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A Brief History of the Unified Federal Organization (UFO)
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(From the UFO’s website)

**
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On March 3rd, twenty-three-year-old Jonathan Xi gained entrance to a climate-change convention in Portland. He opened fire with the assault rifle he’d smuggled past security, shooting and killing thirty-three of the attendees. Sixty more were injured before Xi took his own life.

In San Francisco, Christopher Xi, Jonathan’s twenty-year-old brother, bombed an abortion clinic. All twenty-seven people inside were killed as well as Xi. 

Shootings at hospitals in Atlanta, Indianapolis, Louisville, Nashville, Denver, and Dallas took a combined total of 532 lives. 

The hospital shooters were tied to Jonathan and Christopher Xi. Social media posts and interviews with family and friends revealed them to be religious extremists determined to punish America.

Protests broke out across the nation and lasted for weeks as millions clamored for legislation to prevent more attacks. 

Two months after the mass shootings and bombing, the president merged all federal law enforcement agencies to create the Unified Federal Organization (UFO) and tasked this agency with rooting out and controlling domestic terrorists as well as performing many other essential duties.

One day after the UFO’s creation, Arnold Henning, the director of the UFO, announced a program designed to identify domestic terrorists and protect the public—the Patriot’s Protection Card. The majority of the population obtained a card.

Those who opted not to receive the card were added to the UFO’s watch list. As potential domestic terrorists, they’re not allowed to fly or to seek medical care at any facility that is part of the government medical system.

The Patriot’s Protection Card program has worked well, and to date, 5,796 domestic terrorists have been arrested and 541 terror attacks have been thwarted under the UFO’s watch.
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Chapter 1
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Eastern Kentucky

A few years in the future
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“Mellie Rivers, I know who you are.”

“Interesting.” I raised an eyebrow at the landline and stabbed my finger against the rubbery volume button a couple of times. Might as well be able to hear the guy who’d left the message.

Maybe it’d be something different this time. Maybe I would finally be able to figure out why this guy kept calling me instead of Dr. Benton. After all, I was just the lowly nurse.

Not someone who should be receiving threats.

“I know what you are.”

Nope. Just the same as the four other times he’d called last week.

“Whoa there, bud.” I braced my hand against the kitchen counter. “That’s getting a bit personal.” I set my free hand on the black case sitting on the counter. “Need I remind you I’ve got a couple of friends here?”

And Mr. Smith and Mr. Wesson would be glad to scare off this guy who’d driven me to the mental depths of talking to a message.

Their nerves were a lot steadier than mine. 

“And if you don’t cooperate, others are going to know as well.”

Wow, had he pulled that line from a bad movie?

But I still unzipped my gun case and rested my hand on my S&W .357. My hand really didn’t need to shake. “But I’m not in the mood to cooperate.” 

Not that he’d ever told me what he wanted me to do. Not that I’d do it if he did end up telling me.

Static took the place of his charming voice. “End of new messages.”

“Thanks.” I tugged my revolver from its case and pushed away from the counter.

My knees had no reason to be a little unsteady, and my hands shouldn’t be damp.

A tour of my double-wide and the premises was in order. Just as it’d been the last four times I’d heard from this guy. 

At least Jess and Dr. Benton weren’t here right now. Jess hated the creepy calls, and I didn’t need a little sister to protect should the caller actually make good on whatever he planned to do. If he planned to do anything. If he even wanted anything. If he even knew anything.

And Dr. Benton ... He didn’t need any more stress.

I strode into the living room. 

A strand of hair that must’ve tugged free from my ponytail swung into my face, and I brushed it aside. Hard.

The living room sat as empty as it should. Jess’s novel lay cracked over the armrest on her end of the couch. Morning sunlight streamed through the slits between the blinds, and a thin layer of dust covered the mantle. Someday, I’d get around to taking care of that dust. But today wasn’t someday.

I paced down the hall, the floor creaking beneath my feet. Jess’s bedroom and my bedroom stood empty. Well, as empty as Jess’s bedroom ever was given her nonexistent cleaning habits.

A twenty-five-year-old woman should’ve learned to pick up her clothes somewhere along the way. And it wasn’t like Mom and Dad hadn’t ridden herd on her.

