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CHAPTER

ONE

Heidi Myers balanced a bag of groceries on her hip as she unlocked the door to her
townhouse. As the wind swept inside behind her, bringing with it an autumn chill and
a smattering of rain, she quickly shoved the door closed.

Thunder shook the house as she did.

That was some storm raging out there. The wind howled, and rain poured from the
sky like a never-ending waterfall.

But now, Heidi was back home, where she could dry off, warm up, and make herself
anice dinner.

She let her purse slide off her shoulder to the floor, reached for the light switch beside
her, and flipped it.

Nothing happened.
She frowned.
Had the storm somehow knocked out the electricity?

That would just be her luck. She'd find her way to the kitchen and put her groceries
down. Then she'd figure out the power situation.



However, she had really been looking forward to some chicken alfredo tonight. An
electrical outage might thwart her plans.

She started through her living room when the hair on her neck rose.

Something in the air felt different. But what? Wasit just the storm?

Or ... what if the power wasn’t out because of the storm?

Cold fear spread through her.

Now that she thought about it, the streetlight was on outside. And she'd seen her
neighbor’s lights on, had seen them seated at the dinner table together. But with her
curtains closed, no light shone inside to guide her steps other than a dull gray from
the transom over her front door.

Her muscles tensed as her adrenaline kicked in.

Maybe she was overthinking this. That was probably it. Considering what she did for
aliving, she often felt on edge.

Things had been even more stressful lately. That was why she’d been looking
forward to tonight so much. She desperately wanted the chance to relax and unwind.
To forget about her boss's demands.

More thunder shook the house.

She quickened her steps and made it to the kitchen. She flipped the light switch there.

Still nothing.



Before she set the paper bag on the counter, a noise caught her ear.

Her refrigerator was still humming, she realized.

Her gaze went to the stove.

Blue illuminated numbers stared back at her from the clock there.

She still had electricity. So why didn’t her lights work?

Shiversraced up her spine.

Then movement sounded in the distance.

The barely perceptible sound of footsteps crossing the sage-colored shag rug in her
living room hit her.

The paper bag fell from her hands. Oranges rolled across the floor. Eggs cracked.
Milk began to glug out through a crack in the plastic jug.

“Who'sthere?’ Her voice trembled as she gripped the kitchen counter.

Did she have time to step back and grab a knife from the butcher block across the
kitchen? She didn’t think so.

“We need to talk,” a deep voice said.

Her heart beat double time. “Who are you?’

She blinked, praying her eyes would adjust to the darkness.



But they didn’t.

All she knew was that the voice sounded vaguely familiar.

Her mind raced as she tried to put together where she’d heard it before.

Then the truth hit her.

She did know that voice.

But her comfort only lasted a moment before terror filled her.

The man in her home was a cold-blooded, trained assassin.

A cold-blooded, trained assassin who' d recently gone rogue.

Stephen Garner rose from his seat in Heidi’ s house.

He' d been waiting twenty minutes for her to return home.

He hated to do things this way, but he had no other choice. He couldn’t be seen
talking to her. He couldn’t be seen period.

No one could know about this conversation.

Which was why the first thing he’ d done when he arrived was to check her place and
make sure it wasn’t bugged.

He' d found one camera and two listening devices. He' d destroyed them all.

Finding those things hadn’t surprised him. When Heidi had accepted her current job,



she’' d had no idea what she was getting herself into. That was why he'd secretly been
trying to watch out for her over the past few years.

He stepped closer to her shadowed figure, hating the fact he'd scared her so badly. “I
just want to talk.”

“Tak about what?' Her voice trembled.

“ About your job.”

“I ... 1 can’'t talk about my job. Please. You're going to get mein trouble.”

Even though it was dark, he sensed her anxiety. Saw the outline of movement as
Heidi rubbed her hand across her chest asif to loosen the muscles.

He' d seen her do it before when she was nervous.

He' d noticed other things about her also. How she drank too much coffee. How that
same coffee led her to use breath mints throughout the day. How she loved
inspirational quotes and had them hung around her desk.

His intention hadn’t been to scare her like this. If he had any better option, he would
have taken it.

“l don’t want to get you in trouble,” he assured her. “That’s why | made sure no one
knows I’m here. So we could have this conversation in private.”

She paused. Stopped rubbing her chest. Drew in a deep breath. Then said, “You're
Stephen. Stephen Garner. Thirty-four years old. The guy who's aways picked for the
hardest assignments since you have both the brawn and the brains, which can be an
unusual combination. Except when it comes to the people you work with. You're all



exceptional. Y ou're the best of the best.”

In other circumstances, he might be flattered. Right now, he was definitely impressed.
He'd known it was a possibility Heidi would recognize his voice. But she'd done so
quickly. She'd remembered al the other details faster than he' d thought she would as

well.

“Since those formalities are out of the way, then | guess | can get down to business,”
he said. “I need to find Rafferty.”

“Rafferty? | don’t know where heis.”
Stephen stepped closer. He sensed Heldi’ s nerves starting to rear up like a hot wire.
He could practically hear her heart racing as if someone had pushed the fast-forward

button.

“What do you mean you don’'t know where he is?" Stephen asked. “You're his
righthand man. Or woman.”

“I mean what | said,” Heidi told him. “1 have no idea where he might be right now.”

He took another step closer. “He's your boss. How can you not know his
whereabouts? His home address?’

“We mostly talk on the phone and only meet afew times ayear.” Her voice trembled.
“He' svery private.”

“You mean you've worked for him for four years, and in al that time, you've never
seen his address on any paperwork? Never been to adinner at his place?’



“Have you? You worked for him for a long time. Longer than | have. Do you know
where he lives? Have you been to his house?’

“Touché.” She had an excellent point.

But this woman was Stephen’s best chance of figuring out how to locate this man.
Rafferty had gone dark over the past couple of weeks. He hadn’t been seen or heard
from.

Thunder cracked overhead, and Heidi jumped.

He studied her, unconvinced she was telling the entire truth. She had access to
information others in the company didn’t.

“You guys are trained security agents,” Heidi said. “If you wanted to find him, why
didn’t you track him? Follow him home? Do something other than hassling me?’

“He s very careful to cover histracks.”

“Then | don’t know why you think I’d know.”

He took another step closer.

Heildi drew in a sharp breath, and her eyes widened as she took a step back, fear
filling her gaze. “Please.. . . don’t hurt me.”

His brow furrowed. “Why would | hurt you?’

“You're here. In my house. You did something to my lights. Now you’re making
demands. Please.. . . | don’'t want to die.”
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CHAPTER
TWO
Stephen’ s face flashed in Heidi’ s mind.

She’'d seen him and talked to him plenty of times before. The man was tall and burly
with short, dark hair and a matching beard and mustache. His eyes were what always
got to her. They were dark and intelligent, showing a sharp, observant man who let
very few details get past him.

She trembled even thinking about what this man was capable of.

All Stephen had to do was to take a couple more steps, and she’ d be within his reach.
He had the capacity and strength to break someone’ s neck in two seconds flat.

But she also knew he could be friendly. Warm even. They’d had good banter at times
at the office when she’d met the team there to go over assignments with them. He'd
joked with her about her coffee addiction. About her obsession with breath mints.
Once he' d even brought her coffee and a bag of her favorite wintergreen Lifesavers.

The juxtaposition had fascinated her and made her want to dig deeper into the man’s
background and psyche. But she hadn't—of course. There were professional
boundaries in place.

Which Stephen was in her house now? The scary man who could kill her? Or the kind
man who' d brought her coffee?



He lowered his voice as he said, “I’m not here to harm you, Heidi.”

She still gripped the counter. When lightning flashed through the transom, she saw
Stephen’s outline.

His broad figure and bulky muscles were intimidating, to say the least.

She remembered his words. I'm not here to harm you, Heidi. He'd sounded so
sincere.

But was he?

He waited for her response.

She licked her lips before saying, “If you don’'t intend to hurt me, then why are you
here? Why did you break in like this?’

“It'slike | said. So we could talk. Privately. Without Rafferty finding out. Besides, if
I’d wanted to hurt you?—"

“Y ou would have by now?’ Heidi finished for him as she let his words settle.

They made sense. Rafferty was the type who always had people watching. For that
reason, Heidi could never fully let down her guard.

“How do you know Rafferty doesn't know?’ It was a question she often asked
herself. It seemed like nothing she did was private. Her boss seemed to have eyes
everywhere.

“1 cleared two bugs and one camera from your home. | watched to make sure | wasn'’t
followed, and | entered your house through the back—after parking four blocks away



and using a motorcycle | borrowed from afriend.”

Her eyebrows shot up. He really had thought of everything.

Then part of what he said hit her.

“You found bugs in my house?’ she whispered. “A camera?’

“That’s right. You're too much of an asset for Rafferty to ssmply let you live your
life. He monitors everything you say and do. But | have a feeling you already
suspected that.”

Heidi continued to grip the counter, her mind racing.

Yes, she'd suspected some of those things before. But hearing Stephen’'s
confirmation . . . it sent chills through her.

“Where exactly was this camera?’ The thought was disturbing on so many levels.

“In your living room.”

In some ways, that was a relief, she supposed. But it was still an invasion of her
privacy at the highest level.

Had Rafferty left those to keep an eye on her? Or someone else? Maybe one of
Blackstone' s enemies?

Her throat tightened as she tried to figure out her next move. “So you just want to
talk?’

“That’sright.”



“Do we need to talk in the darkness like this?”

“1 can turn the lights back on—as long as you promise not to do anything foolish in
the meantime.”

“Define foolish.”

“Calling the police or Rafferty would only end up getting us both in trouble.” He
paused and lowered his voice. “I promise I'm not here to hurt you, Heidi. You're the
only person | could think of who could help.”

“Help with what?’

“Help bring James Rafferty down.”

She swallowed hard. Bring her boss down?

The idea might seem absurd. However, after hearing about a few of his latest
assignments, she was now curious.

She’'d always wondered if the man was up to no good. Maybe this was her chance to
find out more about who she was really working for.

However, she wasn't sure she could handle the truth.

Stephen prayed his words were getting through to Heidi. That she would help him
instead of turning on him.

Right now, everything depended on her decision.

He wished he could see her face. That he could read her mind, for that matter.



He couldn’t do those things, but he could use his other abilities. His power of
observation had been highly tuned.

He could hear Heidi’ s quick breathing, which let him know she was still nervous.

He could feel the stillness in the room, as if she were frozen, trying to make a
decision.

He could hear her swallow as she was about to speak.

Finally, she sighed and crossed her arms. “Okay. | don't know what | can do for you,
but we can talk.”

He hoped her words were sincere. “Perfect.”

He walked into the living room. He reached for the beige lamp on an end table,
snaked his hand through the shade, and screwed in the bulb. Its glow instantly filled
the room.

As heturned, he caught a glimpse of Heidi.

Of her heart-shaped face. Her light brown hair. Her thick, curly ringlets. Her petite
frame.

