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        Outskirts of Guatemala City

        Six weeks ago

      

      

      

      DEA Special Agent Caleb Rourke shoved his door open and climbed out, vest already on. Sidearm ready. This would be the night they finally brought that traitor in.

      The rest of the team, a female and two other men, were agents he’d worked with for months. Didn’t mean he fully trusted them.

      Caleb didn’t plan to be part of this team long enough to find out if he could—or not. No, he’d rather secure a transfer back state side. All this international work was taking its toll. He missed the Montana mountains he grew up in. The snow in winter. Warm summer days, and cool evenings. Running across grass fields with his twin brother, Noah—currently AWOL somewhere across the other side of the world chasing bad guys in his own way. With boots and a helmet.

      Caleb didn’t want to be that guy, but the humidity down here was getting to him. Scrambling his brains so he was looking everywhere for a threat that didn’t exist. A traitor in his team, or in the DEA office down here.

      I want out.

      Maybe it was the holidays coming up, making him jones for home, and Christmas like it should be. But Caleb was tired.

      “Let’s do this.” He turned to the others and caught them checking their pistols. Walters shoved a ball cap on backward. Caleb had let his hair grow out and had it secured behind his head with a hair tie even though that barely kept it contained.

      The female agent, Rawlins, strode between Caleb and Walters like Caleb hadn’t seen the look shared between her and Barts. “Last one in buys the first round tonight.”

      Caleb followed her toward the rundown apartment building at the edge of the city in a rundown neighborhood.

      The kind of place where dealers ran the area and the police were paid to look the other way. “Good people” or “innocents” was a misnomer where folks did what they had to just so they could survive.

      Rawlins stood to the side of the door someone had propped open with a concrete block.

      Caleb held his gun by his leg and grabbed the door with the other hand. Rawlins nodded and he swung the door open.

      She ducked inside, gun first, sweeping the hallway. “Clear.”

      They made their way along the dank hall to the stairs at the end. Someone had left a bag of trash in the corner on the second floor. Third floor, down at the end, apartment thirteen had been a CIA safehouse for decades after World War 2. Right up until budget cuts meant it was sold off, only to be bought thirty years ago by an investor who seemed to have a habit of purchasing assets formerly the property of the US government.

      “Kessler had better be here.”

      Rawlins snorted, shifted back and kicked the door beside the handle.

      Caleb wasn’t sure he’d have gone in that hard, given this guy’s tendency to wire places and blow whoever came after him to kingdom come. But there wasn’t time to contemplate that when his job was to be right behind Rawlins as she entered, clearing the house as they went.

      He scanned the entry, then to the right and the living room. No occupants. Kitchen vacant. No dishes. No mail. Hallway clear.

      The guys behind him would check the closets and places someone might hide while they cleared the larger areas.

      Rawlins kicked a door and he stayed in the hall, covering her. Bathroom. No shower curtain, rusty tub and sink. “Gross.”

      He backed up a step and she came out, moving to the next door.

      She shoved it open. “Empty.”

      Caleb didn’t like this. “There has to be something here.”

      But he stuck to his duty, and she headed for the last room. “Whoa.”

      “What is it?” Caleb entered the empty bedroom, no furniture. The decor consisted of photos and papers taped across one wall. A closet in the corner was open, empty racks that would’ve held armaments years ago.

      “Looks like he left us evidence.” Rawlins holstered her weapon.

      Caleb did the same, even though the threat tickling the back of his neck didn’t let up. He walked to the wall and started to scan papers. “Bank records, phone records.”

      Big Sky Trust and Bank.

      Caleb flinched. Odd—that was his bank at home in Montana.

      He kept reading and spotted the name on a couple of papers. His name.

      “What on earth?” That wasn’t his bank account balance, or any of his recent transactions. He didn’t obsessively watch the activity on his account but was reasonably certain he didn’t have nearly two million to his name.

      Caleb tried to breathe. “He’s setting me up.”

      “Yeah?” Rawlins pointed to a photo and looked at him. “Looks pretty clear to me what’s going on.”

      “I don’t have this money.” He glanced at the photo she indicated. “That isn’t me.”

      “Unless you have an identical twin or something, it is you.”