I stepped out of the bathroom and opened the door to the clinic. Nobody hid behind the exam table or sat in the two chairs we kept on hand for family members, and the supply cabinets hung undisturbed. 

I gave the door to the supply closet a tug. Still locked as it should be. No way was anybody getting ahold of the supplements and medical supplies we had in there. That stuff was way too hard to source lately.

Then again, what wasn’t?

The little room with beds for two patients sat empty as well. No creepy caller snuggled under the blankets. And nobody stood in Dr. Benton’s tiny office. 

I walked out of the clinic and shut the door behind me. Now for a quick check outside.

I needed to give that caller a piece of my mind for making me so paranoid.

But what was there to be paranoid about? Nothing had happened since he’d started calling. He hadn’t even said what he wanted. 

Maybe he was just a teen having fun with prank calls. Maybe he was a she. Who could tell with that distorted voice? The caller could be anybody I knew. Or anybody who knew a little too much about me.

I had to stop this. Feeding the paranoia wouldn’t make it go away.

I hurried down the hall, unlocked the back door, and slipped into the sort-of-cool summer morning. 

Birds sang a little too cheerily from the trees surrounding the double-wide, and a breeze pushed that piece of hair back into my face.

I dashed it away. Again.

Damp grass brushed my bare feet as I circled the house. 

Nothing. As always.

Well, nothing except for the roar of a diesel truck from the mountain road at the end of my eighth-mile driveway.

I leaned against the sandstone boulder resting a little in front of and to the right of the house and let out a slow breath, .357 still clenched in my hand.

Nothing. 

Nothing but a prank call.

I dragged in another breath of mountain air and traipsed inside. No use fretting over nothing. 

I’d keep my guard up and be ready to send that guy back from whence he’d come if he dared to show up with evil intentions. 

Even if ...

No. No even if.

I had to get ready to help Dr. Benton with a day of patients—patients that the government medical system refused to treat.
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“You don’t want to do this.” Friedrich Wolf stepped between the young mom with two screaming kids and the knife-waving drug addict.

Seemed this rest stop lacked rest.

Seemed he should’ve grabbed his Colt from the glove box. 

The addict inched closer, eyes darting from side to side. His hunting knife flashed in the morning sun. “Give it to me. Give it to me now. I gotta have the cash.”

Friedrich held up his hands. “She doesn’t have anything you want. I don’t have anything you want. Get out of here.”

But he wouldn’t listen. They never did.

One of the kids behind him let out a howl. Then came the mom’s frantic whispering.

The addict danced from foot to foot, greasy hair flopping in his eyes, sweat streaming down his face. “You want some of this knife? Give me the cash. Give it to me now.”

He could take the knife from him. Yeah, it wouldn’t be pretty. Yeah, he’d probably get cut. But this guy wasn’t going to hurt a mom and her kids. 

A mom and two kids with a broken-down minivan they now pressed against. 

“Get in the van.” The mom had better listen. This addict wasn’t going to hold off much longer.

The guy’s eyes shot wide, and his shoulders tensed. “You’re not goin’ anywhere.”

A door clicked open behind him, and the kids screamed. 

The addict bellowed a stream of curses and lunged. 

Of course he lunged.

The door slammed shut behind Friedrich.

He caught the guy’s right wrist. Yanked him forward. Pounded him in the jaw. 

The addict crashed to the concrete, and the knife clattered to the curb. Far enough away the guy couldn’t get to it fast if he regained consciousness.

“Look out!” 

He whirled at the mom’s shriek.

Fire blazed through his side, and he slammed a shorter, stockier version of the first addict in the gut, then followed with an uppercut to the guy’s chin. The guy’s head cracked back, and he stumbled a couple of steps and fell. 

Friedrich bent and grabbed the knife from the guy’s limp fingers.

Two of them. Of course there were two of them.

And there could be more.

He turned in a slow circle and dragged in a few slow breaths.

He’d need to restrain those two addicts and throw their knives into the weeds before they came to. And he’d have to see what he could do for the mom’s car. And he needed to get his Colt from the glove box—what he should’ve done way sooner.

The mom climbed out of the minivan’s back seat and slid the door shut, shoulders shaking, tears tracking down her face. The kids’ wailing shot through the open window. “They could’ve killed—”

“Got any tape? Rope?”

