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Prologue
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Sleepy Hollow, New York

March 2013

“Your husband has dragged you into a world of trouble ... and it may not be over. You have to understand this, please!” 

She bit her lip and shook her head, but said nothing, staring defiantly at him with her piercing green eyes. They sat across from each other at her kitchen table, sipping coffee as they had done so many times over the last three years. Discussing her husband—missing or dead, she still wasn’t sure. And she fought with every fiber of her being to no longer care. 

He almost lost himself in her gaze, but he snapped back to the reason for his last-ditch effort to keep her in Sleepy Hollow. “Please hear me out.” 

“I already have. You’re going to tell me that it’s time I accept everything we learned about Will and his actions. That he’s a bad guy, that he set me up to take the fall. Same old story.”

“Yes. I mean, no. I’m not here to rehash all of that.”

“Then what?” She raised her eyebrows as if challenging him to prove her assumption wrong.

“I’m just ...” He paused, took a breath. “I need you to listen to me. Hear me. Whether you want to believe it or not, Will’s actions have put you in danger. Indefinitely.”

“So I’m supposed to live in fear forever?” She threw her hands in the air. 

“No, of course not. But you have to realize—”

“It sounds exactly like what you mean. It’s been almost a year since they officially declared him dead. You were there. And now that I signed the cease-and-desist documents from those Orwellian government agents, promising not to look into it anymore ... I’m just done.” She shrugged. “I’ve given up. What’s worse is I feel like I’ve abandoned him, okay? For God’s sake, I let the military bury an empty casket. I’ve done enough, don’t you think? We’ve done enough.” Her voice cracked like the tension in the air. 

He stared at the table, tracing an imaginary line with his finger. He knew how gut-wrenching all of that had been for her. It had been the same for him in some ways. Will had been his best friend. “You didn’t abandon him. He chose ...” He held back that line of thinking. “We searched for three years.” His voice barely reached the level of a whisper. 

“Okay, here we go again. Do you know why I can’t believe all of those horrible things about Will? Because if I do, that means my entire marriage was a sham—that Will never loved me.” A tear fell down her cheek. She pushed it away angrily. “He was my husband, your friend. You knew him as well as I did. Why is it so easy for you to make him the villain?”

He looked at her, the woman he had grown to love, and pleaded with his eyes as he leaned across the table toward her. “You know I don’t want to believe those things either, but the evidence speaks for itself. He implicated you. I cannot forgive him for that. You need to accept that none of this is my doing or your doing. We tried to clear his name. I wish he’d never done any of it. The last thing on earth I’m trying to do is hurt you.” He reached for her hand. She pulled away. 

“Well, it doesn’t matter now. I’m taking my life back, and the one thing I can control is getting out of this limbo. I can’t stay here and do that.” She grew more unsettled. “I have to move on.” 

Her last words struck him like a knife. “You’re missing the point. I get that you need to reset—moving away from here seems like the answer. But it’s not that simple. The cartel won’t stop keeping tabs just because you move. You are running toward a fairy tale, a dream in your head. You have to deal with reality.”

“Don’t you see? That’s exactly what I’m doing. I’m taking charge, ending the nightmare.” 

He knew how stubborn she could be, so he tried a different approach. “Then let me go with you. I will make sure you’re safe.” 

Her eyes filled with tears. “I have to do this on my own—at least for now.” 

“This is—” He caught himself before he uttered something he shouldn’t. Instead he said, “This is unnecessary.” He pushed the mug away. “What about the feds? They aren’t going to let you just disappear, either. You can’t outrun what has happened, what could happen if the cartel finds you. And ...” He choked on the words he wanted to say. 

“And?” 

“What about us?” He felt his heart breaking. 

“I don’t know. I’m just so confused by all of this. I need to figure out who I am first.” She touched his hand. “I just need time. You know how much I care about you. But please, care about me enough to give me time.”
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Porter Leighton 

Two days had passed, and I hadn’t seen Jack, which definitely didn’t feel good—or normal, for that matter. Jack, an army pilot like my husband, had been my steadfast confidant and protector as we’d looked long and hard for resolutions to the multitude of questions surrounding my husband’s disappearance. 

