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          Jenna

        

      

    
    
      I’ve always thought that you can tell a lot about people by the way they behave in airports. Maybe that’s because I spend so much of my time in airports, though, and one of the only things to do on a seven-hour layover is people-watch.

      Today, I’m at a regional airport, which is what I prefer. International airports don’t give you any idea of the flavor of the country you’re in, but this airport feels like France. Most of the people in the departures lounge with me are French—at least, I assume they are by the fact that they’re speaking to each other in rapid French. My own French is good enough to ask for directions and extend polite courtesies to service workers, but I sure as hell can’t keep up with any of the conversations around me.

      Of course, the bad thing about regional airports is that there’s very little to do. This one has a single, solitary bar, tucked into a corner behind a ridiculously large planter. I’m seated on one of the uncomfortable bar stools, well into my second cocktail. My flight to Paris doesn’t take off for another three hours, and from there I have another two-hour wait for my flight back to the States.

      So in the meantime, I’m checking out the people in the airport. It’s the usual cross-section of society. Some people are traveling in sweats or pajamas, slumping in the rigid seats at the gate with feet propped up on their luggage. Although part of me judges them for letting it all hang out in public, I have to admit there’s a part of me that’s jealous.

      I know I look immaculate with my dark hair in an updo, my legs sheathed in stockings, and my perfectly tailored business suit, but it would be nice not to have to dress like this on international flights. I know I’m not going to feel comfortable again for hours, and when I finally peel these clothes off at the end of my journey, I’m going to be sweaty and sticky and disgusting.

      A lot of the waiting area is occupied by young people—younger than my twenty-seven years—sporting backpacks. Looking at them also makes me experience a stab of jealousy. I never had the chance to travel around the world after college—I went straight into business. And, okay, it’s true that I get to travel all the time for my job, meeting with executives in other countries. But that isn’t the same, and even I know it. I spent the majority of this trip to France in conference rooms in the hotel and didn’t get to see anything cool or touristy.

      That said, the trip was a success, and I’m proud of what we achieved. It’s always a great feeling when a new company agrees to come on board, and not just because of the extra profit we earn. I work as a consultant for philanthropic organizations. My company helps charities we believe in raise money so they can pursue their mission. Sometimes being a business executive feels like a very cold, detached way to live, but other times I really feel like I’m making a difference in the world.

      It’ll be nice to have a couple of days off, though. Every December, my firm closes for a couple of weeks so that employees can spend their holiday of choice with friends or family, and, as usual, I’ll be spending the time with my father. I’m going home to Manchester, New Hampshire today, but in another week’s time, I’ll be driving to Boston to spend a week with him. Dad and I haven’t seen each other in months—unfortunately, I’m usually too busy with my job—and I can’t wait to be there. We always have a good time together. He’ll have bought a bottle of high-end whiskey for the occasion, as he always does, and we’ll go out into the backyard and chop firewood together so we can make a fire in his fireplace and sit beside it with our drinks.

      A smile makes its way across my face as I imagine it. Even though we don’t see each other as often as I’d like, my dad is probably my best friend. I’m an only child, so ever since Mom died when I was a baby, it’s been just the two of us. I think it’s probably thanks to him that I’m so good at my job—he raised me to be confident and assertive, both of which are very important when trying to pitch your services to people. But he also raised me with compassion, a trait non-profit organizations are always glad to see. If it weren’t for Dad, I wouldn’t have had any of the successes or the opportunities I’ve had in my adult life.

      But when we spend holidays together, our focus is always on the fun things we have in common. Dad is a great cook, and he’s been trying for years to teach me. I don’t have his touch, so I’ll be his sous chef as we prepare Christmas dinner. I picked him up a French cookbook during this trip, and I’ll give it to him as an early Christmas present. I know he’ll love picking a recipe for us to make together.

      And we’ll play chess. So much of our time spent together is funneled into our ongoing chess tournament. Dad’s currently beating me 105 games to 87, but I’ve been studying technique online, and I think I have a few moves that might surprise him. I sip my drink and smile, imagining him staring in consternation at the chessboard as I capture piece after piece and eventually maneuver him into a checkmate. It’s about time he took me seriously as an opponent.

      Getting away from work for a few days will be great, too. I look around at the travelers in their sweats and imagine a whole week without putting on a business suit and heels. It’s going to be heaven.

      Still, there’s something a little sad about this Christmas. As the weeks have gone by, I’ve been feeling more and more despondent, and for a long time, I couldn’t figure out why. I’ve always loved this time of the year. It’s strange that I should be so sad and lost in my head about it this year when everything in my life is going well. My health is good, and so is my dad’s, and things have never been better at work. So what’s the problem?

      I first got an inkling when I received a Christmas card from my college friend and roommate, Tori. Dear Jenna, the card said in a careful script that seemed much too fancy and ornate to have come from my carefree friend. Wishing you and your family a happy holiday season. With love, Tori, Stephen, Ryder, and Kylie. The photo on the card showed Tori in a button-down cardigan, sitting on a leather loveseat beside her older and slightly graying husband. She and Stephen each held one of their four-year-old twins on their lap. As I stared at the card, I found I couldn’t quite believe how different Tori’s life was from my own.

      Tori and Stephen met while we were in college. He was a teacher’s assistant in her anthropology class senior year, and when she first told me she had a crush on him, I assumed nothing would come of it. After all, it was Tori. She always had a crush on somebody, and it was usually somebody inappropriate. But three weeks later, the class had ended, and Tori and Stephen were dating. He proposed to her on the evening of our graduation, and they married about a year later. A year after that, she announced that she was pregnant.

      Each of those things seemed small—or at least, not so titanic—when they were happening. Everyone dated. I had been dating someone myself at the time. It was normal for people of Tori’s age to get married. And even having children, which was inarguably a life-changing event, didn’t seem so startling. That was what you did after you got married. It was normal. It was to be expected.

      But looking at that holiday card, I realized that I was no longer looking at my adventurous friend who was always up for anything. I was looking at a wife and mother, a woman who wore button-down cardigans and wrote notes in careful calligraphy. What was more, Tori had become all these things without my knowledge because she and I hardly ever saw each other anymore. We were friends now in name only.

      She wasn’t the only person I’d drifted apart from in the past few years. It seemed as though everyone from college was settling down and starting families. Tori’s was just one of a slew of Christmas cards I received this year with photos of chubby children decked out in adorable red and green outfits, some of them sitting on Santa’s lap, others posing with the family dog in front of a neat row of hand-knit stockings. The parents in all these pictures are holding hands, their heads bent together happily. And meanwhile, I’m spending my holidays drinking whiskey and playing chess with my father.

      It’s not that I don’t want to do that—I definitely do. But I’m starting to wonder if that makes me weird. Is there something I’m missing out on?

      The vibrating of my cellphone shakes me out of my thoughts. The fact that anyone at all is calling me is strange. I keep my phone service active when I’m overseas, but I mitigate that by letting everyone in my life know that I might not be able to accept calls. Consequently, most people choose to reach out to me via some other means of communication when I’m out of the country—email, usually, or instant messaging. For a moment, I think it must be a business call, but this isn’t my work phone. I deliberately packed that in a pocket of my carryon bag because I didn’t want to be troubled with business during my flight home.

      I pull the phone out of my pocket. There are only a few phone numbers in the world I know by sight, and this is one of them.

      “Hey, Dad,” I answer.

      My dad has always had a zany sense of humor, and I’m expecting him to launch into the call with one of his signature antics—singing an old-timey folk song, for example, or sharing a little-known fact about the nature of the cosmos. Or he might just belt out “Lima Bean!” his nonsensical nickname for me. But he doesn’t do any of that. Instead, he says, “Jenna?”

      He sounds…well, he sounds serious. My dad doesn’t have a serious bone in his body, and I’m immediately anxious.

      “Yeah, Dad, it’s me. What’s up?” I try to keep my voice casual and breezy as if by treating this conversation lightly I can force it to be light. Something feels very wrong.

      “Where are you?” he asks.

      “I’m in France,” I say. “I told you, remember? We were video chatting last week, and I told you I was coming here for work. I’m actually on my way home today. It was a really productive meeting. I’m going to have to get on a plane soon, but when I get home, I can tell you all about it.”

      “You’re at the airport?” he asks.

      “Yeah.”

      “In Paris?”

      “In Chambéry. Dad, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” he says. He sounds like he’s in a hurry to end the call. “I just wanted to call and say I love you, Jenna.”

      “I love you too, Dad,” I say, mystified. “What brings it up?”

      “Just get home safe, okay?”

      “You bet,” I say. Then, I end the call.

      I stare at the phone in my hand for a minute. It’s bizarre enough for Dad to call me when he knows I’m out of the country. We don’t talk on the phone a lot. We have our weekly video calls, and sometimes we do call just to ask each other a random question. But he’s never been the kind of parent who worries more than is necessary about my safety. I know he’s not lying awake at night because of me being in France. He knows he raised a smart and capable daughter who can handle herself in an unfamiliar country. Besides, he doesn’t want to rack up roaming minutes on my phone bill.

      So why the call? I have to admit, when his number came up, I was worried it would be some kind of emergency, that he would be calling to tell me he was in the hospital or something. But it wasn’t anything like that. He seemed more concerned about my welfare. Asking where I was, what city I was in—why ask a question like that if he didn’t want to talk about what I was doing here?

      And then there’s the fact that he jumped almost immediately to the I love you. Now, don’t get me wrong—I know Dad loves me. It’s just that he’s never been especially verbal about that fact. He’s the kind of person who shows his affection in other ways. Cooking with me, for example, is an expression of his love. But to call me up and say it like that…well, it’s out of character.

      Maybe I dismissed the idea of him being unwell too quickly. Maybe he is sick. I chew my lip thoughtfully. Should I stop in Boston on my way home? Maybe check on him?

      A staticky voice comes over the intercom. It speaks first in French, then offers an English translation: “Flight seven eighty-four to Paris, now boarding at gate A2.” The message is repeated in both languages.

      I get to my feet, sling my travel bag over my shoulder, and join the line of people waiting to board the plane, making sure I have my boarding pass in hand. I’m worrying too much, I decide. Am I really thinking of changing my travel plans because my father called to tell me he loves me? Ridiculous. I’ll call him when I get home. I’m sure he’ll be his usual playful self, and I’ll feel completely reassured. The fact is, I know I can’t take extra time off work so close to the holidays unless it really is an emergency. And I really want to get out of this business suit and these heels. Dad hasn’t given me any concrete reason to think anything at all is wrong.

      I take my seat on the plane, order a glass of wine, and lean back, waiting for takeoff.

      Everything’s fine.
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          Joel

        

      

    
    
      Driving through Boston, a lot of people might see a dilapidated city on the decline. But I think that point of view tells you a lot about the person who holds it. Sure, cities go through stages, and Boston isn’t the modern urban center it once was. And yeah, it’s true that a lot of the buildings that were once regal are now covered with graffiti and starting to crumble. But if you ask me, it’s all a part of the character of the place.

      A city like New York might be in better repair, but New York is so confused over who it wants to be that it’s had to divide itself into five boroughs, each with its own unique personality. Chicago knows who it is, but it feels like it grew up defining itself in opposition to New York. Which might be why the Windy City always feels like a bratty kid brother to me. And as for Los Angeles…I mean, you can’t get a taxi to save your life. I don’t mind celebrities, I don’t. But how are the rest of us supposed to get from point A to point B in a place like that?

      My job has taken me to thirty-seven of our fifty states in the past five years, so I consider myself pretty well-traveled. And at this point, I feel more than confident in saying that there is no place like home. Being in Boston gives me a feeling of calm and potential that I don’t get anywhere else. I know this city, and I know how to make the most of her ins and outs. I am at my most effective right here.

      I like to think of myself as a magician. What I do isn’t magic, of course; it’s careful trickery. But that applies to stage magicians as well. The whole aim is to trick the audience. The difference between a magician and me is that my audience is the entire world. If I handle things right, they’ll never even know they’ve been tricked. They say a good magician never reveals his secrets, but I say a great magician never lets you know you’ve been had at all. I am a great magician.

      The other difference between most working magicians and me is that I only have one trick. I don’t dress it up with a lot of showmanship, and I don’t pad my act by playing with cards or rodents. I have my one trick, and it’s the entire performance. Take a bow, curtain down, no encore. But it’s a damn good trick if I do say so myself.

      I make people disappear.

      It’s harder than it sounds. You can’t just take a person out of their surroundings. People leave a lot of trails, a lot of records in their wake. And those all have to be scrubbed before they can be considered disappeared. But I’m good at it. I don’t make mistakes. I get it right.

      Usually.

      I feel a sinking sensation in my gut as I drive past the remnants of a gas station that’s been closed for a couple of years now. It’s not that passing the place catches me by surprise, of course. I know this city like the back of my hand, and if I wanted to avoid this spot, I could devise at least ten alternate routes that would allow me to do so. But that’s just weak. You can’t spend your life steering away from things that are hard, right? And besides, this is still the quickest way to get to where I need to go. But you would think that after years of driving around the city, some of the sting would have gone out of seeing buildings like this gas station.

      It hasn’t, though. They all still get to me.

      It should have been just another job. The guy who owned the gas station found me in the bar I sometimes visit on weeknights when the work isn’t coming in. Someone had given him my name, he said, and told him that I could make people disappear. Was it true?

      Now, I’m selective about my jobs. Like any skill, mine shouldn’t be abused to help the wrong sort of people. I won’t pull cover-ups for kidnappers, but of course, they’ll never tell you they’re kidnappers. You have to learn how to read your mark and decide what kind of person he is. This guy was fidgety and nervous, with none of the swagger and confidence of someone who thought he was getting away with something. I didn’t get that dirty vibe off him that I can sometimes pick up from people involved in violent crime. I decided to reserve judgment and asked for his story.

      It was one I’d heard many times before—the guy had gotten in over his head gambling and had borrowed money from a mobster loan shark. Now he suspected they were planning to come for him. Unfortunately for him, he was right, although at the time neither of us knew it. I was convinced, though. You don’t want to be in debt to the mob for long. That’s not a story that ever ends well.

      The gas station owner pleaded with me. He had borrowed the money for a good cause, he insisted. He wasn’t gambling for sport or for pleasure. He needed a big score to keep his humble business afloat. The gas station was on its last legs, and he felt it was his only chance. He was probably right. The place was a small full-service stop with four pumps and no convenience store attached. Not the kind of place modern Bostonians choose for their fuel needs. I felt bad for the guy. In the end, I agreed to help him out.

      So I set him up with a new identity. It’s hard work. I had to produce all kinds of documents for him—state ID card, birth certificate, social security card—to prove that he was who he said he was. Even though he really wasn’t. In real life, people spend decades accumulating all that evidence. It’s not hard to prove you’re someone you really are. But when your identity has been falsified, you have to get all that information together quickly.

      I have a few tricks, old standbys I like to use to make sure my disappearances are extra secure. I always change my mark’s birthday, setting it back at least one year. I also change the date, but I keep the month the same. Suspicious people interrogating you about your ID like to ask about zodiac signs, and it helps if marks can give the same answer to that question they’ve given all their lives.

      I also insist that they cut ties with everyone. That’s a hard thing to agree to, I understand that. But it’s not as hard as being dead. I disconnect their phones so they can’t be traced. I do give them a burner phone, but that’s in case they need to contact me, or maybe the fire department. They’re definitely not supposed to reach out to their mother.

      I get it. It’s hard to be told you can never call your mother again. I don’t know what I’d do if I couldn’t call mine. Maybe I’d break the rules and try to get a hold of her too. But my feeling is, if these people come to me asking for my help, the least they can do is follow my rules. That’s just common courtesy, right?

      Knowing that doesn’t make what happened hurt any less.

      I don’t know what the call was about. Maybe the guy wanted to check in on his beloved gas station. Maybe he wanted to give his family instructions regarding what to do with his assets. Hell, maybe he just missed his mama and wanted to hear her voice. Or let her know that despite having fallen completely off the map, he wasn’t dead. I don’t know what they talked about. What I do know is that he called her, and it was a terrible idea because the mob was watching his mother’s house. Tapping her phone lines.

      Twenty-four hours later, she was dead, and so was he.

      My job was to make him disappear. To take him off the radar, to keep him safe. And I failed. I know it wasn’t entirely my fault—if he had done what I told him to do, he’d be alive and well right now. Still, whenever I drive past this place, I’m filled with regret. It represents one of my greatest failures and strengthens my resolve never to let something like that happen again.

      I park my SUV outside Shadow’s walk-up and scan the parking lot. I don’t like to be seen visiting a cop’s apartment with as much regularity as I do, even though there’s nothing illegal about it. A police officer is a high-profile figure, after all. And Shadow’s even more high profile than most, considering he used to be Justin Campbell, Navy SEAL. With me. Those days seem like a long time ago now. But I guess Shadow just traded one uniform for another. Anyway, I don’t want his neighbors to start remembering me as the guy who always visits the cop—my job kind of depends on my ability to keep a low profile.

      I pop on a pair of sunglasses and a worn-in baseball cap, then get out of the car and cross the street to Shadow’s building. He lives on the fifth floor, a tiring climb, and not for the first time I wish he would just meet me in his office. I suppose it makes sense that we can’t meet there—I’m not sure how much of the help he gives me is legal. I should be grateful he helps at all. SEAL bonds aren’t easily broken, I suppose. I know I’d do just about anything for him, too.

      Shadow lets me inside and waves me into the kitchen. “Drink?” he asks.

      “Whiskey sour.” I shrug off my jacket and remove my shades and cap, tossing them on the table. Shadow’s apartment looks like it belongs to a working cop, with files strewn across every surface and news clippings stuck to the refrigerator. “What are you working on?” I ask him.

      “Missing person.” He sets a drink in front of me and sits down across the table with one of his own. “Hannah Larkin. She one of yours?”

      “Nope.” I’m telling the truth. I’ve never even heard the name before. But if I had heard, I don’t think I’d be able to admit it to Shadow. It would compromise any security I might have put her under. Fortunately, Shadow and I have never yet faced that particular conflict. Lying to him would be brutal. “Who is she?”

      “Nineteen-year-old female. College student. Good grades, good relationship with the parents, lots of friends.” Shadow sighs heavily. “Not my favorite kind of profile.”

      I know what he means. When a pretty young girl goes missing, especially one who seems happy with her family, friends, and life in general, it usually means one thing, and that thing isn’t good. Shadow and his colleagues probably won’t bring home anything more than a body on this one. I’m glad I decided against the life of a cop after my decommissioning. A lot of the guys who left the SEALs at the same time as Shadow and I are in law enforcement now, but that never felt right to me. I think it was just that I couldn’t imagine a whole life of following orders. At least in my current line of work, I’m my own boss.

      “So, Fred Shears,” Shadow says, breaking the silence.

      I nod. “You familiar?”

      “I’ve got a little bit,” Shadow says. “Not much. Retired accountant.” He fishes a file out of a stack and slides it across the table to me. “Lives alone. No criminal record. Are you sure this is the guy?”

      I look at the photograph clipped to the thin stack of papers. The man is white, unshaven, a mop of thick gray hair atop his head. He’s smiling. “This is him,” I say. “What’s this picture from?”

      “His accounting firm,” Shadow says. “He won employee of the year three times. Look, I know I’m not supposed to ask questions, Joel—”

      “No, you aren’t,” I say. “I can’t answer them. You know I can’t. It compromises my clients’ safety.”

      “But I mean…this guy?” Shadow scrubs a hand over his face. “What could he possibly have to hide from? I can imagine a dirty accountant, but according to all the evidence, this guy is clean as a whistle. He wasn’t fudging any numbers to steal money from the firm, or they wouldn’t have given him this award.”

      “You know I wouldn’t be helping him anyway if it was like that.” My voice is sharp. “I don’t help people steal. That’s not my game.”

      “I know. I know you don’t,” Shadow says, clearly trying to pacify me. “I’m sorry. I just…I’ve gotten into the habit of making guesses when it comes to your targets.”

      “You’ve never asked me about one of them before,” I say.

      “Well, they’ve all been easier to guess,” Shadow says. “But this guy… Why would anyone like that even want to disappear?”

      “Well, he does,” I say, gathering up the file. I don’t like the way Shadow’s pursuing this line of questioning. He knows better, knows I can’t talk about these things. We’re supposed to exchange information, not ask questions. He’s making this harder than it needs to be.

      I get to my feet, and Shadow follows. “Thanks,” I say, pulling on my jacket and tucking the file into the inside pocket. “Thanks for getting this to me. It’ll be a big help.”

      “Are you heading out to work on this right now?” Shadow asks.

      I tug on my cap. “Why so many questions today?”

      “I work for the Boston PD,” Shadow says. “The only excitement I ever see is when something terrible happens. Working with you is actually the coolest part of my day.”

      I extend my hand for a handshake and then pull him in for a hug, slapping him firmly on the shoulder. “Thanks for the help, man. Couldn’t do it without you.”

      “One of these days you’ll bring me along!” he says.

      I’m already out the door and down the steps, making my way quickly to the car before anyone notices I was here.
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      We don’t meet up at my usual bar. I’ve been going there too often lately. Often enough to be a familiar face. Often enough that last time I took a seat at a secluded table in the back, the bartender came by and asked if I’d like “the usual.” I don’t want to have a usual. I don’t want to be recognized.

      It’s funny, the career of a disappearer. Part of what makes me so good at helping other people drop off the map is the fact that I live so close to its edges myself.

      I live under my real name, of course, and the ID in my pocket is really mine. I pay my taxes. I don’t wear disguises—at least, nothing more complex than the hat and sunglasses I wore on my way into Shadow’s apartment. But all my behavior is designed to fade me into the background. I monitor trends and make sure I’m always a few steps behind the latest fashion. Most people in Boston are, so if you’re too trendy, you stick out. My clothes are always neutral. Dark tones, but never all-black, because people notice that. And I don’t have any friends. Having friends creates patterns that are easy to follow. There’s Shadow, of course, but we only see each other for work these days. The easy friendship we had when we were SEALs together is gone.

      While I wait, I pull out the file Shadow gave me and flip it open on the table. Fred Shears is a congenial-looking man in his fifties. The grin on his face seems to say that he is delighted to be winning Employee of the Year. I have to wonder if that was the most exciting thing to have happened in his life so far. He has a daughter, so she must be important to him too, right? I wouldn’t know. I don’t have children. A disappearer definitely doesn’t have time to start a family.

      I tuck the file away and look up just as Fred Shears himself walks in the door. He looks distinctly out of place in a bulky, too-clean tan coat that probably came from a trendy store at the mall. He moves awkwardly, and I get the sense he’s never been in a bar before, much less one as run-down as this. I don’t flag him, because I don’t want to attract the notice of the bartenders or the other patrons. I sit back and wait for him to notice me. Eventually, he does and makes his way over.

      “Thanks for meeting with me,” he says, pulling a chair out from under the table and collapsing into it. He looks exhausted, as though he hasn’t slept for days. It’s possible he hasn’t. A mark on the run is usually high strung by the time they meet with me. I want to tell him not to worry, that he’ll be safe soon enough, but I happen to believe that a bit of worry is healthy. It’ll keep him in line, remind him not to violate the terms I’m about to set out for him. And the truth is, he’ll only be safe as long as he lives by my rules.

      “Now, you hand over everything, like we discussed,” I say. I can see the surprise on Shears’ face at the fact that I’m getting right down to business, completely skipping the pleasantries one might observe on an occasion like this. I’ve found, in my years of work, that chit-chat makes things feel more casual. But it’s absolutely vital that he takes this seriously. “Keys, phone, wallet.”

      Shears rummages in his pockets and pulls out a key ring with way too many keys on it. “Do you need all of them?” he asks.

      “You don’t need any of them,” I say. “What are they?”

      He points out certain keys as he talks. “My daughter’s apartment. My house. My car. This one is for my PO box, and this one is from work before I retired—”

      “All right, all right,” I interrupt. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to go break into your daughter’s apartment. These will be kept somewhere safe.”

      He hesitates.

      “This doesn’t work if you don’t trust me,” I say.

      Shears swallows, nods, and relinquishes the keys.

      I open his wallet. Driver’s license, credit cards, insurance cards, social security card, I take them all. I also take the photo tucked into the little picture protector, which shows Shears and a young girl. He makes a move as if to reach out and take that back but restrains himself with some effort. The wallet contains thirty-six dollars in cash, which I count and replace before pushing it back across the table to him. “You keep that,” I say.

      He nods and tucks the considerably lightened wallet back into his pocket.

      I pry open his phone, remove the SIM card, and snap it in half. Shears jumps in his seat. It always seems to surprise people how easily that part of the process is handled. They seem to think I’m going to throw their phone to the bottom of the ocean or something. Then there are the more naive, who think simply turning the device off will be enough to keep them safe. Shears, to his credit, seems to take it in stride once he’s past the initial shock of my breaking things at the bar table. He watches as I add the now powerless phone casing and broken SIM card to the growing pile of his things in front of me.

      From my own pocket, I pull a burner phone, a prepaid unit I acquired at a convenience store. I push it across the table to Shears. “This is for emergencies,” I say. “If something happens, you call 911, or you call me. You do not call your family. You do not call your friends. You do not order a pizza. Am I clear?”

      “Yes,” Shears says.

      I want to tell him the story of the man I lost that way, the man who decided calling his mother was more important than protecting his identity, but something stops me. I told him what he needed to do. Scaring him with horror stories isn’t going to help. He’s a smart man. He’ll do the right things.

      I fish out a manila envelope and hand it to him. “New identification documents. Birth certificate. Driver’s license. Passport. Social security card. Study them. Learn your identity. It must be as familiar to you as your old one was. When someone asks you what your name is, the answer should come naturally.”

      Shears nods. He’s wringing his hands, and I can tell the nerves of the situation are getting to him. I want to tell him to calm down, but I know well enough that that almost never helps. He’s not going to relax because I tell him it’s important. Instead, I try to relax my own demeanor, leading by example. “Use cash to buy an older, nondescript car. There’s a safe house set up for you,” I say, passing over a slip of paper with the address written down. “You should be able to find it easily enough. No GPS, though. Paper maps only and burn them once you arrive.”

      “Why?” Shears asks. “Surely it’s fine if the maps are with me.”

      “You can’t be too careful,” I say. “I can’t tell you how many people have slipped up and left something behind when they thought they had it. You don’t want to mark something on a map that might indicate your course and then accidentally drop it somewhere for someone to find. It’s a slim risk, but no risk at all is better.”

      Shears nods slowly. “I see.”

      “You should be perfectly safe,” I tell him. “I’ve done this dozens of times, and I’ve almost never had any problems. The people who follow the rules I set out for them are the ones who succeed.”

      “So you don’t think Boetsch will be able to trace my whereabouts?” He lowers his voice when he says the man’s name. Carl Boetsch has become a specter looming over Shears’ life in the past few weeks. I’ve seen it before. Hell, I’ve seen it with Boetsch before. Shears isn’t the first client of mine to run afoul of him. Carl Boetsch is a loan shark, a fact I’ve known for a long time—certainly longer than Fred Shears, who just learned of Boetsch’s dealings recently when performing an audit of the man’s finances. I know, though no one else does, the real reason Shears went into retirement—it was a display to Boetsch that he wouldn’t turn him in. Unfortunately for Shears, it doesn’t seem to have been good enough.

      I’m not really surprised. Boetsch is a scary guy. A violent guy. If I were Shears, I’d probably go into hiding too.

      “He won’t be able to find you,” I promise Shears. “Don’t worry. I’m very good at my job.”

      “Well, I appreciate everything you’re doing.” Shears looks pale. I push my glass of water across the table, and he takes a long drink. “Will I ever be able to come out of hiding?”

      “We’ll see what happens.”

      No is the overwhelmingly likely answer to that question, but people understandably have a much harder time following my mandates if they really understand that it’s forever. Let him have his scraps of hope.

      Shears nods and flattens the palms of his hands on the tabletop. He’s bracing himself, I know, for this new phase of his life, clinging to his last moments as the man he’s always been. I’ve seen my clients do this many times. They assign special significance in their minds to a particular moment. When I get up from this table, Shears seems to be thinking, I will leave Fred Shears behind. I want to tell him that it’s never that simple, that it would be easier if he could truly shed his past and step cleanly into a new personality. But there will be gray areas. The hardest part will be living with the ghost of Fred Shears always following him around.

      “Are your affairs in order?” I ask. This is something I ask all my clients, ever since the gas station owner who died in his attempt to contact his mother. If he had told her something—anything—before disappearing, he might not have felt the need to contact her after the fact. They might both still be alive. As a consequence, I advise my clients to speak to their loved ones before I erase them. They can’t reveal where they’re going or why, of course, but often it helps to let family members know that something might be about to happen.