She stared at him as if he’d lost his mind. Then her gaze tracked downward, and her eyes widened. “You’re—you’re hurt. Your ... side.”

The fire rekindled in his right side, and he glanced down. “Guess he got me.” Given the blood spreading across his side and the slash in his shirt, the addict had done a good job. “Pretty sure it’s just a cut.”

She stared at him, and her chin trembled. More tears slid down her reddened face.

No time for this. “Do you have tape?” Because he didn’t need to get into it with those two guys again.

She jerked a nod, pulled open the passenger door. A couple of seconds later, she tossed him a roll of duct tape.

He caught it, took care of the knives, secured the still-unconscious addicts, and dragged them to the edge of the rest area. And grabbed the Colt from his glove box even though the mom hovered beside him as if she were afraid more addicts would come pouring from the building containing the bathrooms and vending machines. 

And maybe they would.

He turned to her. “I’ll look at your van. See if it’s something I can fix.”

She hugged her arms to her stomach. “It’s—it’s ... I’m just out of gas.”

Easy enough. He’d get the gas can out of his trunk and be out of here before any more trouble came out of nowhere.

Like it usually did. His burning side could testify to that.

He popped his trunk and grabbed the gas can. “Should be enough to get you to a gas station.”

The mom trailed him to her van. Why had she been following him and not making sure her kids were safe? Was she that rattled? Or that sick of their screaming?

A few pained curses drifted from the addicts, and the mom flinched. “Don’t you want to call the cops?”

He set the can on the ground and braced his hand on the minivan. “They wouldn’t come for this.”

She stared at him, and her gaze again flickered to his side. “I’ve got a first aid kit ...”

Scraped knees or a knife wound. What was the difference? “Sure.”

He’d gassed up the van and set the can on the ground by the time she reappeared with her kit.

The addicts’ curses and shouts rang across the parking lot. If he’d been thinking, he’d have put some tape over their mouths.

“Thank you.” The mom opened the first aid kit and handed it to him. “They’d have k-killed us.”

He leaned against the side of the van. “Glad I was here.”

She motioned to the hem of his shirt.

He tugged it up, keeping enough down that it covered the gun tucked in his waistband. She hadn’t reacted when he’d pulled the Colt from his glove box but better not to give her too many chances. “Yeah. Just a cut.” 

She winced, selected some kind of cleaning pad from the kit, and bent close to him. Cold that turned to fire touched his side. Over and over. “It’s deep.”

“Would’ve been worse if you hadn’t yelled at me.” Talking through clenched teeth didn’t work great.

She straightened, glanced at the bloody material in her hand, then tossed it to the ground. “I guess I’m reduced to littering today. I’m not walking all the way to the trash.”

He laughed. Not like this place was the cleanest anyway.

She pulled antibiotic cream, gauze, and tape from the kit he held. “I think you need stitches. It’s still bleeding, and it looks really deep.” She smeared the cream over a big piece of gauze and taped it to his side. “This is only going to do so much. You should get to a hospital as soon as you can.”

That wasn’t happening. “I’m okay.” He tugged the hem of his shirt down.

She tossed the rest of her trash to the ground, reclaimed the first aid kit, and glanced up at him. “You won’t go, will you? Why not? You’re hurt. You ...”

Sometimes being honest produced bad reactions. Right now would probably be one of them. “I don’t have a card.”

She frowned. “You don’t ...?”

He shook his head. “You patched me up fine. Thanks. Better get those kids on the road.”

The kids still screamed from inside the van. Weren’t they too old for that?

She took a slow step back. “You’re one of them? But you’re not ...”

Dangerous? Tell that to the drug addicts. “Government has other ideas, I guess.” As they always did.

She took another step backward. “I’m—I’m going to go now.”

“That’s good.” He lifted his hand, managed a smile. Probably all things domestic terrorists did on a regular basis. 

**
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I had an hour-long break to relax and wait for Jess and her friends to finish up their hike. Unless, of course, someone had an emergency. Which someone tended to do all too often.

But in that case, Dr. Benton would radio me and tell me I needed to come back early. And Jess and her friends would just have to wait or go on another hike.

She’d be safe with her friends. She really would be. And she hadn’t been the one getting the calls.