Even when I hired the private firm that discreetly and illegally rescued Americans from foreign enemies, Jack hadn’t called me crazy or tried to talk me out of it. Instead, he had tried to help by funneling to me as much information as he could without getting himself in a load of trouble with the military. What we didn’t realize at the time was that the search would become all-consuming and yield no real answers, at least none that I wanted to acknowledge. And that’s where Jack and I stood now—with a wedge between us built out of fragments of what appeared to be a brutal truth that my husband, Willem H. Stone, had died a traitor to his country. And to me. 

I could feel tears building from the torrent of mixed emotions that overwhelmed me as I thought of leaving Jack. 

“No. I’m not doing this now. I need to keep busy.” I resumed packing, tossing several photographs into the cardboard box, when one in particular caught my attention—Will standing in front of the plane he’d flown that day, February 13, 2010, the day of the crash. 

Will, what happened? 

I felt as if my very essence carried the imprint of that day when a sense of order, of harmony, ceased to exist, and life had shifted from living to desperately coping with the disquiet in my soul. Fainthearted, I spoke aloud F. Scott Fitzgerald’s haunting words as if defining my own life in one sentence, “So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.”

And with those words, my past absorbed the present, and I began to relive that heart-wrenching day... 

Jack’s voice tense on the phone: “Are you okay?”

I could not see his face, but I tasted the bitter fear that covered the void at the end of his words, which quickly transformed into one of those foreboding pauses that makes the hair stand up and gives one too much time to play out worst-case scenarios. 

“Jack. What’s wrong?”

“Porter. I’m not on a secure line, so I need you to listen carefully. The raven flew this morning and did not return. It did not land. It fell. But there’s still hope.” 

“Jack! No!” I remembered screaming and how my blood had run cold.

I knew Jack used the code words only to keep the Colombia spies that monitored the phone lines from identifying any keywords. The message to me couldn’t have been clearer: Will’s plane had gone down deep in the Colombian jungle in FARC territory during an intelligence mission. 

I begged Jack to find him. He promised he’d do everything he could and had warned me not to watch the news or listen to the military officers that would be at my door soon.

In that moment when the line went dead, the emptiness that ensued never left me. It still imprisoned me, even now. 

But none of that mattered anymore because some government higher-ups had put the kibosh on my search, which in turn illuminated the fact that nothing I had done had amounted to any more than a futile dance between hope and truth. 

And I had reached my limit. 

So, now I planned to take advantage of the bittersweet circumstance fate had dropped in my lap.

Right around the time of Will’s disappearance, my great-aunt Lila Leighton, my last living family member, passed away suddenly in her sleep. Small in stature with steely blue eyes and a European sense of style in her clothing, she had built quite an empire for herself. This, in turn, left me with an overwhelming inheritance and a fully furnished, historic home in Turnberry, Virginia, that she had never moved into—neither of which I had the energy or desire to address at the time. I left the estate in the hands of the family lawyer, until recently. 

Come Monday morning, which will be two months past my twenty-ninth birthday, my two border collies, Gatsby and Ripley, and I would pile in the SUV amongst a few boxes and head to what I hoped would be a bright future. 

Stubbornly, I refused to think about how lonely I’d be without Jack. Yet his worries about the cartel still following me niggled at the back of my brain. “Stop worrying. It’s been three years!” I clearly had nothing to give those criminals—or the feds. No. This would all be for the best, so I pressed on with the task at hand, even though it crushed my very soul to leave him. 

He, too, would have to move on now. From Will Stone’s disappearance. And from me, at least for a little while.

I wonder how he’ll do.  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2

[image: ]


Jack Wade

Monday morning landed hard and fast with little sleep behind it. Jack had been ready to roll since before sunrise. 

Today was the day. He’d given her space to cool off, and he hoped she had. Hoped she had changed her mind. 

His strong hand, the same hand that had held hers so many times, reached for the coffee. Without a second thought, Jack poured the creamer in the bottom of the cup, then the coffee and a sprinkle of cinnamon. He stared at the cup, realizing he’d just made the coffee exactly the way Porter made hers. He took his coffee black. 