      “My daughter…” Shears pauses. “I didn’t exactly tell her.”

      “I told you to tell her,” I say.

      “I couldn’t,” he says helplessly. “What do you say to your kid when you know it’s the last time you’re ever going to speak with her? How do you explain that? How would you ever end the conversation if you knew there wouldn’t be another one? You couldn’t do it. I couldn’t. I had to pretend things were normal.”

      “Is she close by?” I ask. I’m trying to maintain a calm demeanor, but this makes it hard. My mind is racing, going over the strategy for Shears’ disappearance. “If she tries to drop by your house in the next day or so, this could really blow up in our faces. We don’t want your absence discovered until—”

      “No, no,” Shears cuts me off. “She won’t be coming by.”

      “There’s no way?”

      “It’s…extremely unlikely.”

      “Why?”

      “She isn’t local,” Shears explains. “It would mean going out of her way.”

      “You understand this isn’t just about you, right?” I say. “Boetsch could be staking out your house. If someone he doesn’t recognize arrives, he might decide to try to gain some leverage over you.”

      Shears’ head darts up like a bird’s. “Leverage?”

      “Use your imagination.”

      A horrified expression crawls across Shears’ face, and I can see that he understands what harm he might have caused. “You can’t let anything happen to her,” he says. “Please. You have to do something.”

      I’m immensely frustrated. I have to do something? This isn’t part of my job. This isn’t my responsibility. I make people disappear; I don’t hold the hands of the ones they leave behind. That was his job. I gave him all the information he needed. I told him what he had to do. He dropped the ball, and now he’s turning to me to pick it up?

      But as irritated as I am, I know I’m going to have to step up. I can’t handle the thought of another person dying because of my actions. Even though that gas station owner wasn’t my fault, his death keeps me up at night. I know it wasn’t my fault. I tell myself over and over that he made his own choices. I still go over it in my mind every time I drive past that run-down old station, trying to figure out what I could have done differently. How could I have more effectively delivered the message so it would sink in and he would listen?

      Shears’ daughter isn’t my problem, not directly. But if I don’t act, I’ll always know I could have. If something happens to her, that’ll be on my conscience forever.

      “Fine,” I say. “I’ll take care of it.”

      “What are you going to do?” His face is a mask of anxiety. It’s really sinking in for him now. He has to abandon every facet of his old life. He can’t call his daughter tomorrow and make sure she’s okay. He has to trust that I’m going to do what I say I’m going to do. And he has to trust that it’s going to work. Putting his own life in my hands is one thing, but trusting me with his daughter…that’s got to be much harder.

      But he should have thought of that before he failed to take care of the matter himself. “I’m sorry,” I say. My voice is almost expressionless. “I can’t tell you. You’re just going to have to trust me.”

      He wants to argue. I can see it in his eyes. But he stops, takes a breath, and composes himself. I have to respect that. Plenty of my clients would lose it here, but Shears seems to be made of sterner stuff. He gathers his manila envelope full of identifying documents and his new cellphone and tucks them into various pockets of his coat.

      “You know where to go?” I ask.

      He nods and pats his breast pocket. “I’ve got the address here.”

      “Get a job,” I say. “Something blue collar. Blend in. Be friendly, but don’t get close to anyone. Don’t give people a reason to notice or remember you.”

      “That’s my life now, isn’t it,” he says. He lets out a sigh. “Not being noticed.”

      I nod. “That’s how you disappear.”
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      Logan International is my fourth airport on this journey, and I’m starting to feel exhausted. I’ve been in the air for seven hours straight, from Paris to here, and although I can see by the giant clock mounted on the wall that it’s noon in Boston, it feels like it should be evening. Usually, I’m pretty good at shaking off jet lag, but I’ve been through so many time zones today that I’m no longer even sure what day it is.

      Still, as I step off the jetway and into the building itself, I have to admit that it’s good to be here. In-flight meals leave a lot to be desired, and there’s a restaurant at this airport that I’ve been looking forward to stopping at all day. They have the most amazing crab cakes I’ve ever eaten. My layover here is short—only an hour before boarding starts for my next flight—but that’s enough time. Maybe I’ll even get a second serving of crab cakes to go and have it boxed up so I can eat it on the next flight.

      One more flight. One more short hop and I’ll finally be back in Manchester.

      I let myself daydream a little about my high-end apartment, the refrigerator I know I left well-stocked, the air conditioning I always run at 67 degrees, my plush sofa and big screen TV. Thank God it’s Friday; I can go home and forget about work and responsibility for a few days. I can binge-watch reality TV and order food every night, and maybe do some online shopping.

      I hike my shoulder bag up, securing my grip, and feel around in the pocket for my wallet. While I’m searching, my fingers brush over the edges of my passport. It’s always a good feeling to know that you still have your passport after an international trip. I have a bit of a phobia of losing mine and getting stuck somewhere. Dad calls me a control freak because I get so stressed when things are happening that I can’t control. Being stranded in France would definitely qualify.

      Palming my credit card, I begin scanning the airport to get my bearings. I know that restaurant is around here somewhere—at least, I think it is. We’re on concourse B, and I thought it was here, but if I have to travel to another concourse to find the place, I’m going to have to give up on my crab cakes. I don’t have time to do that and still make my flight.

      As I’m looking around, though, my gaze catches on a sign. It’s being held by a tall, handsome man, wearing a uniform of sorts, standing near the jetway. He’s pivoting slowly as if to make sure that everyone around him sees the sign.

      The sign has my name on it.

      I feel like my whole body is exhaling in relief. It’s not the first time my company has done this—sent someone to meet me somewhere—and it almost always results in an easier trip for me. They likely decided to send a driver since I’m already in Boston and Manchester is only about an hour away. God, wouldn’t it be nice to relax in a luxury car for this last leg of the trip? To have plenty of legroom, none of the stressful ambient noise caused by other air travelers, no headache brought on by the changing cabin pressure…sounds fantastic. I want to call my boss right now and sing her praises.

      I walk over to the man with the sign. “Are you for me?”

      “Jenna?” he asks.

      “Yes.”

      He nods briskly. “Yes, I’ve been sent to pick you up.”

      “That is so awesome,” I say. “I really appreciate it. You have no idea the day I’ve had.”

      “Just doing my job, ma’am.”

      “What’s your name?” I ask. I always try to be friendly with people in service jobs.

      But he doesn’t answer right away. It’s as if he doesn’t want to talk to me. The vibe he’s giving off is almost hostile, like I’m causing him a huge inconvenience by being picked up at the airport. I’m sure he’s being paid for this, so why is he acting so put out about it?

      Some people don’t like their jobs, of course, and maybe he’s one of them. Honestly, I sort of feel bad for him. Imagine having to pick people up at the airport and not being a people person. That would be terrible.

      His jaw clenches. “My name’s Mack,” he says. “Right this way, ma’am.”

      He leads me out of the building to a black town car idling at the curb. “What about my luggage?” I ask. He opens the door for me.

      “That’s being seen to,” he says.

      “What does that mean? Aren’t we going to collect it?”

      “One of my associates will be collecting it. We’ll ensure that it gets to you. Now, if you don’t mind?” He gestures to the open car door.

      I don’t get in. “Why aren’t we going to get my bag? It wouldn’t take that long. There are things I need in there.”

      “Ma’am, the car isn’t able to park here,” the man says. “Your luggage can’t be retrieved since Boston isn’t your original final destination. An associate of mine will pick up your bag in Manchester. You’ll have it back by the end of the evening. Now, please get in the car.” He checks his watch, looking harried.

      I get in the car. I honestly feel like he’s about to start yelling at me or something, and I hope there’s an opportunity later to fill out a review of his service. I’ll be giving him low marks for sure. If he isn’t able to leave the car, how was he able to come in and wait for me at the gate? That doesn’t make sense.

      Still, the car is nice, and I’m glad to be in it. The seats are comfortable. Soothing jazz music is playing at a low volume, and I lean back and close my eyes. This is definitely better than being on another plane. I reach into my carryon bag and pull out a leftover packet of cocktail peanuts from the last flight, smirking at my own ingenuity. Now the car ride beats the plane ride in every way.

      “No food in the car,” the driver calls back to me.

      “It’s just peanuts.” I show him.

      “Rules are rules,” he says.

      Annoyed, I pop one peanut into my mouth and chew it loudly before putting the others away. I know rules are rules but come on. I wasn’t going to make a mess with cocktail peanuts.

      An hour later, the familiar sights of Manchester are all around me. I can’t help but smile as I take them in. It’s always so good to be home. We pass my favorite coffee shop, and I think maybe I’ll stop in later for a late cup of tea. And maybe I’ll visit the used bookstore, on the same strip, where you can sometimes find fabulous, old first editions of the classics. Maybe I’ll uncover something to add to my collection.

      “Hang on,” I say. The driver has just gone zipping past my neighborhood. I look over my shoulder, watching it recede in the distance. “You missed the turn.”

      He ignores me.

      “Hey, Mack.” I reach into the front seat and tap him on the shoulder. I know I’m being rude, but for God’s sake, he’s the driver. He should know where we are going. “You missed the turn. My apartment is back that way.”

      “I know where your apartment is,” the driver says.

      And then I hear the scariest noise I’ve ever heard in my life—the thunk of door locks being engaged. I’m locked in.

      “Stop the car,” I say. I’m trying to sound authoritative, but I can hear the quaking in my own voice. “Stop the car and let me out right now.”

      “I’m sorry,” he says. “I can’t let you out until we’ve reached our destination.”

      “But where are we going?” My breath is coming dangerously fast now. Am I seriously being kidnapped?

      “I can’t tell you that,” the driver says.

      But we’re already on the far edge of Manchester, and he’s not stopping, not turning off the main road that takes you back out onto the highway. We’re leaving town. Oh, God, we’re leaving town. He could be taking me anywhere.

      “Why are you doing this?” I ask. My voice sounds tearful, and I swallow hard, trying to get it under control. I don’t want this man to see how afraid I am.

      “I was hired by your father,” he says. “That’s all I can say right now.”

      Hired by my father? I’m so shocked that I fall silent, unsure of what to say next. This isn’t like Dad. He’s never even sent a car to pick me up at the airport before, much less under such suspicious circumstances. I’m not sure my dad could even afford to send a car like this. It doesn’t add up at all.

      Then again, Dad would find the money if the circumstances demanded it. He’s always moved heaven and earth to make sure I was well taken care of, and if he thought I needed something, he would find a way to pay for it.

      But why would I need to be picked up by a town car? That doesn’t make sense either. It’s not like I didn’t have a flight out of Logan, a way to get home. This was a luxury, not a necessity.

      I shake myself. What am I thinking? This isn’t a luxury or a necessity, it’s a kidnapping! I’m being held against my will, being driven away from my home to an unknown destination. And I can’t think of any reason my father would do something like this. Even if I’m in danger, which seems unlikely, he would have known how terrifying this would be. He wouldn’t do this to me.

      I remember, suddenly, my dad’s call to me while I was still in France. It seems like half a lifetime ago, what with all the traveling I’ve done since then, but now it comes rushing back—the strange way he talked to me on the phone. The way he asked me where I was but had no follow-up questions about my trip, even though the Dad I knew would ordinarily want to know everything I’d seen. He’d want to harangue me for not getting out of the hotel more and taking advantage of the opportunity I’d been given to travel. And I’d try to explain for the hundredth time that work kept me too busy to see the sights. It’s a playful argument we’ve had on and off since I was started my job, but this time he didn’t engage. It was strange.

      And he told me he loved me. I mean, I know Dad loves me, but he doesn’t tell me like that. Did he know something was wrong? Maybe he’s in trouble. Is this man really working for him, or is something more sinister going on?

      “Are you taking me to him?” I ask, but the driver doesn’t answer, and I know there’s no point in trying to force information out of him. I slump in my seat, knowing the situation has been entirely wrested from my control, waiting to see what will happen next.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Two hours later, I’m gazing listlessly out the car window, waiting to see anything that will give me my bearings. A while ago, I leaned across the seat to check the compass on the dash and saw that we were going north. I think we’ve been going north this whole time. And we haven’t passed a border crossing into Canada—I would have noticed that—so I’m pretty sure we’re still in New Hampshire.

      I feel like it’s getting close to midnight, but of course, it isn’t. It’s still light outside. The jet lag is really getting to me, and I have to think all this extra stress probably has something to do with that. I’ve turned around to lie horizontally on the seat, using my carryon bag as a pillow to prop my head up so I can look out the window. We’re in the mountains now, on a two-lane stretch of highway that seems to wind endlessly through tree-covered peaks.

      Finally, my driver turns onto a side road. It’s one of those mountain ascending roads with no guardrail in most places, and I’m glad I’m not driving, but I’m also completely petrified. If he wants to kill me, all he has to do is slam on the accelerator and jump out of the car at the last second. He doesn’t seem to be intent on doing that, though. He bypasses the opportunity on several straightaways, instead opting to drive at a responsible speed, carefully hugging each curve of the road. Finally, he pulls to a stop in front of a tiny wooden cabin, unlocks the doors, and gets out.

      I exit the car without even thinking about it, without stopping to decide whether following him into that cabin is really any better. I am done being in the car with this man, letting him decide my fate. He goes into the cabin, leaving the door open behind him, and I sense I’m supposed to follow, so I do. I’m not stupid enough to make a break for it in these mountains.

      The cabin consists of a single room. There’s a bed in one corner and a bathroom separated from the rest of the space by a sliding door. In the kitchen, I see a sink, an oven, a stove, and a refrigerator. It’s impossible to tell whether or not they’re functional. The driver goes back out to the car and returns with grocery bags. He begins unloading dry goods into the cabinets, utterly ignoring me.

      I walk over to the bed, feeling dazed, set down my bag, and take a seat. My father isn’t here, and there’s no sign that he has been.

      Was the driver lying about having been hired by Dad? Or has something terrible happened? Could it be that Dad was supposed to meet me here, and has been somehow prevented from doing so?

      All I can do is wait and hope for answers.
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      The driver has been out to the car and back five times now. Each time, he carries a box with the flaps tucked in. I suspect these boxes contain provisions, supplies that will allow him to keep me here for an indefinite amount of time. Which, on the one hand, is good—he wouldn’t need supplies if he was planning to kill me, right? But on the other hand, how long exactly are we going to be here?

      I take deep breaths, trying to calm myself. Panicking is no good. I need to keep it together. He’s bigger than I am and looks fit as hell. His biceps look ready to bust through his shirt, and solid thighs flex beneath his pants when he lifts each heavy box. I doubt I could take him in a fight, but if he gets careless, maybe I could run. If only I weren’t still wearing my business suit and heels. If only I’d been more like those other travelers I saw, the ones who put on sweats and jogging pants for long flights.

      The driver comes back in from another trip to the car. This time, he closes the door and then pulls a chair out from the tiny, rusty, ancient looking square table nestled into the kitchen and begins pulling off his boots. Boots. Why didn’t I notice he was wearing boots? A town car driver wouldn’t wear work boots. This guy didn’t even have a good disguise.

      I have to stop thinking of him as a driver. He’s not a driver. He’s a kidnapper.

      He’s still ignoring me, but this silence demands to be broken. I can’t just sit here, passively waiting to find out what my fate will be. “You don’t work for my father,” I say.

      He looks at me and raises an eyebrow but says nothing.

      “If you work for my father then what’s his name?” I ask.

      “Fred Shears,” the man says calmly. “But I’m sure that doesn’t prove anything to you. You’re aware that I knew your name and you didn’t find that fact convincing.”

      “How did you know my name?” I ask.

      “I told you,” he says. “I work for your father, Fred Shears. He hired me. I picked you up from the airport on his instructions.”

      I shake my head. “My father would never instruct anyone to pick me up and drive me to a strange place without even telling me what was going on.”

      The man sighs and bends over to re-cuff his pants. “We never know what we’ll do,” he says, “until we’re desperate.”

      “What does that mean?” I’m increasingly frustrated with his games, his refusal to answer even the most basic of questions. “Is my father in some kind of trouble? Am I? Are you here to help me or hurt me?” I modify my tone, aware that more flies are caught with honey than vinegar. “Please. I just want to know what’s going on.”

      The man gets up from the table, walks over to the kitchen sink, and splashes some water on his face. I feel an urge to do the same thing. It’s like I’m trapped in some weird hallucination, some nightmare, and I feel like the shock of cold water would snap me out of it. Or, at any rate, it might at least help get my racing heart back under control. I’ve never been so terrified in all my life.

      He sits back down at the table, his back to it, and leans forward, bracing his elbows on his knees, hands clasped. “My real name is Joel,” he says.

      “So?” Like I care what his real name is.

      “You wanted answers, didn’t you?”

      He seems annoyed now, and a part of my mind is trying to warn me that his irritation makes him unpredictable and that this should scare me more, but instead I’m just feeling mad. I am not used to being pushed around. I never would have advanced to where I am in my career by letting people treat me like this. The man, though, is staring at me, stone-faced, and I can’t tell how much of my rising fury he’s aware of.

      “I wanted answers to the questions I asked,” I say. “Not just facts you decide are important. I don’t care who you are. I want to know where we are, and I want to know why we’re here, and I want to know where my father is. Answer those questions.”

      “All right, all right,” he says. He actually chuckles, and I can see that the irritation I read on his face before was the same as the irritation you might feel over a small child pestering you for a toy. Now, it seems, the child has done something clever, but he isn’t impressed or intimidated. He simply thinks it’s cute. He’s amused that I asked the right questions. I know that on some level this is good news—he isn’t angry, so he’s less likely to lash out and cause me harm—but not being taken seriously fills me with such rage that I want to scream.

      “We’re in a cabin,” he says, “but think about it as a safe house. It’s secluded enough that hikers aren’t likely to find it, and far from any main roads. We have heating and electricity, but no unnecessary services—postal, for instance—that would cause unwanted visitors to drop by.”

      That’s not making me feel any better. “Where?” I demand.

      “Just outside of Colebrook.”

      I feel dizzy. “That’s way up by the border.”

      “Convenient, in case we need to move quickly,” he says as if in agreement.

      “You can’t take me out of the country,” I say. Like I have any leverage to be making demands at this point.

      “I don’t plan to,” he says. “Not unless something goes wrong.”

      “Why am I here?” I ask.

      “This is the part that’s harder to explain,” he says. I detect a note of hesitation in his voice like he actually is worried about how I’ll react to what he says next. But at this point, I know better than to trust the evidence of my senses with this man. I thought he was an airport valet, for God’s sake. Clearly, I’m no judge of anything.

      “Your father hired me,” the man—Joel, if that is, in fact, his real name—says. “The job was to bring you here and then make you disappear.”

      “What, kill me?”

      “Not kill you,” he says. How is he so calm? I get the feeling he’s had this conversation before, that he’s prepared for my reactions and ready to deal with them. “Disappear you. Wipe you off the map of human record. Make it so ‘Jenna Shears’ is no longer a traceable identity. Your documents will be destroyed, new ones forged, and you will assume a new name.”

      “Why on earth would I do that?”

      “Because your old identity is compromised,” he says. “There are those, now, who will try to find you. They’re likely out there right now, wondering where you are. They may have staked out your home and are wondering why you didn’t return from the airport.”

      “This is some kind of prank,” I say. “One of my coworkers hired you, right?”

      For the first time, he looks almost sad. “It’s no prank,” he says. “And it’s important that you take it seriously. There are people who would rather you were dead. Sticking with me is your best chance of survival.”

      The thought chills me. I don’t have any evidence it’s true, of course, but what if it is? This is a plausible reason for my father to order my abduction, I have to admit that. “Where is my father now?” I ask. I’d feel much better if I could hear all this directly from him.

      “At another safe house,” Joel says.

      “Well, take me to that one.”

      “I’m sorry,” he says. He sounds like he means it. “I know that would be easier. Unfortunately, you can’t be housed in the same place, for security reasons.”

      “What security reasons?”

      “You’re being hunted,” Joel says. The word sends chills down my spine. “So is your father. To put you in the same place right now would be criminally irresponsible. Dereliction of duty. Any trace they might pick up on one of you would lead them directly to the other. For your own safety, and for your father’s, it’s not practical for you to be housed together at this stage.”

      “Does that mean there’s a next stage?” I ask. I had been starting to wonder if I was doomed to live out the rest of my life in this depressing cabin, but this gives me hope. Joel sounds like these circumstances are temporary.

      “There’s always a next stage in life,” he says. “That, or you die.”

      Great.

      I get to my feet and walk around the one room, taking in my surroundings. The place is chilly—Joel just turned the heat on, and it’s clearly been sitting empty for a long stretch of time, so it hasn’t yet warmed up all the way. Apart from the chill, and the fact that I’ve been abducted by a stranger, the place doesn’t seem half bad. I could see myself here under other circumstances enjoying a pleasant getaway. Somehow, that thought just makes the whole thing grimmer. It’s as if I can see the good time I could be having right in front of me, temptingly close, but behind a veil of fear and misery.

      I’m beginning to feel calmer than I did at first, and it’s not hard to pinpoint the reason why. Despite my anger and frustration, I actually do believe Joel’s story. I think his intention here is to conceal me from greater dangers. Whether or not I believe in said dangers is another question, one I haven’t yet answered for myself. But I feel confident, now, about one thing at least—Joel does want me alive and in reasonably good health. None of those boxes he carried in here contain the means of killing me.

      Because my fear for my immediate safety is ebbing away, space is being made for all kinds of other emotions. I’m angry, of course. That hasn’t waned at all. Even if everything I’m being told is true, I don’t know where any of them get the nerve. It’s really unlike my father. He wasn’t controlling at all when I was growing up; he talked to me about what he felt were reasonable boundaries for my behavior. I agreed to them, and as a consequence, I was rarely in trouble. So, I’m angry with my father for deciding suddenly—when I’m well into adulthood, no less—that he knows best how to ensure my safety, taking such drastic measures without even consulting me.

      And I’m mad at Joel. What kind of man is he? Even if he is acting on instructions from my father, to erase my whole identity without even talking to me about it? At some point, there must have been a conversation between him and my father where they decided this was the best course of action. Why wasn’t I a part of that conversation? Because I’m young? Because I’m a woman?

      The anger forms a hard shell around the rest of my feelings, keeping them locked deep within where they don’t show on the surface. But I’m aware of them all the same. I feel terribly, terribly sad. I like my life as Jenna Shears. I like my job, and I like my apartment. The way Joel is talking, it sounds like all of that may be gone for good. I might be starting over completely, from scratch, building a new life from the ground up. I guess there are people who would see that as an opportunity, but I’m having trouble focusing on anything but what I’ve lost.

      “This next stage,” I say, turning to Joel. “In it, I’ll be able to see my father?”

      “I hope so,” he says. Surprisingly, I find that I believe him. “The plan is to reunite you soon. I’m sorry I can’t tell you more.”

      “Why can’t you?” I demand. “You’ve got me locked in a cabin, after all. It’s not like I can spill the beans to anyone. You might as well tell me everything now that we’re here.”

      “He told me you would say that,” Joel says.

      “Who did?”

      “Your father.” Joel’s smiling. The only thing that restrains me from punching him is that I have no idea how to effectively throw a punch. “He told me about you. He said you would immediately assume that you knew best and try to tell me what to do and how to handle the operation.”

      That does sound like something my father would say, so I feel further inclined to believe the two of them are working together. Still, I can’t believe Dad would talk about me that way to a stranger. He’s going to have a lot to answer for when we’re finally face-to-face.

      I can see that I’m not going to convince Joel to give me any more answers. “I’m taking the bed,” I say. Ordinarily, I would feel bad about making someone sleep on the floor, but it’s Joel’s fault we’re in a cabin with only one bed in the first place. If he wanted comfort, he should have rented a room at a local hotel.

      Joel raises his eyebrows and shrugs, giving the irritating impression that he considers such petty concerns as who sleeps where beneath him. Fine, if he thinks it’s so unimportant, then he won’t mind the hard floor!

      Wishing heartily that I had a change of clothes, I pull back the flannel sheets, toe off my heels, remove my suit jacket, and peel off my pantyhose. My pencil skirt and button-down blouse will have to serve as pajamas.

      Joel doesn’t turn off the light, and if I’m honest, I kind of don’t blame him. I know it’s far too early to be going to bed. It’s not yet sundown. My jet-lagged internal clock is telling me it’s much later, though, and the events of the day are getting to me, wearing me out.

      I roll on my side in bed so I’m facing toward the wall, away from Joel, and try to pretend he isn’t there. My attempt is made harder by the fact that he’s so quiet, I can almost convince myself I’m alone until he coughs or a floorboard creaks under him, ruining the illusion.

      I can’t remember when, as an adult, I’ve felt less in control of my life. It’s awful, and just about the only thing getting me through is the promise of seeing my father again. Joel won’t tell me when that’s going to happen, but all I know is that it better be soon. I’m not going to stay in this cabin alone with this man any longer than I have to. I’ll give him a few hours to follow through on his promise of reuniting Dad and me, but if he hasn’t come through by then, I’m getting out of here. I don’t know how I’ll escape or where I’ll go once I do, but I’ll figure it out.

      I cling to that thought as I finally drift off to an uneasy sleep.
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      I am definitely in trouble.

      Jenna is lying on the bed, curled up into a quasi-fetal position. I’m sure she’s doing her best not to think about me. I’m trying not to think about her too, but for an entirely different and utterly alarming reason.

      I wasn’t expecting her to be so attractive.

      Trying not to make any noise so I won’t disturb her, I reach into my pocket and slip out the picture I’ve been carrying around. I took it from Fred Shears when I emptied his wallet at the bar. The girl in the picture is recognizably Jenna. A few years younger but with the same even features and dark curly hair. She’s pretty and smiling in an engaging way, but she’s not captivating.

      The girl on the bed is captivating.

      Could a couple of years make that much difference? Or is it something about seeing her in person? A subtlety about the way she moves? The bite in her tone when she snaps at me to tell her what’s going on? Any or all of these factors could be making the difference. But whatever it is, I need to get it under control. I can’t be this damn attracted to a mark.

      Helping people to disappear requires me to disengage from them. For most of my clients, it’s a very emotional time. They fear for their lives. They’re also grieving for their lost identities, and they’re worrying about what the future holds. My job is to stay level-headed, even surrounded by all that messy emotion. I have to keep calm so I can make sure the disappearance is neat and nothing is overlooked.

      It’s the worst time in the world, in other words, to get the hots for a client.

      Which is why I’m not going to watch her sleep. Resolutely, I turn away and begin unpacking boxes. I hold my hand inside the refrigerator for a moment, ensuring that it’s working, and breathe a sigh of relief when I’ve ascertained that it is. Dry and canned foods would have been fine, but I know we’ll be much happier and healthier with fresh fruits and vegetables in our lives. I unload some apples and celery, moving as quietly as I can so Jenna won’t be disturbed. Then I lift a few gallons of purified water up onto the shelves.

      When I’m done unpacking, I decide to give her some privacy—as much as I can, that is; it’s not like there’s anywhere for me to go in this one-room cabin that would be out of her way. Instead, I step outside onto the porch and pull the door closed behind me. There’s only one way in or out. As long as I sit by the door, I’ll know she’s safe and not trying to escape.

      Unless she climbs out a window. Would she do that? The majority of the cabin’s windows are on the same wall as the door, so she’d have to come right past me. But there is a small window on the adjacent side, facing out into the woods. I think it’s too high to climb out of, but just to be sure, I move down to the end of the porch so I can see both sides of the building.

      She doesn’t trust me yet. I know she doesn’t, and there’s no real reason she should, after the way I got her here. But I need her to start trusting me. I need her to learn that everything I’m doing has a purpose, and it’s all to keep her safe. And as much as I want to tell her how hot I think she is, I know I can’t. That kind of thing is messy and almost never straightforward. It would probably make it harder for her to trust me. With every move I made, she would be questioning whether I was just trying to get closer to her.

      I wonder if it would be better for her to know everything—the full details of the danger she’s in, and what exactly could happen to her and her father if they aren’t compliant. I wonder this all the time with my clients. Should I share stories of what happens when things go wrong? When people don’t do as I say? Or should I protect them from that horrible knowledge? Nobody should have to know things like that, should they? Jenna doesn’t need to know that I’ve dealt with Carl Boetsch before, that I know exactly what he does to people who cross him, that he uses their loved ones like bargaining chips. It wouldn’t help her to know that. It would keep her up at night. It would just make my job easier.

      I’ll have to be better at my job so it won’t be necessary to tell her.

      Let her hate me. Let her mistrust me. Even though I want to wrap my arms around her, assure her that I’m here to protect her and that I’ll never let any harm come to her…let her think I’m the bad guy. Because the truth is, there is so much worse than me out there. Maybe the best way I can protect her at the moment is to shield her from the knowledge of the true dangers she and her father face.