I clambered onto the sandstone boulder sitting beside the trailhead’s parking lot and let my legs dangle over the side. 

Time to relax. Or time to let my mind create all kinds of things for that caller to do to me.

Absolutely not.

That creepy caller wasn’t doing anything to me. He could try, but a .357 slug was going to do a number to his head.

Just like ... 

I leaned over and propped my chin on my fist. Nope. Not going there.

Reliving that night all those years ago wasn’t any better than obsessing over my caller.

Speaking of that caller ... 

I slid off the boulder and braced my shoulders against it. There. Much less of a target. 

And I had a clear view of the parking lot. 

Not that those up to no good always came from the parking lot.

A few rays of sun sneaked through the trees and warmed my shoulders. 

Yes, I could relax. I would relax.

Gravel crunched, and a faded black BMW sedan with the clear coat peeling off the hood crept into the parking lot.

Or maybe I couldn’t relax.

I brushed the revolver holstered beneath my long T-shirt. 

Calm. I would be calm. There was no way the caller had found enough guts to show up.

Lord, I know You’re with me. I know You’re always with me. Help me.

This was just a hiker. Or someone here to pick up a hiker. Or someone who wanted to relax like I was supposed to be doing.

Nothing sinister.

But who needed windows that tinted?

The muscles in my neck and shoulders tightened, and I eased to the edge of the boulder.

Keep me safe. Please don’t let me have to shoot anyone.

Because I didn’t need nightmares added to my nightmares.

The car rolled to a stop between me and my 1988 Mercedes 300e. 

And I still lurked beside the boulder like a coward. No, a careful woman who didn’t care to get gunned down by someone in a BMW. What a way to die.

Yeah, I was a car snob.

The engine shut off, and the tension in my neck and shoulders migrated down my back.

The driver’s door clicked open, and a guy stepped out. 

If he were my caller, I was in trouble. Big trouble. And if he weren’t my caller, he needed to meet my caller.

Three or four inches over six feet. Probably somewhere around two-forty. Most of those pounds muscle. Maybe a year or two older than my twenty-nine.

He really better not be my caller.

He closed his door, brushed his hand against his side, and glanced my way. Bloodstains marred his white T-shirt.

Okay. So maybe he’d actually be a new patient.

I pushed away from the boulder. “You’re hurt.”

He locked his car and slid the keys in his pocket. Glanced my way. “Looks worse than it is. Just got a few stitches.”

He wasn’t from around here if that slight accent were any indication. European for sure. Maybe German? Definitely not French, Italian, Spanish, or Russian.

But what was he doing here? Better yet, how long had he been in the US? Because if he’d come over within the last two years, he’d have needed a card to get into the country.

“At the hospital?” Yeah, I was too nosy for my own good.

He gave me one of those frowns that indicated I’d really lost my mind. “Local doctor did it. Benton.”

So he probably didn’t have a card. Then again, cardholders sometimes showed up at Dr. Benton’s if they were desperate.

I smiled. “I’m his nurse.”

He leaned against the BMW, and his frown faded. “Yeah, Mellie Rivers. He talked about you. Said you were picking up your sister and some of her friends.”

Leave it to Dr. Benton to blabber on about me when I wasn’t around. Besides, he should’ve radioed me so I could come assist. Then again, he could put in sutures in his sleep.

But if this guy knew my name ... “And you’re ...?”

“Friedrich Wolf.”

Yeah, definitely German.

“What happened to your side?” Yep, way too nosy. But if I kept talking to him, my paranoid thoughts would probably stay away. Or at least take a little vacation.

He ran his hand over his buzzed brown hair. “Addict with a knife.”

Talkative. “That’s a bad combo.”

The corners of his mouth twitched. “Yeah.”

I clambered back onto the boulder. Enough cowering. “Pretty sure there’s more to that addict-with-a-knife story.”

“Not much to tell.” He closed his eyes and tipped his head into a ray of sunlight. “Came across a guy with a knife threatening a mom and her two kids.”

So he was a decent guy. “Wow. That’s scary.”

He nodded. “I took out that guy. Another came up behind me. The mom yelled, and I turned in time to get it in the side.”

“You’ve got a lot to be thankful for. You could’ve been hurt way worse.” Or killed.

“God protected me.”

“You’re a believer?”