Jack walked toward the back deck overlooking the Hudson River. His house reflected the perfect juxtaposition, rustic yet sophisticated. He’d purchased the place hoping that he and Porter would live there together someday. His mind drifted back to the day they’d met with the realtor. The day after he’d left the military for good. Jack had barely spent a dime his entire career and had saved up quite a bit. He’d never even touched the trust from his grandfather’s farm, an inheritance that had been his since the age of fifteen. Jack had always wanted to build his own life, earn his own way in the world. 

Before Porter, Jack lived on the edge. Whatever the military mission, no matter how dangerous, he was game. No thought, just action. But once he became close to her, life changed. He cared about his future. He would actually long to be home. Time with her became his priority—his new normal. 

Jack rinsed his cup and took a last look around. He’d be back in a few days, after he assessed the situation in Porter’s new town. Sadly, something already seemed different. He sensed a new hollowness to this place, or maybe it came from him. Either way, he refused to give up hope for their future together. 

~~~
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A few hours later, Jack parked his motorcycle, the one he’d bought just yesterday, and stood at a distance watching as she drove away. His heart pounded with disbelief.

“She’s really leaving.” He said the words under his breath, and his head dropped. He’d planned to talk to her again, to try and convince her to stay, to let him come along, to do anything but leave what they had together. “Damn it.”

Jack looked to the sky. The air felt crisp, but the clouds hung gloomily overhead. It was the kind of morning he would have gotten up early and taken doughnuts to Porter’s for breakfast so that they could linger, cozy inside. For almost three years, the two of them had been inseparable as they searched first for his best friend, her husband, and then ultimately searched simply for the truth, the why. 

Jack thought about the necklace—the dark wings. The one Will had carried on all of his missions and had joked about as being a silly gift from his wife. But after learning the story behind the wings at the funeral, he suspected that Will had, in fact, grasped the magnitude of her gift all along. Jack easily recalled her words, “Fly with dark wings into the shadows, my love; they will keep you safe until you fly back into the light to me.” 

Replaying everything, he came to the usual verdict—that Will Stone had indeed become a traitor to his country and had died in the process. Just like the government had said. End of story. No shifting of the puzzle pieces, no matter how clever, made them fit any other way. It hadn’t been easy for Jack to accept either, but he wasn’t one to keep fooling himself. 

Painfully, the reality of Will’s betrayal had started to shine through pretty early in the search, the motivation for his fall from grace—that age-old vice called greed. But Porter had wanted to prove everyone wrong. Porter wanted to clear Will’s name. So, Jack had acquiesced, offered to help. Ultimately, the futile search simply led him to the same conclusion about Will. But Porter just couldn’t accept it then, and still couldn’t. Reluctantly, Jack had stepped back and given her some space. Apparently, not enough space. She’d left, just like she said she would. 

However, Jack Wade wasn’t one to give up so easily. Besides, he had made a promise to that bastard of a husband of hers that he’d take care of her if something ever happened to him. The feds had her under surveillance, at least there in Sleepy Hollow. The Colombia drug cartel knew of her too—whom she’d been married to, that she had looked high and low for Will. The icing on the cake? Jack feared that her research might have exposed some of the cartel’s operations to the wrong people. All thanks to her stubbornness, her insistence, her poking the bear. 

Porter leaving Sleepy Hollow may be for the best, all things considered, but not alone. So, big on keeping promises, Jack vowed not to let this one slip. 

Those dark wings won’t let you down this time. 
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“Take a deep breath, Porter. Take a deep breath.” I whispered to myself, but the trembling inside my chest made it hard to do. I gripped the steering wheel like my life depended on it, and I supposed it rather did. Prying my fingers away in a desperate attempt to beat the anxiety, I rolled the window down, letting the chilly air smack me in the face. A wake-up call was what I’d been hoping for, something to reinforce my decision, embolden me. Was I really leaving?

I pushed my foot harder against the pedal to quicken the pace: no turning back now.

I needed to outrun the echoes. I sighed. “Everything about this place reminds me of something.” 

I looked at the gray sky—dreary, just like that blustery day in February 2012, when the military officers had once again shown up at my door to give me the news that Will had been reclassified from missing to deceased. 

I had glared at the officers because I knew that no bodies had been recovered. Definitely not my husband’s. “How can you say someone’s dead when there’s no body?”