He couldn’t see the smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks from across the
room, but he knew they were there. He could easily picture her bright green eyes and
straight teeth. He'd practically memorized all her features—not that his attraction to
her mattered. He'd even flirted with her on occasion, but he knew those playful
interactions would go nowhere.

His past prevented any future relationships. He was too broken.



However, he hated that he' d scared Heidi as he did. But he’ d had no other choice.

Milk puddled on the tile floor at her feet. Two eggs were smattered, the yokes
bleeding from them. Oranges had scattered from the bag as if desperate to make an

escape.

Right now, it didn’t matter. There would be time to pick those things up later.

“Do you want to sit down?’ he suggested.

Heidi still looked uncertain. Her gaze showed she was calculating her response,
weighing her options.

Finally, she nodded. “ Okay.”

Stephen watched as she stepped over the bag and headed to the couch. She sat
tentatively as she stared at him.

He sat in the chair across from her, wishing he could put her more at ease.

He' d always liked Heildi. He' d enjoyed their conversations when they’d talked in the
past. He'd even looked forward to seeing her at work. Her cheery face was always a
welcome sight after their assignments.

Then he'd discovered the truth about his own background—and Rafferty’s role in all
of it.

Stephen left Blackstone, a top-secret security company, and teamed up with other
men who were just like him—who were fighting to take down those who wanted too
much power and control. People like Rafferty.



Rafferty was their current focus. They needed to find him. Interrogate him. Learn
what he was up to.

Ever since Stephen had defected from the security group, he felt certain he'd been
targeted. He'd found bugs in his own apartment. Had sensed someone following him.

Had seen his bank account unexplainably drained.

That meant he needed to be a shadow. Each of his moves had to be planned and
executed very carefully.

“What do you want to know?’ Heidi rubbed her hands across her dark-wash blue
jeans, clearly nervous.

“Everything. | need to know everything you know—and maybe more.”

She blinked as if overwhelmed and shook her head. “Y ou are going to have to be a
little more specific. I'm only his executive assistant. It’'s not like he gives me open
accessto al the information about the company.”

Before Stephen could say anything else, afootstep sounded outside.

Most people probably wouldn’t have heard it. But his instincts had been fine-tuned
through years of training and experience.

Heidi sat up straighter. “What isit?’

He rose. “ Are you expecting anyone?’

“No. | wasjust going to make dinner for myself. No one else.”

He was afraid of that. “Someone’s here. He's going to be at your door in about ten



seconds.”

“He?

“The footsteps are heavy. It'saman.”

Heldi’ s eyebrows flicked up asif she were impressed.

Stephen locked his gaze with hers. “You can't tell anybody I'm here. Do you
understand?’

“Y—yeah . . . yes,” she stuttered. “ Of course.”

He quickly considered his options. He could stand behind the door, but if the man
came inside, he' d be spotted. He didn’t want things to turn volatile.

The coat closet, he decided. That was where he could hide.
He darted toward it, remaining light on his feet. Before he slipped inside, he turned
toward Heidi and whispered, “If you tell this person I'm here, there will be

consequences.”

Were his words a threat? Yes, he supposed in some ways they were. But he didn’t
plan on hurting Heidi.

Y et there would be consequences.

It would be to both of their detrimentsif he was discovered.

He stared at Heidi, waiting for her response.



Finally, she nodded. “I’ll handleit.”

Stephen dlipped into the closet, closed the door, and prayed for the best.
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CHAPTER
THREE

This could be Heidi’ s chance to get away from Stephen. The person on the other side
of the door could be the key to her safety—and an answer to prayer.

Part of her wanted to trust Stephen. She'd been fascinated with the man for years
now.

But also afraid.

Not because he'd ever done anything to make her feel fearful toward him. But
because she knew what he was capable of. She’d seen his intimidating stance and
thick muscles. They were enough to frighten anybody.

But hiseyes. . . they’'d told adifferent story. They were compassionate and wise.

He was unlike most of Rafferty’s guys, and for that reason, she'd always been drawn
to him.

A moment later, just as Stephen had predicted, a knock sounded at the door.

Heidi ran a hand through her hair, down her black oversized cardigan, and then across
her blue jeans. Then she drew in a deep breath and stepped closer.

The closet was right behind the front door. If Stephen really were the ogre she feared



he might be, he could easily jump out and stop her from doing anything he considered
foolish. But she had afeeling he wanted to stay below the radar.

“Heidi?’ adeep voice called.

Right away, she knew who was here. But the realization didn’t bring her any comfort.

“Open up,” the man outside called. “I know you’re in there.”

She took one more glance at the closet door and contemplated her actions.

Then, with a certain sense of resignation, she pulled open her front door.

Beau Glasser stood outside, lightning flashing behind him.

Another Blackstone team member.

Stephen’ s former colleague.

The man was imposing but in adifferent way than Stephen.

Some of the guys seemed like mostly muscle. Smart, yes. But they ssmply did what
they were told and never asked questions. Never checked their conscience.

Beau was one of those guys. . .
He was tall and strong with hair so short he aimost looked bald. His jaw was aways
flexing as if he constantly gritted his teeth, and his hands were usually fisted. He

reminded her of aliving, breathing, ticking time bomb.

“Beau . . . what are you doing here?’ she asked.



Heidi had said the man’s name aloud for Stephen’s benefit—although he’'d probably
recognized the voice.

“Rafferty told me to check on you,” Beau stated, his voice gruff and cold.

“I'm fine.” She rubbed a hand over her chest. “Why would he be concerned?’

“Someone might be targeting Blackstone. We need to make sure all our team
members are secure.”

Her throat burned as the seriousness of the situation hit her. “| appreciate the concern,
but I’'m fine.”

“You only think you're fine.”

She rubbed her arms. “Now you' re scaring me. Obviously, there’s more to this story
than you're telling me. |s someone specifically threatening me?’

“Not really. We just need to be careful. I'm going to station myself outside your
house tonight just to make sure you' re safe. Rafferty’ s orders.”

“Okay then. That seems like overkill, but if you insist.” Heidi could only assume
Stephen would figure out a way to get out of her house without being seen. He'd
gotten inside that way.

Did Beau suspect Stephen was here? Was that what all this was about?

When Beau stepped back, relief tried to flood her. But before Heidi allowed the
emotion to wash over her, Beau' s eyes drifted behind her.

She tensed. He' d seen the groceries on the floor, hadn’t he?



Now his suspicions were raised.

Heidi would have to think of something. Fast.

“What happened there?’ Stephen heard his former colleague mutter.

He' d recognized Beau’ s voice right away.

The man wasn’t Stephen’ s favorite person. He was too mindless. Too reactive. Didn’t
have enough of a conscience.

For some reason, Beau had shown up here at Heidi’ s. Had Rafferty sent him knowing
that Stephen was here?

He couldn’t be sure.

“What happened to your groceries?’ Beau clarified.

“Oh, those?’ Heidi let out a nervous laugh. “ That’s nothing. | was too lazy to turn on
my light when | walked in. Thought | knew this place like the back of my hand. Then

| missed the countertop.”

“l saw you walk inside ten minutes ago. I'm surprised you haven't cleaned that up
ya-”

Stephen’ s heart beat harder. He' d hoped Beau had overlooked the timing, but Stephen
should have known better. The man had been trained to be observant.

What would Heidi say?

“Well, if you must know, part of the reason | dropped the groceries is because | was



in arush to go to the bathroom. Female issues, and trust me, you don’t want to know
details. Anyway, I'd just come out of the bathroom and was about to clean up the
mess when you knocked on the door. | didn’t realize | would be interrogated about it,
or | would' ve picked everything up right away.”

Stephen’s eyebrows rose. He was impressed. Heidi had done a good job coming up
with that story on thefly.

He' d always known she was smart. Rafferty had pulled her away from a job as an
administrator at a Fortune 500 company and got her to come work for him. Stephen
could only imagine the job offer had to be pretty enticing for her to say yes.
Histhroat clenched. He knew there was actually more to the story than that.
Heidi had taken the job out of necessity after her mom was in a terrible car accident
that left her a quadriplegic and unable to care for herself. Heidi had taken care of her

for four years until her mom passed away last year.

Stephen had done his research and had been surprised at the details he’'d found out
about Heidi’slife.

Those details made him want to know more.

“1 need to check out your place,” Beau said. “Just to be safe.”

“That won't be necessary?—"

Stephen knew Beau would check out her townhouse despite Heidi’ s objections. What
would Stephen do when Beau reached the closet?

His heart pounded as he thought of the implications.



Footsteps sounded. Beau had walked away, avoiding the closet—for now.

“lI didn’t inviteyou in,” Heidi murmured. “ Thisfeelsintrusive.”

“Not my problem,” Beau told her.

Thunder cracked outside.

As they moved farther away, Stephen could no longer make out what they were
saying. Had Heidi and Beau gone upstairs? If so, this could be Stephen’s chance to
get out of here.

But he would have to move quickly or this could turn ugly.

Very ugly.
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FOUR
“As you can see, everything is fine.” Heidi rushed to keep in step with Beau as he
charged into her house like he owned the place. “I’'m not even sure what you're

looking for. Do you think I'm hiding something here?’

“1 need to make sure there are no safety concerns.” He went into the kitchen and
opened afew cabinets, as well asthe door to her walk-in pantry.

“Safety concerns. . . in my cabinets?’ Her confusion turned into irritation.
He continued to storm the house, checking every crevice and behind every curtain.

Then another thought hit her. Stephen had said he found a couple of bugs aswell asa
camerain the house. Had Rafferty sent Beau here when those things went offline?

Maybe.

Because Rafferty had to be the one who had those planted here. He was the only one
who made sense. She might try to convince herself otherwise, but when it came to
Rafferty . . . the shoe fit.

Beau headed upstairs toward her bedroom, still acting asif he were on awar path.

She scrambled to keep up with him but managed to remain on his heels. “Like | said,



everything isfine.”

Beau grunted and headed toward her bedroom.

Typical Beau. The company currently employed twelve security operatives, many of
them just like Beau. Others had come and gone over the years, some rougher than
others. All of them had an air of mystery about them, however.

He searched her room, her bathroom, and her two spare bedrooms.

Then he headed downstairs again, unable to be deterred.

“Just one more place to check, and I'll be out of your hair.” Beau started toward the
coat closet.

The closet hiding Stephen.

Panic filled her. Heidi had to stop Beau before he opened that door. But how?

Her thoughts raced as she glanced around.

She had to do something.

On second thought, maybe Stephen being discovered was the best thing.

He had ambushed her in her own home, after all.

But he hadn’'t hurt her. She wanted to believe she could trust the dangerous but
fascinating man.

She didn’t have much time to decide who to trust.



She had to follow her gut instinct.

Stephen, she decided. She trusted Stephen.

Just as Beau reached the door, she screamed.

He spun around. “What in tarnation is wrong, woman?’

“A mouse!” Her hands covered her heart. “It just ran across the floor. Get it!”