“Yeah.” 

“Me too. So do you have a card?”

“Nah.” He grinned. “I look like a terrorist?”

“Just as much as I do.” I smiled along with him. “Just so you know. I’m an utterly dangerous terrorist. My favorite hobby is blowing things up right and left. The more people the better. And if you think I’m going to give that up, plus sign that stupid electronic statement saying I agree with abortion and euthanasia and whatever else and join a government-sanctioned church to get a stupid card that proves I’m not a domestic terrorist, you’ve lost your mind.”

He chuckled. “You talk like that to everyone?”

Only when I needed to retain my sanity. “It depends. So you came over before all this card nonsense?” There went my nosiness again. But wasn’t that how conversations happened?

“Yeah. Flew over from Berlin five years ago.” He glanced down, toed at a piece of gravel with his tennis shoe.

Oh no. Had I blundered into something he didn’t want to talk about? “Do you miss it?”

“Sometimes.” He rubbed at a bloodstain on his jeans.

I nodded. “I get that. I moved to Virginia for nursing school and lived there until just before the whole thing with the card.” Okay, I didn’t need to go there. Time to move the conversation to a slightly different topic. “I missed my family more than anything. Do you have family in Germany?”

“Yeah.”

That was harsh and short. Yep, it was really time to pick a different subject. Or stop talking altogether. “Sorry about that. Jess is always telling me I need to get my dirty nose out of people’s business.”

“Jess?” He glanced up.

Okay, maybe this would work. “My pain-in-the-butt little sister. She’s also my roommate and Dr. Benton’s receptionist. I’m kinda surprised he didn’t tell you about her.”

Laughter filtered from the trail. Jess’s and a couple of other people’s. 

“That sounds like her right now.” I grinned. “But if you say a single thing about me cowering beside that rock ...”

“Caution’s not a bad thing.”

How about paranoia? And threatening callers? “Don’t worry. I’m cautious. More than cautious.”

And hopefully it’d be enough.
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“Tell me about that guy you were talking to.” Jess smirked at me from where she leaned against the kitchen counter, arms folded across her chest, dark hair hanging in orderly waves—unlike the spastic copper curls that dangled from my own scalp. 

I tugged a chair away from the kitchen table and sank onto it.

Outside, an engine fired, and gravel crunched on the driveway. 

The next patient had called to say she was running a few minutes late. Which meant I got the pleasure of one of Jess’s interrogations—because that’s all that could possibly come out of that smirking mouth of hers.

“There’s nothing really to tell.” There. I hadn’t taken the horrendous bait she’d thrown out. Come on. We’d been out of high school for years.

She frowned. “That’s all you’ve got to say about a guy like him? I mean, didn’t you see those broad shoulders?” She wiggled her eyebrows. “And don’t even bother telling me you didn’t notice his accent.”

Great.

I sighed. “Number one, you sound like a thirteen year old at a sleepover. Number two ...” Oh, why did I even bother? But he’d had a nice smile—even if I wouldn’t admit that to Jess.

Jess’s smirk turned to a smile. A sappy smile. “And did you see his arms?”

I sighed again. “Yeah, he looked like he probably lifted weights.”

Jess gaped at me. “Probably? Are you serious?”

I tapped my shoe in an unknown rhythm against the linoleum. “I should’ve asked him about it.”

Jess raised her hands, then let them fall to her sides. “You’re hopeless. Completely hopeless.”

Maybe because I wasn’t all that great at romance. Four first dates—and no following dates—proved that. “Not as bad as you. All you can talk about is how the poor guy looked.”

She pushed her hair behind her ears. “Oh, lose the criticism. It’s not like I had time to get to know anything about his character. He just said hi. And then we drove off.” She smiled. “Maybe I’ll see him around sometime.”

“He might just be passing through. I think he just stopped in that parking lot to relax.” And I’d talked his ear off.

Jess’s smile morphed into a glare. “Dash all my hopes, will ya?”

I allowed myself a grin. “My pleasure.”

She rolled her eyes, but her smile returned. “Well, if you don’t like me talking about his looks ... was he a nice guy?”

“Sure.” More than nice. But a one-word answer would infuriate Jess. A good reason to give it.

“That’s all you can say about him?”

I pushed to my feet. “Can we not do this? I’ve had a rough morning.”