I recollected biting my tongue and failing. I’d snapped at the uniform-clad messengers, “My husband’s plane crash-landed in the Colombian jungle, and you people didn’t go rescue him. I’ve spent countless hours and thousands of dollars doing your jobs.” Fury dripped from my words that day as I fought to compose myself. Lest I rip their throats out. 

The well-trained notification officers didn’t miss a step and offered—or more accurately, had demanded—that I call a friend, next of kin, someone before they left. 

I’d called Jack.

I sighed at the memory. Yes, leaving this tarnished place felt right, but leaving Jack? That wasn’t going to be easy.
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After the sting of Porter driving away faded, Jack hopped on his motorcycle. He’d been practical and prepared himself for the possibility that she would actually go through with it and leave. He just didn’t believe it until he saw it. Armed with a full tank of gas and a bag packed with a few things to tide him over, he planned to follow soon enough. Right now, he needed a moment to gather his thoughts, and his heart too, as it seemed those aspects were less prepared. Plus, he wanted to put a little distance between the two of them on the road. No need for a confrontation today.

He pulled into the parking lot of O’Malley’s and headed inside. 

“Guinness, please.”

The bartender nodded. “Here you go.”

“Thanks, man.” Jack took a long swig then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“How’s it going? Where’s your usual co-conspirator,” the bartender joked.

“Away.” His stoic face said it all. He didn’t want to talk about Porter. 

“Hey, buddy, you okay?”

Jack looked up to make eye contact briefly. “Maybe.”

The bartender finally took the cue, patted the counter, and said, “I’m headed to the back for my break. If you need anything, my nephew can help you out.”

Jack nodded and sat for a few more minutes. Then he up and left, his glass of Irish stout still half full. Alcohol wasn’t what he needed right now. 

He needed Porter. For her to understand. For her to believe. In him. In them. Or at least the possibility. 

He walked down the street toward the flower shop and stopped to look in the window. Jack couldn’t help but smirk at the memory that flooded his mind. He’d given Porter a dozen white roses on Valentine’s Day two years ago, having spotted them at a roadside stand. He’d bought the flowers on a whim ... well, sort of. 

Her delight had been clear, and he’d immediately decided that she would have white roses at the end of every week. And he hadn’t missed a Friday since. 

He headed back to his bike and mumbled, “And I won’t miss one now.” 

Time to ride. 
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Driving, driving, thinking, overthinking.

Panicking. What have I done? It hadn’t even been an hour, and I already missed Jack. I should have said goodbye, but I just didn’t want to risk another argument—or risk changing my mind. “Still, not okay, Porter,” I scolded myself.

Instinctively, I looked in the rearview mirror. 

Were they following me—the feds? The cartel? I wasn’t so worried about the feds really—they at least wouldn’t bring violence. But the cartel? Fear flashed down my spine. Had the feds actually served to keep the cartel at bay? The doubt over my choice to go it alone mounted.

Not now, Porter. 

Then I thought about Will. Him being in the outskirts of the Colombian jungle, where bomb blasts served as constant background noise, and if he had survived the crash, how the threat of kidnapping for ransom lurked around every corner. “I’m sorry.” My heart broke for the millionth time, as I thought of how he never made it out of that hell and back to the United States. 

The crippling effect of my mixed emotions made me want to pull the car over and cry. I feared my vision would soon become too blurry for driving. But stopping was not an option.

Let the panic flow through you.

I held on, trying yet another mind trick from my arsenal. I imagined holding my toughest yoga pose and wanting to quit but knowing that glory only came from withstanding the challenge—conquering. I forced myself to breathe through the shaking that came deep from the core of my body. 

I can do this.

I had managed panic attacks for three years. I knew what worked and what didn’t, and I knew that more times than not, nothing worked.

“Ride out the waves,” I said aloud. “Everything is okay in this moment.” 

I kept driving. 

~~~
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A couple of hours and a few states lines later, I turned and crossed into Turnberry, Virginia, my new home. Main Street looked just like a Norman Rockwell painting. The sights immediately lifted my spirits, and I breathed a sigh of relief to have arrived at such a beautiful place. The buildings stood in rows, some touching and some with small alleys between. The vibrant awnings adorning the entrances to stores and businesses gleamed. People bustled about with shopping bags, some with dogs on leashes, and some pushing baby carriages. I relished in the potential that contentment waited for me in this deliberate little town that sat on the imaginary line once dividing the North from the South. 

