initially, they’d speculated that the perp who’d killed Jaycee Reynolds had abducted Tamara. But now Wes wondered if it had all been a diversion. Eugene and Garrett both intended to draw Savannah away from Rhett. Had one of them abducted Tamara to distract the police?

      They slid from the car and approached the house cautiously, eyes and ears alert. Wes wouldn’t put anything past Wade, and he refused to let down his guard despite the fact that the man was dead.

      Dodging splintered, rotting boards, Wes climbed the steps to the porch, one eye tuned to the windows, watching for movement. Standing off to the side the front door, he gave a hard knock. “Sheriff’s Department. Open up.”

      A heavy silence followed, and Wes knocked again, calling out louder this time. “This is Lt. Weston Calloway with the Stillwater Sheriff’s Department.”

      When no one responded, he leaned forward to peer through the single pane of glass in the door. It was dingy, covered in dust and grime, making it almost impossible to see inside.

      He signaled for Levi to take the back while he entered through the front. Wes grasped the doorknob, surprised when it twisted easily beneath his fingers. He gave a push, but the swollen wood refused to budge. Leaning all of his weight into it, the door resisted for several seconds before finally giving way with a loud groan. It swung inward, listing limply on rusted hinges that had pulled halfway out of the wall.

      Levi’s lips pressed into a firm line as he stepped inside, the beam of his flashlight already sweeping the interior. The putrid scent of dirty clothes and rotten food assaulted his nostrils, and he gagged, his eyes watering. He fought it back as he moved deeper into the house, stepping carefully around piles of clothing mixed with discarded trash. Flies buzzed noisily, and he swatted one away as it landed on his shoulder.

      “Anyone here?” he called out.

      There was no answer, and a moment later, Levi appeared in the doorway across from him. “Kitchen’s a mess, but it’s clear.” A scowl tugged at his lips and he shook his head. “Jesus Christ. Doesn’t look much better in here, either.”

      Wes shook his head. “I don’t know how you’d find anything in this dump.”

      Levi tipped his head toward the stairs. “I’m going to check up here. You got the basement?”

      Wes nodded and picked his way through the downstairs, checking every room on the ground floor until he found the door that led to the basement. Cobwebs clung to the switch on the wall, and he brushed them away before flicking the switch. Nothing. Wes rolled his eyes. Of course it wouldn’t work.

      Leveling his flashlight in front of him, he carefully descended the rickety stairs, the ancient wood bowing precariously under his weight. At the bottom of the steps, he breathed out a silent sigh of relief and swept the beam of light over the room, scanning for any sign of Tamara.

      “Find anything?” Levi’s voice crackled through the radio.

      “Negative.” His gaze landed on an old metal shelving unit filled with various implements, broken glass jars, and cans of food that were beginning to rust. “You?”

      “Just a lot of junk and old furniture.”

      Wes continued his search, his flashlight sliding over the walls and floors, revealing nothing but years of neglect and decay. The air was damp and musty, filled with the scent of mildew and rot, and water had pooled on the floor in places. He carefully navigated around the cluttered space, checking behind old shelves and inside dusty cabinets.

      Suddenly, his flashlight caught the glint of something large and white tucked away in a corner. Pulse racing, Wes drifted toward an ancient chest freezer that had seen better days. Bracing himself, Wes grasped the lid and lifted, shining the flashlight inside.

      Stale air assaulted him, but the freezer was empty, and the oxygen rushed from his lungs on a relieved exhale. Dropping the lid back into place, he reached over and pressed the button on the radio.

      “Basement’s clear. Nothing down here,” he reported, more than a little frustrated.

      “Copy that. I’m finishing up the second floor,” Levi replied. “Meet you out front.”

      Wes propped his hands on his hips and glared at the basement. He had hoped for a clue, a sign—anything to indicate Tamara’s whereabouts. But Eugene Burton’s house was a dead end.

      Wes met Levi back on the front porch, and the detective ran a hand through his cropped dark hair with a scowl. “Place is clean. No sign of her at all.”

      “It’s a long shot, but let’s check Langdon’s place.” The doctor had lived more than an hour away, but they couldn’t afford to waste any more time here. The clock was ticking, and every second counted.