      Caleb shouldered her out of the way. Fact was, he did have an identical twin. “He’s not the guy who meets with Nathan Kessler.” Caleb prodded the photo with his finger. “This is fake. It’s all fake.”

      There was no way Noah was in league with this guy. Noah didn’t work in this part of the world, they rarely saw each other, and their lives weren’t the kind that intertwined out of coincidence.

      It was three years since they’d seen each other.

      “You’re actually serious? You have a twin?” Rawlins looked at him.

      Guess I never mentioned that. Caleb shrugged. “There’s no way that’s him. This all looks more like it’s supposed to mean I’m the one working with Kessler.”

      As if he was the traitor.

      They’d have to go through all this. Figure out where the flaws were so they could pick holes in Kessler’s plan to⁠—

      Rawlins pulled her gun and pointed it at him. “If it looks like a duck…and all that.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “Gun on the floor, hands on your head.” She turned her head a fraction, toward the door. “In here!”

      The other two agents raced into the room.

      Caleb didn’t move. “I’m not the traitor.”

      Rawlins laughed. “Yeah, I know.”

      He shifted to get the other guys in sight and keep her in front of him. But he was too late. The blow hit the back of his head and sent him stumbling forward. Caleb grabbed Rawlins’ arm and yanked her toward the other two. She yelped and he spun around in time to see them push each other away.

      Caleb rushed for the door.

      The gun went off behind him, but he didn’t slow down. Walters rushed after him and Caleb got slammed against the wall.

      His head exploded with pain. Or that was the gun again. He felt the round whizz past his ear and embed itself in the wall.

      Were they trying to stop him, or kill him?

      He pulled his own gun, which immediately got knocked out of his hand. It clattered to the floor and skittered away. Caleb slammed a punch into the guy nearest him, Barts, ignoring the fact he would get shot any second now. An answering punch slammed into his kidney over the side straps of the vest he wore, expelling the breath from his lungs.

      Walters rushed them, slamming Caleb and Barts against the wall. Caleb kicked off the wall behind him and shoved them both back.

      One pulled a knife.

      “Barts, don’t do that.” Caleb shook his head.

      “Looks like you don’t get a say.” Barts had a deadly look in his eye.

      Rawlins backed up, still holding the gun aimed at him. Protecting herself. “Just knock him out and we can blow the place with him in it.”

      Barts sneered, blood on his lips from some blow Caleb had dished out to him. The other agent, Walters, rolled his shoulders. Readying himself for what was next.

      Bring it on. Caleb grinned. He wasn’t going to go so far as to wave on their advance, but they knew what he meant.

      Barts rushed him, knife first. Caleb dipped to the side and blocked the blow, slamming Barts in the forearm with a swipe of his left arm. He punched Walters with his right, then kicked out at both men.

      The next few seconds passed in a blur, interspersed with flashes of pain and the odd hitching breath. A fight for his life. These guys were the dirty agents—that was the best case scenario. He didn’t have a moment to figure out the worst between the gut punch and the stomp to his left calf.

      They were going to leave him here to die and no one would ever know the truth. Noah would get dragged down in the mess and his career would be ruined. Not my brother.

      Caleb gritted his teeth and grabbed Barts by the shoulders. He dragged the man down and slammed a knee into his chest.

      “Finish it!” Rawlins screamed.

      Walters slammed the butt of his gun into the side of Caleb’s head. He landed on all fours and Walters kicked him three times in the stomach. He grabbed Walters’ ankle and tipped him back.

      Rawlins’ gun exploded in the tight hall, narrowly missing him. From this distance she should’ve killed him. It was a warning.

      A boot slammed on the back of his head and everything narrowed into black.

      He blinked, clawing at consciousness until he could focus enough to lift his head and push off the floor. Caleb rolled to his back and the sound of a heart beating in his ears receded enough for him to catch a steady click.

      Countdown.

      He scrambled up, listening to the tone grow faster and faster.

      No way out of a window, or the door. Caleb rushed to the bathroom and dove into the tub, wrapping his arms around his head just as the world around him tore apart.
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      Tessa Ashland dipped the mop like it was her dance partner and spun around, swiping a wet streak across the hall floor in her neighbor’s house. Worship music pumped in her earbuds.