He scowled at her, looking annoyed.

Then he opened the door anyway.

So much for that idea.

I’m so sorry, Stephen. But a mouse was the best | could come up with.

Heidi braced herself for whatever would happen next.

Stephen shifted uncomfortably as he stood stiffly in the small pantry.

This was the only place he'd been able to stash himself before Heidi and Beau came
back downstairs.

He had to be careful not to move and accidentally knock a can of beans or a box of
pasta off the shelf behind him.

That would be a dead giveaway to his presence—something he couldn’t risk.

He continued to listen to the conversation in the living room.



“1 think the mouse went in there! It was a big one. Maybe arat.” Panic filled Heidi’s
voice.

“QOverreact much?”

“Rude much?’

A smiletugged at Stephen’slips. At least Heidi had given it right back to Beaw.

She’d had to be tough when working with the Blackstone operatives.

She'd tried her best to stop Beau from opening the door to the closet where Stephen
had been hiding.

Good. That probably meant she trusted him—at least somewhat. That she was on his
side and not Beau’s.

That was a good start, but they still had along way to go.

“I’ll be outside,” Beau said. “Call meif you need anything. Got it?’

“If you insist,” Heidi said. “I would have put together a dossier on this assignment if
Rafferty had given me a heads up.”

“Y ou should just be happy that I'm here.”

Stephen heard a door open and a grunt. “I don’t see any rats. Y ou sure you weren'’t
seeing things?’

“I...uh,well ...l guessl was”



Beau grunted again. “I’m going to put a camera on your back door aso so | can
monitor that side of the house.”

A camera on the back door? Great. That would make it even more complicated for
Stephen to get out of here. But he' d figure out something.

He drew in another deep breath as he reminded himself to remain frozen.

“Will you need to come inside to do that?’ Heidi asked.

“No, | want you to lock up as soon as | leave. | can do everything | need from
outside.”

“Perfect, because | need to clean up my groceries and make dinner.” She paused.
“You really think I’'m in danger?’

“Yep.” Beau' s answer was succinct, and he offered no other details.

Stephen waited as he heard the door close. The lock click in place. Heard Heidi pace
down the hallway. Another door being locked.

Then footsteps padded back toward the kitchen.

“Stephen?’ The words came out at a harsh whisper. “Where are you?’

He nudged open the pantry door, thankful the space had been sizable enough to
accommodate his large frame.

As soon as Heidi spotted him, her expression softened. “I thought for sure you were
going to be discovered.”



“Thankfully, you guys went upstairs and afforded me the opportunity to find another
hiding spot.”

She rubbed a hand over her chest, her eyes closed. “I'm glad. | didn’t know how |
would explain having you in my closet.”

“You wouldn’t have had to explain. Beau would' ve realized what was going on and
tried to kill me.” His eyebrows flicked upward in a matter-of-fact manner.

She opened her eyes, and they widened until they were as big as a full moon on a
cloudless night. “Look, I’'m so sorry to hear about everything that’s happened. But |

don’t know how much | can help you.”

He shushed her, motioning for her to keep her voice down. They couldn’t afford for
Beau to hear them talking.

Stephen walked into the living room and turned on the TV. As a news story filled the
air, he knew the noise would conceal part of their conversation.

It was right on time too. A thump sounded at the back door—Beau installing that new
camera.

His presence made this situation even trickier.

“What do we do now?’ Heidi stared up a him, studying his gaze as if hoping he
might have some answers.

Stephen hadn’t expected Beau to show up. He had to recalculate.

“I’m going to be stuck here,” he said. “Since your townhouse is sandwiched between
two others, | can only get out the front and back doors—neither of which will work



right now.”

“1t sounds like we' re going to be together for awhile.” Heidi tilted her head. “So how
about you help me clean up and start dinner because I’ m starving.”

Something about her words caused a smileto tug at hislips.

Her plan almost sounded too normal. But normal was what Stephen had been craving
lately, so he wouldn't argue.

It had been along time since he’ d experienced normal. Since his adoptive parents had
died, he supposed. He' d been eleven at the time, and everything had been different
since then. From being shuffled to various homes to finding his own way to work out
his grief—through cage fighting.

Then he'd been plucked out of that life and into an equally tough position with
Project Elevate.

Still, he had to remain on guard. This situation could turn even more violent at any
moment.

He didn’t trust Beau. The man was too fond of whispered conversations. He had the
tendency to disappear at the worst times. Once, he' d even left Stephen in the middle

of amission. Had claimed it was a misunderstanding. Stephen had almost been killed.

He didn't like having the man outside. Didn't know exactly what his former
colleague was up to.

For that reason, Stephen would have to plan his next moves very carefully.
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CHAPTER
FIVE

Heidi’ s stomach grumbled, offering atemporary distraction from her otherwise heavy
thoughts.

While Stephen grabbed a chair and tightened the kitchen light until illumination filled
the space, she quickly picked up the bag of groceries she’'d purchased and salvaged
what she could. As she sorted through the pasta and veggies still in the paper bag,
Stephen screwed in another loose lightbulb. Then he grabbed the wayward oranges
and placed them on the table. He got some paper towels and began to clean up the
milk and eggs on the floor.

“Do you like chicken alfredo?’ She held up a package of chicken.

He placed afinger over hislips, reminding her to keep her voicelow. “Yes, | do.”

“You think Beau can hear ustalking?’ she whispered loudly.

“1 wouldn’t put anything past him.” Stephen stepped farther into the kitchen. “What
can | help with?’

“Y ou can make the salad while | start the noodles.”

“| can handle that.”



She knew exactly what Stephen could handle—and it was alot.

She didn’t know much about the men who worked for Blackstone. She knew they’d
been part of some type of special operations for the military. Their missions may
have even been off-the-books.

From what she understood, Rafferty had been their leader. When he' d left his station
with the military, he' d taken his guys with him.

He' d started Blackstone, his own security firm. His company had taken on tough
jobs—rprivate jobs—often for high-profile clients.

Her duties included arranging transportation and housing for these assignments. She
handled the details while Rafferty made the decisions.

As the water began to boil, Heidi poured some penne noodles into the bubbling
liquid. While they cooked, she would heat up the alfredo sauce.

On some occasions, she might try to make the sauce herself. But not today. There was
so much the two of them needed to talk about. Yet the moment felt surprisingly
casual.

Either way, she was stuck with Stephen for the foreseeable future.

She pulled out the raw chicken and began to dlice it. “So what are you trying to find
out? | need more information here.”

He grabbed a container of prewashed romaine lettuce from the fridge and set it on a
wooden cutting board. “1 need to track down Rafferty, and you're the only one who
can help me do that.”



“What makes you think | can help you?’ They’d been over this already. “I’m sorry to
disappoint you, but | don’t know where heis.”

“Even if you don’'t know where he is, you most likely have information that could
lead us to his whereabouts.” He began chopping the lettuce into small pieces.

“l don't know why you think | have that information. | coordinate assignments. |
hook you guys up with the equipment you need. With accommodations.
Trangportation. But Rafferty isonly my boss.”

“Do you send him a paycheck?’

She added some olive ail to her frying pan. “No, he pays himself directly.”

“Do you have arecord of the payroll transactions?’

“l don’t do the bookkeeping,” she said. “Rafferty takes care of that himself, and |
simply process the direct deposits on payday.”

He placed the lettuce into a wooden bowl that Heidi pulled out. “You don’t need to
check to make sure he has money in any accounts?’

“No, Rafferty assured me that there would always be money. | just need approval for
anything over five thousand dollars.”

Stephen’s jaw twitched as he grabbed a tomato from a wire basket on the counter.
“Then maybe we can somehow pinpoint his location based on your correspondence.”

She added the chicken to the pan and listened to it sizzle. “Y ou can try, but | think we
both know that’ s not going to work. He has all the proper precautionsin place.”



Stephen frowned as he turned on the water and rinsed the tomato. “That’s not what |
want to hear.”

“See?” As the chicken continued to sizzle in the pan, she glanced up at him. “I told
you | wouldn’t be much help. I’'m sorry you've gone through all this trouble for
nothing.”

Y et the other part of her wasn’t sorry. She didn’t need any more complications in her
life. She liked to keep things simple. One way she could do that was by not
entertaining this conversation any longer than necessary.

This job had seemed like a godsend when she’ d been hired. The position had allowed
her to work mostly from home so she could take care of her mom. A few times a
week, she would go to an office located in a standalone building outside Atlanta. That
was where she would meet the teams before they went out on their assignments. She
would give them arundown, hand them supplies, and wish them well.

Rafferty had simply given Heidi the assignments and trusted her to handle the details.

But if Heidi were honest with herself, she’d admit she’d wondered over the past
several monthsiif there wasn't more going on in this organization than met the eye.

Had she helped empower Rafferty’ s men to do terrible things?

She prayed that wasn't the case.

Stephen watched Heidi’s face as they sat across the dining room table from each
other.

She wasn't naive. He knew that. But she aso didn’'t have a great poker face. When
she considered lying, her lips turned down in a frown for a split second. When she



was nervous, she rubbed her chest.

For those reasons, he thought Heidi really was telling the truth.

She didn't know where Rafferty lived. Everything she’d told him about the way
Rafferty did business had rung true.

The man had covered all his bases.

She sprinkled some grated parmesan onto her pasta and then handed the bowl to
Stephen. “I don’t understand what’s going on. You obviously don't trust Rafferty.
But you' re making this situation seem like life or death.”

“Itislife or death.” He lifted a spoon full of cheese over his plate. “My friends and |
had devices implanted near our hearts, without our knowledge or permission.
Rafferty controlled the devices and used them to stop our hearts—to try and kill us.”

Heidi gasped as hiswords hit her. “That can’'t be possible.”

He locked gazes with her. “Not only is it possible, but it also really happened. One
man is still on life-support in the hospital. He' s been there for the past ten days.”

She rubbed her neck. “That’s terrible. I've always known Rafferty was former
military and that the team under him did some sketchy assignments. But | never
imagined it was anything like that.”

Stephen tilted his head. “All these assignments we've done, and you never thought
that someone could get hurt in the process?’

Her cheeks reddened as she gripped her fork, about to stab her pasta. “Maybe
sometimes | just want to ignore things. Convince myself that the ends justify the



means. | don’'t know enough details to make any judgments. Besides, | fed like it
isn't my business.”

He could respect that. In this line of work, boundaries were essential.

“Rafferty is a dangerous man,” Stephen continued, determined to drive home his
point. “We don’t know what he's planning next. However, we are certain he’s up to
no good. That’'s why we have to bring him down.”

“Whoiswe ?

“Some other men who were in his program but defected along with me.”

Compassion flooded her gaze. “I wish | could help you. | realy do. But | think
you’' ve come to the wrong person. | have no idea how to locate Rafferty.”

“When was the last time you spoke?’

Before she could respond, Heidi’ s phone rang on the table beside her.

She glanced at it, and her face went pale.