      As they climbed into the cruiser, Wes tossed one last look at the house, dread twisting in the pit of his stomach. If Eugene hadn’t taken her… who had?
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      Wes stood next to Sheriff Rhett McAllister at the edge of Lake Remington, his gaze fixed on the calm, deceptively serene water. The early morning sun cast long shadows over the ground, and a light breeze rustled the leaves of the nearby trees. Despite the peaceful tranquility of the scene, tension pressed in around them.

      Wes glanced at his watch. “Shouldn’t they be here by now?”

      Rhett nodded, brows pulled slightly together. “They’re running a bit late, but they’ll be here.”

      The discovery of the body yesterday had sent shockwaves through the small community. Rhett had questioned Casey and Micah, who were still shell-shocked by the discovery. Micah had admitted to striking something beneath the water, which most likely resulted in dislodging the human remains. The deputies had retrieved the body late yesterday afternoon, and it was now with the medical examiner.

      Wes paced the shoreline, his mind racing. Was it Tamara? The deputies on afternoons had said the person was smaller, so they assumed it was a woman. “Do we have any leads on who it might be?”

      Rhett shook his head. “Not yet. Looks like whoever it was has been down there for quite awhile.”

      Not Tamara, then. Wes exhaled deeply, the sound a combination of relief and anxiety.

      The sound of an approaching vehicle drew their attention, and a truck pulled up, a boat trailer behind. The dive team had arrived.

      Wes and Rhett walked over to greet them, exchanging brief introductions. The team quickly began to unload their equipment, preparing for the dive.

      The lead diver adjusted his mask. “We’ll start at the spot where the kids found the body and work our way out from there. If there’s anything else down there, we’ll find it.”

      Rhett nodded. “Be careful. We don’t know what we’re dealing with yet.”

      Rhett and Wes watched as the divers slipped into the water, disappearing seamlessly beneath the surface, leaving only a trail of bubbles. The minutes ticked by slowly, each one stretching longer than the last.

      Suddenly, one of the divers surfaced, signaling to the team on shore. Rhett and Wes hurried over as the diver removed his mask. “Looks like there’s a car down here. We need to bring it up.”

      Wes exchanged a quick look with Rhett, who made a call to a local towing company to have them extract the vehicle.

      The atmosphere was tense as the minutes ticked by, a mixture of anticipation and dread hanging in the air. The oppressive silence was broken by the distant hum of a vehicle approaching.

      Finally, the towing company arrived, their truck loaded with heavy-duty equipment. Wes and Rhett moved to greet them as the crew began unloading the winch and other gear. The team worked efficiently, setting up their equipment and preparing for the extraction process.

      The winch was carefully maneuvered into position, and the divers, now back on land, provided guidance. They attached the heavy-duty straps to the car, their movements practiced and precise.

      As the winch roared to life, the cable tightened, and the car began to move. The silt around it swirled, creating a cloud of murky water. Wes watched intently, his heart pounding as the vehicle slowly emerged from the depths.

      As it broke the surface, the silt continued to drift away, revealing a small white sedan, its once-pristine paint now marred by decades of exposure to the elements. The windshield was shattered, and the windows were opaque with decades of accumulated debris.

      The crew continued to guide the car onto the shore. The winch groaned under the strain, and the vehicle creaked as it was lifted. The tension was high, and everyone watched in silent anticipation.

      When the car was finally set down on the shore, Wes could practically hear the collective sigh of relief that rippled through the onlookers. The towing crew moved back, allowing Wes and Rhett to approach.

      “Let’s get a closer look,” Rhett said, moving toward the vehicle. Wes followed, his gaze fixed on the sedan. The car was covered in mud, but it was clear that it had been submerged for a long time.

      “We need to run the plate,” Rhett said, turning to Deputy Luca Marinelli. “See if we can track down any information about this car.”

      Marinelli nodded, then quickly retrieved the plate number and headed to his cruiser to run the information. The others set to work, documenting the find and taking photographs.

      “Sheriff,” Marinelli called out, “the car is registered to Stephen Raynor.”