      Loud enough to drown out the thoughts she’d woken up with. The anxiety that liked to crowd her brain with thoughts—ones she needed to question. Were the thoughts hers, or were they spiritual warfare?

      She sashayed back to the mop bucket, getting some hallelujahs in as she dipped the mop and pressed the pedal to spin it.

      Thankfully Pops was outside breaking ice so the cows had something to drink on this frozen day, so she was all alone in the house. The last thing she needed was a parishioner seeing the preacher’s daughter making a fool of herself.

      Ian Rourke wasn’t her Pops, but she called him that anyway. His grandsons didn’t visit much, and he only had an old dog for company. She tried to come over between the bi-weekly house cleaning she did just to make sure he had someone to talk to.

      The song shifted to an angsty bridge, and she sang along, turning with the mop in her hands as she twisted around to go back the other direction. She collided with an immovable wall that shouldn’t be in the middle of the hallway.

      “Oof.” The mop squished between them, and damp water ran down the front of her frumpy cleaning T-shirt from the County Fair two summers ago. Back in those days, fifty pounds ago.

      She backed up fast because whoever he was, he was an intruder.

      Tessa lifted her gaze to the man she’d smacked into. Dark, stringy hair hung on both sides of his face. He had a white tank on over a pair of workout pants. Scars from being burned on his right shoulder, and down the outside of his arm.

      She backed up some more.

      And screamed.

      He said something. She saw his lips move but couldn’t hear it over the music.

      Gus, the old mutt Pops had adopted years ago, wandered into the hall, probably to see what all the fuss was about.

      She pulled the earbuds from her ears and the mop clattered to the floor. No! She needed that for protection. Tessa swiped the mop up from the floor and her earbuds went flying. “Don’t come near me!”

      She held the mop like a weapon.

      Gus wandered to the man and licked his fingers, which was odd. The man rubbed the top of the dog’s head.

      She needed a good defense against this intruder.

      “Just because you won the dog over doesn’t mean you can…”

      What were his intentions? Was she about to be abused and then murdered in some grizzly way? Left for Pops to find. Like he hadn’t had enough loss in his life already.

      He took a small step toward her.

      “Don’t come near me! This is my house, and you’re not welcome!”

      He said, “Lady, I’m not a vampire. You didn’t have to invite me in.” His chin lifted. “And last I checked, this ain’t your house.”

      “How would you know?” She brandished the mop, just in case he got any bright ideas about taking advantage of her.

      “Because it’s my house.” He turned and walked away, into the kitchen, where he called out, “I was gonna ask if you wanted coffee, but I guess don’t worry about it. You probably know where to find all the stuff to make it yourself…since this is your house and all.”

      Oh, boy.

      The woman who’d been the girl everyone called Goodie two shoes Tessa had told a bald faced lie and been caught.

      She set the mop back in the bucket and managed not to slip on the wet floor. “I’m sorry, okay?” She reached the doorway, where she could see him pour coffee in a huge mug. “I have to clean the water off the floor. I don’t want Pops to slip when he comes in.”

      She rushed back and swiped the squeezed-out mop across the floor, clearing the puddle. The floor would still be somewhat slippery, but now it wasn’t a hazard.

      When she’d set the mop back in the bucket she found him standing against the arch pillar with his mug. Watching her. “Sorry that you have to clean?”

      “Sorry I lied.” She realized her earbuds were on the floor and swiped up the closest one. He reached for the other, holding it out for her.

      She lifted her hand, palm open. He dropped it there, careful not to touch her. Tessa’s gaze drifted to his arm, and the scars. They didn’t look all that old. Whatever happened to him, it’d been this year. Maybe in the last few months.

      He caught the direction of her gaze. “I’ll remember to wear long sleeves next time so I don’t disgust you.”

      What expression had been on her face? “That’s not…It looks like it was painful. I can’t even imagine going through something like that.”

      He stared at her, taking a sip of his coffee. Keeping his expression so placid she kind of wanted to grab his shoulders and shake him out of it.

      “Sorry.” She winced. “I am sorry.”

      “So you clean the house?”

      She cleared her throat. “And you live here.”