      I don’t want to go into the cabin, not until I’m sure she’s deeply asleep—I’m sure my presence makes sleep harder for her to come by right now—so I look around for something to do out here. There isn’t much. I could rotate the tires on the car, I suppose. But that would involve crawling around on the ground in positions that would limit my access to the house, allowing Jenna to slip past me. I’ll have to save that job for another time, when I’m more confident she isn’t going to try to leave.

      I rest my hands on my hips, gazing out at the horizon, and the heel of my right hand bumps against my hunting knife. I close my hand around the hilt and pull it out, examining it. Here’s something I could do to pass the time. I walk to a nearby tree, about three meters from the cabin’s porch, and use the knife to notch an X shape on the trunk. Then I step back. Gripping my knife by the handle, I aim and let fly. A split second later, I’m rewarded with the satisfying thunk of the blade burying itself in the trunk.

      I retrieve my knife, step back to my starting position, and throw again. I’m pleased to see I haven’t lost this skill, although it’s one I haven’t practiced much in recent years. I’ve never had occasion to use it in real life. But it’s such a cool thing to be able to do that I simply don’t want to lose the ability.

      “What’s going on out here?”

      I turn around. Jenna is standing in the doorway watching me. “I thought you were sleeping,” I say.

      “Nobody could sleep with all the racket you’re making out here,” she says. “It sounds like you’re cutting down trees.”

      A part of me wants to call her out on the melodrama, but of course, that wouldn’t be helpful at all. I’m also considering lying to her about what I’ve been doing out here. Knife throwing is harmless when you’re just practicing against a tree, but I can see how it’s the kind of activity that would make her nervous and less eager to trust me. On the other hand, though, I do feel that honesty wherever possible is the way to proceed. I show her the knife in my hand. “I’ve been practicing my throwing,” I say.

      “Throwing?”

      “You know, knife throwing.” I mime throwing my knife at the tree, not actually letting it fly. “It’s a habit I picked up in the Navy.”

      “You were in the Navy?”

      Shit. I wasn’t going to tell her that. I don’t like to let my clients know too many personal details about me. But something in Jenna’s face has changed, softened, like that piece of information affects the way she sees me. Now she’s stepping off the porch onto the dirt and coming closer. “Show me,” she says.

      “Step back.” I guide her over to a spot where I can see her in my peripheral vision. Then I move in front of the tree, draw back, and throw the knife. Much to my relief, her presence doesn’t affect my aim. The knife flies true once again.

      Jenna raises her eyebrows. “That’s not bad.”

      “Just takes practice.” I retrieve the knife from the tree and wipe it down on the edge of my shirt.

      “You must have a lot of free time,” she says. “To be so good at it.”

      I’m annoyed. “I guess you could say that about anyone who develops a skill if you want to look at it that way. Concert pianists must have a lot of free time because they sit around playing the piano for hours every day. Bestselling authors must have a lot of free time because they spend hours coming up with stories. Olympic athletes—”

      “All right, all right,” she says, shaking her head. “I didn’t realize you were so touchy. Sorry.”

      I don’t know why I was so touchy. It’s not as if she’s wrong. Knife throwing wasn’t part of my standard training in the Navy or anything; it was something Shadow and I picked up in our spare time and practiced because we were bored. But boredom isn’t part of the picture I want her to have of me. I don’t know if that’s because it looks unprofessional, or if it’s just that I want her to see me as fascinating because of my stupid attraction to her.

      She’s eyeing the knife. “Let me try it,” she says.

      “What, throwing it?”

      “I bet I could do it,” she says.

      “It’s harder than it looks.”

      “Maybe I’m a natural. Just let me give it a try.”

      I shrug and hand over the knife.

      She looks surprised. “I didn’t think you’d actually give it to me. Aren’t you afraid I’m going to try to escape or something?”

      “What, with that little pig sticker?” I laugh. “No.”

      “Why not?” she says, and I swear, she sounds almost offended. It’s like she wants me to treat her like a flight risk.

      “Well, for one thing,” I say, “you can’t outrun me.” I gesture to her shoes, which are pointy-toed four-inch stilettos. I can’t understand how anyone even walks in those, much less could run through a forest. “You wouldn’t stand a chance unless you kicked off those shoes, and then the terrain out here would cut up your feet so fast that I’d catch you easily.”

      “Not if I wounded you first.” She holds up the knife. I understand that she’s posing the idea as an academic exercise rather than a threat. I don’t know if she’s going to use my answers to try to find a weak point in my guardianship, but I’m happy to demonstrate that there isn’t one.

      “Okay,” I tell her. “Wound me.”

      She hesitates, takes a step toward me, then hesitates again.

      “You can’t do it,” I say. “You’ve never hurt anyone in your life.”

      She looks down.

      “That isn’t anything to be ashamed of,” I tell her quietly.

      “I can’t even defend myself,” she says.

      I step closer to her and wait for her to meet my gaze so I can say the thing she needs to understand. “I am not here to hurt you.”

      She holds my gaze or a long time. For the first time, I think she might be starting to believe me.

      The moment passes. Jenna steps over to the tree. “How do I do this?” she asks.

      “Hold it by the handle,” I tell her. “No, the other way. Switch your grip.” I step over and reposition the knife in her hand. “Now, when you’re ready, throw it at the target.”

      She throws. It arcs neatly and buries itself in the dirt.

      “Okay, no,” I say, trying to hide a smile. “First of all, it’s going to flip in the air. You want to throw it into a flip, not try to make it go straight forward.” I pick up the knife and bring it back to her. This time I stand behind her, keeping a hand on hers and guiding it through the motion of the throw a few times. “When you release the knife, your finger should be pointing at the place you want it to go,” I say. I halt the practice swing and point my own index finger at the tree, keeping the rest of my hand wrapped around hers.

      Jenna nods. “I’ll try again.”

      I step away. She takes a deep breath, steadying herself, and then lets the knife fly.

      It doesn’t hit the target. It’s not even close. But it does sink into the tree with that satisfying thunk sound. Jenna jumps up and down and cheers. “I did it!”

      I give her a high five, though I’m inwardly wishing she’d stop jumping around in those shoes. That looks much more difficult and dangerous than knife throwing. As soon as I feel I can trust her alone in the cabin, I’m going to drive to Colebrook and get her some real shoes.

      Jenna throws the knife again and again until it’s too dark to continue, and I tell her we’d better go inside before the local wildlife starts poking around. She’s hit the target several times by then, and I can tell she’s feeling cheered up and energized by the activity. That’s a good thing to know about her: give her something to do, something she can master, and her mood lifts substantially. I want her to be happy while we’re here. And, also, I want to be the one who makes her happy. Even though I know that’s a desire I need to shut down.

      It’s hard, though, seeing the smile on her face and knowing I’m partly responsible for putting it there, not to feel encouraged about our situation.
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      “All right,” I say. I’m standing in the kitchen and holding open one of the cabinets to examine the food I put away just a few hours ago. “We have soup, or we have pasta.”

      “What kind of soup?” Jenna asks.

      “Tomato.”

      “Tomato? Why not chicken noodle?”

      “Because tomato was on sale,” I say drily. “Do you want it or not?”

      “Pasta,” she says. Then, she steps into the bathroom to wash the dirt off her hands.

      I put a pot on the stove and start heating up some water. I lay out two plastic bowls and pour some dry noodles into each of them to measure our servings, and then I add a pinch of salt to the water for flavor. Boiling pasta is easy, thank goodness—I am not much of a cook, and I don’t want to ruin our first meal here. It’s going to be hard, though, because there’s no sauce for the pasta. I don’t even have butter. I only have the salt to give it flavor.

      Jenna emerges from the bathroom. She’s let her dark hair down. It cascades around her face and makes her look younger. And even hotter. She is also looking much more relaxed now that she’s not wearing those killer high-heels. “Do you need help with anything?” she asks.

      I indicate another cabinet with a jerk of my head. “There are cans of vegetables in there. Maybe pour some into a couple of bowls for us to eat with the pasta?”

      She opens the cabinet. “Corn?”

      “Corn’s fine.”

      We work together in easy silence for a few minutes. I’m stirring the pasta, and Jenna’s grinding the can opener and dividing the corn between two bowls, which she sets on the table. Without my having to ask, she finds cups and fills them with water from the jug in the fridge. By the time she’s finished, the pasta is, too. I carefully drain it and run hot water over it so the noodles won’t stick. Then I transfer the hot pasta into bowls and carrying them to the table. “Dinner is served,” I say.

      She sits down. “Well, this is…”

      “It’s nothing special,” I say.

      “You don’t cook much?”

      “Never had the free time,” I say. She grins. “I don’t know. Food’s food, right?”

      “Is that what they teach in the Navy?”

      “No, what they teach in the Navy is that you’d better just eat what you’re served, Swabbie, because there isn’t anything else.”

      Jenna laughs.

      “Sorry there isn’t any sauce,” I say, forking up a bite of pasta.

      Jenna shrugs. “Maybe I can figure something out next time. Do we have herbs?”

      “I don’t know,” I say. “There are some spices and things in that cabinet.”

      “That should work,” she says. “I’ve been cooking with my dad ever since I was a kid. He’s a lot better than me, but he did teach me some tricks, and I know how to spice up pasta. Let me cook it next time?”

      “Okay,” I say, encouraged by the fact that she’s referring to next time. She seems to have accepted that she’ll be here with me for the duration. Maybe that means we can start to trust each other. As soon as I can be sure she won’t take off on me, I’ll be able to go into town and pick up some sensible clothes for her. She can’t keep running around the woods in a business suit and heels.

      “So,” Jenna says, “you were in the Navy. How did that happen?”

      “What do you mean, how did it happen?” I ask. “I enlisted.”

      “Why did you enlist?”

      I frown. I was afraid this would happen when I let slip that I had been in the Navy. Now, she’s going to use that little piece of information to try to find out more about me. That’s the last thing I want. In this line of work, things go wrong all the time. I’ve certainly learned that the hard way. We can’t become friends. But it’s clearly in her nature to be friendly, to try and get to know me better. And God, this is so difficult because the non-professional side of me wants nothing more than to let her.

      But I can’t. I have to keep myself distanced from her. It’s too dangerous. I can’t afford to be so attached that I fall apart if something goes wrong. What happened to that gas station owner still plagues me, all these years later, and we weren’t even friends. I already feel more for Jenna than I ever did for him. Imagine if we were to get closer and then, God forbid, something terrible were to happen? I would be devastated.

      “I don’t talk about my time in the Navy,” I say.

      Jenna raises her eyebrows. “Okay, okay. No need to be snippy. I was only asking because my dad was in the Army, and I thought it might give us something to talk about.”

      “The Army and the Navy are two different branches of the military,” I say.

      “I know that,” she says with an edge in her voice. “I was just trying to make conversation.”

      I get up and go to the stove to serve myself more pasta. “Do you want another bowl?”

      I’m expecting her to say no—after all, she hasn’t been shy about letting me know that she doesn’t like the pasta—but to my surprise, she nods. I guess she’s hungry from the stress of the day, or maybe from the exertion of throwing the knife—or from walking around in those godforsaken shoes. I retrieve her bowl from the table, fill it, and hand it over. She adds a generous measure of salt to her pasta and stirs it around before digging in.

      “It’s really not bad like this,” she says. “I’m not saying I could get used to flavorless food or anything, but the salt helps. And it is good pasta. Bow ties are my favorite.”

      I got the bow ties because they were on sale, but I don’t say so. “I like them too,” I say because it’s the truth.

      Dinner takes us deep into the evening, and by the time we’re washing up, it’s pitch black outside. I can hear the shuffling through the underbrush of wild animals outside. Jenna jumps at the howl of what is probably a coyote. I know we’re safe inside the cabin, but my hand goes to the hilt of my knife anyway. It would be hard to take out a coyote during the day, and the dark will only make things harder. I know how to spot the reflection of their eyes in the moonlight. And, of course, I know how to throw the knife well enough to take them out as long as they’re standing still, but they’re unlikely to do that.

      “Are we okay in here?” Jenna asks. “Does that door lock?”

      “It’s locked,” I assure her. “We’re fine.”

      “I wish I had pajamas,” she says. A big sigh follows her declaration, and I make a mental note to pick up pajamas for her when I go to town—there was no way to get her suitcase at the airport. And besides, there was no telling where Boetsch might try to lay hands on her. That’s why I had to take the extra measure of buying an airline ticket and going through security: I wanted to meet her at the gate before anyone else could find her.

      “Do you want to watch something?” I ask. I’m making an effort to distract her from everything she doesn’t have.

      She turns and stares at me. “What do you mean, watch something? There’s no TV here.”

      In response, I cross the room to the wall opposite the bed and open a cabinet mounted there to reveal an old TV set, a VCR, and a row of VHS tapes. I’ve used this place as a safe house before, and these items have been here for years, growing more and more ancient and irrelevant. I blow a layer of dust off the top of the VHS tapes and step back to show Jenna what’s available.

      She stares. “Is that a VCR?”

      “I know,” I say. “It’s old-school. But it’s what there is. Want to watch something?”

      She stoops to look at the tapes. “These are all westerns.”

      “I know,” I say. “Sorry about that.”

      “No, I love westerns,” she says, sounding enthused. “Dad and I watched them all the time when I was growing up.” She hesitates. “When am I going to be able to see him?”

      “Soon,” I say.

      “Soon like when?”

      “As soon as possible.” I can’t afford to be specific, not when I don’t honestly know the answer to her question. I try to divert her from this complicated and potentially dangerous topic by turning her attention back to the tapes. “Pick something out,” I say. “Any one you want.”

      She grabs one without even pausing to examine the selection. “This one’s my favorite,” she says.

      “You’ve seen it before?” I can’t help but feel surprised at how readily she’s taking to the old movies. I’m not surprised to hear that Fred Shears enjoyed westerns—he seems like the type—but that his daughter liked them too? That is a surprise. I look at Jenna’s buttoned-up, stiff-collared blouse, the neatly folded pantyhose and suit jacket lying on a chair beside the bed. She seems too uptight for movies like this; I would have expected her to like foreign films with subtitles.

      “I’ve seen it thousands of times,” she says. “Dad and I used to take turns picking what movie we would watch, and during the entire year I was nine, this was the only one I ever chose. He must have been so tired of it, but he never said anything. We would recite the lines along with the actors and even act out some of the gunfights.”

      “Wow,” I say. I don’t have a lot of memories of my own father. He died when I was thirteen, executed by a mobster. Dad cared for us, of course, but he also cared a lot about gambling. In the end, he couldn’t stay away from the tables even when his money ran out. He ended up borrowing a sum that he never managed to repay. I consider myself lucky the mob didn’t come after my mother and me. But after Dad’s death, they left us alone.

      That’s why I got into this business in the first place—to stop the same thing from happening to other families. To stop other kids from losing their parents the way I did. It strikes me that that’s the very thing I’m doing now. I’m trying to keep Jenna from losing her father in exactly the same way I lost mine.

      And as she shares her memories of growing up with him, I can’t help wondering what it would have been like to have a father who was more of a presence in my childhood. Of course, I did have him for several years. But even then, he was often out gambling. We certainly didn’t have regular movie nights. What kind of person would I have been if he’d taken the time to expose me to his cinematic tastes, the way Jenna’s father did with her? Would I have an interest in an unexpected genre of film? There’s so much I could have gotten from him if I had only had the chance.

      I watch Jenna stare at the screen, taking in the film she watched so many times with her dad. I’m struck by how open and vulnerable she looks. Almost like a teenager instead of a twenty-something businesswoman. If she feels this much better about her situation just by watching a movie that reminds her of her dad, imagine how much better she’ll feel when the two of them are able to be reunited. I make myself a promise to redouble my efforts to make that possible. And in the meantime, I’m very glad we have a library of westerns to keep her happy and feeling connected with her old life.

      Except that, no, I’m not supposed to want that at all. I’m supposed to be encouraging her to cut ties with her old life, to let go of the person she used to be and embrace someone new. And I guess it’s fine if that new person likes westerns—lots of people like westerns—but in the early days of an identity change, it’s always a bad idea to cling to something formative from your childhood like this. It’s going to make it harder for her to step into a new identity when the time comes. She needs to be focusing on shedding everything from her past.

      I should turn the tape off and explain this to her, why it’s not a good idea to finish it. I can pick up a different tape from a different genre when I’m in town. Maybe I can even get a DVD player, and then she can have any movie she wants. But as I open my mouth to say something about it, her lips curve into a small, peaceful smile that lights up her whole face. I don’t know how I can be expected to take this little piece of comfort away from her.

      I move closer to her on the couch, hesitate, then put my arm around her. I’m expecting her to shrug me off, but she doesn’t. After all, it is cold in here. We’re pretty far north, and the heating in this cabin is only so-so. Plus, that outfit of hers can’t be all that warm.

      She leans into my body, resting her head on my shoulder. I close my eyes in the comfort of her weight and warmth. I should not be doing this; I should definitely not be doing this. I should be keeping my distance…but it’s only one evening. We’re just keeping warm. It’s all right.

      I lose my ability to focus on the movie. The gunslingers on screen speak in hard to understand southern drawls. Even the occasional sound of gunfire isn’t enough to startle me from the comfortable exhaustion I’m sinking into. At one point, I look down and see that Jenna’s eyes are closed. I feel her breathing deeply against me. She’s fallen asleep, and it’s no wonder after the day she’s had.

      I turn the volume down on the movie, but I leave it on for white noise. Then I shift my position on the couch so I can stoop and lift Jenna into my arms. I move slowly, carefully, and she doesn’t stir as I carry her over to the bed and gently lay her down. She makes a soft sound of unconscious protest as I draw away, but she doesn’t wake.

      “Good night, Jenna,” I say softly. I turn out the light before returning to the couch.
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      The kiss just began, but it may as well have been going on for eternity. It feels to me as if I have always been here, always been doing this. Or maybe it’s just that my whole life has been pointing me toward this moment, this embrace. This kiss.

      God, he tastes good.

      I deepen the kiss, allowing myself to become more lost in him, more lost than I ever have in a kiss.

      He hums, then murmurs my name, his breath soft on my lips. “Jenna.”

      I separate my mouth from his, kiss my way up his jawline to his ear. “Joel.”

      Now that he’s pressed against me, I realize that his body is broader than I had expected. I could probably take shelter from the wind behind him, and as I wrap my arms around him now, I find that he feels very sturdy. I was foolish, I now understand, to be afraid of him. All right, yes, he is big, and the circumstances of our meeting were strange and intimidating, but just look at him now. He’s handling me with such care. His hands are gentle on my back as if he is cradling me upright.

      One of those hands flirts with the waistline of my pants, and I know at once what he wants. I shift closer, making my consent clear, and a moment later his hand slides down the back of my pants and cups the flesh of my ass. I draw in a deep, sharp breath as my body responds to this escalation. I want to jump into his arms and wrap my legs around him, but I restrain myself. Not yet.

      His other hand is on my shirt now, tracing my collarbone with his thumb, gently squeezing my breasts, sliding down my stomach to the hem so he can dip under and repeat his journey in reverse. As his hand makes its way back up my body, the shirt rides up his wrist and forearm, and I lift my hands to allow him to strip it over my head and toss it to the floor. At the same time, much more quickly, he tugs at the waistline of my pants, and they pool around my ankles. I step out of them, kicking them away.

      The sudden exposure to the air makes me shiver, and I move closer to him, pressing against his chest for warmth. He seizes the opportunity to unhook my bra—I feel the catch give—and it falls to the floor between us. He is still fully dressed, where I am almost fully nude, and I feel completely at his mercy. I want him to keep going. I might die if he doesn’t. I press myself to him, begging in every way I know for him to please not stop…

      I blink. I’m staring at wood. A wood floor—no, it’s a wood wall. I’m lying on my side, my head cushioned by a pillow that isn’t as big and soft as my normal pillow. My body is covered by a blanket that is rougher than the one I’m used to, and my heart is racing a mile a minute.

      It was a dream.

      I have had sex dreams before and waking up from them is always frustrating. I stretch, trying to shake off the unsatisfied feeling my body is left with. It’s not like I’m going to do anything to manage my own arousal here in this cabin I’m stuck sharing with Joel.

      Joel. Oh my God. Joel was the man in my dream.

      How could I have a dream like that about him? I don’t want something to happen with my kidnapper, do I? Admittedly, he doesn’t seem to be that bad—he hasn’t been at all violent unless you count violence toward trees. Although the jury is still out on whether I believe his story about my father, I at least maybe believe it. So, it’s not like he’s a children’s storybook kidnapper, an evil villain. There’s some gray area here.

      But still. Joel is not a romantic prospect. He’s a man who makes people disappear for a living, and that’s if he’s even been telling me the truth. How can he be showing up in my fantasies now? That’s crazy. It’s totally out of control. What’s wrong with me?

      It must be because of the knife throwing, I reason. After all, we were close then. His hand was on mine, his broad body right behind me. Is it really that broad, or was that just the dream? I could feel his six-pack abs as he stood close to me. During the movie we sat on the couch together, and…Oh, God, I let him put his arm around me, didn’t I? I totally lowered my defenses. I need to get it together. This is a survival situation.

      Isn’t it?

      I kick off the blankets and sit up in bed, noting that I’m still in yesterday’s clothes. I don’t remember coming to bed. The last thing I remember is being curled up on the couch, watching the gunslingers march across the sand, the familiar shot of their boots kicking up dust. I remember thinking about how many times I’ve watched that same scene with my father. I remember the rise and fall of Joel’s chest, slow and steady, as he breathed. And then…

      I must have fallen asleep.

      I must have fallen asleep in his arms. On the very day he kidnapped me.

      What the hell?

      And, okay, yes, it seems clear that he carried me to bed and covered me with a blanket and didn’t take advantage in any way. But just because he didn’t do anything to me last night doesn’t mean he never will. Maybe this is some kind of long game I don’t understand. After all, cutting me off from all contact, making me fear for my life if I use my real name…it’s pretty suspicious.

      Of course, the explanation could also be exactly what he told me it was.

      I don’t know what to believe, and until I do, I can’t trust him. Which means no more falling asleep on his shoulder, and definitely no more naked fantasies. I’m going to have to get that in check, pronto.

      I get up, make my way to the bathroom, and splash some water on my face, wondering idly why I haven’t seen Joel yet. Maybe he’s outside throwing his knife at trees again. It seems too much to hope for that he might have left me here alone, but I’m edgy not knowing where he is.

      I dry my face and hands on a towel and leave the bathroom, planning to search for him, but before I can take more than a few steps, I’m startled by a snort from the couch. I approach slowly, on tiptoe, and peer over the back. There he is, still asleep, curled up with his face pressed against the cushion. It looks uncomfortable, and for a moment I’m grateful to him for allowing me to have the bed.

      Still walking softly so as not to wake him, I make my way to the kitchen. The curtains are drawn everywhere in the cabin, but here I find a window that has thinner curtains. As I pass by on my way to the refrigerator, I notice there is no light coming through, which means it’s still dark out. I thought it was morning, but it’s still the middle of the night, and Joel is asleep.

      And I’m awake.

      How long do I have before sunrise? I try to figure out what time it is, wishing I had my phone or a watch. How much of a head start on Joel could I get if I left right now? Could I make it through the door without waking him up? How far are we from Colebrook, and could I possibly walk there in stilettos or barefoot? Maybe I could hitchhike? I feel uncertain about trusting my life to strangers passing me by on the street. Would it be better to gamble on that or to continue trusting Joel?

      The fact of the matter is, this might be the only chance I get to run. And I know that if I go now, I need to commit. If he brings me back after an attempted escape, he would only be extra vigilant with me going forward. I wouldn’t get a second chance if I was caught.

      The circumstances might never be this favorable again. If I go now, I should have at least an hour. He won’t know which direction I went, and as long as I don’t wake him up going out the door, I’ll be fine. I decide to leave my shoes—too noisy, too impractical—and turn away from the kitchen window, toward the door.

      He’s sitting up on the couch, watching me.

      I have to stifle a scream. Of course, Joel can’t read minds, but it feels in this moment like he can. I feel caught red-handed, and the terror that shoots through me is so intense that I have to grab the counter to keep myself from falling. Is the look in his eyes menacing, or am I imagining it? Does he know what I was about to do? Is he going to punish me for it in some way?

      He yawns and stretches, excruciatingly slow in all his movements, prolonging my suspense until I feel like I might go mad. “You’re up early,” he says at last.

      “What time is it?” I ask. I want to point out that it’s hardly my fault my internal clock is out of whack. After all, I’ve just returned from Europe, and instead of recovering from my jet lag with my usual early dinner and bedtime, I was kidnapped. But I’m too nervous to go on the offensive. If he’s considering some retribution for my almost-escape, a smart mouth from me might make things worse.

      “It’s five ten,” he says. “But I suppose you’re still on Europe time.”

      “A little.”

      “That makes sense,” he says.

      He gets up off the couch, and I see that he’s changed into baggy pajama pants and a V-neck T-shirt at some point in the night. I’m jealous. It must be nice to have a change of clothes. I wonder, not for the first time, how long I’m going to have to wear this suit. I’m already starting to feel grungy.

      “Why are you up?” I ask him. “You’re not on Paris time.”

      “Early riser,” he says simply. I wonder if it’s true. Maybe he really does get up at five o’clock in the morning. Or maybe he heard me moving around—in which case he’s a very light sleeper—and got up to preempt my escape. It’s probably a good thing I didn’t get out the front door today—it looks like he would have been on me before I could have even made it to the highway.

      I think about the town car parked in the gravel driveway leading up to the cabin. If only I could get the key, I could use it to get away. But I have no idea where Joel is keeping it. Probably on him at all times. I have a better chance at running to Colebrook in heels than I do of picking this guy’s pocket. The town car is out.

      “What are you doing in the kitchen?” Joel asks me. “Looking for something?”

      “Um.” I tear my thoughts away from stealing the car. The last thing I need is for him to realize that I’ve been trying to reason my way through the practicality of an escape. “No, I’m just…hungry.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Didn’t get enough pasta last night?”

      “I guess not,” I say. “I mean, that was, what, eight hours ago? I’m ready for another meal.”

      He is planning to feed me regularly, isn’t he? I know what happens when people don’t have access to nutrition. Their minds become less sharp. Their muscles weaken. Even a few days without eating properly could make it almost impossible for me to escape.

      Joel comes over and opens the refrigerator. He pulls out a carton of eggs, then bends over and grabs a skillet from a low cupboard. “I’ll make breakfast,” he says. “How many eggs do you want?”

      I shrug. “Two, I guess.”

      “I’ll make you three,” he says. “It’s okay if you don’t finish them. We can have leftovers for lunch. But we should definitely cook these before they go bad.”

      “Whatever you say.” I salute him, hoping that isn’t too sassy for first thing in the morning. My goal is to stay on his good side until I can escape.

      Joel smirks and turns to the stove to focus on the eggs, stirring carefully. It occurs to me that the preparation of scrambled eggs is a very involved, if short, process. All his attention will have to stay focused on that skillet for the next five minutes or so.

      Which means that if I want to run, I can probably still do it. I won’t have a lead on him if I go now—at least, not much of one. My best hope will be getting into the woods before he sees which way I’ve gone. If I can lose him in the trees, I can double back to the highway and walk to Colebrook. Of course, I don’t know how far it is, and it’s cold out there, especially considering the fact that I’m planning to go without shoes. But if the alternative is staying here…

      I mean, he said I was going to see Dad soon, but he hasn’t given me any kind of real answer as to when “soon” will be. That’s suspicious. It’s probably a lie, a fabrication designed to keep me here. He’s probably never even spoken to my father. Knowing his name doesn’t prove anything at all.

      And there’s the fact that I know escape will get harder as time goes on. We’re into winter, even though so far there’s been no snow, and I’m only going to get more out of shape, more run down, the longer I stay here. Best to go quickly.

      And then there’s that disturbing dream I just woke up from. I was able to shake it off, of course, but if my subconscious mind is already in thrall to this man, I know I’m at risk. I need to get away from him before something happens that I’ll regret.

      I ease the door open, and the next time I hear the skillet bang from the kitchen, I push my way out through the screen door and set off at a run.
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      I have higher hopes for the eggs than I did for the pasta. Not that I really know how to prepare scrambled eggs, but I’ve eaten them often enough, and I know what they’re supposed to look like. I break all six of the eggs from the miniature carton I bought into the pan. I figure I’ll just stir them around until they start looking like the scrambled eggs you get in a diner.

      We’ve gotten through our first night. It feels like a big deal, like everything is going to be better and easier in the light of day. I’m already thinking about how we’ll pass the next twelve hours.