      Rhett’s lips pressed into a firm line as he turned toward Wes. “I’ll have the car brought in for evidence. In the meantime, why don’t you see what you can pull on Stephen Raynor?”

      With a nod, Wes strode toward his car and headed back to the station. It didn’t take him long to find what he was looking for. Nearly three decades ago, Stephen Raynor had filed a police report stating that his wife, Cora, had gone missing.

      Wes found the case file on Cora Raynor and began to read through it. A young wife and mother to her stepson, Joe, Cora Raynor had vanished without a trace one day while Steve was at work. Behind, she had left a typed letter, stating she couldn’t go on anymore.

      According to the file, no one had seen or heard from her since. Had she left of her own accord? Or had something far more sinister happened to Cora?

      Rhett walked in, his face grim. “Anything yet?”

      “Get this.” Wes sat back in his chair. “Stephen Raynor reported his wife missing twenty-nine years ago. When the deputies investigated, they found a note she’d left behind.”

      “What about the husband?”

      “He was at work at the time, and apparently there were no leads. I checked into Stephen Raynor’s whereabouts, but that’s a dead end. He passed away a few months ago.”

      “Well, that’s convenient,” Rhett muttered caustically.

      Wes lifted one shoulder. “His alibi was solid. He was at work all day, and his son, Joe, was a junior in high school at the time. They questioned neighbors, friends… No one saw a thing.”

      Rhett nodded slowly, his expression pensive. “Why don’t you hand this off to Bradford, have him do some digging?”

      Wes sank back in his chair, disgruntled. “You don’t want me working this?”

      “I didn’t say that.” Rhett shook his head. “But the Reding and Reynolds cases take priority right now, and you’ve already got your hands full. We’re assuming the woman in the car is Cora, but we can’t make any official statements until we get identification. Cora went missing decades ago; a week or two won’t change anything. We need to find Tamara while she’s still alive.”

      Wes nodded, then closed the file and passed it across the desk. “You’re right. Sorry.”

      Rhett waved off the apology. “I get it. If Bradford finds something, I’ll have him follow up with you.”

      “Thanks.” Wes dipped his head in appreciation, tossing one last look at the file as he stood. There was more to the story, he could feel it. But for now, it was going to have to wait.
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      Wes studied the man seated at the metal table. By all accounts, Tamara Reding’s boyfriend, Andrew Dodson, looked devastated. His eyes were bloodshot, his face gaunt with worry and exhaustion.

      “What do you think?”

      For the past several minutes, Wes and Levi had watched the footage currently being recorded in the interview room, studying the man’s actions. “Emotion like that is pretty hard to fake, but…” Levi shrugged. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “Let’s see what he has to say.”

      Wes entered the interview room, Levi at his heels. Dodson glanced up at them, his expression creased with worry.

      “Mr. Dodson, thank you for coming in.” Wes dropped into the chair across from him and introduced himself and Levi. “We understand this is a difficult time for you.”

      Andrew nodded, swallowing hard. “I’ll help however I can. Please—I just want to find Tamara.”

      Levi took a seat next to Wes, his sharp eyes assessing Andrew’s every movement. “We’d like to start by establishing a timeline of events leading up to Tamara’s disappearance. You mentioned you were with her the night before?”

      “Yes,” Andrew confirmed, his voice trembling. “She came over to my place after work. We had dinner then watched a movie.”

      “What time did she leave?”

      “Around eleven, right after the movie was over. I asked her to stay, but…” His voice cracked, and he trailed off, his eyes misting over as his gaze dropped to his hands where they rested on the table, fingers laced tightly together.

      “Did she mention any plans for the next day?” Wes asked, jotting down notes in his notepad.

      Andrew cleared his throat, then shook his head. “No, she just said she had to go home early because of work. I... I didn’t think anything of it.”

      Briggs leaned in slightly. “When was the last time you spoke with her?”

      “That night. The night before she…” Andrew trailed off, his eyes welling up with tears. “She called me when she got home, just to say goodnight. That was the last time I heard from her.”

      Wes glanced at Levi before continuing. “She’s a nurse, is that right?”

      “That’s right. She works in the ICU over at Danbury General.”