      That was what he’d said, but the only family Pops had was two AWOL grandsons and they hadn’t told their grandpa that they were visiting this year. Yet. He always hoped they would, but Tessa wasn’t holding her breath. They usually had a nice Christmas day, her dad and her, and Pops and Gus. Watching Christmas movies and enjoying too many of the desserts she made.

      Maybe this guy was a renter, or someone who paid to stay like a short term thing.

      His lips curled at the corners, but only slightly. “He didn’t tell you I was home?”

      “I didn’t see Pops when I got here. He knew I was coming, though.” She shrugged, because it really wasn’t an issue. “I walk over from my house next door and take care of things every two weeks.”

      His brows edged toward each other. “Next door? Wait…Tessa Ashland?”

      Was that supposed to be good or bad? “In the flesh.”

      His eyes widened, then he burst out laughing. “Pretty sure Noah and I used to put frogs in your library bag.”

      She gasped. “Caleb!” They’d tormented her, the two hooligans from next door. “I loved that tote, and all the frog slime ruined it!”

      He chuckled, taking a sip of coffee.

      What was she supposed to say now? This was awkward. He’d obviously been through something, and she had the smell of cleaning products on her hands and was wearing her rattiest clothes. “I should finish cleaning.”

      It wasn’t like she wanted to be standing here in an evening gown, but honestly what woman didn’t want to see the look on a man’s face when they saw the full effect of hair, makeup, fabulous outfit and killer shoes? She didn’t have any of those things, so she didn’t really know. But she’d seen enough movies.

      The last date she’d been on had been to the Dairy Queen in town and lasted an hour. Sigh. Why she was thinking about this man and dating, she didn’t know. Except that he was here and he was…a man. Wide shoulders, thick ropey arms. Dark eyes and that Winter Soldier haircut. What would he look like if he cleaned up?

      Oh, boy.

      “Anyway, I should get back to work.” She slid the earbuds still playing loud worship music into the pocket of her cargoes and grabbed the mop. Tried to figure out where she left off on this mess of a floor.

      Gus had gone back to his bed in front of the fire, where the old dog spent most of the day and night. She always gave him an extra treat when she left.

      The dog had probably been surprised when she’d randomly screamed. Thank You that he wasn’t an intruder here to do me harm. That would make for a terrible Christmas for her father and Pops. She didn’t want to think what would become of them if anything happened to her.

      Okay, fine. She was the one who would miss them.

      Tessa put her earbuds in and finished the hall, the ambient sound on so she could hear any intruders coming up behind her. She took the bucket to the bathroom where she emptied the dirty water into the toilet.

      How she hadn’t noticed before the extra toothbrush, electric razor and man’s deodorant on the counter when she was emptying the mop water, she wasn’t sure. She just knew she would have made a terrible spy. That is, if there was anything in the cards for her other than being pastor’s daughter, church secretary, substitute teacher, housekeeper, dog sitter and sometimes babysitter.

      Usually that didn’t make her melancholy. She liked her life. They couldn’t all be like the twins, leaving town the first chance they got. Joining the military or being a federal agent. They didn’t all have cool jobs, or the desire to travel the world—and save it.

      She liked this town and liked her life just fine. If she wanted to travel somewhere, she read a book about it.

      Christmas would cheer her right up. Pops would be in a great mood, having his grandson here visiting. Her father would shake out of whatever funk he’d been in recently.

      Everything would be just fine.

      Tessa sprayed and wiped down the bathroom, then put all the stuff back where it belonged. She enjoyed the way worship music filled her with hope in the Lord. That was all she needed.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She spotted someone on the front doorbell camera over at her house and figured it was probably a package since it wasn’t her dad. He should be back at home by now, after his trip to the hardware store for more supplies to finish the tile in Tessa’s bathroom, but she hadn’t seen him and this wasn’t him coming home.

      She slid her phone back in her pocket and wandered to the entry just as Pops was coming in. The older man stomped the snow off his boots on the siding outside, then toed them off on the rug beside her snow boots.

      He grinned at her, and she saw Caleb’s features in his grandfather’s. “Tessa. Did you see him?”

      The old man had a gleam in his eye.

      “Did you set me up?” When he laughed, she shook her head and gave him a hug. “You old rascal. I’m all done.”

      “Then you have time for lunch.”