Her gaze darted to meet Stephen’s. “ Speak of the devil . . . it's Rafferty. He's calling
me right now.”

Stephen sucked in a breath before muttering, “Perfect. Answer and put it on speaker.
Let’ s hear what he has to say.”
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CHAPTER

SIX

Stephen waited for Heidi to touch the phone.

Heidi’ s gaze flittered about asif she were uncertain if answering was wise.

“I won't indicate I’'m here,” he assured her. “1 promise. But | am going to try to trace
the call.”

He pulled a device from his pocket, one his colleague had given him before Stephen
had come here. He quickly plugged it into Heidi’ s phone and watched a screen appear
on his device.

Finally, she drew in adeep breath and hit the Talk button.

“Good evening,” Heidi started. “I wasn’t expecting to hear from?—"

“Heidi, we have anew job that just camein.” Rafferty’s gruff voice barked across the
line. “I need you to take care of the details for me.”

She glanced at Stephen. He nodded to let her know to keep going.
“Of course.” Her voice sounded tense. “What do you need me to do?”’

“I"ll send you all the information about who I'd like assigned and what they’ |l need. |



need you to work on it ASAP. | know it’s last minute, but it’s important.”
“Got it. One more question.” Heidi played with the pasta on her plate instead of
eating it. Her appetite was clearly disappearing. “Beau is stationed outside my house.

| don’t understand what’ s going on. Why is he here?’

“The company has had some threats made against us. My guys can defend
themselves. You can't.”

Her gaze fluttered to Stephen’s again. “Y ou’ re making me nervous.”

Stephen twirled his finger in the air, indicating she should keep talking. She was
doing agood job with her subterfuge. He stored that fact away.

“You should be nervous,” Rafferty told her. “That's why | want you to stay inside
whereit’'s safe. At least until this passes.”

“Who's threatening you?’ she asked. “Is it someone | should be aware of? Someone |
should keep my eyes open for?’

“1’m not a hundred percent sure. But I’ d keep my eyes open for Stephen Garner.”

She gasped. “ Stephen?’

“He’ s gone rogue.”

Stephen bit down, grinding his teeth. That man was trying to turn Heidi against him.

Classic Rafferty move.

Her hands began to tremble. “Why? What happened?’



“You don’t need to worry about those details. I’ ve gotta go. I’'m sending you the info
now. Take care of it for me.”

Before Heidi could ask more questions, the line went dead.

Heidi’s hands trembled as she finished the call. She felt Stephen’s gaze burning into
her and lifted her eyes to meet his, not sure what she would find.

She halfway expected him to be angry that she hadn’t been able to keep Rafferty on
the phone longer.

Instead, compassion lined his gaze. “Good job. | know that wasn't easy, but you kept
your composure.”

His compliment caused a surge of warmth to rush through her—though she tried not
to show it. Her life had been so solitary lately. In truth, she'd felt alittle lost and a lot

lonely.

Rafferty certainly didn’t give out compliments. She' d kept her boundaries up with the
guysin the office. Stephen had been the exception.

She’ d aways known there was something different about him.

“He said | should watch out for you,” she stated. She prayed the wool wasn’t being
pulled over her eyes.

“He' sjust trying to turn you against me.”

She stared at him another moment, hoping he was telling the truth. Still uncertain, she
licked her lips. “Were you able to locate Rafferty?”



Stephen shook his head. “Unfortunately, no.”

“If Rafferty redly is guilty of doing the things you said, then he needs to be brought
down. | feel for you and your situation. | do. But | really don’'t know what else | can
do.”

Stephen’s gaze bore into hers. “He had bugs in your house. A camera. No matter
what you think you might know about your boss, it's wrong. He' s looking out for one
person, and that person is himself. Everyone else is disposable to him.”

Heidi’s heart lurched into her throat at the words. She wanted to deny that he might
be right. But how could she? If what Stephen was telling her was true, then Heidi had
unwillingly been drawn into a dangerous game.

She swallowed hard. She needed to figure out exactly what to do.

She glanced at the barely touched food on her plate. “I need to disseminate the
information Rafferty sent. If | take too long, he'll be suspicious.”

“1 agree. | need to see what he sends you.”

She pushed her plate away, knowing that her plans for a peaceful dinner had gone up
in smoke.

Instead, she grabbed her work laptop and typed in several things. Then she turned the
screen toward Stephen.

“The dossier 100ks pretty standard,” she told him. “It's for an extraction. No details
on the time and place. He requested three of his guys.”

“Who?’



She scanned the list. “Three new guys. He told me he' d hired some new people after
Vintage and Nathan died and you left. | actually haven’t met them yet.”

“He didn’t make you help with the onboarding process?’

She shook her head. “There are some things he likes to do himself. He's a bit of a
control freak, if you haven’'t noticed.”

“I have,” he muttered.

“Basicaly, Rafferty just listed what equipment would be needed and when. Nothing
groundbreaking.”

She let Stephen study it a moment, and she took several more bites of her pasta. But
her appetite had disappeared.

She didn’t want to be in the middle of this, but she was.

Should she quit thisjob and find another?

She had afeeling it wouldn’t be that easy. She was in too deep. She knew too much.

Stephen looked up at her, and Heidi knew she was about to receive more news she
wasn't prepared for.

“l hate to ask you to do this,” he started. “But | need someone to be the inside
man—or woman—for us.”

Her eyes widened. “You want me to spy on Rafferty for you? If he found out | was
doing that . . .”



The grim expression remained on Stephen’s face. “I know. It would be bad, and if
there were any other way, | would take it. Believe me, | would. But you're our only
hope of finding the information we need. Rafferty is an island, and you're the only
lifeboat that will get usto him.”

Heidi didn’t like the sound of that.

She contemplated her options. Rafferty wouldn’'t let her walk away. If she tried to
quit, he would never let her leave. And if he found out she was acting as a spy? He'd
be furious.

Either way, she was in a dangerous position.

Before she could decide, the sound of glass shattering filled the air.

Then a smoky scent filled her nostrils.

“Get down!” Stephen yelled before throwing himself over her.



Page 7

Source Creation Date: July 21, 2025, 3:39 pm

CHAPTER

SEVEN

Stephen’ s adrenaline pumped as he realized something was on fire.

Heidi trembled beneath him, her eyes wide with terror.

“Stay herel” He stood from where his body had covered hers on the floor.

Staying low, he darted toward the living room.

Flames consumed the area rug.

He grabbed a blanket from the back of the couch and began to smother the flames.

As he did, the truth hit him: Someone had thrown a Molotov cocktail through Heidi’s
front window.

The person responsible was probably long gone.
Why hadn’t Beau stopped them? Where was Beau now?
Stephen stomped out the last of the flames.

The rug was ruined. The coffee table charred. He wasn’'t sure what the floor looked
like underneath it. Clearly, the window would need to be replaced.



But all things considered, he was grateful no one had been hurt. This could have been
S0 much worse.

He strode to the window and nudged the curtain aside.

Beau’' s car still sat across the street out front.

But he didn't see Beau anywhere—not running toward the house or after the
perpetrator.

Something was wrong.

“Stephen?’ Heidi’ s voice sounded shaky as she called to him from the dining room.

He turned his head toward her. “I need to check things out outside. Y ou should be
safe in here—for now. Just stay where you are, okay?’

“O...okay.

She didn’t sound certain, and he couldn’t blame her in this situation. There were too
many unknowns.

Drawing his gun, he stepped out the front door.

He knew exposing himself was risky. Someone could be trying to draw him out, for
al he knew. But he had to see what was going on, even if that meant coming out of
hiding.

He glanced around, searching the darkness for any signs of the person who'd started
the fire. A row of high-end townhouses identical to Heidi’s stood across the street.
Several cars were parked in driveways.



He saw no one.

Most likely, the perpetrator had sped away after throwing the bottle through Heidi’s
window. The person was probably long gone, not wanting to be seen.

He eased closer to Beau' s black Ford Explorer.

Was his former colleague inside? If not, where was he? What was he doing right
now?

Stephen crept closer, remaining cautious.

Finally, he got a glimpse inside the car. The windshield was shattered.

Beau sat behind the steering wheel. His head leaned against the seat, and his eyes
remained closed.

A bad feeling brewed in Stephen’ s gut as he peered closer.

It was just as he feared—a bullet hole pierced Beau' s forehead.

Stephen’ s heart sped several beats.

Then he heard the sirens in the distance. One of Heidi’s neighbors must have heard
something and called the police.

But Stephen didn’t want the police to find him. Nor did he want to leave Heidi.

He had to make a quick decision on what he would do.

Heidi remained huddled against the wall in her dining room, her knees pulled to her



chest. She’d only moved enough to grab a knife from the kitchen. She gripped it,
praying she didn’t have to use it.

What was going on out there?

Finally, she heard the door open and someone step into the house.

Was it Stephen? Beau? Or someone else entirely?

She had no idea.

When Stephen entered the room, relief washed through her.

Based on the quickness of his steps and the tight set of his shoulders, he knew
something.

She set the knife on the floor and straightened. “What isit?’

“Beau is dead. One of your neighbors must have called the police. | hear sirens.”

She gasped, and her hand flew over her mouth, unsure if she’'d heard correctly.
“What?’

He nodded. “I’'m sorry, but it’strue.”

“Butwho...what...?

“l don’'t know.” He lowered his voice. “I don't want to do thisto you. | really don't.
But | need to leave before the police arrive.”

“You're going to leave?’ Panic filled her. “Right now?’



He grasped her shoulders as his gaze locked on hers. “Whoever did thisis long gone.
You'll be okay, and I'll stay close. | just can't be on record right now as being here
with you. It’ stoo risky.”

“But . ..” Thethought of being alone right now terrified her. She hadn’t realized until
this moment how much comfort she found in Stephen’ s presence.

The sirens came closer and closer.

He leveled his gaze with her. “1 promise you'll be okay.”

Something about his tone reassured her. She took a deep breath and nodded. “You'd
better get going.”

“I"'m going to dlip out the back door and take that camera with me. | have to make
sure my faceisn’t recorded. I'll be in touch.”

Her thoughts continued to race. “How?”’

“l have your number. I'm not going to leave you, | promise. | just need to step into
the shadows for awhile.”

With those words, he disappeared out the back door just as the lights from a police
car and afire truck appeared out front.
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CHAPTER
EIGHT

The next morning, Heidi was still shaken from the events of last night. What
happened almost seemed surreal.

After Stephen left, the police and fire department had shown up. Heidi had explained
that something had been thrown through her front window. Had told them she had
security detail outside due to the nature of her job. She'd let the police discover that
Beau was dead instead of telling them herself.

Then the cops had come inside to investigate. There had been questions. So many
guestions. Heidi had told them what she could while trying not to tell them too much.

She didn’t want them to know all the details of her job. Rafferty wouldn’t want that
information exposed. So she told them she worked for Blackstone, and she gave them
Rafferty’ s number so they could follow up. He could decide what he wanted the cops
to know.