      “Did Tamara ever mention anyone who might want to harm her? Any threats at work or unusual behavior from anyone?”

      “No,” Andrew said, his voice hoarse with emotion. “Everyone loves her—patients, coworkers. She’s great at what she does, and she loves to help people. She has the biggest heart of anyone I know. I can’t think of anyone who would want to hurt her.”

      Levi folded his arms on the table. “Mr. Dodson, we’re doing everything we can to find Tamara. Any information you provide could be crucial.”

      Andrew reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone, his hands shaking. “I have our conversations. You said you want a timeline. Maybe it can help?”

      Wes gave him an encouraging smile as he took the phone, then scanned through the recent call log and message history. As Dodson had stated, he’d spoken with Tamara the night before her abduction. The call had lasted a little over seven minutes, and there was no further communication between the two.

      “This is helpful, thank you.” He passed the phone back to Dodson. “Can you confirm where you were the morning she disappeared?”

      Andrew nodded vigorously. “I was at work. My shift started at seven—my boss will confirm that.”

      Andrew gave them the company’s information, and Wes nodded. “Thank you. Is there anything else you remember? Did she mention running into any old acquaintances recently, or experience anything out of the ordinary?”

      “I don’t think so.” He swallowed hard. “I just can’t imagine who would do this. She’s…” His voice cracked. “She doesn’t deserve this. Please bring her home.”

      Levi nodded. “We’ll do our best. We’re not giving up on her.”

      The man raked a hand through his hair, his eyes haunted. “What do I do now?”

      That was a question Wes couldn’t really answer. He understood the helplessness, the combination of fear and hope people felt when something happened to a loved one. “Keep thinking of anything that might help and let us know, no matter how small. We’re looking at every option right now.”

      Wes saw Andrew Dodson to the door, then returned to the small office he shared with Briggs. The detective turned away from the whiteboard he’d been studying and met Wes’s gaze. “We need to get a search warrant for Tamara’s phone and social media accounts. Maybe there’s something there that can lead us to her.”

      Wes nodded. “In the meantime, let’s do another sweep of her house. Maybe we missed something.”
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      Less than an hour later they pulled up to Tamara Reding’s quiet suburban home, the area still cordoned off with yellow tape that danced in the slight breeze. Wes unfolded from the driver seat, his gaze scanning the surrounding homes. Someone must have seen or heard something.

      Levi on his heels, Wes headed up the concrete walkway to the small front porch and cracked the tape sealing the door. Inside, the house was eerily quiet. Everything remained in its place, just as it had the first time they searched. No sign of forced entry, no signs of struggle. It was as if Tamara had simply vanished into thin air. Wes’s gaze swept over the living room, taking in the small details: a framed photo of Tamara and Andrew on the mantel, a half-finished book on the coffee table, a pair of running shoes by the door.

      Levi had worked the scene the day of the abduction, but it had been hectic, with multiple deputies all eager to find something. “I’m going to check the kitchen again, see if I can find anything—notes, calendars, anything that might have been overlooked.”

      Wes nodded, then turned his attention back to the living room. The morning of the abduction, a neighbor had found Tamara’s front door wide open. When she’d called out to the woman and hadn’t gotten a response, she’d notified the sheriff’s office. Tamara’s purse and coffee cup were still sitting on the kitchen counter next to her keys, like she’d been getting ready to walk out the door.

      There was no sign of forced entry anywhere in the house. Had someone knocked on the door to get her attention? Wes played out the scenario, walking toward the front door and pulling it open. Tamara’s driveway ran parallel to the right side of her house, and a small, detached garage sat at the end of the drive, tucked slightly behind the house. From the road, visibility to the garage was mostly obscured. It was possible the man had pulled into the driveway, then smuggled her out in his vehicle. That seemed to be the most likely option.

      Tamara’s house was near the end of the street, with only two other homes to her right. Too many people lived in the neighborhood; the man would have had to work fast and efficiently to avoid being seen. The only other way to transport her would be through the woods that connected the subdivision to the back of Earl Weaver’s farm. That was a long way to carry a body, and they’d seen no tire tracks to indicate an ATV had recently passed through.