      Jenna really seemed to enjoy throwing the knife. Maybe we can go out again and set up a new target, farther from the house. We can work on her technique. I can show her how, when you’re standing farther back, you have to grip the knife by the blade to throw it properly so it will flip the correct number of times. Then if you move even farther back, you grip it by the handle again. We can go hiking, maybe, assuming she can be trusted not to take off on me. I’m feeling good about that particular issue, though. Not only is she ill-equipped for a run through the woods, but she also fell asleep on my shoulder last night. I hadn’t anticipated that. She’s getting over her initial mistrust of me more quickly than I’d expected.

      But I can’t let myself get distracted. I can’t forget why we’re here. If I lose sight of the fact that this is a mission and she is a mark, I’ll be putting us both in danger. And Jenna is making it damn hard to focus on my job. Standing in the kitchen by the window this morning, the rising sun shining through the curtain lighting up her skin so it almost seemed to glow, she was radiant. I feel like I’m staring every time I look at her.

      Every change in her since we’ve arrived has only served to make her more beautiful. Letting down her hair from that bun so it spills around her shoulders in soft waves. I want to grab her hair while my mouth covers hers. Then seeing her removing her stockings and walking around bare legged and casual. The shape of her body under that tight skirt more noticeable, making me want to get my hands on her. Waking up rumpled after sleep looking so sexy.

      I sprinkle some salt and pepper on the eggs and push them around with the same wooden spoon I used to make the pasta. Then I set to work cutting up an onion to mix in for extra flavor. I’m concerned I’m not doing this right—the eggs look like they’re getting black on the bottom, and the top is still runny. Jenna mentioned at dinner last night that she knew how to cook. I’m about to call her over for help when suddenly I hear a bang that makes me jump about a foot in the air.

      I spin around. The front door is standing open, and I know instantly that the noise I heard was the screen door slamming closed. Jenna decided to make a run for it.

      I look back at the food and realize the onion is stained red with blood. A split second later, the pain hits—I sliced my finger when the door banged. Swearing under my breath, I pop it in my mouth and turn off the heat under the eggs. I dash across the room and jam my feet into my boots, which takes longer than I’d like because I have to untie and retie them, and then I get to my feet and follow Jenna out the door.

      She’s nowhere to be seen. She’s not on the road that leads from the house to the highway, and I can see much farther in that direction than she could have gotten in this amount of time. So I know she went into the forest. But luck is in my favor in one very important way. Sometime during the night, it snowed—buckets and buckets of snow, untouched by anything out here in the wilderness. Untouched, that is, except for a set of human footprints leading away from the cabin and straight out into the woods.

      Jenna must not have known until she got out here about the snow. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have run. I’m an excellent tracker—I’ve tracked down criminals in crowded cities and marks hiding in packed bars. Finding a barefoot girl leaving footprints in the snow is something I could do in my sleep.

      I can’t believe she ran! I thought we were doing so much better. But maybe I expected too much. After all, she’s only been with me one day, I rationalize to myself as I jog along the path she took through the trees. Sure, I know I’ve got her best interests in mind, but I’m asking her to put her life in my hands based on nothing more than my word. It was always different with my other clients—they all chose to hire me and wanted to disappear. Jenna has had this thrust upon her with no prior explanation. It makes sense that she’s spooked.

      I hope the eggs are still okay. I was looking forward to that breakfast.

      After a while, I notice that the footprints are getting closer together and sinking deeper into the snow. She’s starting to struggle. She’s slowing down. I’m not surprised, given that she’s barefoot. I’m starting to worry now. If I don’t find her soon, frostbite could become an issue. I’m surprised she didn’t think to steal my boots on her way out—it’s what I would have done in her position—but I guess it was a split-second decision. Maybe, if nothing else, this experience will be instructive, and she’ll think twice before she tries something like this again.

      I push aside a tangle of fallen branches, forcing my way through, and she’s just a few yards ahead of me. She’s pushing through the snow like she’s wading in a deep pond, dragging her legs through the drifts. As I watch, her foot sinks so the snow reaches her hip. She pitches forward, landing on her stomach on a pile of snow.

      I’m at her side before she can crawl her way out.

      “Going somewhere?” I ask.

      I know she’s cold and I should get her inside as quickly as possible, but my anxiety for her well-being is subsiding now that I have her in sight, and my irritation is bubbling to the surface. She put both of us at risk by taking off the way she did, not to mention the gamble she took with her own father’s life. Does she not understand the seriousness of the situation? Is she incapable of taking anything seriously? I want to ask her if she realizes she could have died out here, running barefoot through woods that we both know contain wild animals. Did she have any idea where she was going or which way would have led her back to civilization?

      Jenna rolls over onto her back and meets my gaze. She’s breathing heavily, exhausted from her run. I can see fear in her eyes. As I take in her appearance, I realize she honestly believes I might do something to hurt her. Maybe the fact that she was able to relax with me last night when we were watching the movie doesn’t mean as much as I thought it did. After all, she was exhausted then, her body worn out from both travel and the shock of what she must have interpreted as a straightforward kidnapping. I’m sure she feels like she’s thinking more clearly today.

      She doesn’t answer my question. She doesn’t have to. I know, and she knows I know, what she was trying to do.

      “I was almost done with breakfast,” I say, even though I’m not exactly sure that’s true. “I figured you’d at least want to make your escape on a full stomach.”

      “How do I know you weren’t going to poison my eggs?” she asks.

      I don’t even bother with an answer. It’s a ridiculous question—of course I wasn’t going to poison the eggs. Instead, I bend over and take her hand, pulling her to her feet in the snow. Then I scoop her up in my arms and start walking back toward the cabin. She isn’t heavy, and she doesn’t struggle. I guess she’s realized running away is a useless endeavor. I’m lucky it snowed, though. If it hadn’t, I might have had a much harder time finding her given the size of these woods. We’re both lucky. She stands the best chance of survival by sticking with me. Somehow, I need to make her understand that.

      “Listen,” I say. I keep my voice low on the off chance that someone is nearby, although we’ve caused such a ruckus this morning that I feel safe in thinking no one is around to hear us—they would have approached us already. “What I explained to you last night is true. There are people out here who might try to kill you. They might take you captive in order to use you against your father, which could lead to his death. The cabin is the safest place for you.”

      “How am I supposed to believe that?” Jenna asks. “You tell me people might take me captive, but that’s exactly what you’ve done!”

      “Isn’t the devil you know better than the devil you don’t?” I ask her. “Okay, I brought you here against your will. I know that makes me hard to trust. But since we’ve gotten here, all I’ve done is given you food and a warm place to sleep. Even if I were a kidnapper—which I’m not, by the way—wouldn’t you rather be with me than with someone who might torture or kill you?”

      I can see her hesitate. “But I don’t know these other people even exist,” she points out. “You could be making them up to frighten me into staying with you.”

      “Why would I do that?” I ask her. “What’s my motive?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t have any money on you,” I say. “I haven’t been violent or aggressive toward you in any way. I don’t have anything to gain from this, Jenna. I don’t enjoy being isolated in a cabin in the middle of nowhere any more than you do. I’m doing this to save your life.”

      “Why would you care about saving my life?” she asks. “You don’t even know me.”

      “I care because I’m paid to care,” I say. “This is my job. Your father paid me to protect the two of you, and I intend to do it.”

      I don’t add that I’m starting to care for another reason, a much more dangerous reason. I’m starting to want her to be alive because I like her. She’s pretty and spirited and unafraid to question me even when she thinks she might be in danger. I’ve never known a girl like her before, and I’ve made plenty of girls disappear. Honestly, the fact that she tried to escape from me today, as exasperating as it is, only makes me like her more. It shows bravery and a willingness to take chances. If I can just get her to trust me, those qualities will be great assets to the two of us.

      “Put me down,” Jenna says as we approach the cabin. “I can walk.”

      “Are you going to run again?”

      “I don’t think I could,” she says. “My feet are frozen.”

      I nod and let her down, keeping one hand close to her so I can grab her if she makes a break for it. To her credit, she doesn’t. She walks calmly up the porch stairs and into the house.

      I check the eggs. They’re smoky and burned—ruined.

      “Looks like we’re having cold cereal for breakfast,” I say.

      Jenna shrugs and sits down at the table, while I grab a bowl and fill it with lukewarm water, placing it on the floor.

      “Put your feet in there,” I say. “You need to warm up or you could lose a toe.”

      She cooperates. I grab a couple of blankets and wrap one around her shoulders. She drapes the other over her legs, and from underneath it, scoots her way out of her damp skirt. She passes the garment to me, and I take it to the bathroom and hang it on the side of the tub to dry. Getting her new clothes is definitely priority number one. I’ll head over to Colebrook this morning, I decide. I know now that she is a flight risk, but there’s a pair of handcuffs in my bag. I can always lock her up if I have to. She has to have something to wear.

      “Joel?” she says.

      “Hmm?” I’m only half paying attention, trying to decide what the best way is to get her in cuffs without pushing her away from me further. There’s no doubt she’s going to be mad about it.

      “I know you want me to trust you,” she says.

      I nod. There’s no denying that. “It would be better for both of us if you did.”

      “But you get why that’s hard, don’t you?”

      “You think I’m a kidnapper.”

      “I think you might be,” she corrects me. “It’s the kind of thing a person likes to be sure about, you know?”

      I do know.

      “It would just be easier,” she says, “if I felt like you were being completely honest with me. If I thought you were really telling me the truth, I could put my trust in you, and then we could move forward together.”

      “I have been telling you the truth,” I say. “Everything I’ve told you is true.”

      “But you haven’t told me everything,” she says. “I want to know where my father is. If I knew that, it’d be much easier to trust you.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, and I truly am. I know she’s worried. I wish I could tell her. “I keep the map to your father close to my chest.”

      She nods, and for a second I think she’s dropping the subject, but then something in her face changes, and I suddenly wonder if I’ve said too much.
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      “You’re bleeding,” Jenna says.

      “What?” I reply, but I’m not really listening to her. The eggs aren’t just burned, they’re stuck to the bottom of the pan, and I’m concerned I might not be able to use it again. I run through the list of foods I packed for our stay, trying to remember if anything else needed to be cooked in a skillet and would, therefore, be off the menu if I can’t get this one clean. Nothing comes to mind. I decide to soak the pan in hot water and try again in a few hours.

      “I said you’re bleeding,” Jenna says, sounding more urgent. “Your hand.”

      I look down, remembering for the first time that I cut my finger when she surprised me by running out of the house. I’ve been too distracted since then, pursuing her through the snow, to notice the blood trickling from my finger into my palm, but she’s right. The cut is still bleeding freely. One handed, I reach into the highest cupboard for the first aid kit.

      “Let me help,” she says. “You can’t do that one-handed.”

      I frown. “Why would you want to help?”

      “You did just save my life.”

      Well, at least she understands that much. I take the seat beside her at the table and turn to face her. She pours some rubbing alcohol on a cotton ball and reaches for my hand.

      “I don’t think that’s necessary,” I say.

      “Don’t be a baby,” she snaps, snatching my hand. I’m surprised when her dabbing of my wound turns out to be very gentle. She clears the blood away methodically and examines the cut. “This is pretty deep.”

      “I’m all right,” I say, embarrassed to show any weakness.

      “I don’t think you need stitches,” she says. “But we’ll see what it looks like in a couple of hours.”

      “Don’t tell me you know how to do that,” I say.

      “No,” she says. “If you need stitches, you’ll have to go to a hospital.”

      “And what?” I ask. “Trust you not to run away? After this morning, it’s not like you’ve given me much reason to do that.”

      She cups my hand in both of hers and meets my eyes. Like lightning, the two of us are grounded together. Tethered to each other. I can’t break the eye contact she’s initiated, and it feels like she can’t either.

      “I won’t run away while you’re at the hospital,” she says. I believe her.

      I breathe deeply, trying to recover my senses, and take my freshly bandaged hand back from her grip. This isn’t good news.

      Unless I’m much mistaken, there’s some serious chemistry between the two of us. That’s going to make things much harder. When this was just a one-way attraction on my part, I knew there was a good chance of ignoring it altogether. But if Jenna wants me too, she might try to act on that. I have my reasons for wanting to keep up the boundaries of professionalism, but she doesn’t know. She’s never seen what can happen when this kind of thing goes wrong. She’s never lost someone she was supposed to be protecting. Sure, the stakes are always high in matters of the heart, but Jenna has no idea how high they can get.

      And I can’t control her. I can’t even keep her from running out of the cabin barefoot when there’s three feet of snow on the ground, for God’s sake. How can I hope to stop her from acting on her feelings, if she has them? I think she does. The way she held my hand while she was wrapping it. The way she looked into my eyes and promised to stay in the cabin so I wouldn’t be too afraid to get help if I needed it—that was respect and affection. She doesn’t trust me yet. Maybe she doesn’t even like me. But she does feel something. It can’t be denied.

      And the unfortunate fact is that I’m just not that strong. If she tries something, instigates something with me, I don’t know if I’ll be able to resist her. Even now a part of me is wishing for her to pick up my hand again, rub circles in my palm with her thumb, bend over and examine my injury so I can feel her soft breath on my wrist. If I’m vulnerable to these relatively small interactions, how will I react if she tries to kiss me? I’ll never be able to stop her.

      I get up from the table and walk over to the sink. I need to maintain the distance between us. I need to restore the boundaries. “I’m going into town today,” I say. “You need shoes and a change of clothes.”

      She looks surprised. “You’re going to get them for me?”

      “You can’t run,” I say. “It isn’t safe, Jenna.”

      She bites her lip and nods.

      “I have handcuffs,” I say, “in my bag over there. I don’t want to have to use them on you, but I need to keep you safe, and it’s too dangerous out there for you. So tell me you’ll stay in this cabin while I go into town and get your things. Tell me I don’t need to lock you up.”

      She swallows hard. I can see her wrestling with herself, deciding what to say. Finally, she speaks. “Okay,” she says. “You don’t need to lock me up. I’ll stay.”

      I look her in the eyes. I know I’m taking a chance. But her gaze is steady, and for some reason, I believe she’s being honest with me. It’s a small relief: the image of her in handcuffs is the last thing I need right now.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The drive to Colebrook takes about fifteen minutes, and I feel edgy the entire time. Am I making a big mistake, trusting her on her own? What if I come back and the cabin is empty? That could cause all kinds of trouble; Boetsch can make a person disappear just as thoroughly as I can, I’m sure.

      And if she doesn’t fall into his hands? Well, that seems unlikely, but it’s possible she’d have the sense to go to the cops for protection. Which has about a fifty-fifty chance of success. Boetsch has infiltrated a lot of police departments in this area and has officers on his payroll. Maybe she’d get lucky. But if she did, she’d turn me in as the person who kidnapped her, and what would I say? I was just trying to make her disappear against her will so she wouldn’t be killed? Cops wouldn’t go for a story like that. They’re incapable of believing anything that isn’t blindingly obvious.

      I’m itching to turn around and drive right back to the cabin, but I force myself to keep going. I think Jenna is smart. Her father told me she was. And if she is smart, she ought to know enough not to run out into the snow again. Even if she is still thinking about escape, surely she’ll wait until conditions are better. I have to believe that.

      And there was something about the way she looked at me when she promised not to run. There was sincerity in her eyes. I believed her then. I hold on to that now.

      Colebrook is a tiny town. Driving in, I’m not sure I’ll even be able to get the things we need here. The place looks deserted—probably because of the snow—and I can see as I drive down Main Street that several the smaller shops are closed up for the day. Most of the shops seem to be independently owned and operated, rather than part of any chain I recognize. They sell things like flowers, handcrafted candles, and comic books. Three or four coffee shops are also on this one street, which seems excessive. Where do the residents of Colebrook go to buy shoes?

      Finally, at the very end of the road, I spot a chain pharmacy. It doesn’t look too big, but I’m familiar with the chain, and I know it’s probably my best bet of any place I’ve seen in town to get the things I need. I park the car and go inside.

      I know I need to pay cash; I can be tracked by my credit card, and even though it’s unlikely Boetsch will try to track me to get to Jenna or Fred Shears, it’s not a chance I’m willing to take. Fortunately, I thought ahead and withdrew several small sums from my account over the last few weeks. It’s a good habit to be in generally, in my line of work. I try to always keep some cash on me in case of emergency, but leading up to a job it’s even more important. So as I walk into the pharmacy, I’m aware of the large sum in my pocket and the fact that I can make a few purchases here and still stay off the grid.

      Shoes are a top priority and the item I’m least confident about finding. Almost immediately, though, I get a lucky break. I’m wandering down the most likely aisle, strategizing that I’ll have to settle for flip-flops, which wouldn’t be much better than the heels Jenna arrived in, when I spot a pair of orthopedic shoes. They’re ugly and expensive, but they’ll cover her whole foot, and she’ll be able to walk comfortably in them. I should have asked her for her size, but I didn’t think of it, so I take a gamble that she’s a nine. I don’t think her feet are any bigger than that. We can always stuff the toes if we need to.

      The rest of the clothes I’m looking for are easier to find. Nothing’s very stylish, but I find a couple of “I Heart New Hampshire” sweatshirts, some plain colored T-shirts, some leggings and track pants, and a package of cotton panties. I’ve been watching the curves under Jenna’s skirt close enough to feel confident picking her size. I toss them in my basket along with the shoes.

      On my way up to the counter, I load my basket with a few things I think will make our time in the cabin more comfortable. I’ve never had to convince a client to stay with me before, but it’s important to sell Jenna on the merits of our situation. I’m thinking of it as a new challenge. The house needs to be more than safe, in other words. It’s got to be pleasant too. I’m glad I took the time to withdraw more money than I thought I’d need. It’s giving me the freedom to pick up the kind of luxury items that I hope will convince Jenna to give this a chance.

      Is this just the latest manifestation of my attraction to her? Wanting to provide for her? I have to wonder as I’m laying my selections on the counter for the bored-looking checkout girl to ring me up. Am I really trying to make Jenna happy so she’ll consent to stay with me for her own safety? I could just lock her up if that was all it was. Maybe I’m trying to make her happy because I want her to be happy with me.

      I don’t want to use the handcuffs on Jenna. But is that human decency? Or is it more to do with the fact that I don’t want her to hate me?

      This is getting far too complicated.

      The drive back to the cabin is less stressful than the drive to Colebrook was, probably because this time I’m moving toward Jenna instead of away from her. I’m still nervous about what I’ll find when I get back. She probably didn’t run, I tell myself, but if she did, she’s got almost an hour head start on me. And if she’s been out in the snow without proper footwear for an hour…well, she’s definitely going to lose some toes.

      As soon as I drive up to the cabin and park the car, I know I don’t have anything to worry about. I can see her silhouetted in the windows, moving around. I get out of the car and grab my purchases to bring in with me.

      Stepping into the cabin, I’m met with a warm, sweet scent. Jenna has her back to me, working at the stove. “I made breakfast,” she says. “To make up for ruining the eggs.”

      I sit down at the table. She’s cut up several of the fruits I brought—apples, pears, even the grapes are cut in half—into bite-size pieces. Blueberries are sprinkled among them. It’s a fruit salad. It looks delicious, but it doesn’t account for the smell I noticed when I walked in.

      Then she steps back from the stove, saucepan in hand. “Hot chocolate,” she announces and pours it into two cups. She places one on the table in front of me.

      I stare. “How did you make hot chocolate? I didn’t buy any hot chocolate.”

      “You bought chocolate and milk,” she says with a grin. “I just combined it. Try it.”

      I do. It’s delicious. “Thank you.”

      She shrugs. “I was bored.”

      I indicate the plastic bag from the drugstore. “I picked up some things for you.”

      She pulls the bag toward her and lifts out the new clothes, laying them out as carefully as if they were designer garments that she didn’t want to wrinkle. When she gets to the shoes, she smiles. She pulls one over her bare foot, walking a few steps to see if it fits. “You got the right size,” she says.

      “I took a guess,” I say.

      She pulls out the last few things I bought—a couple novels, a book of puzzles, and a few magazines off the impulse buy rack at the front of the store. Then, at the very bottom of the bag, she finds the smallest of my purchases.

      She withdraws her hand, looking confused, and holds it up. “Nail polish?”

      “I don’t know,” I say. My eyebrows shoot up as I shrug. “Don’t girls like to play with nail polish?”

      Jenna bursts out laughing.
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      I’ve read about Stockholm Syndrome, of course, and seen depictions of it in movies and on TV. But even though I know it’s a real thing, it always seemed made up to me. How could a hostage or a kidnapping victim become so overwhelmed by the situation as to develop affection for their captor? I mean, maybe it makes sense for little kids because it’s in their nature to bond with whoever’s caring for them, but an adult would have to be unusually weak-willed to fall victim to something like that, right? Certainly, it could never happen to me. I’m too strong, too smart, too self-aware.

      After less than twenty-four hours with Joel, however, I’m really starting to question that assessment. Something is going on with me. Maybe my sanity isn’t quite as reliable as I’d previously thought. That dream I had about him was alarming enough, but I’m awake now and yet find myself stealing glances at him, noticing the muscles in his arms and the way his hair swoops across his forehead. The strength of his jaw. The softness of his lips. I’m wondering what they might feel like on my skin. I’m probably going crazy.

      And this isn’t just about looks, either. I’ve changed clothes for the first time since we got to the cabin, and I have to admit, I feel like a different person. Not a very stylish person—in a baggy purple unisex T-shirt that comes down to my knees and a pair of black leggings—but I’m clean and comfortable, and that’s thanks to Joel. He didn’t have to get me these things. He took the risk that I might run away from him again, and his only reason for doing so seems to have been to make me more comfortable. If I leave out the kidnapping—or if he’s telling the truth about working for my father and trying to keep me alive—then he’s a kind person.

      It’s confusing. I feel like I should hate him, but I don’t. And I almost feel as if I’m betraying myself by softening toward him. Am I just weak? Am I choosing the path of least resistance because I’d rather focus on being here with a nice man than on being the victim of a kidnapping? Am I stupid? Or is there something more going on?

      I sit down at the kitchen table. Joel is already there, methodically tearing pages out of a book. It doesn’t look like a particularly thrilling book—tilting my head, I see the words “a biography” on the spine, and a name I don’t recognize—but I’m still scandalized by the act. “What are you doing?”

      He points unnecessarily to the stacked pages he’s already ripped out. “Paper.”

      “But, like, why?”

      In answer, he picks up one of the pages, slowly and carefully folds it into the shape of a lily and passes it across the table to me. Perfect. Why does he have to be charming? What am I supposed to do with that?

      I tuck the lily in my hair, behind my ear. “So, you do origami?”

      He nods. “There’s a lot of sitting around in my job. It’s good to have a hobby.”

      “Your job. Which is what, exactly?”

      “I told you,” he says. But he doesn’t sound impatient at having to repeat himself. In fact, he’s reaching for another piece of paper, and as I watch, he begins folding something else, something that looks more complex than the flower he gave me. “I make people disappear.”

      “You can earn a living doing that?”

      “You might be surprised by how many people want a fresh start,” he says.

      “Who?” I ask. “Who needs to disappear like that?”

      “You did.”

      “But this can’t be common,” I say. “People aren’t just disappearing all over the place.”

      “More than you’d think,” he says. “It’s just never been anyone you’ve known personally, that’s all. But certain types of people—”

      “You mean criminals, don’t you,” I interrupt, folding my arms across my chest. Now I understand who he is. How could I have thought he was a decent person? “You help criminals escape justice.”

      He frowns. “Are you a criminal?”

      “Well, no.”

      “I never work with criminals,” he says. There’s a bite in his tone, now. “My clients are people on the run from criminals. People who owe debts, or who have gotten their hands on information someone would kill to protect.”

      I’m about to counter that I don’t owe any debts or know any information, but I stop myself in time. He doesn’t mean me. My father was Joel’s client, the one who wanted to disappear, and he was worried they—whoever they are—would use me to get to him. I don’t know if Joel meant to let slip what my father was hiding from. For the first time, I feel like I have a real clue to what’s going on, but I’m not going to point it out.

      I change the subject quickly. “Why would you choose a job like this? It sounds depressing.”

      “Sometimes it is,” he says.

      “Then why?”

      Joel sighs, gets up, and grabs a beer from the fridge. I’m surprised. I didn’t know there was beer in the cabin, and I thought I’d searched that fridge thoroughly. It must be at the back or something. I resolve to give it a more thorough going-over later. I’m determined to take over the cooking as soon as possible. Joel offers me a beer, which I accept, and sits back down.

      “My father was killed,” he says, a new intensity to his voice. “When I was a kid, just barely a teenager, he pissed off a loan shark. My father was a gambler. When his luck went cold, he borrowed money to keep playing until eventually, they came after him.”

      I don’t know what to say. Having grown up without my mother, I can relate to the loss of a parent. But my mom died when I was a baby, so I can’t quite relate to the grief I see etched on his face. I can’t even imagine losing Dad.

      I rest my hand over Joel’s. “I’m so sorry,” I say, my voice soft.

      A long, uncomfortable moment passes between us, and then he shakes my hand off and gets to his feet, moving toward the refrigerator as if to get another beer. The one on the table is still full, so when he reaches the fridge, he just pulls open the door and stares in awkwardly. I get the feeling he’s looking for something to bail him out of the conversation. Of course, there isn’t any such thing in there. Eventually, he comes back to the table and sits down.

      “It’s all right,” he says. “It was a long time ago.”

      “You couldn’t have gone into this business right away,” I say, “if you were only a kid when that happened.” I’m trying to put the timeline together and also hoping to distract him from a topic that’s clearly painful to talk about.

      “Well, no, but I never really put it out of my mind,” he says. “I didn’t want anyone else to ever have to go through what I did. Losing someone that way. My dad was a gambler, sure, and not always the best guy. But he didn’t deserve to die the way he did. My mom didn’t deserve to lose her husband.”

      “And you didn’t deserve to lose your father,” I say.

      He nods slowly. “Anyway, I joined the military. I had a friend there. Shadow, we all called him. It wasn’t unusual in the SEALs to choose yourself a nickname.”

      “Did you have one?”

      He chuckles. “No.”

      “You can tell me if you had one,” I say. “I promise I won’t laugh at it.”

      “Well, I didn’t,” he says. “Nobody ever gave me one, and I didn’t want to be one of those guys who decide their own nickname. Even if everyone else was doing it.”

      “A rebel. I like it.” I keep my tone jocular, but actually, I do like it. It’s easy to go along with what the group is doing. I imagine in a military organization, where you’re conditioned to follow orders, behaving like a maverick is even harder. Not that not nicknaming yourself is anything to be especially proud of. It’s starting to feel like my crush on Joel is so out of control that I’ll seize on anything that makes him seem more attractive.

      God, did I just call it a crush?

      Joel is still talking. “Shadow saved my life,” he says. “I took a bullet to the leg on a mission, so close to an artery I could have bled to death on the battlefield. He dragged me to safety. He risked his own life to do it. After that, I felt a kind of karmic responsibility to spend my life helping people. And given my personal history, what happened to my dad…” He shrugs. “It was easy to decide, at that point, what I wanted to do.”

      “That’s kind of beautiful,” I say.

      “I don’t know about that. I just sleep better at night thinking about the mothers who don’t lose their children, the families that aren’t torn apart because of what I do.”

      “Like my dad?” I say.

      He looks at me. “So you believe me?”

      “I think I do.” His story was so full of emotion, and the detail of it obviously meant so much to him. I can’t imagine he made all that up just to trick me, especially in light of the fact that he has handcuffs here. He doesn’t have to persuade me at all; he can just lock me up. There must be a reason he isn’t.

      And there’s a deeper reasoning here. Even as I’m trying to logic it out and figure out whether Joel is trustworthy, my gut has already decided. I’m not afraid of him. I think he’s telling me the truth, and that he does have my best interests in mind.

      It’s a scary thing to accept, because it means the real danger is outside these walls, in a world I considered friendly. It means unknown forces are seeking to harm me, and the only way I can hope to escape them is by entrusting my life to this stranger. But it also means that, here in the cabin, I can relax. I can feel secure with Joel.

      He stands again and goes to the fireplace. In a minute, we have a roaring blaze. While watching him work, I notice that I’m shivering. The snow is still coming down outside, and the temperature has dropped significantly. I join Joel on the thick carpet that’s spread in front of the fireplace, drawing warmth from the flames and from his body. He hands me a log, indicating that I should feed it into the fire. I do, somewhat hesitantly.

      “You’ve never done that before,” he says.

      I laugh. “Was it that obvious?”

      “You seemed nervous.”

      “Playing with fire is dangerous.”

      His hand is on mine. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you, Jenna. It’s my job.”

      I look from his hand up into his eyes.

      “I care about you,” he says, finally, almost reluctantly.

      I nod. It’s all I can do. The words I care about you, too are caught in my throat.