One of Heidi’ s neighbors had come over with some plywood and helped her to secure
the broken window. She'd rolled up the rug that had caught on fire and had tossed it
out the back near the trash can. She kept her coffee table, hoping she could salvage it
with afresh coat of paint.

None of this seemed real.



Now it was a new day.

But she was on edge as she fixed herself some oatmeal for breakfast. She' d gotten out
of bed early. Showered. Dressed in some jeans and her favorite comfy sweatshirt.

She halfway expected danger to pop up again. Or for Stephen to be hiding in her
house. Or for someone to throw something el se through another window.

But none of those things had happened.

Not yet at least.

Just as she took the last sip of her coffee, her phone rang. She saw Rafferty’ s number
and quickly answered.

He bypassed any greetings and jumped right into the heart of the conversation. “Well,
that was a catastrophe last night. An utter catastrophe.”

It almost sounded as if he were blaming her, though she had nothing to do with what
happened. And would it have redly hurt him to ask how she was doing after the

traumatic events?

She'd tried to call him last night and give him a report on what had happened. He
hadn’t answered, which wasn’t totally unusual for him. But it was still frustrating.

Her resolve hardened. “| need to know what’s going on.”

She thought Stephen would be proud of her for her direct approach to getting
information.

Though if she truly did get information, she wasn't sure if she'd share it with him or



not. She thought she could trust him. But in this line of work, one had to be very
careful about whom they trusted. Putting her faith in the wrong person could get her
killed.

“l can't tell you what’s going on.” Rafferty’s voice remained steely. “Besides, it's
better if you don’t know.”

The muscles across Heidi’s chest tightened, and she ran her hand over them. “You
have to tell me something. | don’t know how much longer | can live like this. My life

isalso in danger.”

Those words were absolutely true. The past twelve hours had painted her future in a
different light. The situation felt impossible.

“Hopefully, it will be over soon. | have Donald working your detail. He's sitting
outside your house right now.”

She stood and walked to her door. She peered out the window atop it and saw another
black SUV parked outside. “How do | know Donald isn't going to end up dead like
Beau?’

“You don't. You let meworry about that.”

“1 don’'t want someone else killed on my account. And what about Beau? Did he have
afamily?’

“No, hedidn’'t. We'll honor his legacy as soon aswe're able.”

Asfar as Heidi knew, none of the guys who worked for Rafferty had afamily.

Redly, it was strange. But she'd always told herself it wasn't her business. She



constantly fell back on that logic. The less she knew, the better. Keep things
professional. Mind your own business.

Those were all things she’' d constantly told herself.

She could see now where that had been a mistake.

From the sounds of it, Rafferty wanted to keep her locked up inside indefinitely. The
thought made her want to panic. She couldn’t settle for that.

She leaned against her door, her heart pounding harder. “I don’t want to hide out in
my house.”

“1f you want to stay alive, then you don’t have much choice.”

Her jaw hardened. Rafferty wasn't making this easy. Then again, she hadn’t expected
him to.

“I'm not so sure it's safe being here,” she countered. “Someone tried to burn my
house down last night.”

“What stopped them? Why didn’t this person make sure he succeeded?’

She froze at his question. All she could hear was her heart as it pounded in her ears.

That was an excellent question.

Had it been because Stephen was inside?

For that matter, did Rafferty already know Stephen had been here? Was he testing
her?



She had no idea.

She paced back to the table and sat down. “l assumed someone drove by, and that’s
what scared this person off. Then my neighbor called the police. Thankfully, there
was a cop car close. First responders probably got here in less than five minutes.”

She held her breath, waiting to see if Rafferty would fall for her excuse.

“1’d say you're very lucky then,” hefinally said.

Heidi released her breath. It appeared he' d bought her story. “I wish | could say the
same for Beau.”

“We al do. I'll keep you updated. I’'m sending some work over soon. One more
thing: If the police start asking questions, whatever you do, don't share too much
information. | don’t need them poking around in my business. Y ou’ ve already created
quite the headache for me. You know | like to stay off the radar, yet you gave them

my name and number last night.”

Indignation rose in her. “I didn’t know what to say when they questioned me. But |
tried to handle it the best way | could.”

“Try harder.”

The line went dead.

She pressed her eyes closed as she mentally replayed the conversation.

Thinking of what Rafferty had said and what he hadn’t said.

She had so many mounting questions.



Suddenly, she felt restless.

Maybe it was partially due to the fact she was trapped in this house. Maybe the whole
idea that she wasn’t allowed to |eave made her want to leave.

Wasn't there some kind of psychology behind that? She wasn't sure.

But all she wanted to do right now was to take a walk. Get some fresh air. Clear her
head.

Instead, she glanced at her computer and remembered she had work to do.

She opened her laptop and skimmed her emails.

Her gaze stopped at one from Howard Monarch. What could Mr. Monarch want?

Something about the man had always given her bad vibes. He owned a tech firm, and
he' d hired Rafferty’s men on many occasions to act as personal security.

He must have lots of threatsto hislife if he needed bodyguards. But it seemed strange
because she' d talked to him on occasion and the man came across as so low-key, like
the type who didn't like attention and who liked to keep mostly to himself.

Heidi clicked on the email, curious as to what he had to say to her now.
Stephen sat in the driver’s seat of a white van with Ronnie's Drywall and Plaster
written on the sides. It was parked on the side of the neighborhood street—but only as

acover.

Gage Pearson, one of his new colleagues, was with him. They both wore coveralls
over their tactical pants and black T-shirts.



They were here to keep an eye on Heidi’ s house.
More than anything, he wanted to go inside and see for himself that she was okay.
But he couldn’t. Not only was it too risky, but Rafferty already had another one of his

men stationed outside.

If worse came to worst, he and Gage could go to the door and pretend to be there to
fix up her place after last night’sfire.

But there was always the chance he’ d be recognized.

From where he sat in the van, Stephen saw the new bodyguard sitting in an SUV in
front of Heidi’ s place. It was Donald Jackson, another former colleague.

One he didn’'t hold in high esteem. The man was too much of a hothead.

All muscle, little substance. The guy often didn’t use words. He used brute strength
instead.

Stephen blew out along breath.

His mind had been racing ever since everything happened yesterday. Instead of
finding answers, he'd found more questions. Who had left those bugs and the camera
in Heidi’s house? Rafferty? If so, why? So he could keep an eye on her and make
sure she wasloyal to him?

His stomach roiled at the thought.

“Who do you think killed Beau?’ Gage asked. “Y ou’ ve had some time to think about
it now. Any theories?’



“l can’'t honestly say who it was.” He needed more information first on Beau’s latest
assignments. On his enemies.

He needed information on Rafferty.

There were too many holes that had to be filled before anything would make sense.

“Just so you know, it wasn't one of our guys from the Shadow Agency. That’'s not
how we operate.”

The Shadow Agency was the company Gage worked for—and now Stephen also. It
operated similar to Blackstone, only they took assignments that didn’'t require setting

their morals aside.

“l never thought it was one of us. | aso don't think it was one of my former
colleagues at Blackstone.”

Gage' s gaze remained on Heidi’ s townhouse. “ So then, who was it?’

“l wish | knew. Maybe we all have enemies we didn’t even know about coming out
of the woodwork.”

Stephen shifted in his seat, tired of sitting here doing nothing. Yet he wouldn’t
|leave—he had to know Heidi was safe.

The minutes ticked by.

“Any updates on Larchmont?’ Stephen asked.

Alan Larchmont headed up the Shadow Agency. He was the one in ICU after a
device implanted near his own heart had caused damage.



“Last | heard, he's still in acoma,” Gage said. “I’m not sure if he'll come out of it or
not.”

“Any updates on Cynthia?” Cynthia was Larchmont's wife—only none of
Larchmont’s guys had known she existed until she arrived at the hospital and began

calling the shots.

Even though Stephen didn’'t have a history with the team, he could see where her
showing up would be unsettling.

“We have a couple of guys looking into her background,” Gage said. “It turns out she
was a lobbyist for military reform. Before that, she had a multimillion-dollar hair care
company she sold for a huge payout.”

“ 30 she' s been the one financing the Shadow Agency?’

“Seems like a good guess. She's a'so Larchmont’ s top advisor.”

“But he kept her a secret, you said?’

Gage shrugged. “My guessis so he could protect her.”

“1 suppose that makes sense.”

“She’'s aforce to be reckoned with in her own right.”

Too many secrets made everything feel uncertain. Now the whole agency was in
peril.

Two hoursinto their surveillance, Donald opened the door to his SUV.



Stephen sat up straighter.

The man stretched before starting toward Heidi’ s house.

“What is he doing?’ Stephen muttered.

At once, images of the man doing something horrible to Heidi filled his mind. What
if Donald was heading inside to finish off Heidi? What if Rafferty decided to get rid

of anyone he considered disposable?

Stephen reached for the door handle when Gage's hand came down on his shoulder.
“Not yet.”

His heart pounded in his ears. “What do you mean? We don't know what he's
planning to do.”

Stephen continued to watch as Donald walked toward the front door. He saw the gun
at the man’ s side. He knew what that man was capable of.

“Let’sjust wait aminute,” Gage said. “We don’t want to show our hand yet.”

“But if we wait too long, Heidi could die.”

Stephen’ swords hung in the air as time seemed to stand still.
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CHAPTER

NINE

Heidi heard the brisk knock at her door and slammed her laptop closed.

Her heart raced, amost asif she' d been caught doing something wrong.

But she hadn’t been. She' d ssmply been reading a message from Monarch.

Her head still spun from what he' d said.

He was trying to get in touch with Rafferty, but the man wasn’t answering his phone.
He wanted Heidi’s help to contact him. He'd written: Tell him it's about the
commander.

The commander? Who was the commander?

She didn’t respond. Not yet.

She'd contact Rafferty first and see what he wanted her to say.

The knock sounded again.

Her attention shifted to the door.

Who was there? Was it Stephen? Hope filled her for a moment.



Then she heard, “Heidi. It's me, Donad. Open up.”

A lump formed in her throat.

Donad? The man had always given her the creeps. There was something about the
way he looked at her that left her uneasy.

And now he was here.

Should she open the door for him? Was it even safe for her to do so?

He rammed his fist into the wood again, and Heidi hated the fact he was making a
scene. The last thing she wanted was any more attention to be drawn to her.

She quickly rose from her seat and rushed to the door. As she grasped the handle, she
hesitated another moment. Then she drew in a deep breath to pull herself together and
opened it.

Donald' slips quirked in annoyance as he stared at her with his bloodshot eyes.

He clearly hadn’t gotten much sleep last night.

Or maybe he had a hangover. Rafferty had reprimanded him several times about
drinking too much. Maybe that explained why his skin looked so fleshy and pale and
why, despite the fact he wasfit, he still had a pudge at his midsection.

“Is everything okay?’ She was sure to keep her cool.

Without invitation, he stepped inside and closed the door behind him. “We gotta get
out of here.”