      Wes closed the door and moved toward Tamara’s bedroom. The bed coverings were slightly rumpled, as if she’d hurriedly tugged them back into place when she woke up. A discarded sweater had been slung over a chair in the corner, and the faint scent of her perfume lingered in the air. He searched through her dresser, rifling through neatly folded clothes and personal items, hoping to find something—anything—that would point them in the right direction.

      “Find anything?” Briggs’s voice interrupted his thoughts, and Wes quickly made his way back to the living room where Briggs stood by the window.

      “Nope. You?”

      Briggs shook his head. “We need to talk to the neighbors again,” he said, his troubled gaze scanning the quiet road. “Someone must have seen something.”

      They exited the house and began their rounds, knocking on doors, showing Tamara’s photo and asking the same questions they had before. The responses were mostly the same: kind words of concern but no useful information. Finally, at end of the block, they got a potential lead.

      An elderly woman who introduced herself as Ida Mae Holmes invited them onto her front porch and offered them each a glass of iced tea.

      “I didn’t think much of it at first,” Ida Mae said as she replaced the pitcher on the table, “but a few days before Tamara went missing, I noticed a dark-colored sedan parked along the curb, just over there.” She pointed toward a yellow house across the street, about a hundred yards from Tamara’s home.

      Wes took a sip of his iced tea. “Can you remember anything else about the car, ma’am?”

      The woman shook her head. “I never saw the driver, but we don’t get many unfamiliar cars around here. I thought at first maybe it was a visitor, but whoever it was didn’t stay long.”

      “How long was the car there?”

      “About fifteen minutes,” she responded matter-of-factly. “I was sitting right here the whole time.”

      Briggs nodded. “And do you know about what time that was?”

      She glanced upward in thought. “It was just after my show ended, so… maybe one o’clock?”

      Wes leaned in, interest piqued. “Was there anything about the car that stood out? A dent, a sticker—anything at all?”

      The woman furrowed her brow in thought. “The windows were very dark. And… I believe there was a small insignia in the back window, but I couldn’t tell what it was.” She let out a soft sigh. “My eyes aren’t what they used to be.”

      “Thank you, this is helpful,” Wes said, handing her a card as he stood. “If you remember anything else, please give us a call.”

      “I will.” Ida Mae offered them a smile. “Good luck, officers. I hope you find her.”

      “Thank you for the tea.” Levi dipped his chin at the older woman then fell into step beside Wes as they walked back to their car. He cleared his throat as he slid inside. “A dark-colored sedan with tinted windows and a small insignia.”

      Wes exhaled. “Supposedly.”

      He cranked the engine, his gaze sweeping the area once last time before he pulled away from the curb. Tamara Reding was out there somewhere, and they wouldn’t rest until she was found.
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      The man on the front porch smiled at her, but instead of putting her at ease, the gesture sent chills down her spine. There was a hostility in his eyes that made every nerve ending prickle with apprehension. Something was wrong. Very wrong.

      Before she could react, he he lunged toward her, his hands closing around her throat. The clipboard she’d been holding hit the ground at her feet as she tried to scream, but no sound came out. His grip tightened, and her vision blurred, black spots dancing before her eyes. She grabbed at his hands, scratching at his forearms, kicking and twisting in his grasp, but his hold was like a vise. Fear and desperation surged through her. She couldn’t give up—she had to fight.

      One hand loosened momentarily, and she dragged in much-needed oxygen, dimly aware of Savannah calling her name.

      Oh, God. Savannah. She opened her mouth to call out a warning just as the man’s arm swung in a wide arc and something hard slammed into her. Pain exploded over her face, the aftershock so intense her teeth rattled.

      She wavered on her feet, then lost the ability to stay upright. She couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. The last thing she saw before everything went black were his cold, dark eyes staring into hers.

      Summer jerked upright, eyes flying open wide as she dragged in a gasping breath. Her heart pounded frantically in her chest, and she clutched the sheets, her body drenched in sweat.

      “Summer?”

      She snapped her head toward her left, and her lungs seized up at the sight of the man in the corner. So deeply entranced in the dream, it took a moment for her mind to reconcile what she was truly seeing.