      She smiled, not arguing with him even if it was barely past ten. He got up early and went to bed before the sun when the days were short. “Lunch sounds great. Dad isn’t home yet so I have some time.”

      She followed him into the kitchen, washing up in the sink. He hadn’t pulled out meat to thaw for dinner, so she grabbed a package of ground beef from his freezer section. On second thought—she pulled out two steaks, which he saved for special occasions. He and Caleb could grill themselves a nice treat.

      Gus came in for a tortilla chip that Pops tossed him. The most energy she saw from him was when he lifted his front paws and snatched the chip out of the air.

      The dog turned and looked at her.

      “I don’t have any chips.”

      Mr. Tall Dark and Brooding wandered in, a smirk on his lips. “She’s a tough cookie, Gussy. Better luck next time.” He looked at Pops. “You didn’t tell her I was here? Not even a heads’ up?”

      Pops chuckled, rooting around in the crisper drawer.

      “She nearly beaned me with the mop.”

      Pops straightened, chuckling. Caleb came over shaking his head, a grin pulling at his lips. He touched both sides of Pops’ neck. “You’re gonna get me in trouble.” He kissed his grandfather on the forehead.

      Tessa sniffed. “I’ll take ham.”

      Pops passed it to her, mist in his eyes. “Someone ate all my Pepper Jack.”

      She knew who it might’ve been. “Cheddar is fine. You need me to go to the store?”

      Caleb put his cup in the sink. “I’ll go this afternoon.”

      Tessa glanced at Pops, just to get his read on the situation. The older man seemed unsure even if he was happy his grandson was here. “I’ll go with you,” Pops said. “We’ll make a trip out of it.”

      Caleb nodded. “Not like I have anything else to do.”

      “Are you here to…recuperate?” Tessa didn’t know what else to call it.

      “Yeah, but if anyone asks you didn’t see me. I’m dead as far as either of you knows.”

      Tessa opened her mouth but didn’t know what to say. All that came out was a choked, “You’re dead?”

      “And you didn’t see me.” Caleb walked out of the room.

      Tessa moved to Pops’ side and whispered, “Is everything okay?”

      “It’ll be fine, Tess.” He patted her shoulder. “Let’s have those sandwiches.”
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      Six miles was about the amount of time it took Caleb to run out his frustrations. Not that he could solve all his problems and figure out what to do in that amount of time, but it certainly helped him relieve some of the tension building in him since he woke up in the hospital.

      He slowed to a walk coming back up the drive to the house and spotted Pops on the porch. The old man lifted a bottle of water from the wood planks beside his chair and handed it to Caleb as he approached.

      “Thanks.” Caleb twisted the lid and drained the bottle dry. After he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, he said, “Everything okay?”

      “Forgot she was coming. When I remembered, I figured you could use the surprise.” The old man rocked in his chair, chuckling to himself. He wore a checkered shirt over his T-shirt. Jeans and boots. Pretty much his uniform for as long as Caleb could remember.

      “It’s good that she comes over and helps you out.”

      Caleb had spent most of his run thinking about the curvy older girl he’d known, and the woman in slouchy clothes who had been mopping the floor. Singing loudly, thanks to the volume of the music in her earbuds. He’d been more than a little mesmerized before she turned and screamed at him, which was the last thing he needed and the furthest thing from what he’d expected would happen today.

      “I think she thought I was there to murder her.” And a moment after that scream she’d been determined to beat him off with a mop. “She wouldn’t have gone down without a fight.”

      Pops chuckled. “No, she would not have.”

      Now all Caleb needed to do was get the girl next door out of his head long enough for him to make a plan. He needed to work out what he was going to do next.

      Now that Nathan Kessler had ruined his life, Caleb had some payback to dish out. Recovering here was one thing, but it wasn’t like he was going to just roll over and let Kessler—or his lackeys—do this to him.

      “You know,” Pops said. “If you were lookin’, can’t go wrong with a woman like Tess. She makes a mean chicken fried steak.”

      Caleb shot him a look. “Pops.”

      “I know.” The old man waved a hand.

      They needed a change of conversation stat. “Have you heard back from Noah yet?”

      Pops shook his head. “Sorry, son.”

      “Surely he heard by now that I’m dead.” Caleb didn’t bother to lift his hands and make quotes. They both knew what he meant.