A small bakery caught my eye, tucked between a bookstore and a florist. I quickly pulled into a metered spot right out front. I sat back against the seat and closed my eyes, my hands still gripping the very top of the steering wheel a little too tightly. I didn’t let go—fearful that the anxious tremor still plagued me. 

Fortunately, the rustling of my dogs brought me closer to a feeling of normalcy. I began the ritual of blocking my emotions, pushing against that pit in my stomach and swallowing the lump in my throat. I reached deep inside myself and put on the mask of confidence I had learned to wear so well. Slowly, I released my fingers from the wheel. They felt stiff and looked splotchy white, but my hands remained steady. I’m okay.

I fumbled with my keys and managed to grab some coins from the center console for the meter. Stepping out, I lifted my face to the sky, and let the sun hit me. 

“Be back in a minute, boys,” I said as I cracked the windows to let the cool breeze in for the dogs.

The bakery door had Tess’s Pastry Shop painted in a white, swirly font reminiscent of icing on a birthday cake. The inside of the shop sparkled in the perfect colors of pale pink and white—straight out of a movie. As the warmth of the humid air from the ovens and the scrumptious aroma of fresh pastry surrounded me, I felt like Audrey Hepburn in Roman Holiday, finding joy in the discovery of “the little things.” I hoped this proved to be only the beginning of doing just that. 

A friendly young man behind the counter wearing a white apron greeted me. “Hello. Welcome!”

“Hi.” I smiled and stood silent for probably a bit too long, absorbing the energy of this adorable bakery. 

The young man waited. 

A woman with bouncy hair and sparkling eyes, who looked about my age, stood nearby issuing a healthy pour of creamer into her cup.

I leaned in close to the glass to pick out what I wanted. 

“You have to try the blueberry one,” the woman said in a cheerful voice.

I looked over, smiled. “I think I will. Thanks.”

I glanced up at the young man and ordered one of the recommended plus a few others and a bag of ground coffee beans. I nabbed a few napkins and a handful of little to-go creamers. Maybe I could stall a grocery trip at least another day.

“Visiting?” the woman asked.

I hesitated, but only for a second. I needed to get over my suspicious nature. New town, new home, new friends, new beginnings. “Actually, I’m moving here.” 

The woman waved her plump hands in the air. “Oh, wonderful! I’m Patsy. I work at the library just a couple of blocks from here.” She nodded at the case full of goodies and giggled. “Unfortunately.” 

I cut an eye toward the pastry case and grinned. “I get it. I’m Porter. Nice to meet you.” The clerk handed over the pink-and-white shopping bag. I thanked him and turned back to Patsy, swinging the bag of goodies in her direction. “Thanks for the recommendation.”

“Anytime. Enjoy your first day in town. I’m sure I’ll see you around. Stop by the library sometime. I can give you a rundown of Turnberry. But don’t get your hopes up; Main Street is kind of it.”

And that was just what I wanted to hear. 

We said our goodbyes and I strolled back to the car with a wide grin on my face. 

After climbing into the driver’s seat, I looked at the dogs in the rearview mirror.

“Okay, boys, almost home.” 

At least, I wanted it to be home. So far, so good. 
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Joe and Max

From across the street, two undercover FBI agents watched as Porter got back into her car. One of them started to get out.

“Max, where the hell are you going?” Joe asked as his partner unlatched his seat belt.

“To get donuts.” The youthful Max, not particularly attractive, but blessed with a thick, dark head of hair—something Joe had lost long ago—hopped out of the car.

“Ummm, no. We need to follow her,” Joe said.

Max rolled his eyes. “We know exactly where she’s going, and I’m starving. Besides, we’ve been trailing her for months. She’s not looking for him anymore.” 

Joe sighed and rubbed his chin—one of several he sported. “Fine, but hurry up.”

With a quick wave, Max headed across the street. 