      Wes sat in a chair next to the bed, his blond hair tousled, dark circles ringing his eyes. He looked exhausted, but his gaze sharpened with concern as he studied her.

      “Hey. Are you okay?” he asked, his voice raspy and rough with sleep.

      She took a few deep breaths, but the dream lingered, the memory of the attack replaying vividly in her mind. Everything had happened so fast; by the time she’d suspected something was wrong, the man had been inside the house, already moving toward her, wrapping his hands around her throat, squeezing until her lungs ached…

      Goosebumps sprouted over her skin at the memory. “I... It was just a nightmare.”

      “Garrett?” Wes leaned forward, his eyes never leaving her face.

      Her lungs still felt tight, breathless from fear, and the words jammed in her throat. She swallowed hard and managed a small nod, though her hands still trembled.

      He reached out, taking her hand in his and giving her a gentle squeeze. “You’re safe, Summer. I’m right here.”

      Her heart rate finally began to return to normal, and she drew in a fortifying breath before speaking. “It felt so real. Like it was happening all over again.”

      He nodded. “I know how that feels. Your mind is still trying to process everything.”

      The claws of fear clutching at her throat began to loosen, and she swallowed hard. Tossing a look at the clock, she realized it was still early. She turned back to Wes. “When did you get here?”

      “Last night.”

      Her eyes widened. “You were here all night?”

      No wonder he looked dead on his feet. She hadn’t seen him all day yesterday, and she hadn’t expected to for quite a few days yet. A young local woman, Tamara Reding, had been abducted from her home under mysterious circumstances the same day Garrett had attacked Summer and her sister. As far as she knew, there had been no update in the woman’s case. “I thought you’d be at work already.”

      “Not yet.” He shook his head. “I’ll have to leave soon, but I wanted to see you first.”

      She studied him, acutely aware of the fatigue and frustration that had carved fine lines into the corners of his eyes and mouth. “Any word yet?”

      “No.” He grimaced. “We’ve been working round the clock, but…”

      He trailed off, and guilt pricked her conscience. “If you need to go…”

      “Not yet.” He shook his head. “You were asleep when I got here last night, so I stayed the night, hoping to see you this morning before I headed back in.”

      “I’m glad you’re here,” she admitted quietly.

      “Me, too.” Wes stood and slid onto the bed next to her, careful not to jostle her too much. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders, pulling her gently into his side.

      Ever since the attack, he had been more protective, checking in with her frequently to make sure she was safe and still feeling okay. She tipped her head against his chest, closing her eyes and breathing in his familiar scent. He was so solid and warm, and just having him next to her calmed her.

      But as she lay there, a sense of shame crept over her. Though she was grateful for her family and friends who had stopped by, the person she most wanted to see was Wes. He was her best friend; she shouldn’t be feeling this way, shouldn’t be reveling in the feel of his strong arms wrapped around her.

      He didn’t have a girlfriend, so it wasn’t like she was taking him away from another woman. If he wanted to be here with her, then who was she to argue? It was completely normal for friends to support one another, to be there when one of them needed help. Wasn’t it?

      She rubbed her temple, feeling another headache coming on. Her mind was a jumbled mess, and the past couple of days felt like a rollercoaster of volatile emotions. She was just feeling especially vulnerable right now, and Wes was there for her, like always. She had nothing to feel guilty for.

      Tamping down the negative thoughts and insecurities, she allowed herself to sink deeper into the comfort of his embrace. It was easier to just enjoy the moment, to let herself be held and cared for. It would end all too soon, and things would go back to the way they’d always been.

      “Are you okay?” Wes’s voice was a low murmur, his warm breath stirring her hair.

      She nodded, nestling closer. “I am now.”

      He tightened his arm around her, his fingers gently stroking her shoulder. “I’m always here for you, Summer. You know that, right?”

      “I know,” she replied, her voice soft. “And I really am glad you’re here. More than you know.”

      He tipped his head so his cheek rested on the top of her head. “I’m not hurting you, am I?”

      She shook her head, feeling the stubble of his five o’ clock shadow catch in the strands of her hair. “Not at all.”

      “How’s your head feeling?”

      She closed her eyes. “The headache is still there, but the medicine’s been helping.”