      “Even if he did, you really think he would have believed it?” Pops asked. “I mean, you’d know, right? If it was him.”

      “It’s not like some mystical connection. I can’t feel if he’s in pain, or whatever they say on TV.” But they were identical twins. At most, Caleb felt strong emotions from his brother. But only on occasion, though. “But yeah, I would probably know if he’d been killed.”

      Caleb leaned against the porch rail. The understanding between him and his brother that they would call each other if they ever needed help had stretched to three years of not much contact. Truth was, nearly dying had made him realize what he wanted to change about his life.

      Talk about a cliché.

      Lying in a Catholic hospital in Guatemala, he’d had to face some things that he’d been ignoring for years. Like the faith that Pops had tried to instill in them when they were little. A priest had sat by his bed for hours, explaining the gospel to him. Everything Pops had ever said made sense to him. Now that he was back, he wanted to dig into it.

      And he wanted his brother in his life for real. Not just from a distance.

      Problem was, he couldn’t just call Noah himself. Even cops had to use channels with the military to try and get him a message since all the emails Caleb sent went unreplied to.

      Pops eased out of the chair. “He’s your brother. He’ll come back around eventually.”

      Caleb could only nod. “I’m going to take a shower, then do you want to hit the store?”

      “Sounds good. I’ll go take a nap while you’re in the shower.”

      He didn’t bother telling Pops that the shower would take less than five minutes. The old man needed to rest when he felt like he should.

      Every time he saw Pops over the years it seemed like the guy aged way more than he should have. But then, he wasn’t going to stay the same spry grandpa he’d been when they were young. Not now that Caleb and Noah were in their thirties and Pops was over eighty.

      He passed the framed pictures in the hallway, the snapshots of family life over the years. Caleb didn’t often stop and look at the ones showing his parents, but something about missing his brother made him pause. He looked at the image of him and Noah with mom and dad at the lake, all of them holding fishing poles. One of the rare times that their parents had actually been around in the summer rather than leaving them with Pops and taking off to who knew where.

      One summer they had simply never come home.

      Pops hadn’t known where they’d been going, and Caleb and Noah had never been able to figure out what happened to them.

      Over the years, the not knowing had grown into a cold indifference. After all, if their parents had been able to come home to them then they would have. Nothing would have stopped them, right? So either they just didn’t want to, or for some reason they couldn’t—which probably meant they were dead.

      Caleb had never found out.

      Eventually he just moved on with his life, and summers with Pops at the ranch had turned into high school in this part of Montana. Sharing a broke down pickup truck with his brother. High school football championships, all state two years in a row. Girlfriends. Graduation. The military, him only for a few years before leaving and becoming a fed. His brother sticking it out with the Army.

      All of it with Tessa Ashland living next door. The preacher’s daughter, pretty much off-limits just because of that. But Caleb couldn’t say he never thought of her.

      That he’d never wondered what might’ve happened if he’d stuck around.

      After he dried off and dressed, Caleb went to the laptop on his desk—the one he’d done his homework at in high school. While he rubbed the gel on his burns, he looked through the information he’d amassed about Nathan Kessler.

      It was going to take a serious operation to get the man to come out of hiding long enough for Caleb to snatch him up. Working his way up the ladder, taking out every sympathizer and climbing to the top of the pile to take down Kessler would take longer. Maybe. Right now he needed a serious infusion of godly wisdom to figure this out. Grandpa had promised him last night that wisdom was in the cards, now that he was renewing his faith.

      Caleb put his head in his hands, his elbows on the desk, and laid it all on the altar in prayer. Revenge was something he desperately wanted. It drove him not to let this go. But he had to be smart about it and go for justice, not just the destruction of those he considered his enemies.

      Noah would probably laugh at his line of thinking. Consider him soft for doing the right thing. But then, maybe not. Maybe his brother had gone through a similar kind of change since the last time they’d spent much time together.

      A little while later, Pops knocked on the door frame and they headed out to the store. The route from the ranch toward town took them past Tessa’s farmhouse. The one she still lived in with her father.

      “Did she ever leave town?” Caleb gripped the wheel, like that was a perfectly innocent question to ask.

      “Only for vacation.” Pops shifted in his seat. “Her best friend lives over in South Dakota, so she drives and visits Meg and her family for the 4th of July every year.”