      His hand slides up my arm, wraps around my shoulders, and a split second before he turns me toward him I realize he’s about to kiss me. I have no time to brace myself, mentally or physically, to consider whether this is a smart move. Unthinkingly, instinctively, I am kissing him back. My hands are already finding their way under his shirt to pull it over his head as his hands slip down the back of my hands and grip, pulling me closer.

      I can’t think. He’s easing me down onto the rug, his body covering mine, sliding my pants down over my hips, and I’m shifting my weight to make it easier for him because I want this. My body wants this. As I lock eyes with him, my mind catches up to us, and I know that every part of me wants it. I reach up with my arms and legs and pull him down, breathing his name into his ear.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Where are you going?” Joel murmurs.

      “To the bathroom,” I whisper. “Stay.”

      He nods sleepily and rolls away from me, toward the warmth of the fire.

      Thank God for men always falling asleep right after sex. I step lightly, knowing that if he hears what I’m doing, he’ll wake up quickly. I grab my clothes on the way to the bathroom, and right before I shut the door, I also grab a small black bag that’s been sitting on the kitchen floor since our arrival yesterday.

      Once in the bathroom, I lock the door and turn on the water. I’ve got to move quickly. I tug my clothes back on and immediately begin searching the bag, trying not to make too much noise with the zippers. I don’t want to rely too much on the sound of the running water to cover me. All he would have to do is notice that the bag is gone.

      I don’t think Joel would hurt me. Not anymore. I believe he cares for me, and honestly, I care for him too. The intimacy between us just now was real. It makes me feel that much worse about what I’m about to do. It feels like a betrayal. But I think it’s a necessary one.

      Finally, I find what I’m looking for and exit the bathroom. Joel is still dozing in front of the fire, a contented half-smile on his face. I take a moment to steel myself. This is not going to be fun.

      Whipping the handcuffs from the bag out of my pocket, I clap one end around his wrist and the other around an exposed pipe running from floor to ceiling on the wall beside the fireplace. Then I move quickly, grabbing his shirt from the floor and jumping out of his reach.

      Joel, of course, is immediately alert. “What the hell?”

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m sorry, Joel.”

      He understands immediately. I can see it in his eyes. “Jenna, don’t do this.”

      “I really do care about you,” I say. I’m already rummaging through his shirt pockets. The breast pocket. That’s where I’ll find the information I need. I keep the map to your father close to my chest, he said. My hand closes around a piece of paper, and I stuff it into my sock, not having any pockets of my own to work with. “I have to find my dad,” I say. “I have to know that he’s okay.”

      “Jenna, we can talk about this,” he protests, pulling at the cuffs.

      But I’m done talking. I’ve tried to talk. He hasn’t given me answers. I pull on the shoes he bought for me, grab the car keys from the counter, and set off into the snow to find out the truth for myself.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 12

        

        

    
    






          Jenna

        

      

    
    
      As I pull away from the cabin, I’m already wondering if I made the right decision.

      The map is easy enough to read, thank goodness. It shows the town of Colebrook to the south, and some miles above it, a red dot that I can tell denotes where we’ve been staying. Farther up, about equally as far from our cabin as Colebrook is, there’s a second dot. That must be the second safe house. It has to be.

      I navigate carefully down the gravel driveway, grateful for the fact that Joel has already driven here today and disturbed the snow that’s still coming down. I hope the roads themselves aren’t too awful.

      The first turn takes me up a steeply graded incline, and although I can see that the road has been plowed and salted, I’m still nervous. Driving up the side of a snow-covered mountain is one of the scariest things I’ve ever done. The only thing keeping me from turning around and going back is the thought that I’ll find my father at the top. If he’s up there, it’s worth driving through any weather conditions, even along the side of the mountain. All I can think about is whether or not he’s all right.

      Well, that and Joel.

      There’s a part of me that can’t believe what just happened between us—that I finally gave in to my overwhelming attraction for him like that. Now that I’m not in the room with him, I’m questioning myself. Was it just a moment of weakness? But I don’t think it was. I felt so connected to him. Somewhere between hearing the story of how he lost his father at such a young age and lying down in front of that fire, something changed between us. Something fundamental. I no longer felt at his mercy. Maybe that’s what ultimately gave me the strength to steal the handcuffs and map and make my move.

      But I feel terrible. How could I have left him locked up like that? Right after we had sex. Right after he went into town and specifically chose not to lock me up. How will he ever forgive me?

      I had to do it, I tell myself over and over as I steer up the side of the mountain. Repeating the mantra helps me focus, distracting me from my fear. I had to do it. I have to know where Dad is, and Joel was never going to tell me. This was the only way.

      Now I just have to work on believing that.

      Eventually, the path leads me to a long and winding driveway that ends at a small wooden cabin like the one I’ve just left. I’m immediately hopeful that I’ve come to the right place. Not only is it another cabin in the middle of the woods, but I can see that the lights are on inside. Someone is home. However, I don’t recognize the older vehicle parked in front.

      Did Dad buy a different car? Is someone else there with him?

      I park the car I’m driving, but suddenly I find myself unwilling to get out. Am I really ready for this? After all, if what Joel has told me is true, Dad is mixed up with some unsavory people. Joel said he doesn’t protect criminals, and I don’t really think Dad would have done anything illegal anyway, but I can’t help remembering Joel’s own story about what happened to his father. Could my dad have racked up insurmountable gambling debts and now have loan sharks coming after him?

      And if he has, how am I going to forgive that? After all, his life isn’t the only one that’s been affected. According to Joel, I’m in mortal danger, and the only thing I can do to ensure my safety is to change my whole identity. I’m losing the person I’ve been all my life, and my father’s actions are to blame. I don’t want to walk in there and immediately be angry with him, but I’m honestly worried that as soon as I see him, I’ll start yelling.

      Maybe Joel was right. Maybe I shouldn’t have come.

      But I did come. And now that I’m here, there’s no chance I’m not going to walk through that door and at least face him. No matter how angry I am, he’s still my father. I love him. I want to see that he’s all right.

      I wade through the snow to the front door and knock.

      Silence.

      Of course. If he’s in hiding, he’s not very likely to answer a knock on the door. I knock again, and this time I announce myself. “Dad! It’s Jenna!”

      A beat. Then the door flies open. Dad stands before me, his eyes wide as saucers. “Jenna!”

      And then we’re embracing, and all my worries evaporate. I don’t care. I don’t care what he did to get us into this situation, or whether he’s been dishonest with me all my life. I don’t care about everything I’m losing or the terror I went through when Joel kidnapped me from the airport. All that matters is that my father is here, that we’re back together. We’re both alive and well. Everything else, we can figure out.

      He steps back and looks me over. “My God, I was worried about you.”

      “So you did hire Joel?” I ask. “It was true?”

      He nods. “Didn’t he tell you?”

      “He was a complete stranger, Dad. He picked me up at the airport and drove me to a cabin in the middle of the woods before he bothered to explain himself. What was I supposed to think?”

      Dad rubs a hand over his chin, and I notice for the first time that he’s grown a bit of stubble and there’s dirt under his nails. Dad is usually immaculately groomed. This experience has taken its toll on him, I realize, just like it has on me.

      “Come in,” he says finally, and with a hand on my back, steers me toward a table. I notice that his cabin is arranged much like my own: a single room with the only door leading to what is probably a tiny bathroom.

      Once I’m installed at the kitchen table, Dad rummages in his refrigerator and brings out two sodas and a brick of cheese. I wait while he slices the cheese and arranges it on a plate with some crackers and grapes. It’s not exactly cooking, but working with food was always good for Dad’s emotional state after a tough day at work, and I’m glad he still has the opportunity to do that. At the same time, though, I’m thinking about Joel’s feeble attempts at food preparation and my own promises to cook for him. Once again, my conscience twinges a bit at the way I left him.

      Dad serves up the food and joins me at the table. “I needed to make sure you were safe,” he said. “I knew that once I dropped off the grid, you would be targeted. That’s why I had Joel meet you at the airport and take you to the safe house. I’m sure it was alarming for you, and I’m sorry about that, Lima Bean. I wish I’d had time to explain in person. But it was absolutely necessary.”

      “You can explain in person now,” I say. “What happened, Dad? Who are we hiding from?”

      He sighs. “A man named Carl Boetsch,” he says, running his hand over his scruffy chin once more. “He’s a nightclub owner, and I was sent in to audit his expenses last year. I discovered he’d been profiting illegally as a loan shark, lending out money to people on the fringes and demanding exorbitant interest rates, sending hit men to collect when they couldn’t pay. Of course, I would have had to report it to my superiors, but before I could, I found my tires slashed. I knew it was a warning. I don’t know if Boetsch knows what I found, or if he was just telling me to stop looking, but I do know that people who cross him tend to turn up dead.”

      I feel like my mind is caught in a whirlpool. “If that’s true, why hasn’t he been arrested?” I ask. “If he’s linked to so many deaths?”

      “Because he’s not closely linked to them,” Dad says. “It’s not something anyone but an auditor would notice, because there’s no public record of the loans and collections. He was strictly under the table. You see, as I was going through his financial records, I noticed suspicious figures. Round sums transferred to a variety of people. But when I looked into who those people were, I couldn’t see a connection. They weren’t any kind of service provider, nor were they personal friends or employees of Boetsch. The connection, I finally realized, was that many of them had declared bankruptcy at some point in their lives, and many of them had died young. It wasn’t conclusive, but it was a chilling pattern, and significant evidence.”

      I think it is, too, and I shudder at the thought of this Carl Boetsch coming after my father. I’m proud of him for figuring it out, but I’m equally terrified. If Boetsch truly doesn’t hesitate to kill, then Dad and I could be next. And Joel is probably in danger, too, for helping us.

      “What do we do?” I ask.

      “I’m sure Joel has talked to you about it,” he says. “We change our identities. We disappear so Boetsch can never find us. I’ve invested nearly all my savings in this. I hired Joel to help us secure the documents we need to start a new life and get us set up far away from here.”

      “And Boetsch goes free?” I ask. It seems like there must be a way to turn him in. We can’t just walk away from what we know.

      “Boetsch goes free,” Dad says. His shoulders slump, and his hand goes to his chin. I can tell this aspect of the situation has been weighing on him. Dad is an idealist and always has been. The idea of justice not being served and a guilty and violent man being allowed to continue his life of crime must be torturing him. “Boetsch goes free,” he says again, “and so do we.”

      I nod. “I’m just so glad you’re okay,” I say, leaning over to hug my father again.

      In that moment, it’s like all the anxiety I’ve been feeling over the past twenty-four hours has been washed away. He’s safe, and I’m safe. Not only that, it’s a huge relief to realize that he hasn’t committed any crimes or done anything terrible to ruin our lives. I’m ashamed of myself for even thinking he could have. Of course this situation isn’t his fault. I should have known better. All he was doing was his job, and he just happened to stumble into something dangerous. We’re both in over our heads now, but at least we’re in it together. And at least we’ve got Joel to help us out.

      At the thought of Joel, my conscience nudges me again. My father has confirmed his story—Joel has done nothing but try to help and protect us, and I repaid him by handcuffing him in the cabin and stealing his car, going against the instructions he was clear about. I hope I didn’t put him at risk by doing that. I still think he should have taken me to my father right away, instead of keeping us separate, but I’m starting to regret the way I handled it.

      Dad seems to be reading my mind. “Where is Joel, anyway?” he asks.

      Even though I’m not proud of it, I admit to what I had to do to get away. Dad frowns. “I’m not sure that was wise,” he says. “You should get back there right away.”

      I can’t help defending myself. “He shouldn’t have kept us apart. It would have been so much easier for me to trust him if I could have spoken to you from the beginning.”

      Dad nods. “I know. But Joel is the expert. There’s a reason I paid so much for his help. He knows what he’s doing, and he knows how to keep people safe. The best thing we can do is obey his instructions to the letter.” He sighs and hugs me again. “As much as I don’t want you to go, sweetheart, I think you need to get back there and let him know what you did. And don’t leave that house again unless he tells you to.”

      “Come with me,” I urge, thinking quickly. “We’ll go back together and get him. Maybe once we’re all in the same place, he’ll be able to come up with a plan that lets us stay together. He’s smart, Dad, and like you said, he’s the best at his job.”

      I know Joel won’t be happy with me for what I’ve done, but I also know he wants me to be happy. We’re talking about the man who picked out nail polish for me, for God’s sake. If there’s a way for Dad and me to stay together, I know he’ll be willing to try it. What I don’t mention—what I don’t even want to think about right now—is that half an hour ago we were naked together on the floor of our cabin. There’s no privacy in there, and I’d be completely sacrificing any chance to have sex with Joel again. But to have my father nearby, it’s worth it.

      But Dad shakes his head. “I wish I could,” he says, “but Joel instructed me to stay here in this safe house no matter what. For all I know, I could be risking your life by leaving.”

      “I can’t believe you can trust him so blindly,” I say. “How can you be sure he’s right about all this?”

      “It’s the best chance I have,” Dad says. “It’s the best chance either of us has, Jenna. I told you. I don’t know how to keep us safe from Boetsch, but Joel does. I trust him because I have to trust him. I don’t have any other choice.”

      I know he’s right. As much as I want to stay, or beg him to come with me, Joel is the one who knows what he’s doing. I hug my father one last time, hoping with everything in me that we’ll see each other soon, and then I pull on my coat and move toward the door.

      And freeze.

      From outside the cabin, I can just about make out a soft, regular crunching noise like the sound of heavy boots walking through snow. And they seem to be getting closer.

      I stare at my father, and he stares back at me. I can see my own confusion and fear reflected in his eyes as we mutually realize that neither of us has the slightest idea what to do.
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      My eyes flick to the light switch on the wall beside the door. The light in the cabin was the thing that first alerted me to my father’s presence, after all, and I know it will be a dead giveaway to whoever’s outside that someone is in here.

      Dad is already shaking his head, clearly following my train of thought. “It’s too late,” he says, whispering. “They’ve already seen the light.”

      He’s right. If we turn it off now, we’ll just give ourselves away even more.

      I crouch down on the floor near the wall so I won’t be seen through the window, and Dad follows suit. “Did you hear a car?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “I wasn’t paying attention, though,” he says. “They might have driven up earlier, while we were talking. I was so happy to see you, someone could have been setting off fireworks out there and I wouldn’t have noticed.”

      I feel the same way. “Who do you think it could be?” I ask. “There’s no one else staying here, is there?” I’m thinking of the custodial way Joel has been treating me and hoping the footsteps belong to a similar guardian who’s been left in charge of my father. But glancing around the cabin, I already know there isn’t much hope of that. There’s no sign of anyone else living here.

      “No,” he confirms. “Only Joel was supposed to know where I was. It was even a secret from you, remember? And he knew you would never betray me. He doesn’t give things away.”

      “But it can’t be Joel,” I say, thinking out loud. “I left him handcuffed to the pipes in the safe house.”

      “You did what? Did you leave the key to the handcuffs with him?” Dad asks, aghast.

      “I didn’t see the key,” I say. “I assume it was in the bag I took the handcuffs from, which I left in the bathroom on the opposite side of the cabin. There’s no way he would have been able to reach it.”

      “It’s possible he had the key on him.”

      “And walked all the way here?”

      “That would explain why we didn’t hear a car,” I say, but I can tell Dad doesn’t believe this theory any more than I do. If Joel had had the key, he wouldn’t have sat there asking me not to go. He would have taken it out immediately, freed himself, and stopped me. Besides, it would have taken much longer for him to walk here than it would for me to drive, especially in this weather. I don’t think there’s any way he could have made it here this quickly.

      “Do you think it’s him?” I whisper, fear chilling me. “Carl Boetsch?”

      Dad’s face is grim. “Go wait in the bathroom, Jenna. Close the door.”

      “I’m not going to hide in there while he…” I can’t finish the sentence any more than I can leave my father alone. If Boetsch is on the other side of that door, I’m going to do everything I can to prevent him from hurting Dad.

      The footsteps stop.

      I stare at Dad, frozen in place by fear. Now what?

      Then the silence is broken by a knock at the door. “Open up! Police!”

      A wash of relief comes over me. Police. Finally, someone I know I can trust.

      It feels like all our problems are about to be solved. We can tell the officer about Carl Boetsch and his crimes, and we’ll be protected. We won’t have to change our identities after all.

      I start to get to my feet, but Dad grabs my arm and holds me in place. He shakes his head vigorously and mimes with both hands that I should stay down.

      I watch as he creeps toward the window, keeping his body hunched low, and peers over the sill. Then he turns back to me. Uniform, he mouths, and I understand. He was checking to see whether the person at the door was a legitimate police officer.

      I crawl to his side. “Do we let him in?” I whisper.

      “I don’t know,” he whispers back.

      The knock comes again. “Open the door!”

      “He’s going to break it down if we don’t,” I say.

      Dad frowns but goes to the door. He pauses with his hand on the knob and waves me toward the bathroom.

      Emphatically, I shake my head.

      Dad sighs and opens the door. “Good evening, officer,” he says. “Is there a problem?”

      “May I come in?” the officer asks. He’s tall and muscled, with closely cropped hair and a clean-shaven face.

      I can tell Dad is hesitant, but there’s no good reason we can give for denying admittance to the police without casting suspicion on ourselves. Besides, the police aren’t hunting for Dad, and I’m sure Dad would recognize Boetsch if he saw him.

      Dad steps back into the cabin, and the man crosses the threshold. “I’m here on behalf of Joel Rust,” he says.

      “You know Joel?” I can’t keep myself from speaking up.

      The man looks at me for the first time. “You’re Jenna, aren’t you?” he asks.

      I don’t confirm or deny that. “What are you doing here?”

      “Joel sent me,” he says. “My instructions are to pick you up—both of you—and bring you with me.”

      “Bring us where?” Dad asks, his voice tight.

      “We have to get out of here,” the man says, glancing behind him. “I can explain on the way. But Joel’s instructions are for you both to come with me, and I’m to take you to the next safe house. I’ve got a car ready outside. I suggest you grab your things, because we need to move as quickly as possible.” He rests his hand on his belt, and I notice a gun tucked against his hip.

      Dad looks as uncomfortable with this new development as I feel. “Joel didn’t mention that anyone would be coming,” he says.

      “It was a last-minute decision,” the man says. “He just called me.”

      I see Dad’s eyes flick to me for confirmation, and I tilt my head slightly to indicate that this is plausible. I know Joel had a phone—I saw it in the cabin—and it seems likely that he would have kept it near him so he could reach it in a hurry. Especially to be available if my dad called. Maybe this man is here to collect us and bring us back to Joel. That would make sense. But if that’s the case, why wouldn’t he just tell us where we were going? And what would the big hurry be?

      “What’s your name?” Dad asks.

      “Shadow,” the man replies.

      I stifle a gasp. This is Shadow? Joel’s old friend from the SEALs who saved his life? It’s probably the only name he could have given that would have made me trust him. And I don’t think for a minute that he’s an imposter. There’s no way anyone could have known Joel would tell me that story. Joel himself didn’t want to talk about his time in the SEALs at first. No, this must be the real Shadow, and I know for a fact that he is telling the truth about being Joel’s friend.

      “Shadow?” Dad says, raising an eyebrow. “That’s a name?”

      “It’s a nickname,” Shadow says. “I got it when I was in the service.”

      “What branch?”

      “Navy.”

      Dad grunts. Having been in the Army, I’m sure he would have felt more inclined to trust a fellow soldier than a sailor. He trusts Joel, though, and suddenly I wonder how much he knows about Joel’s military past.

      “Dad,” I say. “I think he’s telling the truth. Joel told me about his friend Shadow from the Navy.”

      Shadow nods, looking relieved. “That’s me.”

      “But what are you doing here?” I ask. “Joel didn’t say you were involved in our protection, or even that you worked with him. He didn’t even tell me you were a cop. He just mentioned that the two of you had served together.” I don’t add the part about Shadow having saved Joel’s life. I have a feeling that if he knows I know that part of the story, he won’t try as hard to prove himself, and I can see by the look on Dad’s face that he still needs a little persuading.

      “I wasn’t involved,” Shadow says. “Not until today. But Joel and I go back a long way. We served together like you said. We’d both do anything for each other. So when he called me and said he needed a favor, I didn’t hesitate to get involved. Besides, I know cops in this precinct, and from what he told me, it sounds like the two of you have some criminal activity you might want to report.” He looks from Dad to me and back. “Probably best to talk about it while we travel, though.”

      I follow Shadow to the door, but Dad hangs back. “This doesn’t seem right,” he says quietly. “Jenna, hold on a minute.”

      Shadow’s face is tight, and his body is at attention. “I explained to you that we’re in a hurry, didn’t I?” he says. “Joel was clear about this part. He stressed it to me several times. We need to move fast. This house is no longer safe for the two of you.”

      “Dad,” I say, “We can trust him. Come on. Joel did tell me about him. They’re old friends.”

      “Just because they were friends, it doesn’t mean they’re working together now,” Dad says. He’s speaking slowly, almost as if he’s trying to delay things, and I recognize the look on his face as one he wears when he’s solving a puzzle. “What Joel told me,” he says, “was that nobody else would ever come to this cabin. He said he was the only one who had the location, and that it was going to stay that way. He and I would be the only ones to come here.”

      “And your daughter,” Shadow corrects, seemingly automatically.

      I blink. That sounded like Shadow thought Joel put me here from the beginning. Did Joel not explain what I did? I was assuming he had called Shadow to bring us back because I ran away, but if that’s the case, wouldn’t Shadow know that I was supposed to be at another safe house? I’m not sure what to make of it. I can see by Dad’s expression that he noticed too, and Shadow’s statement raised the same questions in his mind as it did in mine.

      “What Joel said,” Dad says, still speaking slowly, still wearing his puzzle-solving expression, “was that he would be the only visitor to the cabin, and if anyone else knocked, I wasn’t to open the door.” I see something cross his face and know that he’s realized something, and I want to ask him what it is, but he goes on speaking. “But I did open the door,” he says. “I went against Joel’s orders by letting you in.”

      “That doesn’t matter,” Shadow says quickly. “Those original orders no longer apply, not in light of the new situation.”

      “No,” Dad says. “Joel knew he told me not to answer the door, so if he was sending someone to the cabin, he wouldn’t have had them knock. He would have thought of some other way for you to signal me and let me know that it was safe to let you in.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Shadow says. His voice is tense now, and as he steps toward us, we both automatically step back. “I have a phone in the car. We’ll call Joel, and he can explain everything.”

      But Dad shakes his head. “I don’t think so,” he says.

      I close my eyes, wishing Joel was here, wishing he could somehow let us know what the right choice is. This is all my fault for leaving him chained to that pipe. If Shadow is telling the truth and Joel did call him, then I’m the one who made Joel feel like he needed to do it. And if Shadow is lying to us, we have no hope of Joel coming to our rescue, and that’s my fault too. Either way, I’m starting to agree with my father. Shadow’s story doesn’t feel right, and even if he is Joel’s old friend from the Navy, I don’t want to go with him.

      “What are you talking about?” Shadow says. The muscles in his neck are bulging, and his face is getting red. “I told you already: my instructions came from Joel, so this is what he wants. And time is of the essence. We really can’t stand around discussing this any longer. I know you’re aware of who’s after you, Fred. The danger you’re in. Do you really want to gamble like this with your life? Your daughter’s life?”

      “Leave her out of it.” Dad seems just as angry as Shadow now. “I don’t believe your instructions are from Joel. I don’t know who you are or what you want—my daughter seems to think you’re telling the truth about your identity, at least, but something doesn’t add up here. We’re not coming with you unless you can explain to our satisfaction why the plan has changed.”

      “There isn’t time for that,” Shadow says. “As I told you before, I’d be happy to explain everything once we’re in the car, but we need to move now.”

      “What happens if we don’t?” I ask. “What happens if we stay here?”

      Shadow hesitates. I’m expecting him to say that Boetsch will show up and that we need to be away before he gets here. Instead, he rests his hand on his gun again, and with his thumb, unsnaps the strap that’s keeping it in its holster.

      “If you don’t come willingly,” he says, “I’ll have to bring you against your will.” And then he draws the weapon. Although he doesn’t aim it at either of us, he holds it in front of him in plain view. The meaning is clear: he is armed, we are not, and if we value our lives we will do as he says.

      Joel couldn’t have ordered this. There’s no way his instructions included menacing my father and me with a gun.

      Except…two days ago, I would have said that there was no way my father would ever order my kidnapping. Now I know that he did, and that he did it for my own safety. Sometimes it’s hard to see the big picture when you’re in a moment like this. I have to admit, I’m still not entirely sure whether or not Shadow can be trusted. Is he using the gun because he is working for the bad guy? Or is it merely a last resort to get us to where Joel needs us to be?

      More than ever, I wish Joel were here to answer the questions that are swirling through my mind.
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      Unbelievable. If someone had asked me, five minutes before Jenna pulled out the handcuffs, if she had been capable of something like this, I would have said absolutely not.

      I mean, sure, she’s feisty. She hasn’t hesitated to question me at any point, even when she knew nothing about me except that I had her locked in a car on the way to an undisclosed location. At that point, for all she knew, I could have been a violent criminal. And she still stood up to me and demanded answers. So it’s not her daring that surprises me.

      Nor am I surprised by her cleverness in finding and using the handcuffs. Jenna has already shown herself to be mentally adept. And I’m not surprised she managed to overpower me long enough to get the cuffs on me. I remember how quickly she took to throwing the knife. Physically, she’s quick and sharp. I don’t think she’d last long against me in hand to hand combat, but with the element of surprise on her side, it makes sense that she was able to best me.

      And, of course, I knew she was a flight risk. Just this morning she tried to run. I would be foolish to write off the possibility that it could happen again.

      But I guess I was foolish. I guess I thought that what had transpired between us—both the open and honest discussions and the physical intimacy—meant that we had reached some new level of trust. Sometime between my telling her about Shadow and her hand slipping down my pants, I assumed we’d reached an agreement that we were on the same side.

      Apparently, I assumed wrong.

      Honestly, I’m impressed. She must have been thinking about fleeing even as we were having sex. I couldn’t possibly have planned an escape under those circumstances. I can’t decide whether to be angry with her or to like her even more than I already did, but both feelings are overshadowed by a sense of fear and dread that something awful will happen to her. I know it isn’t safe for her outside this cabin. I’ve tried to tell her. She insisted on thinking she knew best. And now I’ll be lucky to get her back in one piece.

      The first order of business is to get myself out of these cuffs. I’ve been trying to pick the lock for several minutes now, but the only thing I’ve been able to reach to use as a lockpick is my knife, and it just isn’t very effective. The blade is too broad, even at the tip. Finally, I’m forced to concede that it isn’t going to work, and I sheathe the knife.

      I have to hurry. I’m losing time here.

      I brace the soles of my feet against the wall. Since picking the lock isn’t working, I’m really only left with one way to get out of here. It’s not going to be pretty. It might mean permanent damage to the cabin, and it might even mean damage to me. But the thought of Jenna, alone in these mountains, and Carl Boetsch on the loose, steels my resolve. I can’t allow anything to happen to her. She’s my responsibility. I close my eyes, count to three, and then on an exhale I push with my legs, hard.

      With a slow creak, the bolts holding the pipe to the wall give way. The metal pieces wrapped around it begin to bend, and the pipe itself pulls out from the wall, toward me. I have a fraction of a second to celebrate the success of my plan before the pain in my wrist hits, and I stop pulling for a moment, gasping. The pain doesn’t abate. I know better than to apply the full force of my body weight to such a weak pressure point, of course, but what else could I do?

      I manipulate my wrist carefully. I don’t think it’s broken, but I am going to have a deep bone bruise, particularly if I keep up this pulling…

      You have to do it, I tell myself. Gritting my teeth, I count to three, then tug against the pipe hard. The final bolts crack their way free of the wood, and the pipe collapses to the floor.

      I skitter backward, prepared to be doused in water or something, but I’m in luck. It looks like nothing is channeling through this pipe. It must have been a fixture from before the plumbing was modernized. Carefully, I tug the pipe through the circle of the handcuff until it has come free and I’m cuffed to thin air. Now I can travel with the cuff dangling from my arm, which is awkward and unpleasant but will do.

      Of course, it’s possible Jenna didn’t take the key with her… I cast about for my black bag, finally locating it in the bathroom of all places. Jenna must have snuck it in here with her. If I had been paying attention to her instead of basking in how great the sex had been, I would have been able to stop her from doing what she did…but no point in revisiting that now. What’s done is done. And she did, in fact, leave the key. I free myself from the handcuffs and stuff them into my pocket. You never know.

      The key Jenna didn’t forget, of course, was my car key. Even though I’m confident I know exactly where she went this time—she’ll have followed the map straight to her father—it’s going to be considerably more difficult for me to go after her. I pull on my boots, thanking my lucky stars that I thought of getting her shoes so she wouldn’t learn from her past mistake and steal mine; there’s no way I would have been able to hike five miles through the snow barefoot.