Joe yelled out after him, “Grab a powdered jelly-filled for me and a coffee, would ya?”
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Jack had driven over ninety miles per hour to make up time on the road and catch up with Porter. He cursed himself for not having left just a bit sooner, for wallowing. Not his style. But he was here now, in Turnberry. The moment he hit Main Street, he caught sight of what he’d hoped he wouldn’t see. An obvious (to him, at least) government-issued SUV parked on the other side of the street from Porter’s car, which was in front of a bakery—they indeed had tracked her from Sleepy Hollow. After Porter drove away from the shop, he pulled up behind the Feds, removed his helmet, and stowed it on his bike. He walked over to the car and banged on the hood just hard enough to startle the shorter, not so slim man he knew as Joe.

“Hey! Watch it!” Joe couldn’t hide his annoyance. “What the hell?”

“You guys sleeping at the wheel? Your target just left.” Jack let the sarcasm ring throughout his words. 

Joe grimaced when he realized who it was. “Oh, it’s you, hotshot.” 

“Yep. It’s me. Don’t you think it’s time you guys throw in the towel on this one? She said she would stop looking, and she obviously has.”

“You know what? Mind your own business for a change. We’re just doing our jobs.”

“Well, from where I stand, it looks like you’re half-ass doing your jobs. Maybe I should let someone know.”

“What’s your problem? I could take you in for stalking. She doesn’t want you around anymore, obviously. So why are you following her?”

Jack leaned in the window, just inches from Joe’s round, red face. “Do you really want to go there with me?”

Joe saw intensity in Jack’s stare—the man meant business. 

“Okay, okay, calm down, military man. I think our detail is about to get pulled, anyway.”

“That’s what I thought.” Jack walked away and headed toward the donut shop. He passed Max on the street. The agent’s eyes widened when he saw him. Jack tipped an imaginary hat in his direction and continued toward the bakery without a word. 

He needed to get some caffeine and then go check into the little cottage he’d rented by the river. He planned to ride over to Porter’s place later in the evening, just to make sure she was okay.

I’m watching out for her, not stalking. There’s a difference.
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Giant canopies of grand trees divided the freshly manicured, rolling hills of green lawns that led up to the stately old homes of faded brick and stone—some red, some yellow, some pale white, all trimmed in soft whites, light grays, and even pale blues. I peered out the car window, driving down the cracked asphalt street that bowed in the middle, its edges sinking low next to the curbs. 

Up ahead, I saw it. The house. I recognized it immediately from the photos that I had been studying for weeks. 

Even from the outside, the home was perfect. And it was within walking distance to both downtown and the river. “Isn’t it fantastic?” I spoke aloud, as if the dogs could understand me and possibly offer their opinions.

My heart fluttered a bit. It almost felt like meeting an old flame after years of being apart. 

I slowed the car just in front of the house and took a deep breath as I reveled in the picturesque home sitting atop a small, emerald-green hill—number 1221, the Mitchell family estate. Actually, it was now my home, the Leighton estate, just me and my dogs. 

“Welcome home.” I breathed the sentiment more than spoke it. My heart ached with the hope that this would be the place where I would finally find peace. 

Stepping out of the car, I caught my reflection in the tinted car window. My blond hair, pulled back from my face, and my large, black sunglasses created a glamorous façade that stared back at me. Yes, I looked basically the same as I did before everything had happened, but my soul didn’t match anymore. The spark that had been there from childhood had long since faded from my eyes. I had the eyes of the broken, eyes that betrayed my smile and that tempted others to ask what was wrong. 

Looking up at the house, I noticed that white drapes covered all the windows, upstairs and down. The front, although somewhat of a flat façade, looked attractive with its gray stone accents, whitish trim, and paned windows. Two white columns stood sentry on either side of the leaded-glass front door, and lighted stone pillars flanked the sides of the front walkway, as if waiting to greet the 1920s aristocrats that had once gathered here with their martinis and sparkling dresses—at least in my imagination. This beautiful piece of history may just be the remedy to forgetting my own smoldering one. 

There were two other buildings, both on the left side of the property. A guesthouse, partially covered in blooming wisteria, sat close to the street. It shared part of the driveway with the stone garage that occupied an area at the back of the yard, close to the wood line behind the main house. The garage sported two large, mahogany doors that surely once housed the fancy cars of the illustrious flapper era. I grinned as I imagined turning the little guesthouse into a writing studio. 