The smile faded from Jess’s face. “A rough morning as in you burned your breakfast? Or ...?”

“Or.”

Jess smacked her thigh. “That guy called again? Come on. What’s the guy’s problem?”

I sagged into my chair. “I wish I knew.” Then I could do something to stop him from carrying out his plans. Whatever those were. “Just keep your gun with you. And maybe try to stay home a little more?” I forced my uncooperative lips into something that needed to resemble a smile. “You are the receptionist after all.”

“Don’t go all protective on me.” 

“Kind of hard not to. I’ve been your big sister forever.” 

Jess glanced out the window and shuddered like she expected the caller to be in the backyard. “At least Dani’s got Will. You don’t have to worry about her anymore.”

“Will’s a loser.”

Oh, I shouldn’t have said that.

She tried for one of those fake smiles. “So you’ve told me. But he wouldn’t let anything happen to her. And admit it, you wouldn’t be happy with any guy we chose.”

Maybe I was a bit too protective of my two little sisters. Then again, I kind of had a right to be. “You two better not have chosen a singular guy.”

She gagged. “Will’s not attractive in the least. More importantly, he’s married.”

Obviously. 

I tugged at the hem of my T-shirt.

“Mellie?”

I glanced up. 

Jess stared at me with an all-too-serious expression. “Do you ... do you ever think of calling it quits?”

“I’m not a quitter.” How could I be when Dr. Benton needed me? When all my patients needed me?

Yeah, it was hard. And it’d probably get even harder.

But I wasn’t quitting.

That guy could keep calling until his ear fell off.

**
[image: ]


Darkness crept over the empty trailhead parking lot, broken by only a single light mounted on a wooden post.

Friedrich killed the engine, climbed out, and leaned against the side of the car.

Of all the times for Karl to want to talk. Talk when they hadn’t even seen each other in coming up on a year. 

Man, he should’ve never replied to that email the other day. Should’ve never told Karl he’d meet him here.

But he had. Like an idiot, he had.

A gray Lexus turned into the gravel lot and parked a couple of spaces to the left of his car. 

God, give me patience.

Karl stepped from the Lexus and strode to him. “Still wasting time on that missionary gig?”

Fire ignited in Friedrich’s side. At least Karl wasn’t yelling like he’d been last year. 

Yet.

Karl combed his fingers through his blond hair. “That bad?”

Not a trace of Germany clung to his speech. He’d erased it. Just like he’d erased everything about his upbringing.

Friedrich drew a slow breath, and the stitches tugged at his side. “Everything’s fine.”

Karl slid his hands in his pockets and flexed his lats. He must’ve put on fifty pounds of muscle since last year, and he hadn’t been small then. Had to be bumping three hundred by now.

And he’d claim it was natural.

“Haven’t converted enough souls or something?”

That wasn’t worth an answer. 

“Come on.” Karl nudged the gravel with his leather boot. “I didn’t drive all this way for you to stare at me. Get over her. It’s been five years.”

Heat blazed through his face. 

Her hand—so fragile and cold—in his. Her pale, sunken cheeks. Her bloodless lips, whispering his name, begging him to help her.

He caught the front of Karl’s shirt, twisted the fabric. “Don’t say anything about her.”

Karl froze. Held up his hands. “Easy there. You know I could take you down.”

Just as he’d always been able to.

He wrenched his hand from Karl’s shirt and stepped back. The BMW pressed hot against him. 

Karl crossed his arms. “You’ve run from it long enough. Get a card. Go back to Berlin.”

Sweat slicked his palms, and tension coiled through his back, his shoulders. “No.”

Karl laughed, the sound too smooth. “Then don’t. Keep on hiding and playing missionary.”

“What do you want?” Somehow, the words came out lower than a shout.

Karl shrugged. “Guess I wanted to see if you’d worked things out.”

“Worked out what?” He clenched his teeth hard enough that his jaw popped. Anything to keep from smashing his fist into Karl’s smug face.

One corner of Karl’s mouth tilted upward. “Get a card. A job. Find a girlfriend. Have some fun. Stop ruining your life.”

Nothing he said to that would do any good.

“Or not.” Karl studied him. “I got promoted, you know. Corner office and all. Sara’s pregnant. A girl. But I guess you don’t care about that. Wouldn’t want to be an uncle.”