      I make the journey in half an hour. For one thing, once I’m out of the cabin and onto the main road, I can see the treads of her tires in the snow. That spurs me on. It lets me know I’m going in the right direction—not that I really had any doubt—and provides a convenient footpath for me to run along. I set a good pace and end up running the whole way. It’s like being back in basic training, jogging along rough-terrain courses designed to test me.

      Finally, after what feels like days of running, the cabin comes into view. Sure enough, there’s my car, parked crookedly in the driveway. I’m so single-minded in my approach, so busy planning what I’m going to say to her when I get inside, that I almost don’t notice the enormous red flag—a police car is parked on the street.

      Immediately, my blood chills. No one is supposed to know Jenna and Fred are up here. This cabin is private property. There is no reason for a police car to be here unless one of them called it. Jenna might do such a thing, but I know for a fact that Fred would not. He understands the risks.

      But how else to explain the presence of the car?

      Doing my best to move quietly, I creep around to the side window of the cabin. It’s high off the ground, above my head, but I can just barely hook my fingers over the sill and pull myself up by bracing my feet against the wall. I peek in, trying to understand what’s going on.

      Three figures are standing inside the cabin. The first is easily recognizable as Jenna—I feel like I could pick her out anywhere. I feel a rush of relief at the realization that she’s unharmed. I hadn’t fully known how worried I was until now. Thank God she’s safe.

      Fred is there too. I identify him after a moment. He’s standing close to his daughter and talking to the third person in the room—I can hear the low rumble of a voice trying to carry through the wall.

      I drop from the window and make my way around to the front of the cabin. Whatever’s going on in there, I’m not going to learn any more about it from the outside. It’s time to interrupt the proceedings.

      I don’t bother knocking. I make my way up onto the porch and throw open the door, announcing my presence and startling all three people inside.

      My eyes automatically go to Jenna, and I reassure myself that she’s unharmed. I’m longing to run to her and pull her against my body, but my training kicks in and I hold back. Something isn’t right. There’s fear in her eyes, and it’s not me she’s worried about. At no point in our time together have I ever seen her look so afraid.

      There’s a bigger threat in the room.

      I turn.

      He’s standing with his back against the far wall, a whole head taller than me. The man is dressed in uniform and holding a gun casually against his stomach as if he’s just trying to make sure everyone knows he has it. Shadow.

      What the hell is he doing here?

      I look from Jenna and Fred, both of whom look terrified and have yet to greet me, then back to Shadow, who keeps moving his thumb over the butt of that gun as if he’s restless and twitchy. I’ve never seen him like this either. He’s always so competent on the job. But today he looks out of his element—and way out of his jurisdiction. I want to demand an explanation, but suddenly I’m nervous too.

      “Hey, Joel,” he says.

      “Shadow,” I say. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m here to arrest Fred Shears,” Shadow says.

      “Wait a minute,” Jenna interrupts. I’m relieved to see she hasn’t entirely lost her nerve. “You said you were taking us to safety. You said you were acting on Joel’s orders!”

      “He’s not acting on my orders,” I say quickly. “I had no idea he was here.”

      “I needed him to come willingly,” Shadow says. It’s not clear whether he’s addressing Jenna or me. His eyes are on his gun. “I knew he wouldn’t come if I told him he was under arrest, and I didn’t want things to get physical.”

      “But you can’t arrest people without telling them what you’re doing,” I say. I’m stunned that Shadow would even attempt such a thing. That’s basic cop stuff. Even laymen know that. “You have to inform someone when you’re arresting them. You can’t just ask them to get in the car with you and see if they comply. Whatever you’ve got on Shears would be thrown out because you’d not followed procedure.” I frown. “What’s really going on here?”

      Shadow sighs and holsters his gun. “I’m turning him over, Joel,” he says. “I’m handing him over to Boetsch.”

      Jenna lets out a little cry. I feel Shadow’s words like a punch to the gut. How could my best friend be in league with Boetsch? “You’re working with him?”

      “Not with him,” Shadow says, looking uncomfortable. “He gives me names of people who need to be brought in. Sometimes, I help him find people he needs to track down—”

      “How is that not working with him?” I demand. “God, Shadow. Look at what you’re doing. Fred Shears is an accountant, not a criminal.”

      “That’s none of my concern,” Shadow says. “Once I bring Shears to him, Boetsch will take it from there.”

      “Shadow, listen to me,” I say. “You know what Boetsch is. He’s a crime lord. He’s cheating decent people out of their money, and maybe even their lives.” I pause. “Has he got something on you? Is that why you’re doing this?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Shadow says. His words are short like he’s losing his patience.

      “How long?” I ask. After all, I just met with Shadow earlier this week, and it seemed then as if everything was fine.

      I revisit the encounter in my head. Shadow did seem interested in Fred, I recall. He was asking a lot of questions about the situation, and why a man like Fred Shears would want to disappear in the first place. Now I see that conversation for what it really was. He was already in contact with Carl Boetsch, already planning to track and capture Fred. He was looking for something to ease his conscience about it. If he could find some reason to believe Fred was a bad guy, he could justify what he already knew he was going to do.

      Shadow doesn’t answer my question. Instead, he steps closer, his hand coming once again to rest on the butt of his gun. Jenna gives a small, muffled shriek that sounds as if she’s trying to swallow it. I look over at her quickly. I’m aching to go and stand between her and Shadow, to make her feel safe, but this situation is so delicate. One wrong move could lead to the discharge of that weapon. I can’t risk that.

      Shadow has noticed Jenna’s fear too. “I don’t need you,” he says. He makes a gesture to indicate that she should step aside. “Boetsch only wants your father.” He turns to Fred. “If you come with me, she’s free to go.”

      Fred swallows hard, and I see what’s about to happen as clearly as if I’d lived it before. This, of course, is why I brought Jenna into protection in the first place—she’s a powerful tool that can be used against Fred. She is his only child, and he is her only surviving parent. The bond they share is intense. I know by the look in Fred’s eyes that he would do absolutely anything to protect her. He’s going to hand himself over. He’s not even going to think twice.

      Jenna grabs his arm. “Dad, no!”

      He shakes her off gently and steps forward. “All right,” he says to Shadow, sounding resigned. “I’ll come with you.”

      I cross the room before Shadow can make his move and insert myself in front of Fred and Jenna. Shadow and I face off. “No,” I say. “I’m not going to let you take him.”

      “This is my job,” Shadow says. “I’m sorry, Joel. I know you feel betrayed.”

      “I feel betrayed because I was betrayed,” I say. “You took my information—”

      “You got your information on Fred Shears from me in the first place.”

      “That doesn’t matter. I had independent research, and he is my client. Besides, you’re working with Boetsch, Shadow. Forget me. You betrayed yourself.”

      “Get out of the way,” he says.

      I stand my ground. “No.”

      His first blow spins my head to the side, and my mouth fills with the taste of blood. But all I can focus on as the world sways around me is the sound of Jenna screaming.
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      Joel never sees the attack coming, and Shadow has him on the floor in a fraction of a second. The two men are about the same size, and in a fair fight I think they’d probably be equals, but there’s nothing fair about what’s going on here. Shadow is standing over Joel and pummeling him, not even allowing a break for Joel to get to his feet and potentially fight back. This isn’t a sportsmanlike fight, I realize. Not some manly way of resolving differences. This is a beating up, the kind of thing bullies do in schoolyards, and it hurts to see Joel on the receiving end of it.

      I don’t even realize that I’ve been trying to dive in and protect him until I feel my father’s hands on my arms, restraining me. He’s saying my name, over and over, trying to snap me out of my rage and panic. Finally, his voice breaks through. “Jenna! Stay out of it!”

      I calm myself, taking deep breaths, and nod to indicate that Dad can let me go. Once he has, it takes all my strength to keep from diving in anyway. Joel has done everything he could to protect me, and it’s killing me to watch this happen to him. He spits a mouthful of blood on the floor, and my heart wrenches. I look around for something, anything, with which to interrupt the fight. Surely there’s something that can be used as a weapon in here?

      Joel attempts to strike back at Shadow, but his fist is loose, and there’s no force behind the swing of his arm. Something is wrong, I realize. His wrist is discolored and swollen. At first, I can’t figure out what could have happened, but suddenly it hits me—the handcuffs, the pipe. He must have injured it in the process of freeing himself. That means it’s my fault he can’t fight back, my fault he’s lying bloody on the floor trying to defend my father and me. I want to scream. I want to fling myself over his body and make Shadow stop.

      Shadow pins Joel’s shoulders down and kneels beside him. “Stay down,” he says.

      “You know I can’t,” Joel says.

      “I don’t want to keep doing this, Joel. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “I’m not making you do this,” Joel says. “No one is making you do this. You made a choice. Don’t be surprised when decent people get in your way.”

      “Decent people,” Shadow says, his voice a low snarl. “You think you’re the judge of who’s decent and who isn’t? You think everything divides up so simply?”

      “You’re hurting people,” Joel says. He’s choking on his own words. Shadow’s hand is on his throat.

      I can’t stand it. I feel like I’m going to crawl out of my skin. Dad isn’t holding me back anymore, but his hands are on my arms, and I know he can tell I’m itching to move toward the conflict. He’s trying to keep me in place, keep me sane, keep my focus on the fact that there is no way I could hope to overpower Shadow.

      “We both hurt people,” Shadow hisses. “When we served together, we both hurt people. We both did things we never thought we would do.”

      “That was for the greater good,” Joel says.

      “For the greater good,” Shadow says. “And you decide what the greater good is, right? You decide which causes are worth fighting for and who deserves to be protected?”

      “The law decides,” Joel says. “Not me.”

      “Laws can be wrong,” Shadow says. He shifts his knee so it’s pinning Joel down by his sternum. “Trust me, I’ve seen my share of laws abused and taken advantage of. But a good law protects the rights of the people, and it doesn’t put them at risk. It doesn’t allow random agents to come in and look for evidence of wrongdoing without so much as a warrant or a reason for suspicion.”

      “Maybe…there was a reason.” Joel’s voice is little more than a gasp now, and I can see that Shadow is leaning on him, putting pressure on his chest. I’m terrified that Joel’s ribs may crack under his weight. “Boetsch is…a criminal.”

      “He’s a family man,” Shadow says. “He has children. He has a wife. He has people to take care of. Maybe it’s not our business how he chooses to do that.”

      Joel makes a gagging, choking noise, but no words come out.

      “Let me take Shears,” Shadow says. “I’ll leave the girl with you.”

      Joel gags again, and I am suddenly beyond afraid. Is he going to say yes? Is it possible he would allow this man to leave with my father?

      I slip my arm out of my dad’s grasp and edge my way slowly along the kitchen counter which divides the kitchen from the living room. Shadow doesn’t notice me moving. His back is to me, and he’s focused on Joel. Dad is watching me though, beckoning me back in quick, panicky motions.

      I don’t go back.

      Instead, I close my hand around the neck of an empty beer bottle sitting on the counter and, with all the force in my body, bring it crashing down on the back of Shadow’s head.

      Shadow stiffens, then crumples to the ground, his body still on top of Joel’s. Joel shoves him off and scrambles out from beneath him. He stares up at me. “I can’t believe you did that.”

      “He was hurting you.” I’m unable to take my eyes off Shadow’s unconscious body. “Am I going to get in trouble for assaulting a police officer?”

      “I don’t think so,” Joel says. “He can’t bring any kind of charge against you without explaining what he was doing here, and he’s definitely on Boetsch’s dollar. That’s not something he’ll want the department finding out about.”

      He gets to his feet, takes two quick strides toward me, and wraps me in a hug that lifts me off my feet. My arms wrap around his torso, and we inhale and exhale as one. It is such a relief just to be here with him, to feel him in my arms again and know that he’s safe. My feelings for him, I realize, are so much stronger than I had ever guessed.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say, barely above a whisper, into his ear. “You told me not to leave the cabin. You warned me. I should have listened. This is all my fault.”

      “Shh.” He strokes my hair with one hand, rubbing circles on my back with the other. “None of that matters now. You did what you thought you had to do. And we’re all safe. That’s all that’s important.”

      “You could have died.” My voice breaks, making my face redden in embarrassment.

      “No,” Joel says. “He never wanted to kill me. He wouldn’t have done that.”

      He sounds unsure. I can understand. In Joel’s stories of his days in the SEALs, Shadow was a trustworthy ally and a hero. The man lying on the floor is none of those things. Joel must be completely reexamining how he thinks of his old friend. If Shadow was capable of this, what else might he be capable of?

      I trace my fingers down Joel’s arm and carefully lift his wrist in my hand. He hisses slightly as I touch it but doesn’t pull away. Up close, I can see that it’s swollen and discolored, and as I turn it, it’s clear that the discoloring forms a ring that matches the place the handcuff would have been.

      “I hurt you,” I say, rubbing my thumb so lightly over the injury that it might not even count as a touch.

      “I did that myself,” Joel says.

      “You wouldn’t have if I hadn’t locked you up, though.”

      “It was still my choice,” he says. “It isn’t your fault, Jenna. I just wanted so badly to get to you.” And he leans in close and rests his forehead against mine.

      Dad clears his throat. He’s standing with his bag already packed and his coat on. “I don’t mean to interrupt,” he says, sounding utterly bemused, “but I think we should seriously consider getting out of here before he wakes up.”

      Joel’s face seems to clear. “You’re right,” he says. “Jenna, the car keys?”

      I hand them over, reminded as I do that it’s my fault he ended up in this mess in the first place. “Do you think Shadow followed me here?” I ask. If I led that man to my father, I might never forgive myself.

      But Joel shakes his head. “That would be almost impossible unless he happened to be wandering around the mountains looking for you, which seems very unlikely. My guess is that he found your dad’s location some other way.”

      “Where do we go from here?” Dad asks as the three of us make our way out of the house and down the sloping driveway toward Joel’s car. “Back to the other safe house?”

      “No,” Joel says. “If this place was compromised, I think we have to assume that one was too. Which means it’s only a matter of time before Shadow or one of his accomplices show up there. Our best bet is to get out of the area entirely and discuss our next move on the road.”

      “On that note,” Dad says, “let me drive, Joel.”

      Joel frowns. “I should do it.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Dad says. “You wrist looks broken, and for all we know, you may have a concussion. Just tell me where to go.”

      Joel hesitates, then nods and relinquishes the keys. Dad gets into the driver’s seat, and I steer Joel into the back so I can look over his injuries as we go.

      “Where to?” Dad asks.

      “Follow the road down the mountain,” Joel says. “You won’t come to any turns for the first ten miles or so.”

      Dad nods, puts it in gear and eases the car out of the driveway.

      I hold up two fingers in front of Joel’s face. “How many?”

      He frowns. “I’m fine, Jenna.”

      “He was punching you in the head,” I say, and I’m embarrassed to hear the emotion in my voice. “You could have a concussion,” I say, making my best effort to keep this clinical instead of sentimental.

      “I don’t have a concussion,” Joel says gently. “I don’t think I even have a broken wrist. It’s just bad bruising. Look.” He moves his fingers around for me.

      “I’m so sorry I did that,” I say.

      “Stop blaming yourself,” he says. “You thought I would just sit and wait for you to get back.”

      “I should have known you wouldn’t.”

      “I should have known Shadow was dirty,” he says, and suddenly volume comes back to his voice. “I told him exactly who you were. Who knows what other information I gave him without even meaning to. I can’t believe I trusted him.”

      “You can’t blame yourself,” Dad says, his voice floating back to us from the front seat. “He was an old friend of yours, wasn’t he? That’s what Jenna said, before you arrived.”

      “He saved my life,” Joel says, more softly.

      “Then it’s only natural that you would trust him,” Dad says. “At any rate, there’s no point in dwelling on the past. Shadow is what he is. At this point, the only thing we can focus on is what we’re going to do about it. What are we going to do next?”

      Joel shakes himself and seems to be stirring from a reverie. “You’re right,” he says. “This changes everything.” He sighs. “I work so hard putting together the plans for a person’s disappearance, and it’s so easy for them to be ruined. Now we’re going to have to start over. Nothing I had planned for the two of you is feasible now. We have no idea how much Shadow knows.”

      “Can you come up with something new on the fly like that?” I ask.

      “I don’t know,” he says, his voice riddled with doubt. “In the past, I’ve always had the whole operation planned out and ready to go before we began. The only way things went wrong was if my client didn’t follow my instructions.”

      “I didn’t follow your instructions,” I say. I feel so guilty.

      “But I don’t think that’s what happened here,” Joel says. “I should have been able to follow you to your father’s and bring you both back. The whole area was supposed to be secure. I was always planning to have the option to travel between the two houses. The fact that you did it shouldn’t have caused any problems. The problem was Shadow, plain and simple.”

      “But I almost caused my dad to be captured,” I say.

      “Jenna, if you hadn’t been at your dad’s cabin when Shadow arrived, Shadow would have busted down the door and grabbed your father at gunpoint,” Joel says. “When you look at it that way, your actions saved him.”

      I smile at Joel. He’s being generous to make me feel better, but I appreciate it.

      “So what do we do now?” Dad asks.

      “We need to get to somewhere secure,” Joel says. “We need to buy some time so I can think. I need to figure out what our next steps are, and in the meantime, the two of you need to be off the grid. Turn right.”

      “What?” Dad spins the wheel, barely in time, and I realize Joel has directed us onto a small road that hasn’t been plowed or even driven over since the snow started to fall. “Where are we going?”

      “Away from Colebrook,” Joel says. “Farther north.”

      “What’s farther north than Colebrook?” I ask. “Canada?”

      “We can’t cross the border,” Joel says. “None of the fake documents I worked up for the two of you are reliable now. But I think we’ll hit something before we get that far. Just keep driving. Let’s hope my hunch pays off.”

      Dad drives, the snow swirling in ominous patterns on the windshield as the sun starts to go down. Joel’s fingers thread through mine, and for a moment we aren’t a professional disappearer and his clients. For a moment, we’re just three scared people, heading into the middle of a storm with no idea what we’ll find on the other side.
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      “Pull in here,” Joel says, breaking the silence. I haven’t been looking at the clock on the dash, so I’m not sure how long we’ve been driving, but it’s dark outside now. The neon lights on the diner Dad is pulling into are lit, although enough of the letters are blown out that I can’t figure out what the name of the place is.

      “Let’s get something to eat,” Joel says. “And I bet you could use some coffee, Fred.”

      “Hell yes,” Dad admits, unbuckling his seat belt.

      “Is it safe?” I ask. I’m still spooked by the close call we had back at the cabin. It feels like, if Boetsch and his people could track us there, they could find us anywhere. They could walk into this diner while we’re drinking our coffee and grab Dad before Joel or I can make a move to stop them.

      “It’s as safe as anywhere,” Joel says, which is hardly reassuring. “I don’t think Boetsch would make a move against your father in public, anyway. Remember, he is operating illegally. He doesn’t want any witnesses to his actions.”

      “But if he’s in there, he’ll know where we are,” Dad says.

      “Yes,” Joel says, “but we’d also know where he is. The disadvantage would be mutual.”

      Dad and I fall silent, impressed. Joel has clearly done this before. Even though we’re flying by the seat of our pants right now, it’s obvious he’s still thinking several steps ahead. It’s good to know that somebody has at least a semblance of a plan.

      We enter the diner and nab a corner booth, far from the counter but with a direct line of sight to both it and the door. I wonder if I’m starting to think more like Joel, becoming alert to potential dangers around me. It would be good, I think, to be more aware, especially as my father and I are being hunted.

      Joel slides a few bills across the counter to Dad. “Why don’t you get us some coffee,” he says.

      “Are you sure he should do it?” I’m anxious about letting Dad go off on his own, even though we’ll be able to keep our eyes on him. After all, he’s the one Boetsch is after.

      Joel nods. “If Boetsch has agents in the field, they’ll be looking for a certain profile. They’ll be looking for someone like me to be in charge, with an older man following my instructions.” He turns to Dad. “The more autonomous you seem, the more it will throw them off.”

      Dad nods, takes the money, and walks up to the counter. Immediately, Joel gets out of his seat across the booth from me and slides into the seat Dad had occupied beside me.

      “Let me guess,” I say. “This is so it doesn’t look like we’re father and daughter and you’re an employee.”

      “No,” he says, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. “Shit, Jenna. I was so scared. Anything could have happened to you. Even if Boetsch hadn’t found us. Driving alone on those roads, in the snow…God, I pictured all kinds of terrible things. And then, when I realized Shadow was there, and when he told us what he was…well, I knew that if anything happened to you, it would be all my fault. I led him right to you. It was my job to protect you, and I failed you. I’m so sorry. You have no idea.”

      “No, it was me,” I say. “All I had to do was listen to you, and everything would have been fine. You tried to tell me so many times, Joel. You told me it wasn’t safe for me to go outside the cabin. You told me what would happen, and that the only way to protect myself was to stay put. And I repaid you by running away, again and again, and making you chase me down and bring me back.” I rest a hand on his cheek, running my thumb gently under a bruise that’s just starting to form there. “I can’t believe you fought the way you did to protect my family. But if I hadn’t done what I did, you would never have had to be in that position at all.”

      Joel looks at me and kisses my hand. “If you hadn’t run away, your dad would be in the clutches of Boetsch right now.”

      He leans forward, pressing his forehead against mine just as he did back in the cabin. It feels for a moment as if we are sharing all our experiences, pouring our thoughts and emotions into each other. The weight of the past twenty-four hours seems to lighten as we share it between us. I know my father will be walking back from the counter at any moment, and when he does, he’ll see the intimate moment we’re sharing. But I don’t care. Right now, Joel is the only thing in the world that can make me feel safe.

      “Before you left,” he says. “By the fire, when we…”

      “It wasn’t just about escaping,” I say quickly. “I don’t want to lie to you. It was about distracting you so I could get the handcuffs. But it wasn’t only about that. It was…I would have wanted to be with you either way. It was real.”

      “It was real for me too,” he says, his voice husky with emotion. He tilts his face toward me, and I close my eyes and part my lips. I’m expecting a quick kiss—after all, we’re on the run, my father is here, and we’re sitting in an unromantic and brightly lit diner. But to my surprise, he takes his time, brushing my lips gently with his before slipping his hand to the back of my neck and pulling me close so we can explore each other’s mouths. I can almost forget the dire circumstances that have brought us here. I feel, in this moment, like a giddy teenager on my first date with an unbearably cute boy. I lean into his warmth, away from the cold reality that my life has become and let myself escape.

      Dad returns to the table, coffees in hand, and clears his throat. Joel and I jump apart guiltily. He’s watching us with raised eyebrows, but I know that he’s more amused than anything else. I have no doubt he’ll question me later on the nature of my relationship with Joel. For now, though, he slides without comment into the opposite side of the booth. He pushes cups toward Joel and me, and we each take long drinks, letting the hot liquid revitalize us.

      Finally, after several long minutes of silence, Joel speaks. “Here’s what I think we should do,” he says. He hunches over the table and keeps his voice low so we won’t be overheard. “I don’t think there’s going to be much else for us to the north. And we’re starting to flirt with the Canadian border. We’re going to have to change our course.”

      “Go south?” Dad asks. “Won’t that take us right back to Shadow?”

      “Probably,” Joel says, “and maybe even to Boetsch himself. So that won’t work. I can confirm at this point that both of your homes are under surveillance.”

      That creeps me out. The idea of someone watching my house while I’m not there is a scary one, but I try to put it out of my mind. “What are we going to do, then?” I ask.

      “We go west,” Joel says. “That gives us plenty of options. There will be numerous routes to take, which will make us harder to track. We’ll have virtually the entire country at our disposal. It’s really the only course of action that makes any sense at all.”

      “If it’s such a logical move,” Dad says, “won’t Boetsch anticipate it?”

      “Even if he does, he can’t cover the entire country,” Joel says. “It would still take a lot of luck for him to figure out exactly where we were. And once we’re outside the jurisdiction of certain police departments, I think this is going to get considerably easier. Boetsch has infiltrated most of the New Hampshire offices, but I doubt he has any corrupt officers west of the Mississippi.”

      “So we go west,” Dad says.

      “Unless anyone has any objections.” Joel looks at each of us in turn.

      I don’t want to travel across the country, of course, leaving everything I know behind. But as I think about the prospect, I realize it doesn’t bother me as much as losing my identity once did. Maybe I’ve simply adjusted to the idea, but maybe it’s something more. Maybe the realization that wherever I go, Joel will be beside me is making this all a little easier to bear.

      “No objections here,” I say. “Let’s do it.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      We stop at a motel about an hour west of the diner, in a tiny town whose name I completely miss on the way in. It is made up of two intersecting streets and has a single traffic light hanging on a wire. The motel is a single strip of drive-up rooms, and when we walk into the detached lobby we can see that room keys number one through six are still hanging on pegs on the wall behind the desk. The place is tiny and clearly infrequently visited, but it’s clean and well-maintained. It will be a decent place to spend the night.

      Joel slips my father some more cash, and Dad requests three rooms while Joel and I examine the decor. The furniture looks like it was purchased in the seventies, and the floor is linoleum. After a few moments, Dad steps back from the desk and hands us each a key—not a key card, but an actual key on a chain. My chain bears the number two, and I see that Joel is holding number one. Quietly, we file out of the lobby and across the dark property to the row of rooms.

      “We’ll leave first thing in the morning,” Joel says. “Get some sleep and be ready.”

      Dad nods. “Thank you again for your dedication, Joel. It’s good to have someone we can trust in our corner. I know this job has been more than you bargained for.”

      “That doesn’t matter,” Joel says. “I committed to this. I’m going to see it through.”

      Dad nods and goes into his room.

      I head into my own room and lie down on the bed. It feels strange to be in a motel room without a suitcase to unpack or toiletries to lay out on the sink. I don’t even have a change of clothes. I get up and take a quick shower, hoping it will relax me, then curl up on the bed and try to sleep, but I can’t. My mind is frantic. I have too many questions about what tomorrow will hold, both for my safety and my father’s and for my future with Joel.

      Maybe I don’t need to wait until tomorrow to get one of those answers.

      I slip my key into my pocket and creep out of my room, remembering that I need to lock the door behind me. Then I head over to door number one and knock gently.

      The door opens almost immediately as if he’s been expecting me, and before I can speak his mouth is on mine. He pulls me into the room and kicks the door closed, and almost immediately I lose track of where we are. We’re turning, and the room seems to be spinning around us. I’m aware of falling just before the bed rushes up to catch me. Joel wriggles me out of my pants, shedding his own at the same time—there’s just no time to bother with shirts—then he grips my hips tightly, and pulls me to him. I throw my head back, overcome with the feel of him, hoping this will last forever.
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      Waking up in Joel’s arms is blissful. For the longest time, I don’t even move. He’s still asleep—I can tell by his deep, steady breathing—and his arm is heavy over me like a blanket. I curl in on myself, glee radiating from my heart out to my extremities.

      My phone rings.

      My hand goes to my hip automatically, but of course, it isn’t there. My pants are in a pile on the floor where Joel tossed them last night in the heat of the moment. I don’t want to wake him. Maybe I can get out, retrieve the phone, and slide back into his embrace. Carefully, I lift his arm and slip free of it, then go to my pants and fish the phone out of the pocket.

      The number is only one digit off from that of the burner phone Joel gave me, so I know who it must belong to. “Dad?”

      “Jenna?” His voice is higher than usual and shaky.

      “Dad? Are you okay?”

      “Jenna, he’s here, he’s in the room—”

      An ominous, heavy thud sounds and Dad makes a low groaning sound.

      “Dad?” I say, not bothering to be quiet, and Joel’s eyes snap open. I see his military training kicking in—he’s immediately up and alert, at my side, mouthing “what’s wrong” to me, but I don’t know what to say or how to respond.

      “Shadow,” Dad says thickly. “Shadow is here.”

      Joel presses his ear next to mine by the phone and holds his finger to his lips, his eyes trained on mine. I nod, understanding the message. Don’t let them know I’m listening. “Where are you, Dad?” I ask, stalling for time.

      “The motel room,” he says. I breathe a sigh of relief. At least Shadow hasn’t taken Dad away yet, back to Boetsch. But why is he allowing Dad to call me?

      Joel grabs a piece of paper and a pen from the motel desk and scrawls a question on it. I read it aloud. “How did he find us?”

      “He put some kind of tracker in my pocket,” Dad says. “I don’t know. He didn’t explain it very well.”

      Joel writes something else.

      “What does he want?” I read aloud, feeling a chill. Of course, that’s why he hasn’t taken Dad away yet. This is a negotiation.

      “I’m supposed to tell you and Joel to come out to the parking lot,” Dad says, “but Jenna, listen, I don’t think you should—”

      There’s another loud thud, and then a different voice fills my ear. “Jenna?” It’s Shadow.