      As Caleb looked over the house as it stood now, and the expanse of field between it and the road, he saw the front door fling open and a second later Tessa ran out. She looked around frantically as if she was missing something. Her movements jerky and tense.

      Caleb grabbed the wheel with both hands and turned the corner onto her dirt track, spraying gravel. Thankfully there were no other cars on the highway, so he didn’t cause an accident. Whatever was going on with Tessa, Pops would want to help her out. That was the reason he was now speeding down her lane toward where she stood.

      As soon as he stopped, Pops hopped out of the car. Moving faster than Caleb had seen him do since he got back.

      Caleb jogged over in time to hear Pops say, “What’s going on, Tess?”

      She pushed the hair back from her face, her elbows splayed. “My dad was supposed to be home by now, but I can’t get him to pick up the phone. Someone was in the house earlier. While I was at your place.” She dropped her hands. “I thought it was just a delivery, but when I looked it shows they actually broke into the house.”

      Caleb said, “Did they take anything?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing was missing, but everything is just…off. Like someone went through all our stuff.”

      “You think they were looking for something?”

      “I guess.”

      Caleb motioned to the open front door. “May I?”

      “Should we call the police or something?” Tessa asked.

      “Give me a second first.” Caleb strode to the front door and stepped inside, the familiar scent of the preacher’s house washing over him in a way that hit him with nostalgia.

      He and Noah had come here with Pops every Sunday for lunch after service. The two men had been friends for years. Caleb was pretty sure that his father and the preacher had been good friends as well, close in age.

      Back then it hadn’t hurt that Tessa had been at the table. It didn’t matter what card game she taught them, she always won. But she seemed to do it in a way that made the whole thing hilarious and enjoyable.

      Caleb wandered through the house, seeing what she’d meant. It did look like someone had gone through everything. He stopped in the study where the preacher prepped for his messages and looked around.

      Had whoever was in here uninvited taken what they came for, or did they leave empty-handed?
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      Tessa didn’t know what Caleb was doing in her house. Sure, he was a federal agent, but what did that mean? Did he have information she didn’t about her father going missing?

      Tessa didn’t even know if her father was missing. Right now he was only several hours late coming home from town. Usually he called if something delayed him, but she hadn’t heard anything, and he wasn’t picking up the phone no matter how many times she called.

      The whole thing was unusual on its own. Add someone breaking into the house and things were downright strange.

      She turned to Pops, who said, “I’m going to walk around outside. See if I can see anything.”

      “Thanks.” She wandered through the house, finding Caleb in her father’s study.

      This was a place she came if she needed a quiet spot and he was out, the couch in the corner the favorite place for each of them to sit and think. From that spot she could see the sunrise every morning. One day she was going to turn the back of the house into a four season porch, but that hadn’t happened yet.

      Caleb stood behind the desk facing the wall. He swung out the painting hanging there and revealed a safe inset into the wall.

      “What is that?”

      He glanced back over his shoulder. “Looks like a safe to me.”

      She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “What I’m saying is I’ve never seen that before.”

      And she cleaned this room, the same as she cleaned the rest of the house. She’d never found a safe, or any hidden anything. She took care of it all but it wasn’t like she took down hanging pictures—she just dusted the top of them once in a while. She’d only have seen the safe if the picture ever fell off the wall.

      Tessa sighed to herself. Her father would have a sort of sad existence if she ever moved out and left him to his own devices.

      Lord, please don’t let anything have happened to him. I don’t even know what the last thing I said to him was. Probably some kind of distracted goodbye at best.

      Caleb didn’t seem to notice her emotional rollercoaster. “Makes sense if someone was looking for something that it might have been hidden in the safest place in the house.”

      “Does it look like it was broken into?” Tessa crossed the room and sat on the edge of the desk feeling a thousand pound weight of worry settle on her shoulders.

      He turned the dial one way, then the other, put his ear to the door and listened.

      She looked around. “Where is he? He was supposed to come home after he went to town this morning and he isn’t here.”

      It was so unlike her father to be AWOL. She needed to see him—to know he was safe. Sure, she was repeating herself but the spiral of thoughts continued to drag at her, pulling her down.

      Where was he?