A niece. 

He slumped against the car. The tension drained from his muscles, and heaviness replaced it.

“I’m glad for you.” Yeah, that dead tone really proved how glad.

“Right.”

“It’s better this way.” Miles and months between him and Karl.

Karl cocked his head. “You really can’t stand for me to do anything better than you. That’s always been your problem.” He laughed, a harsh laugh that rang through the still parking lot. “Well, you’ve made it easy to do everything better than you. No job. No house. No wife. No goals. No skills. Nothing but worthless pride.”

He should refute that. But anything he said would turn into another regret. 

And he didn’t need any more regrets.

**
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Each thump of my hiking boots against the trail’s hard-packed dirt should be pounding that creepy caller’s head.

But I hardly ever got what I wanted, and that probably wasn’t the best thought for my morning hike.

I was supposed to be praying. Not planning violence. Even well-deserved violence.

I swiped the back of my hand across my sweaty forehead.

Keep Jess safe while I’m gone. I know Dr. Benton’s there, but ...

Five long strides.

Help me to be bold in telling people about You today.

I stumbled over a root and caught myself on a tree.

Heal everyone who needs it.

Another five steps.

And thank You. Thank you for another day.

I cleared the top of a rise, braced my hand against a boulder, and breathed in the cool morning air. 

And my stomach rumbled. 

Talk about an interruption to a peaceful hike. I needed to turn back soon. Maybe Jess would’ve fixed breakfast today. 

But another half of a mile wouldn’t hurt anything. 

The first appointment wasn’t until ten, and Jess would radio me if an emergency came in. 

Oh, for the days when we’d been able to use cell phones—even if the service had been more than spotty. 

But at least radios didn’t listen in on your conversations when you didn’t want them to. Or track you. Or give the government any more fuel for all that domestic-terrorist nonsense.

I took a few steps forward, then stilled. Maybe twenty feet ahead, a man sat on a rock outcropping, elbows resting on his knees, head bowed.

Maybe I wasn’t the only one who came out here for a little peace and quiet in the mornings. Or was he praying?

I took a step, and a rock skittered away from my boot.

The guy straightened and glanced in my direction.

Buzzed hair. Broad shoulders. Not just any guy. “Friedrich. Hey.” I walked toward him. “How’s your side doing this morning?”

He greeted me with a wan smile. “Sore. Not too bad though.”

Shadows smudged beneath his eyes. Had he slept at all? Nope. I wouldn’t ask him. Even though proper rest was vital for a well-functioning immune system. And for healing cuts.

Sleep. Too bad those three emergencies last night had disrupted mine. I probably had shadows that matched his lurking beneath my eyes.

Oh, the trials and tribulations of running a clinic out of your house.

I lowered myself a few feet away from him. “Do you mind?” Talk about barging in. Jess would love this.

But Jess would never find out. Not unless I wanted to endure another round of not-so-teenage-girl rantings.

Yet there was nothing wrong with me talking to a nice guy. A nice guy who looked like he needed someone to talk to.

“What’re you doing up here?” 

He shrugged. “Thought I’d get some blood moving.”

“Pretty sure your blood didn’t stop moving.”

He looked at me. One of those weird looks people tended to give me when they were wondering if I were being serious.

I angled toward him. Maybe I shouldn’t have interrupted him. Maybe he’d been thinking about something important. “Everything okay? I can go if I ...” 

“Nah. You don’t have to go.”

Well, that wasn’t exactly an invitation to stay either. 

I pushed to my feet. “I’d better get on back.”

He looked up at me. “You can stay. If you want.”

Those shadows were even darker from this angle. Poor guy. 

I sank to the rock and cupped my hands over my knees. “Are you sure everything’s okay?”

“No.”

Like it wasn’t obvious. “Can I ... help?” Now that was venturing into some dangerous territory. I helped people with physical problems—knife wounds, broken bones, stomach bugs, cancer—not problems involving other people or the mind or whatever was wrong with him.

“No.”

Talkative. Again.

“But thanks.”

Okay, maybe time for a change of subject. “Is it okay to ask where you’re from—I mean, after Berlin? If you’re planning to stay around here? What you do for a living?” That might be too many questions, but at least he had a selection to choose from.