Her hands went to her hips. “What do you mean, we have to get out of here?’

“Rafferty said it’s not safe for you to stay here anymore.”

Panic raced through her. “Why? What’ s happening?’

“We don’'t know if the person who killed Beau is going to come back here and try to
finish what he started. We need to get you somewhere safe.”

“Where would we go?’ Her heart thumped harder in her chest. She couldn’t stand the
thought of going anywhere with Donald. She didn’t trust the man.

“1 don’t know. Rafferty is going to send me the address. I'm just doing what he said.”
“Why didn’t he tell me himself?’ She was stalling for time, wasn’t she?

She hadn’t even realized what she was doing, but it made sense. Though . . . she
wasn't sure how stalling would help. Was she hoping Stephen would magically show

up and step in?

She only had herself to depend on right now. She needed to get any other ideas out of
her head.

Donald snorted. “Who do | look like? A mind reader? Y ou know Rafferty. He saysto
do something, and he expects you to do it. No questions asked. That’s why I'm here
right now.”

Heidi couldn’t deny hiswords. That was the way that Rafferty worked.

But she couldn’t bring herself to move. Maybe her home wasn't safe, but it was her
home. Besides, if things went south, how would Stephen find her? She’d be on her



own.

She liked having options.

Donald let out a long sigh. “I don't know why you're standing there. Go get an
overnight bag together. We need to get out of here.”

What should she do? Comply?

Heidi didn't have much choice. If she refused to go, then Rafferty would know
something was up. Though he'd never made her feel threatened, she knew what the
man was capabl e of .

If she went with Donald, maybe it would buy her some time.

She swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded. “ Give me a minute to grab a few
things.”

As she hurried toward her room, she prayed she didn’t regret this.

Stephen’ s hand remained on the van door.

More than anything, he wanted to rush outside and check on Heidi.

Not because he really knew the woman. Sure, they’d had some fun chatting in the
past. Maybe they’ d even teased each other on occasion. But that was as far as it had
gone.

However, she was clearly the victim here. She’d been looking for a job, and she'd

accepted the wrong one. There was no way she could have known what she was
getting herself into.



Rafferty had taken advantage of an innocent woman.

Stephen saw the door open.

Donald and Heidi stepped out. Heidi had a small backpack over her shoulder as
Donald gripped her arm.

He glanced around as if looking for trouble before escorting her to the Suv parked out
front.

As he did, Heidi looked over at the van. Though the windows of the van were tinted,
Stephen somehow felt asif she could see him. Asif she knew he was there.

Maybe it was foolish. But maybe it wasn't.

“What do you think?" Stephen didn’t pull his gaze off Heidi.

“1 think we need to follow them,” Gage muttered.

“Y ou sure we shouldn’t just go stop them before they leave? What if he tries to?—"

“If he tries to do anything, we'll be right behind them,” Gage said. “We€'ll stop it
before it happens.”

Stephen nodded, knowing his colleague’ s words were true.

He waited until the car pulled away before cranking the van's engine,

He'd been well trained in tailing people, so he should be able to do this without
drawing any attention.



Problem was, so had Donald.

Stephen couldn’t let Donald know he was being followed. That would only cause his
former colleague to react. Maybe even do something desperate.

Stephen needed to play this carefully—more carefully than he'd ever played anything
before.

Lord, please protect Heidi. Don't let anything happen to her. And give me the
wisdom to do what | need to do to help.
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CHAPTER
TEN

Heidi couldn’t ignore the tremble raking through her as she sat beside Donald in the
front seat of the black SUV.

Where was he taking her?

She'd glanced down the street before they left and had spotted a white work van a
few houses down. She didn’t know why, but she wondered if Stephen was inside.

Maybe it was wishful thinking, but she hoped that was the case. Otherwise, she was
inthisall alone.

“Where are we going?’ Her tight chest rendered her voice breathless.
Donald gripped the steering wheel and didn’t even bother to ook at her.

He had AirPods in his ears, and she was nearly certain someone was feeding him
directions on the phone. Every once in awhile, he muttered something indiscernible.

He drove entirely too fast for the neighborhood. Zipping around corners. Not
stopping at stop signs. It wasn't safe.

However, nothing felt safe right now. Heidi didn’'t foresee that changing anytime
soon either.



“Where are we going?’ she repeated.

“You'll see when we get there.”

She hated feeling helpless. Feeling like this was out of her control.

But now that she was in the car with Donald, she didn’t know how to change course.
She pressed her eyes shut. Dear Lord, please help me. Protect me.

Praying was the best thing she could do right now. She'd learned to rely on God after
her mom’s accident. Before that, she'd felt lost at times, even empty and unsure what

she believed.

She'd turned to academics. Had gotten a full-ride scholarship to UGA to study
business. She’ d been on the right track to success.

But seeing her mom suffer had brought Heidi to her knees. She'd cried out to God,
begging Him to help her.

And He had. He hadn’'t healed her mom, but He'd helped bring Heildi peace. She'd
begun to read her Bible and pray. She’ d found a nearby church and had joined aBible
study.

She'd even had what she called her “guardian angel” watching out for her. On more
than one occasion, she'd felt danger around her. Once a man had followed her from
the grocery store only to disappear after she rounded the corner.

Another time a man had pounded on the door outside her house, acting as if he might
break the structure down. But he’d eventually |eft.



Still another time the pipes had broken at her house, and she wasn’t sure how she
would pay for the repairs. The next morning, an envelope with five hundred dollars
cash had been |eft outside.

Every time something like that happened, she thought she heard someone humming
in the distance.

Her guardian angel.

She wasn't sure she would have gotten through her mother’s accident and death
without God.

She wouldn’t get through this without Him either.

Trying not to be too obvious, she glanced behind her.

At first, she didn’t see the white van. She thought maybe she’d misinterpreted the
entire situation when she left her house.

Then the vehicle appeared several cars back. Far enough away that no one else should
notice.

“What are you looking at?’ Donald barked, glancing behind him. “You see
something?’

Heldi scolded herself. What was she thinking? She should be a better actress than
this.

She might just sabotage her one chance of being helped.

“I’'m just nervous,” shetold him. “Y ou made it sound as if someone could be coming



after us right now.”

“Y ou see something | don’'t?’

Heidi shook her head. “No. Like | said, I'm just nervous.”

“You don’'t be nervous. Let me handle this.”

Y et she had no confidence Donald could handle this situation.

She hoped her gut instinct was correct and that was Stephen in the white van back
there. But she had no way to tell for certain.

As they continued down the road farther from her house, Heidi realized she could be
headed away from the only life she’d ever known.

“Where is he taking her?’ Stephen muttered as he stared at the interstate in front of
him. It was busy with cars weaving in and out.

“l have no idea,” Gage said. “But Heidi is okay for now. Let’s just keep following
them.”

Stephen intended on doing just that. But that didn’t mean he liked this situation. Not
at all.

He should have tried to contact her this morning. Should have reached out some way
to let her know she wasn't alone in this.

But he' d never expected Rafferty to make this move. He should have known better.

Heidi had to be frantic.



Stephen’ s gaze shifted to a gray Camry three vehicles in front of them. “Isit just me
or isthat guy sticking with Donald also?’

“Y ou mean the gray sedan? | noticed too. Let’s keep an eyeoniit.”

Had Rafferty sent another of his men to make sure that Heidi made it safely to
wherever he wanted her to go?

Stephen wouldn’t put it past the man.

Unless. . . it was someone with other intentions.

He kept an eye on both vehicles as they headed away from the metropolitan area and
toward arura area. Where in the world was Donald taking Heidi?

The farther away from the city they got, the harder it would be to remain concealed,
especially since there was less traffic.

Twenty minutes later, Donald turned off the main road onto a two-lane road |eading
past several old farmsto the northwest of the city.

The gray car turned also.

Stephen gripped the wheel tightly as he waited to see what would happen next.

Asif to answer that question, the gray sedan suddenly accelerated.

The driver charged toward Donald’ s vehicle.

“What the . . .” Gage muttered.



The next instant, the gray car pulled into the other lane . . . and rammed into the side
of Donald’s SUV, sending it barreling off the road.
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CHAPTER

ELEVEN

“Donald!” Heidi yelled asthe SUV veered to the side.
Then the vehicle bumped, bumped, bumped.

The tires had hit the shoulder.

She screamed and glanced at the gray car beside them. With its tinted windows she
couldn’t seeinside.

Donald muttered something beneath his breath as he fought to keep control of his
vehicle.

It was no use. The impact was too jarring.

The SUV tilted. Careened forward. Slammed into the oversized ditch running parallel
to the road.

Heidi jerked forward, gasping as her seatbelt caught her. The airbag deployed, filling
the space with white powder and making her lose her sense of place.

She coughed, sediment from the airbag filling her lungs.

Donald. ..



She glanced in his direction. But it was impossible to see him past the airbag.

Smoke filled the air, and Heidi coughed again before calling, “Donald?’

There was no answer. Had he passed out? Or was he.. . . dead?

The scent of smoke grew stronger.

She swallowed back acry.

Heidi had to get out of this car. Now.

Stephen watched as the Camry sped away. He immediately turned his gaze back to
the SUV Heldi wasin.

It had veered into a ditch and hit the edge hard.

Smoke poured from beneath the hood.

It was only a matter of time before the whole thing went up in flames.

He squealed to a stop behind the SUV. Throwing his vehicle into Park, he and Gage
wasted no time climbing out.

They ran to Heidi’s door, jerked it open, and heard her raspy cough. The airbag
jostled as she frantically clawed at it.

She was alivel Praise the Lord. The air left his lungs as relief filled him. But the
feeling only lasted a minute.

He had to get her out.



“It's me. Stephen. Let’s get you out of here.” He grabbed the utility knife from his
pocket and cut her seatbelt off.

She coughed again as she said his name. When he tugged her from the seat, she
practically collapsed into hisarms.

He gathered her to his chest and carried her away from the SUV.

As he did that, Gage ran to the other side and tried to open the door.

“It's stuck,” he muttered.

Stephen laid Heidi behind the van, where she’d be safe. Then he raced back to the
SUV to help Gage.

A new smell filled the air. Not just smoke. Thistime it wasalso. . . gas.

“We don’'t have much time,” he yelled to Gage.

Gage tugged at the door again. “Let’s go to the other side and see if we can pull him

out.

Stephen sprinted to the passenger side. As soon as he opened the door, the scent of
gasoline grew even stronger.

He took a step back. “1 don’t know about this, Gage.”

Gage ran around to meet him and paused. “ There's a gas leak. Stephen, we've got to
ga al\lay,”

He stared inside the SUV. Donald still wasn't moving, yelling, or trying to help



himself. He must be passed out. Unless he hadn’t made it.

“Stephen . . .” Gage grabbed his arm and tugged him back.

Reluctantly, Stephen and Gage hurried back toward the van.