      “What do you want?”

      “Come out to the parking lot,” he says. “I believe your father would like to see you one more time before he dies.”

      The line disconnects, and I look at Joel, dumbstruck with horror.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 18

        

        

    
    






          Joel

        

      

    
    
      “All right,” I say. “You stay here, Jenna. I’ll go out and talk to him.”

      “No way,” she says, stubborn as always. She’s already pulling on her clothes. “I’m going with you.”

      “Jenna, it’s going to be incredibly dangerous out there,” I say. Already my mind is half gone, with Fred and Shadow in the other room. Already I’m trying to figure out what I can do to salvage the situation. At least this time Shadow won’t have the element of surprise. Because of that, there’s a chance I’ll be able to match him in a fight. I flex my hands, trying to mentally prepare myself for a slugging match with my old friend.

      On the other hand, though, Shadow almost certainly has a gun. And I don’t. Fat lot of good my fists will be against a gun. If I go out there swinging, it could get all three of us killed. No, I need to be smarter than that. I need to think of another way.

      Jenna seems to have no such hesitations. She’s tying her shoes like she’s in a race, and she stands up from the bed and strides over to the door. “Let’s go,” she demands.

      “Jenna, wait a minute.” I still don’t want her coming with me. “If I’m protecting you, it will make it harder for me to look out for your father.”

      “I’m not asking you to protect me.” Her voice is sharp. The tone she uses when she wants to be in control but isn’t.

      I turn and grab her by her shoulders, careful to restrain myself from squeezing too hard. I don’t want to hurt her. “How could I do anything else?” I say. “Do you imagine I could let you stand in front of Shadow and not want to leap between the two of you? If he makes me choose between shielding you or your father, who do you think I’m going to pick? I can’t protect him if doing so means you might get hurt. Don’t you understand? I can’t.”

      She looks into my eyes, and I know she gets it. But then she whispers, “I can’t let you go out there without me, though. I can’t do it.”

      I pull her into an embrace. I want to shove her into the motel room’s closet and bar the door so nothing can get to her, so she can’t be hurt. I want to protect her. That’s all I’ve wanted to do from the moment I met her, but it’s escalated now. It’s not just a job. It’s an urgent need, deep inside me. I can’t let her be hurt.

      “You wouldn’t be able to let me go alone either,” she whispers in my ear. I know she’s right.

      “Okay,” I say, holding her back at arm’s length. My heart already feels like a stone. “Stay right behind me, then. Do exactly as I say. No improvising. Do you understand?”

      She nods seriously. “I understand.”

      I sigh. She may understand, but when has Jenna ever been able to follow instructions? I’m taking an awful risk letting her come with me. I just don’t know how I can stop her.

      I open the door and step out into the motel yard, a patch of mostly dead grass that stretches between the row of rooms for rent and the detached lobby. In the daylight, the place is even more depressing than it was last night. I can see the crumbling paint on the exterior walls and the broken highway sign, which hangs at an angle as if one of its bolts has come loose. I’d be willing to bet this place goes weeks between customers. I wonder how they’re even bringing in enough business to stay open.

      Jenna steps out of the room behind me. She’s staying close, which is good. I can feel her breath on the back of my neck. I feel a sudden longing to reach behind me and grip her hand, but I know I need to keep my own hands free.

      From a room at the far end of the strip, two figures emerge. One, I can tell immediately, is Fred Shears, the thick gray hair atop his head. Behind him is a much taller figure in uniform that I know must be Shadow, and for the very first time, I feel a chill at the sight of my old friend.

      Fred and Shadow cross the yard to stand in front of us. I stand still and wait for them. It’s kind of a cheap move, but I like the way making someone walk to me tips the balance of power in my favor.

      “Good morning,” Shadow calls when he’s still a few yards away.

      I don’t answer.

      “Sleep well?” Shadow asks. “I’d be surprised if you had, in a place like this.” He peers across the space between us. “You’re looking well this morning,” he says to Jenna.

      My blood boils. “She isn’t part of this, Shadow.”

      “My instructions say different,” he says. “I’m supposed to bring both of them to Boetsch.”

      “Yesterday, you said you didn’t need her,” I say. Though keeping my voice calm, I’m suddenly terrified. I should have trusted my instincts. I should never have brought Jenna out here. If anything happens to her, I’ll never be able to forgive myself.

      “Things change,” Shadow says. “When the three of you ran away, I had to report to Boetsch on what happened. Now he wants the girl too. But don’t worry, Joel,” he adds, “you can still walk away from this. Boetsch isn’t interested in you. Just hand the girl over to me and let me leave with the two of them. You and I can forget this ever happened and go back to the way we used to be.”

      “What?” I ask. “You really think I’m going to give her to you and that we’ll just go on being friends afterward? You can forget it. You’re not taking Jenna.”

      Shadow’s face seems to soften slightly. “Joel, think about this,” he says. “I’m armed. You’re not. You already know how this is going to play out. And who are they to you? Who is she? She’s just a job. You don’t want to fight, not over a job. Not knowing how it’s going to end.”

      Jenna is so much more than a job to me at this point. I can feel the fact that her breathing has sped up since this conversation started. I can tell that she’s nervous. Everything I do, every choice I make, is informed by her presence behind me. If she were taken away from me, I would lose my mind. I wouldn’t know what to do.

      But I can’t let Shadow know that. Not only because I don’t want him to know how much power he would have over me if he managed to get his hands on Jenna, although that is a concern. I would probably do anything he said if her life were in his hands. But I also don’t want to share how I feel about Jenna just yet. Not with Shadow, certainly. But really, not with anybody. I want to hold them to myself, to revel in them privately.

      If only I had the time to do that without distraction.

      I regard Shadow, standing across the yard from me, gun in hand. He looks like a different person from the man I knew in the service. “How did this happen to you?” I ask. “Your values were ironclad, the same as mine. How can you look at me now and suggest that I turn over the people I’m charged with protecting because it’s just a job? Was the Navy just a job?”

      Shadow is tight-lipped. “That’s different.”

      “It’s not different,” I say. “Only your allegiance is different. You’ve gone from serving your country to serving Carl Boetsch. Why, Shadow? Why are you working for that man? He’s a low life. He’s scum. He takes advantage of good people, cheats them out of their money. You’re better than that.”

      “You don’t know me anymore, Joel,” Shadow says.

      His voice is quieter. Maybe I can get through to him.

      “I think I do,” I say. “I think you’re still exactly who you’ve always been. And I don’t know why you’re doing what you’re doing. How long has it been going on, Shadow? Just tell me that. How long have you been working for Boetsch?”

      “He approached me months ago,” Shadow mutters.

      “Months.” I have to admit, this is a blow. If Shadow has been working for Boetsch that long, he’s probably responsible for having found and turned over a lot of people. The Shears family is probably the tip of the iceberg. Any innocent person who stumbled across Boetsch’s dealings would have had to be dealt with—not to mention the borrowers he’d loaned money to who never managed to pay him back. “God, Shadow. What have you done?”

      The passenger side door of a car that has to be Shadow’s swings open unexpectedly. It’s the only other car besides my own in the lot, a dark gray SUV. Behind me, I can feel Jenna go rigid with tension, and Fred Shears’ face is white.

      Carl Boetsch steps out of the car. “All right,” he says. “That’s enough, everyone.”

      I have never been in Carl Boetsch’s presence before, and the photos I’ve seen of him don’t do him justice. In person, he’s much taller and more threatening than the pictures imply. He towers about a foot over either Shadow or me, a foot and a half over Jenna and Fred. His hair is slicked back with gel, and his eyes are shielded with aviator sunglasses. He wears a leather bomber jacket and military-style boots that lace up over his ankles. He’s carrying a revolver with a fat wooden grip. Everyone falls silent as he approaches us.

      Boetsch turns to Shadow first. “Congratulations,” he says. “I see I was right to put my faith in you, Shadow. You were able to track down both Fred Shears and the daughter. Excellent work indeed. And so quickly handled, too. You can look forward to a bonus for a job well done.”

      The fact that Shadow is being paid for this work makes me want to vomit. He doesn’t even need the money. What is he going to do, buy a better television? I hope every time he sits down to watch it, he thinks about the lives he’s ruined.

      “Can we get out of here?” Shadow looks edgy. “I just want to get this over with.”

      “It’s nearly over,” Boetsch says. “Truly, you’ve done a wonderful job. I never expected this job to resolve itself so neatly. Usually, there’s a loose end to worry about, someone who has to be monitored or followed up with. But you managed to get both Fred and the girl in the same place at the same time. We can tie this up right now, leaving only one thing more to take care of.”

      “What’s that?” Shadow asks.

      “The witness.” Boetsch gestures with his gun toward me.

      Shadow frowns. “What?”

      “He can’t be left alive,” Boetsch says. “He knows too much. He’ll have to be disposed of.”

      Disposed of. They’re talking about me. They’re talking about killing me.

      I should be afraid, but I can’t bring my mind back to myself. It’s stuck on the terror I feel for Jenna. They’re going to put her in the back of that SUV and drive away with her. I have no idea what will happen to her after that, but I’m sure it won’t be good. I have to stop them. But how?

      Boetsch waves his gun at Shadow. “Take care of it,” he says.

      Shadow looks stricken. “What?”

      “Take care of him,” Boetsch says, with a hand wave in my direction now. “Then we can go.”

      “You want me to just…shoot him? This wasn’t part of the plan.”

      “The plan has to change. He knows too much.” Boetsch eyes Shadow. “Do we have a problem?”

      “Well…” For the first time, Shadow looks truly conflicted. Fred is staring at him as if he can’t believe anything he’s seeing. Jenna is clinging to my arm and panting with fear. Shadow stares at the gun in his hand for a long moment, then looks back up at Boetsch. “We can’t just leave a body here,” he says.

      “I have a crew coming along behind us to take care of that,” Boetsch says in a snippy voice. He appears to be losing patience. “It will be fine. We’re in the middle of nowhere. You’ve worked with me long enough to know that you’ll be protected. The police will never know about this.”

      Shadow nods slowly, still examining his gun.

      “Shadow,” I say.

      He looks up at me. His eyes are wide, and I know the expression on his face as well as I know the back of my own hand. I’ve seen it countless times in combat when it felt like the world was ending all around us. He’s desperate. He’s searching for a way out.

      “Do you remember when we were deployed near Bahrain, and that enemy craft was circling us all night?” I ask him, maintaining eye contact.

      Shadow hesitates, then slowly nods.

      “Do you remember how they started firing on us at around three in the morning?” I ask. “The night had been pitch-dark, no moon out, but then it started lighting up all around us. We could see the reflections of the explosions on the surface of the water. We could hear different parts of the ship taking damage all around us. You and I were aft, keeping watch, and we hadn’t been instructed to leave our post, so we were hanging on and waiting to hear what would happen. We couldn’t see the craft that was attacking us or any of the damage. We had no idea how bad things were. We didn’t know if we were just getting dinged up or if we were about to sink.”

      Shadow’s voice sounds hoarse. “I remember.”

      “And we promised each other,” I say, thinking back on that horrific night. “We promised each other that we’d stay together. That neither one of us would leave the other behind. If the ship went down, we would get each other to the lifeboats. We promised to look out for each other.”

      Shadow nods.

      “I meant what I said,” I tell him.

      “What is this bullshit?” Boetsch says. His shoulders are tense, his voice like an angry dog. “Who cares what happened on a boat in the middle of nowhere? This is about right now, Shadow. Kill him. Now.”

      But Shadow pivots where he stands, raising the gun with military precision and leveling it directly at Boetsch’s forehead. “No,” he says, his voice suddenly calm and steady. “Drop your weapon, Boetsch. I’m not going to let you kill my friend.”
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      The explosion rips through the air, shocking me to my core. Even though I’ve been standing here watching these men aim guns at each other, I don’t think I ever truly believed it would come to shooting. It was a power move, I thought. A standoff. They didn’t want to hurt each other. Not really.

      Except, apparently, at least one of them did.

      I don’t know who fired the shot. That’s my next thought. I don’t know who fired the shot, and I don’t know if someone was hit—I don’t think I was hit. But I’ve never been shot before. The fear flooding my body is so much stronger than anything I’ve ever felt that I don’t know whether I’d even notice a bullet wound. My father is standing here in this yard, and Joel—one of those guns was pointing at Joel—but no. Shadow had turned. He’d turned the gun on Boetsch, but Boetsch is still standing…

      Then Shadow staggers, and the world catches up with my racing thoughts.

      Shadow’s hand flies to his shoulder. He bends over. My eyes dart back to Boetsch. He’s still holding a gun pointed at Shadow.

      Boetsch’s voice, when he speaks, is soft and dangerous. “You know that was a warning shot, don’t you?”

      Gasping, Shadow nods.

      “You know I can put a bullet anywhere I want.”

      Another nod.

      “I’m going to give you one more chance,” Boetsch says. “You’ve been a trustworthy associate so far. But I can’t have someone on my payroll who thinks orders are optional or that they can make exceptions for their friends. He’s not your friend right now. Do you understand? He’s a witness. He can make trouble for us, and he won’t hesitate to do so. There’s only one way this ends. The only question is whether you’re man enough to do it.”

      Shadow stands up straighter and points his gun at Joel.

      “Shadow,” Joel speaks up. “You don’t have to do this. This is you and me. You know I’m not going to do anything that will get you in trouble. Not if you walk away right now.”

      “He’s lying,” Boetsch says with an egotistical chuckle. “You can’t trust him.”

      “He knows he can trust me,” Joel says.

      Shadow looks from one of them to the other, then slowly lowers his weapon. “I know,” he says to Joel. “I know I can.”

      “Shoot him,” Boetsch insists. “Shadow, finish this so we can get out of here. We’ve already wasted too much time on this, particularly if we want to be finished and gone before someone realizes what’s going on and calls the police.”

      But Shadow shakes his head. “I can’t,” he says. “I’m not going to.”

      Boetsch points his gun at Joel and starts moving toward him. “Move out of the way, then. I’ll do it myself.”

      “No!” The cry escapes me before I have time to think. I push my way out from behind Joel’s body and sprint toward Boetsch.

      “Jenna, stop!” Dad’s voice is a scream.

      “Shadow! Stop her!” Joel yells.

      Something hard strikes my chest and stops my forward momentum. A moment later I realize it’s Shadow. I’ve run straight into his outstretched arm, which he now curls around me, pulling me into his body and pivoting us so that he’s between Boetsch and me. I struggle, pushing against his arm, driving my heels into his shins. “Let me go!”

      “It’s all right,” Shadow’s voice is low and urgent, his mouth inches from my ear. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      But it’s not me I’m worried about. Boetsch and Joel are slowly circling each other now, and Boetsch is looking at Joel like he’s something to eat. Joel looks fierce and determined, his hand curling and uncurling at his side as if he’s preparing for something, but what is he hoping to do? Punch Boetsch? The man has a gun.

      “Last words?” Boetsch asks.

      I can’t look. I can’t look away. I’m suddenly aware of how hard I’m breathing, of the fact that my chest is rising and falling like a bellows. Shadow seems to notice too.

      “Breathe,” he says. “Don’t panic. Just breathe.”

      He takes a couple of deep breaths himself, demonstrating, and even though I am miles away from being able to trust him, I know he’s right about at least this much. I focus on drawing air into my lungs and expelling it. After a moment, my head clears, and the spots that I hadn’t realized were obscuring my vision disappear.

      Joel says, “You underestimated me, Boetsch.”

      “I admit you were a tough one,” Boetsch says, “but I got you in the end.”

      They both move at the same time, so fast that for a few seconds I can’t tell what happened. The fear overcomes me, finally, and my knees grow weak when I hear the sound of the gunshot. Behind me, I can feel Shadow lowering us down to sit on the ground so he won’t have to hold me up.

      The air is full of smoke. I hear my father coughing and know he’s alive.

      I can’t see Joel. I can’t see him!

      Then the smoke starts to clear—it’s only been a few seconds since the shot went off, but it feels like years—and I’m looking at the spot where Joel was standing, and he isn’t there.

      Shadow moves suddenly, jumping to his feet and diving forward. He lands with a grunt on top of what I realize are two other bodies wrestling for dominance, and a moment later Shadow and Joel have each pinned one of Boetsch’s arms.

      That’s when I see the hilt of Joel’s knife sticking out of Boetsch’s bicep and understand. Joel threw the knife and struck Boetsch in the arm. The gun…I look around. The gun is on the ground, behind Boetsch. He must have dropped it when he was hit. I guess it went off when it hit the ground.

      Joel was right. Boetsch did underestimate him.

      And so did I.

      “We need to tie him up,” Joel says, all business now. Despite the knife in his arm, Boetsch is struggling mightily against the two of them as they fight to hold him down. “Shadow, do you have anything?”

      “Handcuffs, in the glove box.” Shadow tilts his head toward Boetsch’s car.

      “Fred,” Joel says. I can hear in his voice that he’s making an effort to sound calm and relaxed, probably for our sake. “Can you please look in the glove box of that car? See if you can locate Shadow’s handcuffs?”

      My father and I make eye contact. He looks shaken up, but otherwise okay. I watch him make his way to the car, slide into the passenger seat, and begin rummaging in the glove box. A moment later he emerges, handcuffs in hand, and walks them over to Joel.

      “Jenna,” Joel calls. I’m right behind him, so I know he can’t see me without compromising his hold on Boetsch. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m okay,” I say. I’m surprised to hear how wobbly my own voice sounds, though. When I look down at my hands, I see that they’re shaking.

      Joel seems to pick up on my anxiety. “Everything’s fine now,” he says. “Just a few administrative details, and then we’ll be able to get out of here. And we’ll get a nice hotel, okay? With a hot tub, maybe? Order a little room service?”

      I laugh in spite of myself. “A charcuterie tray?”

      “You got it,” Joel says. “Whatever that is—I’ll get it for you.”

      Shadow unclips what looks like a radio handset from his belt. “I’ll radio the precinct and have them send someone over to collect him,” he tells Joel.

      Boetsch laughs. “You’re going to turn me over to the police? Shadow, don’t be ludicrous. You know as well as I do that you’re an accessory to every crime I’ve committed over the past year. You can’t possibly be imagining that I’ll protect you if you hand me over.”

      “I never thought you would protect me under any circumstances, no matter how loyal I was,” Shadow says, his voice even. “I know that isn’t your style, Boetsch.”

      “Then you know what a bad idea this is,” Boetsch says. “As soon as the police arrive, they’ll want to arrest you too. Even if you do somehow manage to escape being brought in for questioning, they’ll come for you as soon as I tell them everything you did. And I will tell them, Shadow. Make no mistake about that. What do you think, that you’ll go free because you grew a conscience in the eleventh hour? Nobody’s going to care about that. It’s going to be all about what you did, the crimes you committed. You’ll be going away for a long time over this.”

      Joel rests a hand on Shadow’s forearm. “He’s got a point,” he says. “There’s no reason for you to implicate yourself. Why don’t you leave now, and I’ll make the call on my cellphone?”

      Shadow stares. “Why are you protecting me? After what I did?”

      “I told you,” Joel says. “You’re my friend. I’ll always have your back. Now get out of here. I’ll take care of this.”

      But Shadow shakes his head, his eyes now fixed on the prone figure of Boetsch on the ground. “He’s going to hand me over anyway,” he says. “I might as well stay.”

      “No one’s going to believe a word he says,” Dad speaks up. “He was born with lies in his mouth. We’ll all deny you were here, Shadow.”

      “After what I did to you?”

      “You saved us when it counted,” I say, getting my feet under me at last and making my way over to my father. He puts his arms around me, and for a few minutes, I feel young again, safe and secure.

      “If I don’t give testimony,” Shadow says, “the police will never know the extent of his crimes. I worked on the inside. I saw things nobody else did. I can make sure he receives the sentence he deserves. I can make sure they have enough evidence against him.” He looks back up at Joel. “I appreciate the offer, old friend. But I’m not going anywhere. This is the only way I can make amends for the things I’ve done.”

      Joel clasps Shadow with a hand on his unwounded shoulder. “You’re a good man. You always have been.”

      Shadow nods, looking like he’s struggling to believe it. Now that the threat is past, he’s no longer the imposing figure he once was, and I find it hard to believe I was ever afraid of him. He’s slump-shouldered and tired-looking.

      “I’m sorry, Joel,” he says. “I know I betrayed your trust, especially by drawing information from the Fred Shears files I pulled for you. I understand if you can’t forgive me for that. But I want to make it clear to you how sorry I am. I wish I could take it all back.”

      Joel pulls him into a gentle, manly embrace, careful of the injured shoulder. “Today is a good start,” he says. “We were able to bring him down together. At least now, he won’t be able to hurt anyone else.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      We’re all still sitting in the courtyard of the motel when the police arrive twenty minutes later. The five of us have been joined by the motel manager, who tells us he hid under his desk at the sound of gunshots but came out to investigate when it seemed things had calmed down. It turns out he called the police even before Shadow did.

      Two officers collect Boetsch from the ground where Joel and Shadow left him handcuffed and maneuver him into the back of a car. Boetsch doesn’t speak or make eye contact with any of us as they read him his rights. He seems cowed at last. A third officer walks around taking statements from all of us. She has very little to ask me, it turns out—I give her a quick account of how I came to be here, downplaying the unorthodox way in which Joel and I met. She spends longer with Dad, who explains what he found when he audited Boetsch’s books, and with Shadow, who of course has all kinds of helpful inside information. Finally, Shadow agrees to go down to the police station and answer some questions.

      “Is he under arrest?” Joel asks.

      “Not yet,” the police officer answers. I note that she doesn’t put Shadow in the car with a hand on his head, the way she did with Boetsch. “This is just an interview.”

      “That’s good, right?” I ask Joel as they drive away, leaving us alone with Dad and the hotel manager.

      “I don’t know.” Joel frowns. “I don’t like the way she said not yet.”

      “Excuse me,” the manager says. “I’m going to close up the place for the day—if you people wouldn’t mind checking out.”

      “Of course,” Joel says.

      “I’ll take care of it,” Dad says. He follows the manager back over to his office.

      The wind kicks up a cloud of dust around our ankles. Joel puts his arms around me. “You’re okay?” he asks. He leans over to kiss my nose.

      “I’m okay.” I rest my forehead on his broad chest and feel him breathing deeply. I don’t know if it’s right to say I almost lost him today, but our lives felt so precarious. I close my eyes, and the image of that revolver swims before me. If Shadow hadn’t decided to double-cross Boetsch, or if Joel hadn’t been on target when he threw that knife…

      “Are you crying?” he asks me.

      “I’m just relieved.”

      He raises a hand to stroke my hair. “Everything’s going to be okay,” he says. “We’re totally safe now. No one’s even looking for you or your father.”

      “Does that mean we can go to that hotel you were talking about?” I ask, wiping my eyes. “That sounded really good.”

      Joel laughs. “I have an idea I think you’ll like even better.”

      “What’s that?” I ask him.

      “Why don’t I take you home?”
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      The ride back to Manchester is one of the most blissful experiences of my life. It’s like Christmas morning. With every mile farther south we go, I become more and more excited, more and more eager to rejoin the life I left behind. It seems strange that I’ve only been away for a few days. But then, considering everything that’s happened in that time, maybe it isn’t so strange. After all, I thought I would be forced to give up my entire identity. I thought I had left my whole life behind. Now, with every mile closer we get to Manchester, I feel more and more like the old Jenna Shears.

      Dad spends most of the ride in the back seat of Joel’s car, stretched out and trying to sleep. He spreads his jacket out over his eyes shortly after we set off, and after a few miles, I can hear him snoring softly. Poor old Dad. For all the trauma I’ve been through over the past couple of days, I know he’s had it even worse. He was the one Boetsch was actually hunting, and he’s had to worry about whether his actions would rebound and cause harm to me. And he’s been alone, with no one to talk to. I don’t think I realized until this moment how lucky I was to have Joel in the cabin with me.

      He looks over at me from the driver’s seat. “Are you all right?” he asks.

      “I’m fine now.” I press the heel of my hand to my forehead. “What’s going to happen to Shadow, Joel? I don’t want him to get in trouble.”

      “I don’t think it’ll be too bad,” Joel says. “He’s cooperating with the police, and he’s got friends on the force. He should be able to cut a deal. He’ll probably lose his job, and maybe he’ll have to pay a fine or something. I don’t think it will go any farther than that.”

      “I hope not,” I say.

      Joel glances at me and raises an eyebrow. “You really feel that way? I thought you’d want to see him punished, after what he did to you and your father.”

      “I don’t know,” I say. “I would have thought that too, but everything’s been so complicated lately. Good people do bad things. That’s been made pretty clear to me.”

      “You’re talking about me kidnapping you from the airport?”

      “Sure. But I’m also talking about me having sex with you and then immediately cuffing you to a water pipe. That was questionable behavior at best.”

      “You did surprise me with that.” Joel laughs. “Who knew you were so nefarious?”

      “Nefarious!”

      “Well, it was a pretty sneaky plan.”

      “I didn’t really plan it,” I say. “It happened really fast. I didn’t know exactly how I was going to escape.”

      Joel nods slowly. “Well, I have to admit I admire your quick-thinking and perseverance. And your body.” He smiles and waggles his eyebrows.

      “And then last night…”

      “That was something else,” Joel says.

      I don’t dare to say any more about it with my father asleep in the car, but Joel’s right. It was something else. I’ve never felt so intimate with someone before. Even now, sitting beside him in the car, it’s like some invisible barrier between the two of us has come down.

      I edge my fingers along the armrest and touch my pinky against his, and all the tension and electricity between us comes rushing back. I jerk my hand away quickly. I can’t stand the intensity. Not now, not when we’re trapped in this car without a stop in sight, and there’s nothing we can do to get relief.

      We drop Dad off first, and when I see my childhood home, I’m filled with an urge to go inside. It would be such a relief to stand in the kitchen where Dad and I spent so many happy hours, to cook a pot of soup together and talk over everything that’s happened. But as much as I want to stay, I’m longing to get back to my own apartment, to be surrounded by the trappings of the life I almost lost forever. I hug Dad and promise to come over the next day so we can debrief. Then I get back into the car with Joel for the drive to Manchester.

      The sun is starting to set over the horizon, and Joel stares wistfully out the windshield. He clearly has something on his mind.

      “Are you okay?” I ask him, unable to take it any longer. “You’re not still worried about Shadow, are you?”

      “No, no,” he says. “I’m sure Shadow will be fine.” He pulls the car to a slow stop in front of my apartment building and turns it off but makes no move to get out. “Welcome home,” he says finally.

      “Thanks for the ride.” It feels like an awkward moment. What do you say to the man who kidnapped you and saved your life simultaneously? Is this the last time we’re going to see each other? This can’t really be how everything between us ends, can it?

      It’s Joel who breaks the silence first. “You’re free,” he says. “Now you can go back to exactly the way your life was before you ever met me. So, I should congratulate you. This almost never happens to my clients—most of them lose their previous lives and their identities forever. You’re one of the lucky few. You can pick up exactly where you left off.”

      I can tell he’s sincere, that he means what he’s saying. And yet, he still has that far-off look in his eye. He’s acting more detached than he’s ever been with me, even on that first terrible night when I thought of him as nothing but a kidnapper. When he wouldn’t tell me where he was taking me or why. Tonight, it’s as if we’re total strangers. He’s acting as if I really am just a client he was hired to protect—and the only feeling he has about any of it is the satisfaction that his mission was a success.

      And I don’t believe it.

      The Joel I know is not this standoffish. Although he would hate to admit it, he wears his heart on his sleeve. The very fact that he’s acting like this is a sign that he’s dealing with emotions he doesn’t know how to express.

      And so am I. The truth is that, as relieved as I am to be back home and back in my old life, I don’t want what Joel is describing. I don’t want to pick up exactly where I left off. I don’t want to forget this ever happened. Yes, I’m glad Boetsch is no longer free to menace my father and me, and yes, most of this has been a waking nightmare. But there are one or two things I have to admit I’m glad to have experienced. There are a couple of things I’m not quite ready to let go of.

      So, I turn to Joel. He’s still looking out the windshield, still not facing me. “Does it have to be that way?” I ask.

      “What do you mean?” Even his voice is distant. He’s already miles away, already thinking about something other than me. I hope that’s because he’s forcing his mind away. I hope I’ve read this situation correctly and I’m not about to put my heart on the line only to be humiliated.

      I take a deep breath and steel myself. “I don’t want to go back to the way things were,” I say. “Before this happened…I thought I was happy, but I wasn’t. I was working all the time. I was always on the go, always trying to close the next deal. I hadn’t had a relationship in years. Even the friends I thought I had were more acquaintances and drinking buddies, not real confidantes. And then I met you.”

      “What are you saying?” Joel asks.