      He nodded, then lapsed into silence. They lay there for a while, the constant activity of the hospital a soft hum that filtered through the door. Summer’s thoughts drifted, her body relaxing as she felt the steady rise and fall of Wes’s chest beneath her cheek.

      The moment was shattered all too soon when Wes’s alarm began to beep. He tapped his phone to turn it off and let out a hefty sigh. “I should get going.”

      Summer reluctantly pulled away, and the familiar sense of guilt washed over her. She was taking up far too much of his time and attention. “Of course.”

      He swiveled his head to face her but didn’t make any attempt to get out of bed. “You sure you’ll be okay?”

      Summer felt a rush of emotion at his words. The expression on his face made it obvious that he didn’t want to leave. “I’ll be fine,” she said, trying to reassure him. “You need to go find Tamara. Besides, Savannah said she’d be stopping by this morning, so she should be here in a bit.”

      Wes studied her for a moment before sliding off the bed. “I can stay ’til she gets here.”

      She forced a smile. She couldn’t monopolize his time more than she already had. “You should go. Really,” she said at his dubious look. She cocked a teasing brow his way. “How much trouble can I get into here?”

      He narrowed his gaze at her. “I want you to promise me you’ll call if anything happens. Anything at all.”

      “I promise,” she said, a reluctant smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “And thank you. For everything.”

      He nodded, still looking torn. “I’ll check in on you this afternoon, okay?”

      Summer nodded, giving him a small smile. “Be safe. Go find Tamara and bring her home.”

      “I’ll do my best.” He stared at her for another long moment before taking a step toward the door. “I’ll be back later.”

      The door swung inward, and a moment later Savannah appeared in the space. She pulled up short and flashed him a bright smile. “Hey!”

      “Glad to see you up and about.” Wes pulled her in for a quick one-armed hug. “How are you feeling?”

      “Much better, thanks.” Savannah tipped her head toward Summer. “You keeping her in line?”

      “Never. You know what a troublemaker she is.” Summer rolled her eyes as he flashed a quick grin. “I was actually just leaving, so she’s all yours now.”

      Savannah grinned. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      He threw a wink her way, then nodded at Summer. “See you later.”

      Summer settled back against the pillows and turned her attention to her sister as she drifted closer. “Hey, Savvy.”

      “Hey, yourself,” Savannah replied, her voice bright and bubbly. She plopped down in the chair beside the bed and ran her gaze over Summer from head to toe. “How are you feeling today?”

      Summer studied her sister, suspicion tugging at the fringes of her mind. Even before Savannah’s relationship with her abusive ex-boyfriend, Summer couldn’t remember seeing her sister this... upbeat. She attributed some of it to Rhett, Savannah’s new boyfriend, but something else was going on.

      “Not nearly as good as you, apparently.”

      Summer cocked an eyebrow at her sister, and Savannah let out a tinkling laugh. “Is it that obvious?”

      “Um… yeah.” She stared at her older sister, completely flummoxed. Savannah was always the reserved one of the family, and Summer could count on one hand the number of times she’d seen her this excited.

      Her gaze narrowed as she studied Savannah. “What’s going on?”

      “Same as usual.” Savannah lifted one shoulder, her pretty blue eyes locked on Summer. “How about you? How’s your head?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I have fourteen stitches and an awful headache, so cut the crap and just spill it already.”

      Savannah’s brows drew together. “I’m sorry, I⁠—”

      “Savannah!” An exasperated huff fell from her lips. “Seriously. I’m fine. Just tell me already.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Summer glared at her, and Savannah popped up from her chair, her petite form practically vibrating with energy as she settled on the edge of the bed. “If you’re sure…”

      “I am.” She eyed her sister. “What’s going on?

      “I know it seems crazy, but…” Her lips curled up in a smile that took over her whole face. “Rhett and I decided that… Well, we’re getting married!”

      Summer blinked, her jaw practically hitting her chest as it fell open. “But you two haven’t known each other that long!”

      “I know,” Savannah said quickly, her teeth cutting into her lower lip. “But he makes me so happy, Summer. Happier than I’ve ever been.”

      Shock clung to her as Summer studied her sister
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