Just as they ducked behind the vehicle, the SUV exploded, sending waves of heat and
debris crashing through the air.
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CHAPTER
TWELVE

Heart pounding out of control, Heidi crawled on her hands and knees. She peered
around the van and watched as Stephen and his friend tried to rescue Donald.

Then they paused. Took a step back.

And started to run.

The next instant, an explosion ripped through the air.

She muffled a scream as she covered her head.

What about Stephen? And the man who’ d been with him? Were they okay?
Asthe flames died down, she lifted her head.

Stephen and his friend crouched in front of her . . . unharmed.

Thank God!

She offered him anod to let him know she was fine.

“l need to seeif Donald is still alive!” he yelled.



A moment later, Stephen and his friend darted toward the burning SUV.

In her gut, Heidi knew it was too late. There was no way the man had survived that
explosion. Still, they needed to know for sure.

Stephen and the other man returned a moment later. They both had grim looks in their
eyes. Donald was dead.

Her heart panged with grief.

“We've got to get out of here.” Stephen took Heidi’s arm and helped her to her feet.
“Areyou okay?’

“All things considered, yes.”

“Then we need to go.” He nodded toward the van. “Now.”

Sirens sounded in the distance. Someone must have either seen the fire or heard the
explosion and called it in. Or maybe Donald’s vehicle had an alert system that let
people know when an accident occurred. She couldn’t be sure.

Either way, Heidi knew she didn’'t want to stay here. What if the gray sedan came
back? She couldn’t risk that.

Stephen helped her into the van. Then he and his colleague climbed inside also, and
they took off down the road, in the opposite direction of the sirens.

She looked at the remains of the SUV as they drove past. Flames still flared from the
hood. The airbags were charred but blocked the sight of anything inside—including
the backpack she'd grabbed before leaving her home. Smoke rose from the open
door.



Someone had tried to kill both her and Donald. She couldn’t stop thinking about that
fact.

They’d succeeded in taking Donald out—permanently. Heidi may not have liked the
man, but she hadn’t wanted this either.

The whole situation could have turned out so much differently. Stephen had come for
her. Saved her life.

Maybe she could trust him after all.

But she still had alot of questions he had yet to answer.

Stephen stared at the road, double checking to make sure the gray sedan didn’t return.
That the driver didn’t come back to inspect his work.

So far, the coast was clear.

The wailing sirens remained behind them, so they shouldn’'t cross paths with any
emergency vehicles.

“1’m so glad you guys showed up when you did.” Heidi leaned forward from the back
seat to speak with them.

“Metoo.” Stephen’sjaw hardened as he said the words.

That had been too close for comfort. If only one or two things were different, Heidi
would be dead right now.

“Thisis Gage, by the way,” Stephen said. “He’s my new colleague.”



“Thank you for being here.” Heidi rubbed her arms as she drew in a shaky bresath.
“Where are we going?’

“We need to figure that out.” Stephen gripped the wheel as he stared at the road
ahead.

Gage was working on those details now. They needed to go somewhere they
wouldn’t be traced.

“If it wasn’'t Rafferty who tried to kill me, then who hired the person in the sedan?
Who killed Beau? And threw the Molotov cocktail into my house?’ Heidi’ s questions
hung in the air.

“To be honest, I’'m not really sure,” Stephen told her.

“Won't Rafferty know you're helping me?’ Alarm filled Heidi’s voice. “He's going
to realize Donald is dead and that I’ m not with him.”

Stephen had already thought that one through. “He'll know someone grabbed you.
Most likely, he'll think it was the person driving the sedan. He shouldn’t know it was

us.

“Good point.” She blew out a breath. “ That will buy usalittle time.”

Her words were spoken like a true operative. She'd obviously been working in this
business for awhile—for too long maybe.

Despite that, he was impressed by her level-headedness in the situation.

But her question was excellent.



Who was behind this? And why did they want Heidi dead?
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CHAPTER
THIRTEEN

An hour and a half later, Heidi watched as they pulled up to an ordinary-looking
ranch-style house at the end of along lane in the middle of the woods.

She wasn'’t sure what she’' d been expecting, but it wasn't this.

Stephen stopped in front of the attached garage and put the van in Park. “Trevor,
another colleague, secured this place for us. We should be safe here for awhile.”

For awhile? That indicated there might be an end in sight. But Heidi doubted that.

It seemed this would only end in one way: death.

Maybe hers. Maybe Stephen’s. She wasn't sure.

Either way, she shivered at the thought.

“Let'sgetinside,” Stephen said. “We can talk more there.”

Heidi was grateful when he waited for her outside the van. That he took her arm.

She wasn’t sure she could stand on her own right now. All her muscles felt wobbly,

and her head was spinning. That wasn’'t to mention the fact she smelled like smoke.
White dust was sprinkled across her nose—and probably other places. She'd



discovered asmall scratch on her arm.

All those things made her realize just how close she’d cometo losing her life.

As everything sank in, Stephen escorted her inside.

The house was plain with the bare minimum of furniture and no notable decorations.

That wasfine. It didn’t matter.

They just needed somewhere to regroup.

As soon as they were inside, Stephen led her to a small kitchen table. He didn’t let go
of her arm until she was seated.

Stephen and Gage sat across from her. She observed Gage a moment. He was
probably Stephen’s age, with dark hair and grayish eyes.

He' d been in the military also, hadn’'t he? Except he hadn’t left with Rafferty. That
was her best guess.

Stephen wasted no time getting down to business. “We need to figure out what's
going on.”

“I"d love nothing more than to do that also. | don’t even know where to start from
here.” Just as she said the words, her phone rang.

She grabbed it from her pocket and glanced at the screen. Her pulse kicked up a beat.

“It's Rafferty,” she muttered. “What should | do?”’



Stephen’s gut clenched. “I didn’t realize you had your phone. Y ou need to turn it off.
Now.”

Heldi’seyeswidened. “I . .. | would have earlier. But it’ s untraceable. And?>—"

“Who told you it was untraceable?’ Stephen took it from her hand and dlid the battery
out.

“Rafferty . . .” Astheword left her lips, the conviction in her voice faltered.

They al knew Rafferty couldn't be trusted. Just because he said something was
untraceable didn’t mean it actually was.

“Even if it is untraceable, we need to buy some time.” Stephen set the lifeless phone
back on the table, praying Rafferty hadn’t already tracked them. “Let Rafferty think
someone grabbed you.”

“You don't think he'll suspect it's you?”

Stephen exchanged alook with Gage before they both shook their heads.

“He shouldn’t.” Gage ran a hand through his hair, tension in his gaze. “We' ve been
careful to cover our tracks. There' s no way he should know we're with you.”

“Especialy now that the tracking devices have been removed from our shoulders,”
Stephen added.

Her eyes widened at hiswords. “What?’

Stephen nodded grimly. “We were subject to different kinds of experiments. One of
them was having GPS trackers planted inside us so our every move could be



monitored. As| mentioned earlier, we also had devices implanted near our hearts. We
were supposedly living free, but we weren’t actually free at all.”

“l can’t imagine,” she muttered. “It’ s horrifying to think these people did those things
without your permission.”

“We're still uncovering everything that was done to us while we werein ‘training’ for
Project Elevate,” Stephen said.

Heidi tilted her head in confusion. “What’ s Project Elevate?’

Stephen and Gage exchanged another |ook.

“We were handpicked for certain experiments the military wanted to do on an €lite
group of soldiers,” Stephen explained. “They purposefully chose people who didn’t
have any strong community connections.”

“Why would that be important?’ she asked.

“Because without any connections, if something went wrong, there would be fewer
people to notice and to keep them accountable for it,” Stephen said.

“That explainsit . ..” Heidi slowly shook her head.

“They were trying to develop a super soldier, of sorts,” Gage continued.

“I’ve heard about stuff like that, but | thought it was only fiction.” She paused. “I
figured you guys were Specia Ops or maybe even Black Ops.”

“Wewere. .. kind of.” Stephen frowned. “Only Rafferty took it to the next level.”



Heldi sighed and |eaned back. “How many of you are there?’

“We're not sure about that either,” Stephen said. “We're still trying to uncover
everything. Rafferty was initially the scientist in charge of the program, but he was
fired. When that happened, he took some of his guys with him and started his own
security firm.”

“Blackstone.” Heidi slowly nodded as she took in each detail .

“There could have been other groups of soldiers who came through before my
group,” Stephen said. “We're not sure. Gage and his crew came later.”

She glanced at Gage. “What happened to the rest of you?”

“We were recruited into the program under a different leader,” Gage said. “Most of
us stuck with the program and did covert missions. Missions where, if we were
caught, the government would claim no connection with us.”

“They can do that?’

Gage nodded. “They can, and they did.”

“That’ sawful.” She shook her head. “Who even approved this program?”’

“We never questioned it,” Stephen said. “We knew it was al top-secret and were
taught not to ask questions. We were almost brainwashed into thinking that way.”

“Eventually, the program was shut down,” Gage continued. “The guys who trained
with me went to work for a man named Alan Larchmont.”

“Does this Larchmont guy have answers?” Heidi asked. “Someone needs



accountability for all this.”

The events of the past few weeks replayed in Stephen’s mind. “Maybe he does have
answers, but apparently he also had a device implanted near his heart. He's till in
ICU in acoma, so we can't ask him any questions right now.”

Silence stretched a moment, and Heidi shook her head. “None of this seemsredl, yet |
know it is. | learned early on that it was better not to ask too many questions. So

that’ swhat | tried to do. Now | can see that was a mistake.”

“You couldn’t have known,” Stephen murmured. “None of us did. None of us knew
the extent of what was going on.”

Heidi let out another sigh before sitting up straight again. “ So what do we do now?”’

“That’s an excellent question,” Stephen said.

Heidi’s eyes lit. “I forgot. | have an update for you. With everything else that's
happened, it slipped my mind.”

“An update?’ Maybe this would be something useful.

Even more than that fact, Stephen felt satisfaction stretch through him.

Heidi was beginning to trust him even more.

That was exactly what they needed right now—to trust each other if they were going
to get through this.
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FOURTEEN
Heidi drew in a deep breath as she wrestled with her thoughts. As she wrestled with
each new bit of information. As she wrestled with comprehending the scope of what
was going on.
“1 wish | had my computer with me, and | could be a little more precise. | had it with
me in the car with Donald when—" Her voice cracked, and she couldn’t finish the
statement.
She didn’t want to think about Donald. The only thing that brought her comfort was
in knowing he’d been unconscious after the accident. That meant he hadn’t known
the explosion was coming. Maybe he hadn’t suffered.
“What about this update?’ Stephen narrowed his eyes as he studied her.
“1 got an email from Monarch.”
Stephen and Gage exchanged another glance.
“He's desperate to get in touch with Rafferty, but it sounds like Rafferty is ghosting
him. | know the two are asthick asthieves. They tak all thetime. | can’t help but feel

like something iswrong.”

Stephen frowned, his gaze hardening. “I worked Monarch’s protective detaill more



than once. The man is either powerful, doing something illegal and damaging, or
both.”