He rubbed his eyes. “I’m a ... missionary.”

“That’s great.”

He stared at me like I’d just cussed him out instead of complimented him. 

“I do think it’s great. Everybody needs to hear about Jesus.”

“Yeah.” He lowered his hand to his leg. “They do.”

“So you’re planning to stay around here?”

He nodded for the hundredth time. “Seems like this is where God wants me.”

That was better. More of a sentence. “Then it’s good you’re here. Do you have a church supporting you or something?”

“My church in Berlin helps me out. They’re pretty small, so I do mechanic work as well.”

“Cool.” I smiled. “Not to sound rude or anything, but besides the accent, you speak pretty much like an American. It’s impressive.”

He chuckled just a little. “My mom’s American. Moved to Berlin for university. Ended up marrying my dad.”

Maybe—just maybe—he was enjoying this conversation a tiny bit. “And you came from where before here?”

“Florida.”

“Ah, the beach.” Now that would be relaxing. “I went a lot when I lived in Virginia.”

He rubbed his jeans. “Nursing school, right?”

“Yep.” I could be kind enough not to make him drag every bit of info out of me. “Got a taste of hospital work and decided that wasn’t for me. I found a naturopathic doctor willing to give me a chance—which I was really surprised he did because I’ve never heard of one hiring a nurse before. But I worked for him up until just before this whole card thing went down.” My throat tightened.

Nope. Definitely not going there. 

“I came home. Dr. Benton—he’s a family friend—had just lost his hospital job because he refused to get the card. Both he and I were really disturbed about people going without medical care, so, long story short, he decided to start a clinic. And he didn’t have a good place to put it, so we set it up in my house. Weird, I know.” I shrugged. “And here I am.”

Rambling apparently.

“And you’re doing good work.”

I wrangled up a smile. “Thanks. I love it ... most of the time.”

He stared at me like he was waiting for me to elaborate.

Not fair that I had to elaborate and he didn’t. But ... “I hate losing patients. Most of them are like family, and, you know ...” I lifted my shoulders and sighed. “And the threats I’ve been getting lately get on my nerves.” I forced another smile. I did that too much.

His face hardened.

Yeah, I so needed to unleash him on that creepy caller. 

I laughed. “Don’t worry. They’ve been harmless.”

So far.

A muscle in his jaw pulsed.

Great. I shouldn’t have mentioned the threats. He had enough going on without taking on my problems. 

“Aw, don’t worry. It’s really nothing. It’s this person who distorts his voice and says the same thing every time he calls. It’d almost be funny if it weren’t kinda creepy.” I laughed.

But that muscle in his jaw still pulsed. 

I should learn to keep my mouth shut. 

I pushed to my feet, dusted off my jeans, and patted the holster beneath my shirt. “That’s why I’ve always got Mr. Smith and Mr. Wesson with me. They keep me from getting lonely.”

This time, he cracked a smile. “Better keep them close.”

“Always do.” How to retrieve this conversation from the strange territory it’d ventured into?

I glanced to the trail that led home. “I’d better get on home. Jess and Dr. Benton will be wondering.”

“Be careful.”

I patted my .357. “I’ve got friends.”

And better yet, God held me in His hand. 

In light of Him, that creepy caller was nothing.
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Friedrich’s black BMW rolled up my driveway, its headlights cutting through the evening shadows.

I dropped the errant weed I’d just pulled from my garden, walked out of the fenced enclosure, and latched the gate behind me. 

Friedrich climbed from his car and nodded in my direction.

I hurried toward him, wiping dirt on my jeans. How nice. “I truly hope you haven’t ruined Dr. Benton’s work.”

“It’s holding up fine.” He touched his side. 

Curtains parted in the house, and Jess’s eyes, forehead, and messy bun appeared in the bottom part of the window. Didn’t she know she needed to turn off the lights to make that kind of spying work?

But she likely didn’t care if we saw her.

Lovely.

“Mellie?”

Great. Had I missed something he’d said? “Yes?”

He smiled a little. Yeah, he knew I’d been distracted. How could he not? “Can’t get what you said about the threats out of my head. Anything I can do to help?”

That was kind of him. But I still shouldn’t have told him about that creepy caller. That guy didn
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