      Caleb lifted his head away from the safe door. “You’ve lived here your whole life. You’re telling me you’ve never seen this safe before?”

      That sounded like something a cop on TV would say. “Am I a suspect? Because I can show you the doorbell footage of the person who broke in my house and you can see that this had nothing to do with me. I was at your house at the time.”

      The edge of the smile curled his lips. “And you didn’t call the police yet?”

      “You seemed to think I shouldn’t do that yet, so I haven’t.” But she would.

      Why his line of questioning was making her defensive, she wasn’t entirely sure. Except that maybe he was good at his job. She could appreciate that was a positive thing because crime everywhere should be investigated and justice should be found. The world needed solid cops who stood on integrity. But that didn’t mean she wanted any of that business in her house.

      He turned and moved the dial some more. “Any idea what the combination might be?”

      “Why don’t you step out of the way, and I’ll give it a try.”

      He turned to her and she saw some suspicion on his face.

      “It doesn’t mean I’m lying about having never seen it before. Maybe I’m just good at guessing.” How this was going to help her figure out where her father was, she had no idea. But it was worth a try—presuming it had something to do with whoever broke in. “Like my mother’s date of birth.”

      Easy enough to remember. She turned the dial one way, then the other. She tried not to think what it would mean that her father had chosen his wife’s details as his safe combination. A nice sentiment, but the grief that rushed up in her was another well of despair that wanted to drag her down.

      Most days she had to keep from thinking about her mother, except those ethereal memories of twirling together outside or the white dress she wore one Easter.

      What secrets was he keeping from her?

      Maybe the safe had church financial records in it. Or notes from counseling sessions. That would make sense. But she knew where he kept those things, and why hide them? This could be a fire safe, and it had keepsakes in it—but the fire safe was in her closet, and her father had given her the photos and trinkets from her mother’s life. Had he kept some for himself?

      “It didn’t work.”

      “Any other combinations you can try?”

      “We’re invading a man’s privacy now. This might have nothing to do with him being late coming home.” She winced. “And a break in. But whatever they were looking for, clearly they didn’t find it. Maybe it should remain a secret.”

      “Whatever the other combination is that you thought of, just try it.”

      Apparently, he had seen right through her. More memories of her mother’s life, and death, rose to the surface in her mind.

      Tessa turned back to the safe, her eyes burning. She dialed the three numbers that made up the date of her mother’s death. A day her father honored more than any other day.

      The safe clicked.

      “If he didn’t mean for you to see what was inside, you would never have been able to guess the combination.”

      She blinked back tears. “Or I just know my father better than anyone.”

      Tessa stumbled back from the safe and sank onto the edge of the desk. Memories from that day swelled up from where she kept them buried. Her mother on the hospital bed in the front room, Tessa peering up on her tiptoes to see her. The beeping of machines.

      And then nothing but silence, because she was gone.

      Tessa squeezed her eyes shut.

      “I need your permission to look in the safe.”

      The low rumble of his voice drew her from the depths of her grief. Tessa opened her eyes and through the shimmer of tears she saw him step closer to her. Caleb touched her shoulder. “You okay?”

      “I’ll be okay when we figure out where my father is.”

      His eyes flared. Maybe it was because she had said “we.” She didn’t know. Even standing so close with a single man was so far out of her usual behavior that she wasn’t sure what to do about his nearness. Was it normal for her heart to feel like it was fluttering in her chest?

      She wanted to compare Caleb Rourke to any other guy she knew from church, or from town. But the truth was he was nothing like any other guy she’d ever met.

      Even back in high school he’d been in another league altogether—him and his brother Noah. Not that she would feel this way if it was Noah standing behind her. It had always been Caleb, even when they were kids she’d had a major crush on him.

      The man standing in front of her right now wasn’t the Caleb she had known. This man was someone entirely different.

      And she wasn’t sure if she could risk getting to know him.

      “I’m going to look inside.” He turned to the safe and pulled the door open, revealing a single white card envelope the size of a piece of paper. Something delivered by courier.

      “I remember when that showed up on the doorstep.” He handed it to her, and she looked at the address. “Dad got real weird about me not opening it.” Her father usually didn’t care if she opened bills or other mail.

      “It’s all that’s in here
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