The restless dogs yelped and wagged their tails, beating the back of the seat like a drum. I opened the hatchback, and the two beasts made a beeline to the backyard. 

Excited to take that first step into my new home, I fumbled with an antique brass key that sported a large silver tag with an M monogrammed in the center. I’ll definitely need to get a new monogram with my initial L. I unlocked the back door and stepped inside. 

The stuffiness of the air caught me off guard. I quickly flipped on the light. I’d had the electricity, internet, water, and gas set up in my name weeks ago, so that everything would be in working order upon arrival. I found that I now stood in a well-outfitted laundry room, which at some point most likely had been a service entry. 

The dogs barreled past me, leaving little doggie footprints on the black and white marble floor. 

I smirked. It was starting to feel like home already.

First thing in the morning, I planned to open the windows to let the whole place fill with fresh air and loads of sunlight. However, at the moment, I needed to unpack. 

On my third trip back and forth to the car, I grabbed another small suitcase and my favorite soft pillow, something familiar—although I wasn’t entirely sure anything would make me sleep soundly the first night in this old house. The line from The Wizard of Oz popped into my head, but in a more appropriate version for my life: “Ghosts, thieves, and government spies, Oh my!” 

My laughter startled not only me, but the dogs as well. The silence needed to be wrestled out of there. 

I felt that Leighton family sardonic wit rising to the surface. 

I wish my only fear in this life revolved around seeing ghosts. 
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Joe had been driving slowly while Max searched for the address 1221. Suddenly, he slammed on the brakes. 

“Dang it, Joe.” Max blotted the splash of coffee on his shirt. 

“It’s her car. There.” Joe pointed.

“Yep. I see it. She’s arrived at her new house. Let me send an alert.” Max’s sarcasm rang clear. He crumpled his napkin and gave up on his coffee stain. 

Joe ignored him and looked around, left then right. “This is a residential street. Parking here for days on end ... we’ll stand out like a sore thumb. There isn’t a single car parked on this street. Everyone has long driveways and garages.”

“Yeah, this isn’t New York,” Max scoffed. “A blacked-out SUV isn’t going to blend well.”

Joe had a faraway look for a moment, then he said, “I’m sending in a request that this surveillance mission be pulled.” 

“No kidding. I’ve been bored out of my mind for weeks.”

“Nothing is happening here tonight. Let’s go to the motel.” Joe took his foot off the brake and started to drive again.

Max gave a quick nod and then pointed straight ahead. “Besides, we can count on lover boy to keep an eye on things.”

Jack had just driven up on his motorcycle. 

They watched as Jack took a path around the far side of the guesthouse.

Max frowned and looked at Joe. “What the hell’s he doing now?” 

Joe shrugged. “No idea. I think they’re on the fritz.” 

“So, he’s what, like spying on her or something?” 

“I don’t know. It’s strange, but let’s not make it our business.”

Max nodded. 

“Let’s go. I need a drink.” Joe pressed on the gas.
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Jack parked his bike behind a wall of shrubs at the far side of Porter’s garage. Not wanting to scare her on her first day by lurking around, he stayed in the shadows. From that angle, though, he could see the house across the street more than he could see Porter’s. He noticed in the neighbor’s window what seemed to be a small figure peering in his direction.

Jack wasn’t too concerned. Nosy neighbors. The least of his worries. He planned to win Porter back sooner rather than later, so his being here now didn’t actually qualify as creepy. At least, that’s what he told himself. All he wanted was to keep her safe from those who may do her harm. And there were plenty of those out there, thanks to her stubborn insistence on “finding out the truth.” 

Despite the strong urge to cut to the chase—knock on the door and try to make things up with her—he stayed put. Her leaving Sleepy Hollow was hopefully temporary. Jack understood that Porter needed to get away from the memories of her life with Will for her mental and physical well-being. But, damn, it wasn’t going to be easy protecting her, watching for signs of danger, yet keeping at arm’s length while she figured it all out. 

Jack heard a door open. He remained silent, unmoving, listening for the direction of the noise. Then he darted to the other end of
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