      “Do you know how long it had been since I’d had a real conversation?” I ask. “Before you, I mean? A conversation that wasn’t about business, politics, or the weather, but about real ideas and feelings. When I talk to you, I feel like you care about what I’m saying.”

      “I do care,” Joel says. I see his face twitch. Was that the start of a smile on his lips?

      “Everything with you feels so real,” I say. “So genuine. And maybe that’s ironic, given the way we met, but the truth is that I know you care about me. And I know I care about you.”

      He’s looking at me now. Just watching. Taking me in. I feel like the brightest and most beautiful thing in the universe.

      “So, I don’t want to go back to my old life,” I say. “Not entirely. I want you to stick around. I want us to get to know each other better. I don’t want you to be a footnote in the story of my life, a strange anecdote I tell my children years from now. I want you to be more than that.”

      “What do you want me to be?” Joel asks.

      “I don’t know yet,” I say. “But I really want to find out.”

      He’s quiet, searching my face.

      “Say something,” I say. I can’t take the suspense. Is he trying to think of a kind way to let me down? Is he going to laugh me out of the car? Is it possible that he’s going to say yes, that those charged moments between us meant as much to him as they did to me? Or was it all just the heat of the moment and the adrenaline brought about by the fact that we were on the run together?

      And then he leans in and kisses me.

      Immediately, I’m transported. I’m outside my own anxiety, in a world I inhabit with only Joel. His arms are around me, crushing me to him, and he doesn’t have to say a word because all the answers I need are right here in this kiss.

      Finally, he pulls away so we can look each other in the eyes. The pull of his gaze feels magnetic, or maybe gravitational—his eyes are forward and down all rolled into one. And looking feels like falling. I’m powerless to fight it. I don’t even want to fight it. I want to fall into him completely.

      “I want that too,” he says. He didn’t need to even say that. His kiss has made his answer abundantly clear. Still, it’s nice to hear it in his own words, his own voice, with his thumb tracing patterns along my jaw. “I’ve been wanting it for days. The way I’m attracted to you…it’s been so difficult to focus on doing my job, Jenna. You have no idea. I’ve been fighting every instinct I have, trying to put you out of my mind so I could keep you safe.”

      “You didn’t have to choose,” I say, feeling breathless. “You could have told me.”

      “No,” he says. “I can’t be involved with a client like that. That job has to come first. I can’t allow myself to feel conflicted about anything. God forbid Boetsch had discovered I was attracted to you. He might have found a way to exploit that.”

      I lean across the armrest and kiss Joel again, this time very gently on the forehead. It’s been harder on him than I could have realized. “I’m not your job anymore,” I say.

      “Thank God for that.” He tips his head up toward me and catches my lips with his again. “It’s been torture, staring at your face every day, wanting you so badly, knowing nothing could ever happen. I was going out of my mind.”

      “I thought I was going out of mine,” I say with a laugh. “Falling for my kidnapper. It actually made it harder for me to trust you because I didn’t know whether or not I could trust myself.”

      “It’s amazing, isn’t it?” Joel asks.

      “What is?”

      “That we’re actually going to have a real chance at this,” he says. “That Boetsch was drawn out and caught so quickly. It’s amazing because your safety is assured now. But it’s doubly amazing because of what it means for us.”

      We kiss again, desperately, until I can’t stand it anymore. Separating from him is hard, but I manage to pull away and clamber out of the car. Joel is at my side in an instant, and I take in how disheveled and wild-eyed he is. I can feel how much he wants me, tangled up in how much I want him, charging the air between us with reckless energy.

      “Do you want to come upstairs?” I manage to focus my mind enough to talk, aware as I speak of what a stupid question it is. Our hands are already finding each other again, searching for any inch of exposed skin. My fingers work to untuck his shirt, to slip their way along the bare strip of torso above the waist of his pants. My fingers flirt with the pants button as I work, teasing both of us—will I open it? I want to. God, I want to. I’m losing my ability to breathe.

      Meanwhile, Joel’s hands are roaming under my top. A moment later I feel a sudden lightness and know he’s released my bra, and I lean into him, aroused and gasping. He takes advantage of the situation and works his mouth down my neck, kissing and nibbling. I feel like I might cry with how much I need him right now.

      “Joel,” I say. Not capable of uttering more than his name.

      “Hmm?”

      “Inside.”

      “But it’s so beautiful out.” He’s being deliberately cruel now. If he isn’t careful, this is going to backfire on him, and I’m going to rip off all our clothes right here on the sidewalk. Maybe that’s what he wants. I still don’t know him that well. Maybe this is a game. Maybe he’s trying to see how far he can push me before giving me what I want so badly. In which case…

      I drop my hand to his waist again and pop open the button I’ve been toying with.

      Joel hisses. “Jenna…”

      My hand travels lower. Now the tables have turned, and I’m in control. Joel writhes against me, biting back moans, and I take a moment to revel in the fact that I’ve got him exactly where I want him.

      You should have known better than to toy with me, Joel.

      “Inside,” I say again, injecting steel into my voice and making it absolutely clear that this is not a request. I give Joel a little squeeze that I hope serves as both a warning and a promise, and my tactic seems to work. Immediately, before I even realize what’s happening, he scoops me up in his arms. I wrap my legs around his waist, and he carries me straight to my own front door—of course, he knows which door is mine—pulls the key from my pocket, and lets us in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        A Year Later: Jenna

      

    
    
      The dinner table is set. I’ve brought out the good china, which I’ve never had occasion to use since receiving it as a gift from my grandmother. The table is set on a simple ice blue tablecloth I picked up at the home goods store earlier today. I have candles spread all over the table between the various serving dishes, filling the air with soft light and the pleasant aroma of hot apples and cinnamon.

      I survey the dining room and, satisfied with the effect, step into the living room. We set up the tree last night. Joel didn’t have any ornaments from his childhood, so all the old ones are mine, but I picked up a few to start his collection while I was at the home goods store. I touch my finger to the black workman’s boot, hoping he’ll like it. It’s probably supposed to represent Santa Claus’s boot, but every time I see it, I’ll think of the days we spent in that cabin and how worried he was about my feet staying warm.

      The back door opens, and Joel comes in, stomping the snow off his boots. “Merry Christmas!” he calls.

      I run to the door and hug him. “Merry Christmas yourself! You’re home early.”

      He grins. “You’re a fine one to talk. It must be nice to have two whole weeks off for the holidays.”

      It is nice. Although I’m still at the same company, I’ve transitioned into a job that’s much less demanding. That means fewer hours worked per week, less travel, and more time spent with Joel. I was nervous when I first made the change, but it’s turned out to be one of the most satisfying choices I’ve ever made. Between my relaxed career and having Joel in my life, the past year has been my best yet.

      “Come on,” Joel says now. “I have gifts in the car. Help me bring them in.”

      I swat his arm. “I thought we said we were done shopping.”

      “Well, I stopped at the store on the way home and spotted a few things I couldn’t resist,” he says, grinning. “I finally found that biography of Abraham Lincoln we were hoping to give to your dad.”

      “You’re kidding!” I slide my feet into some shoes and follow Joel out to the car. “I thought that was sold out everywhere?”

      “I guess I got lucky,” he says with a grin. He leans into the car and pulls out two big paper bags with handles, handing one of them off to me.

      I feel the weight of it. “This isn’t one book. What else did you get?”

      “You’ll have to wait and see.” He nudges me with his shoulder. “And don’t even bother trying to peek because I had everything gift wrapped.”

      I groan. “You weren’t supposed to buy me anything else, Joel. We agreed on one present each!”

      “Yeah, and I’m sure you stuck to that.” He laughs.

      He’s got me there. I grin and lift the bag, making my way inside to unload the new batch of gifts under the tree.

      I thought I would have to argue with Joel about leaving the disappearing business when we bought this house together. As much as I know his work meant to him, I’d had enough of the dangerous lifestyle that comes with associating with people like Carl Boetsch, and I was more than ready to put it behind me. But Joel surprised me by bringing it up before I even had the chance. On the very day we signed the papers, he told me he was giving up on that line of work. “It’s too risky,” he said, “and I need to make sure you’re safe. I can’t justify staying in that industry if it puts you in danger.”

      As thrilled as I was to be chosen over the work I knew he loved, I also felt guilty and a bit concerned. After all, he had put a lot into building a reputation for himself as a disappearer. Could I really let him give it up for my sake? Would he come to resent me for it?

      But Joel is happier than he’s ever been. He loves being a firefighter. He tells me the constant adrenaline of the job is great for him—it wouldn’t be my idea of a good time, but that’s my Joel. And he also likes knowing that he’s still helping people, still saving lives. That’s something that’s very important to him. He needs to feel like his existence in the world is a positive force. Not only that, he needs to feel like Shadow saved his life all those years ago for a reason. Every time he saves a life in the course of his work, he comes home looking so satisfied and fulfilled that I’m confident he’s in the right job. It doesn’t hurt that he also looks unbearably sexy in his uniform.

      He stands up from unloading the gifts he’s bought and regards the tree. I show him the new ornaments I bought—the boots, the fireman’s helmet, the Labrador puppy playing with a ribbon. He lingers over the dog, laughing at its ceramic antics, and then turns to fold me into a hug. “Do you need any help cooking?” he asks.

      I laugh, knowing he’s just offering to be nice—if I actually asked Joel to help cook, dinner would probably be a disaster. “Everything’s all ready,” I tell him. “Go in and see for yourself.”

      He goes into the dining room. A moment later, a low whistle comes through the doorway. “You really outdid yourself,” he calls.

      I grab a tasting spoon from the kitchen and hand it to him. “Try the gravy. I followed the recipe your mother gave me.”

      He dips the spoon in and takes a sip. “Perfect.”

      “I wish she could have come to dinner,” I say.

      “Me too,” he says, “but she sent an email from Paris earlier today. I’ll show it to you later. She’s having a great time on her trip.”

      The doorbell rings. I gasp and yank the spoon from Joel’s hand, running back to the kitchen to rinse it and deposit it in the dishwasher. He laughs. “Someone’s a tad high strung, I see.”

      “I worked all day on this house,” I say, my hand going to my hip. “I don’t want your gravy spoon messing up the perfect tableau.”

      Joel laughs and goes to the door. From the kitchen, I hear the sound of it opening, followed by the low rumble of voices as he greets my father. This is the first Christmas Joel and Dad will be celebrating together, and I’m really looking forward to having the people I love most in my house for the holiday. I close my eyes for a moment, feeling warm and excited at the prospect of celebrating with them. Who could possibly ask for more?

      Joel leads Dad into the kitchen, clearly midway through a conversation. “She’s been cooking all day,” he says, gesturing to me.

      “That sounds right,” Dad says. “I hope you’ve been sneaking tastes away from her!”

      Joel laughs. “When I could.”

      “Did you make meatballs?” Dad asks me.

      “Of course,” I say. Meatballs are a Christmas tradition in our family, and the recipe comes from my great-great-grandmother. It’s the first thing I can remember Dad teaching me how to cook.

      He holds up a bottle of wine and a pie platter, upon which I see his famous pumpkin pie. Even I don’t know how to bake it—he’s kept the recipe a secret from me, promising to reveal it only on his deathbed. “Where can I put these?” he asks.

      I take the pie. “The wine can go in the fridge,” I say.

      “Shouldn’t we open it?” Joel asks.

      “Let’s wait until everyone’s here,” I say.

      Dad looks confused. “Who else is coming?”

      I’m spared having to answer by the doorbell ringing again. “I’ll get it,” I say quickly. I wipe my hands on my apron as I make my way to the door. I’m sure Dad is questioning Joel behind me. For a moment, I wonder if maybe we should have discussed the full guest list with him in advance, but I put that thought out of my mind as I open the door.

      Shadow looks much different than he did the last time I saw him. At the sight of me, a wide grin splits his face, and before I know it he’s swept me up in a hug. “Jenna, you look wonderful. Thank you so much for inviting me tonight.”

      “Thank you for coming!” I step back and show him in. Shadow is carrying a tote bag, and when he sees our Christmas tree, he begins to lay out presents.

      “You didn’t have to bring anything,” I say.

      “Of course, I did,” he says. “It’s Christmas!”

      Joel and Dad appear in the doorway. “Shadow,” Dad says, his eyebrows are raised in surprise, but not as I had feared, upset. “Your sentence is up, then?”

      “Just last week,” Shadow says. “I turned on Boetsch eight months ago today, actually, so this is kind of an anniversary for me.”

      “Did you do anything to celebrate?” Joel says with a grin.

      “Well, I went shopping.” Shadow waves a hand at the presents he set out, notable by the wrapping paper that doesn’t match the design Joel and I chose.

      “I told him he shouldn’t have,” I say.

      “Nonsense,” Shadow says. “I spent six months in jail, and when I wasn’t thanking my lucky stars for such a lenient sentence, I was daydreaming of the moment I’d have the freedom to wander in and out of stores and spend money. You don’t have any idea how much you’ll miss something like shopping until it’s gone.”

      “What are you thinking about for a job?” Joel asks. Shadow was, of course, fired from his job as a police officer when he was discovered to be colluding with Boetsch. Even though he turned on Boetsch and testified against him in the end, there was no way he was going to be able to continue working in law enforcement.

      But Shadow is still smiling. “I have good news on that score too,” he says. “I had an interview last week for a position as a private bodyguard. Yesterday I was notified that I got the job. It actually pays more than what I was doing before, and the skill set is the same.”

      “That’s amazing!” I say.

      “Thanks,” Shadow says. “I’m excited about it.” He turns to Dad. “Fred, it’s good to see you again.”

      “I didn’t know you would be here,” Dad says. His voice is stiff, and a flash of concern goes through me. Is he angry? Even Shadow’s smile falters for a moment, and he looks like he’s wondering if maybe he should just go.

      But then Dad smiles, closes the distance between them in two strides, and embraces Shadow, clapping him firmly on the back. “Merry Christmas,” he says. “Nice to see you’re a free man once more.”

      I let out a sigh of relief and catch Joel’s eyes. I can see by his expression that he’s feeling the same way I am. “I’ll go open that wine now,” he says, disappearing into the kitchen.

      I show our guests into the dining room. “Sit down,” I say. I’ve been carefully timing my food preparations all day so that everything would be hot at the right moment, and I don’t want to let that go to waste. Thank God they weren’t late.

      Joel makes his way in from the kitchen and sits down, and the four of us start passing dishes around, helping ourselves to meatballs, gravy, potatoes, ham, and salad. Joel pours the wine, and Dad raises his glass. “To family,” he pronounces.

      “To family,” the rest of us agree.

      When everyone has eaten as much as they can, Joel clears the table and carefully packs the leftovers into containers. We’ll be eating this food for the rest of the week, but I’m certainly not complaining—leftovers are one of my favorite Christmas traditions, and I’m already deciding whether I’ll eat the mashed potatoes or the meatballs first. Joel also washes the dishes by hand—Grandma’s china is too delicate for the dishwasher. Meanwhile, I lead Dad and Shadow into the living room.

      I start to build a fire in the fireplace, but Shadow insists on taking over and doing it for me. I accept his chivalry, and while he works, I go to the hi-fi in the corner and put on my playlist of Christmas carols.

      Soon, the fire is crackling pleasantly, the strains of old favorite songs fill the air, and Joel is making his way in from the kitchen, having finished the post-dinner chores. As the rest of us take our seats around the room, Joel goes directly to the tree. From a cardboard box we’ve been keeping on the floor by the baseboard, he produces a Santa Claus hat, which he plunks on his head. Shadow laughs.

      It’s a pleasure to sit curled up in my armchair, listening to music and watching the warm flames from the logs in the fire, as Joel hands out Christmas gifts. I’m worried my pile will be obnoxiously large, since I’m the only one with a lover and a parent in the room, but my worry turns out to be for nothing. Joel and I did a great job of keeping our gift buying even, although we failed at the plan to buy each other only one present each.

      I’m unwrapping one of the gifts from Joel when a hearty laugh escapes my lips.

      “Oh, you are too funny!” I say between chuckles. Dad and Shadow look over with interest.

      “What is it?” Dad asks.

      I hold up a pair of fuzzy pink handcuffs.

      Joel slides over to give me a hug. “Just something for you to always remember our first date,” he says while laughing.

      When every gift has been opened, I bring a tray of apple cider out from the kitchen and pass it around. It’s strange to think, but this is the most wonderful Christmas I’ve experienced in a long time. The idea that Joel and Shadow could be exactly what our little family needed to make it whole is bizarre, but now that they’re with us, I can’t imagine a holiday without them.

      I snuggle under Joel’s arm against the warmth of his chest, listen to Shadow’s tales of his hilarious misadventures in the Navy, and make eye contact with my father, who smiles. An unusual family it may be, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      

      
        The End
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      It’s a moonless night, and every other streetlight on this block is out—pretty standard for the Eastside of San Antonio, Texas. My headlights pierce the velvety black summer air and then merge with pools of light as I peer at the houses that pass.

      “All right, Cole, which one is it? There’s one seventeen…it’s gotta be close.”

      As always, Cole doesn’t answer me. Not vocally, at least.

      He can’t.

      He’s long gone—his body was laid to rest after being decimated by an RPG blasted out of a terrorist compound. That doesn’t stop me from talking to him, as though we’re still behind enemy lines and he’s my closest friend.

      He was the twenty-third SEAL I’d personally known that had died during combat in the Middle East.

      The twenty-third, and the last. During Cole’s memorial, I decided to leave the Navy for good.

      I laugh, snorting softly as I peer out the car window at the passing houses.

      “Pretty ironic, huh, brother?” I whisper. “Here I am, still killing for a living.”

      I spot house one nineteen. It’s on the small side, but at two stories tall, it’s bigger than the other homes on the block. There’s a shiny SUV in the driveway—also much nicer than the other cars I’ve seen.

      It’s all adding up; my employer got the address right. This is where my target lives.

      Signs of drug money are everywhere; drug lords usually like to live in crappy neighborhoods, and they spend money on stupid shit. It’s not uncommon for me to roll up to a house and find signs of wealth pasted over an otherwise run-down house. It’s like they don’t know what to do with their money.

      I survey the house, just like I would have scoped out a compound in Afghanistan, five years prior.

      “What do you think…north or south side? Yeah, south’s darker. Less chance someone will read my plates.”

      Cole always gives me good advice. It’s like we’re still at war, discussing how to gain a tactical advantage.

      I stop the car and read over my target’s bio one more time. I feel the familiar rush of adrenaline beginning to tingle through my veins as I examine his picture and then the blueprint of his house. I’m ready to get to work.

      I look through the information one more time. Then, I glance out of the passenger window to the house’s driveway. The white convertible sports car—the one that the drug lord’s wife drives—is not in its spot. It’s Saturday, and she’s out for the night, as per usual.

      “Won’t be back from her girls’ night out for another hour or so, probably,” I whisper to Cole. “Yeah, better be in and out in thirty minutes, just to be safe. On it, buddy. All right, let’s get this show on the road.”

      I talk to Cole often as I drive to my hits. It helps to calm my nerves. It helps to pass the time. As wacky as it may sound, it even helps to ground me.

      But as soon as I step out of the car, reality always hits. Even though I like to imagine Cole’s presence, I know the truth.

      I’m all alone.

      I open the back door of the black rental sedan and pull out my backpack. It’s heavy, but I’m used to it. I shoulder the pack and slide a rifle into place underneath it, so that the long steel barrel lies cold and hard against my spine. It’s comforting. I won’t need it tonight, but my Navy training of always having a backup weapon has stuck with me.

      Another gun, this one with a silencer attached, gets fitted into my hip holster. After wrapping a thick coil of military-grade rope over my shoulder, grabbing my collapsible ladder, and fitting a black mask and night-vision goggles over my face, I close the door and look around.

      It’s pitch black here on the south side of the house.

      The night vision goggles pick up the heat of two bodies, half a block away. Because of the darkness, I’m sure the two haven’t seen me. To them, my car door slamming is the sign of just another person arriving home from a night out.

      I slip around the front of the car and press my back flush to the fence. It’s overgrown with ivy, and I know that I’m well hidden. I scan my surroundings again, and then, confident that no one is around to see me, I scale the high, metal, chain-link fencing.

      Before my feet hit the ground on the other side, I have a tranquilizer gun aimed at a Rottweiler who is fast approaching. As the dog’s mouth opens to let out a volley of barks, I shoot a dart at him. The mutt is immediately silenced, and he falls softly against the layer of patchy, dry grass.

      I love dogs. Never been able to have one since I move around so much, but it’s always been a dream of mine to have one ever since I was a kid, moving from foster house to foster house.

      Squatting down by the black and brown animal, I’m reminded of how much I’ve always wanted a furry companion. Though I’m pressed for time—thirty minutes in and out is my goal, and I still have to climb up to the roof—I take time to pet the dog and lay a treat out by his nose. I’ve been shot with a tranquilizer gun before, and I know that coming out of the stupor is no fun, to say the least.

      “Sorry, buddy,” I whisper, giving him one last pat. “You enjoy a treat on me when you wake up, ’kay, my man?”

      With that, I’m on my way again. The metal of my light-weight ladder scrapes against the house’s cheap, stucco siding as I climb to the second story.

      Every time it moves, I freeze. A sense of timing is always on my mind, but I’m careful not to rush things. Careful is smooth and smooth is fast, as we used to say in the SEALs.

      When I step out onto the flat roof, I mentally bring up a picture of the house’s layout in my mind. The master bedroom is on the west side of the second story, so I cross the flat roof, stepping silently over the tiled surface.

      Once again, I scan my surroundings. This side of the house is better lit, but it doesn’t matter. Neighbors might glance around the ground story windows or main entrance of a nearby house once in a while, but they’ll rarely spend time looking up at the roofline. No one expects a break-in from the second story. That’s why it’s my go-to method of entry.

      I fasten my harness and tie an anchor point without thinking much—it’s all muscle memory. That’s how we were trained. When we learned a new skill, we repeated it one hundred to two hundred times, until our fingers bled raw and our minds were numb with the repetition. It was never a pleasant experience, but it worked.

      Now, my mind has time to focus on other things. I’m looking down the street for approaching traffic. As soon as the last car I’ve sighted drives by, I make my move.

      My feet pad against the side of the house. I use momentum and a few light bouncing steps off the side of the house to reach the window. Most of them are sealed shut, and I have to take careful side steps, gripping window trim, before I find a smaller window that slides open.

      See? No one expects entrance on the second story. It’s the same every time. Not only that, but I hear my target snoring as soon as I slide through the window.

      This is almost too easy.

      A part of me is disappointed. At war, I was used to missions that culminated in firefight. Now that I’m a hitman, my marks rarely fight back. Maybe I’m just too good at my job.

      I look at my watch. It’s been twenty minutes.

      I have ten minutes to make the kill and my exit. Plenty of time. I take two deep breaths, quieting my heartbeat and the rush of adrenaline in my body. Though the entry’s been easy so far, it never gets so easy that my body stops reacting. I’m still human, after all.

      I feel a sense of control come back into my body, and my thoughts become more organized. My heart’s still hammering in my chest, but it’s nothing that I can’t handle.

      The floor is covered with beige carpeting that reeks of cigarette smoke. Actually, the whole room smells like cigarette smoke, and as I approach the bed, I see an ashtray filled to the brim with butts. There’s also a cluster of pills and bottles on the nightstand, all signs that the guy was high as hell when he went to sleep this evening.

      As a major importer of narcotics from Mexico into Texas, the guy has more than enough resources at his fingertips to indulge in whatever way he wants to.

      And I’m sure that when he’s choosing the drugs to use, he steers clear of the ones laced with poison that have been hitting the streets around schools lately…all of which, according to my sources, are coming from this loser. Fifteen deaths from the latest batch alone, and I’m sure there’s more leaking out around the city.

      Scumbag.

      I pull my gun from my hip holster and wait for his rattling, phlegm-filled exhale to cover up the clicking sound as I release the safety. Then, without a second thought, I press the trigger.

      The guy gives one last shuttering inhale and then stops, his lungs full of air that will never be used.

      It’s over.

      I linger over his body for three to four minutes, long enough to verify his death by feeling for a pulse. The August night is hot and muggy, and sweat pools in my gloved hands as I press my fingers against his carotid artery.

      It’s still.

      I can’t wait to get the hell out of this bedroom. The sickly scent of cigarettes is overwhelming. Within seconds, I’ve made a beeline to the window and reattached the ropes to my harness. Just as I’m about to push the window open, my lungs spasm. The air is toxic in here—my body is crying out for clean oxygen. I cough twice, violently, before I can get the reflex under control and stifle the coughing.

      My whole body shakes as I work to suppress several more coughs, and I step back from the window long enough to put my hands on my knees. I focus all of my attention on my lungs, my throat, and my breath.

      Finally, the sensation passes.

      I straighten up, and as I do so, my eye catches sight of a photograph. It’s off to one side of the window—I never would have seen it had it not been for the coughing fit.

      But now, I find myself face to face with a photograph of a child.

      It’s a school portrait. The kid in the photo is young—maybe first or second grade. His eyes are bright and he’s smiling so wide that I can pick out two missing teeth. I have no idea how recent the picture is, but one thing is certain: this is definitely the drug lord's kid. The resemblance is unmistakable.

      I just killed this kid’s father. His dad.

      In the morning, this child is going to find out that his dad is dead. Because of me. He’ll have a fatherless childhood, just like I did.

      I tear my eyes away from the photograph.

      For a few seconds, I can’t think. All I can do is imagine that kid’s face when he learns his father is dead. I’m playing the scenario out—the wife getting home, screaming as she finds her husband lying in a pool of his own blood. The child, waking up to the sound of his mother’s hysteria.

      My hand starts shaking.

      I have to get out of here. I reach for the window and pull it open. Muscle memory takes me to the roof, but I’m still having trouble getting my thoughts under control.

      As I cross the roof, I find myself picturing the child’s face again. Will his eyes ever shine that bright again, once he lives through the events that tonight holds for him? Will he ever smile ear to ear like that, as if the world is full of nothing but promise?

      I’m at the edge of the roof.

      I did this, I think. I took his father. I took the light from his eyes. I took his smile.

      My hand knocks against the edge of my ladder, and in horror I watch it sail away from the roof. My shoulders jerk up to my ears and I cringe as the aluminum frame clatters against the chain-link fence bellow.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      A dog in the adjacent yard starts barking, and I see a bedroom light in the house next door come on.

      My survival instincts kick into gear. I know that I only have a few minutes before the neighbor spots the ladder. I run across the roof, making calculations as I go. My rope will get me to the pavement, and I decide that I have time to go around the house and grab the ladder before the cops could possibly arrive.

      Moving fast, I rappel down the side of the house, retrieve my rope, and then round the corner of the house and collect my ladder. Within three minutes, I’m in my car, pulling away from the curb. I can see blue lights, flashing in the distance. The police have arrived faster than I expected.

      That was fucking close. Way too close.

      I slam my hands against the steering wheel in an attempt to release some of the pent-up steam that’s building inside of me.

      It doesn’t help.

      What the fuck just happened? I lost my shit up there. It was that photograph. Then, all of the mistakes afterwards. In the five years since leaving the Navy, I’ve never botched a job so badly. Am I losing my edge?

      From the corner of my eye, I see my phone light up.

      It’s Clint. At least, that’s what my employer goes by, when he makes contact. I highly doubt it’s his real name. I’ve never actually met him, and that’s just fine by me. The phone is vibrating against the car seat, giving off a faint green glow as it hums.

      He wants to know that the job is done. But at this moment, talking to Clint is the last thing that I want to do. My nerves are so fried, it feels like I’ve swallowed live wires and they’re simmering inside my stomach.

      I want to get as far from this neighborhood and the sirens behind me as possible. I want to get out of this car, and out of these sweaty, incriminating clothes. I want to hide these guns.

      Twenty minutes later, I pull into my motel.

      There’s no sign of police presence, but just to be on the safe side, I throw all of my gear into a worn duffel bag and then pull on my construction worker attire—a thick, dirty denim jacket, bright orange vest, hard hat, and construction boots.

      I make my way into my room knowing that the motel’s cameras will only pick up my hard hat, not my face. Once inside my room, I feel like I can breathe a little better. I strip down and then stand under a hot shower for so long my skin starts to burn. But even the scalding water won’t take away the jitters now living inside of my body.

      I need a drink, and I’m not going to find one here. There’s a club I usually go to when I’m in San Antonio, and I think of it, now. They’re probably still open—it’s only one a.m.

      I dress in a black T-shirt, jeans, boots, and my leather riding jacket. I pull my motorcycle helmet over my head, and then exit the motel room once again. This time, instead of the dark sedan—a rental that I plan on returning bright and early in the morning—I hop onto my motorcycle.

      In just a few minutes, I’ll have a glass of whiskey in my hand, and I can drown out this disaster of a night once and for all.
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