“From what | remember, he faced numerous threats from people who weren't happy
with him and his business,” Heidi told them.

“That isinteresting, but I’m not sure how his email will help us,” Stephen said.

“There’s more.” Heidi squirmed in the uncomfortable wooden chair. “He mentioned
that he needed to talk to Rafferty about the commander.”

“Who is the commander?’ Gage asked. “Commander Davis?’

“That's the thing. | have no idea.” She raised her palms up, showing they were
empty, that she had no answers.

Stephen’s eyes narrowed. “It seems weird that he would mention that to you, almost
like he wanted to say just enough to scare Rafferty into action.”

“You're probably right. | thought the whole thing was strange.” She withdrew her
arms and crossed them over her chest as she leaned back in the uncomfortable

wooden chair.

“We need to figure out who this commander is.” Stephen tapped his finger on the
table. “He could have the answers we need.”

“It's going to be hard to track him down if we don’t know any more information,”
Gage said.

Stephen glanced at Heidi again. “That's where you can comein.”



She slowly nodded. “Maybe. But I’'m not sure exactly what | can do.”

“I've got afew ideas.” Stephen’s gaze locked onto hers. “If you're willing.”

“Let’s hear them.” At this point, Heidi had no other choice.

If they didn’t find out answers, they all could lose their lives.

Stephen and Gage spent the next two hours questioning Heidi. They tried to find out
anything she might know, even things she might not realize she knew.

She knew the schedules of all the operatives. Knew what kind of jobs they’d done.
Knew where several of them were now.

But unfortunately, she didn’'t share anything that helped them find Rafferty or figure
out who the commander might be.

Finaly, they took a break for lunch. Gage had brought a few groceries with him in
the van. He carried them inside, and they made peanut butter sandwiches to eat with
chips.

It was better than nothing.

Stephen knew they couldn’t stay at this house long. Staying here wouldn’'t help them
find the answers they so desperately needed.

What they needed was a game plan on how to find out more information. He' d hoped
Heidi might be able to help with that—and she had been helpful.

Either way, bringing Rafferty down was one of their first priorities. Until he was
taken care of, he would remain a threat to all the men who'd been through Project



Elevate. Plus, there was the fact other men were out there, men who had flunked out
of the program because of compromised moral compasses.

Those were the men who'd do anything Rafferty asked. That made them dangerous,
especially considering their skillsets.

“You guys, we've got a problem,” Gage muttered as he stood near the window.

Stephen rose from his seat. “What' s going on?’

“There’ s movement outside.”

Heidi sucked in abreath. “Did those men find us here?’

“Someone did.”

“How isthat even possible?’ Stephen muttered.

“We'll figure that out later.” Gage dropped the curtain and hurried back toward them.
“Right now, we need to get out of here.”

“Should we head to the van?’ Heidi asked.

“No, we're going to have to escape on foot,” Gage said. “And we need to leave now.”
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CHAPTER
FIFTEEN
Panic raced through Heidi.

How would they have been found? Had the fact she had her phone on her led these
guys straight to their location?

She prayed that wasn’t the case. That one decision wouldn’t be a death sentence for
them all. She should have been thinking things through more, but it hadn’t occurred

to her at the time.

Stephen grabbed her arm and pulled her toward the back of the house. He' d paused
only long enough to scoop up his backpack and shove hislaptop in it.

Gage waited for them at the back of the house, peering out the window.
“Do you see anyone?’ Stephen asked as they reached the back door.

“They’re not back here yet, but they will be. We've got to go. Lie low so they don’t
know we're onto them.”

Stephen turned toward Heidi. “1 need you to do everything | say. Your life depends
on it. Understand?’

Fear pulsed through her, but she nodded. “I understand.”



“Let’sgo.” Gage opened the door and stepped out first.

He held his gun as he scanned everything around them. Then he gave them a nod.
Stephen followed Gage across the yard, gripping Heidi’s arm.

They darted toward the woods. The mid-October trees filling the space appeared
surprisingly threadbare. Leaves had only started falling a few days ago. She prayed

the remaining foliage would conceal their presence.

Stephen moved fast, pulling her into the woods. Dodging trees. Motioning for her to
watch her steps.

More than anything, she wanted to glance back. To see if those men noticed them yet.

But shedidn’t dare.

They ran at full speed for what felt like hours. In truth, it was probably ten or fifteen
minutes.

She'd lost her breath about five minutes into their escape. Yet it seemed as if Gage
and Stephen still weren’t even winded.

Were they safe yet?

Heidi needed a breather. But before she could ask Stephen to slow down, a yell
sounded in the distance.

She sucked in a breath.

She knew this was far from being over, especially when Stephen tightened his grip on



her and picked up speed.

Stephen was grateful they’d gotten as far as they had. He'd known it was iffy they’d
even be able to get this far away.

After another few minutes, they paused.

“Let’s split up,” Gage said. “I'll go to the left and try to distract them. Meanwhile,
you get her somewhere safe.”

“Split up?’ The question sounded breathless as Heidi gulped in air. “Are you sure
that’s agood idea?’

Stephen didn’t have time to comfort her or reassure her now. “That will work. | have
a satellite phone on me. We should be able to stay in contact. We'll meet up again
once we know it’'s safe.”

“Copy that.” Gage nodded to hisright. “Go.”

Stephen released her arm then grasped her hand. Then he pulled her through the
rocky wilderness while Gage took off in the opposite direction.

Thistime, they moved even faster—as fast as possible given the uneven terrain.

They dodged trees and branches and rocks. Crossed a small stream. Scaled a small
rock wall.

He kept his ears attuned to everything happening around him.

Stephen thought their plan had worked. Thought the guys had followed Gage instead
of them.



He prayed Gage wouldn't be caught, wouldn't be hurt. Gage was an excellent
operative. If anyone could do this, he could.

Stephen glanced beside him at Heidi as they ran. Saw how her cheeks were flushed.
How her breathing came shallow and fast.

Thiswas all alot, and he wasn't sure how much farther Heidi would be able to run.

Maybe they could pause a moment.

Just as the thought crossed his mind, a stick cracked in the distance.

His muscles tensed.

Had one of the operatives come thisway after all?

He couldn’t take that chance.

“We need to take cover,” he whispered to Heidi. He spotted a rocky overhang. “ Over

here.

Running was too risky right now. The guy was too close. He' d see them, hear them.
Hiding was the only choice.

Stephen stashed Heidi in the small space, climbed beneath the rock, and squeezed in
beside her.

Then he gripped his gun and waited.



Page 16

Source Creation Date: July 21, 2025, 3:39 pm

CHAPTER
SIXTEEN
Heidi’ s heart pounded with such force her pulse was all she could hear.

Someone till followed them, didn't they? What would this person do if he
discovered her and Stephen hiding here?

Part of her didn’t want to think about it. But how could she not?

The only comfort she found was in knowing Stephen was beside her. He crouched,
fully aert, with his gun drawn.

She thought they were out of sight. The rocky overhang was large enough that they
remained in the shadows. But if this guy looked hard enough, he would see them.

Then all she could do was pray for the best.

As another stick snapped, she pressed her eyes closed. Please, Lord . . . watch over
us. Protect us.

The steps came closer. Closer.
She tried to push herself as far into the crevice as she could.

Because there was one thing she knew for sure.



These men were trained and dangerous.

These were the same guys who'd killed Beau. Who'd run her and Donald off the
road, ultimately killing him. They’d probably wanted to kill her too. In fact, she
would probably be dead right now if it wasn't for Stephen and Gage.

They’ d protected her once. Now she needed to believe they could protect her again.
The footsteps came to a stop. A shadow stretched across the ground.

This guy had paused directly in front of the rocky overhang.

All he needed to do was bend down and he' d see them.

Then it would depend on who had the fastest trigger finger—Stephen or the man
pursuing them.

Nausea swirled inside Heidi at the thought.

Stephen watched the man. He could only see the guy’ s black cargo pants and boots.

Not his face.

Was this man a former colleague? He had no idea if this was someone he’ d recognize
or not.

Stephen still wasn't sure who these guys worked for. Though Rafferty seemed to be
the most obvious choice, there were no certainties.

Besides, why would Rafferty send two of his own guys to protect Heidi, and then
send more guys to kill them?



It didn’t make sense.

Unless Rafferty’ s goal was to silence them all.

There were still other things that didn’t make sense.

How had they been found? He' d taken the battery from her phone.

But what if Rafferty had other ways of tracking her, just like he'd had other ways of
tracking Stephen and his colleagues?

The thought made his blood go ice cold.

Stephen tried to recall any jewelry she might be wearing, but he didn’t remember any.
Rafferty wouldn't put it in her clothing since that was changed too often to be
effective.

Then what?

His thoughts continued to race.

Would Rafferty have gone so far as to put atracking device in Heidi’ s body like he'd
done to them?

His gut lurched. He hated the thought of it. But right now, it was the only thing that
made sense.

He would need to check.

First, he needed to figure out what this guy in front of him would do.



The man was so close Stephen could hear him breathing.

Even though Stephen and Heidi were in the shadows, they could still be discovered.

What about Gage? Was he okay?

Stephen tried to think everything through and plan his next move to cover al the
what-ifs.

His heart pounded in his ears as he waited, hisfinger poised on the trigger of his gun.

A moment later, the guy took another step. And another.

Away from where they were hiding.

Just far enough for Stephen to get alook at his face. The man had dark hair that was
curly, alean frame, and sharp eyes.

Stephen had never seen the guy before.

However, the man was looking at his phone.

Almost asif following atracker.
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CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN
What was that guy doing? Heidi mused.

She' d caught a glimpse of hisface. He didn’t look familiar. Not like one of Rafferty’s
guys. However, he had hired afew new ones she hadn’t met yet.

Why was he looking at his phone right now? Did he even have any service out here?
Stephen tensed beside her. He was clearly on edge—as he should be.

Her heart still pounded in her ears as she tried to anticipate what would happen.

The next instant, the man raised his phone higher asif searching for asignal.

Then he began to pace away.

It was too early to relax. However, she did blow out the breath she’ d been holding.
This seemed like agood sign at least.

As the man kept pacing away, she and Stephen remained where they were.

Even after the man disappeared from sight, they stayed there. Unmoving. Silent.
Nearly frozen.



“Shouldn’t we run?’ she whispered.

He moved away from her slightly and shook his head.

Then his gaze met hers. “I’'m going to tell you something, and it's going to sound
crazy.”

“1 don’t know if things can sound any crazier than they already have been.”

His gaze still remained tense. “Did you ever have to make any doctor’s visits or
medical appointments as a part of your job? Appointments for yourself?’

“l had a physical when | first got the job.” She narrowed her eyes. “How is that
important though?”’

“They didn’'t have to put you to sleep or anything?’

“No, it was just a basic appointment. | don’t understand why you’ re asking.”

“Since you started working for Rafferty, have you had to have any type of procedures
where you had to be put under?’

Her confusion only grew as she tried to think it through. “I haven’'t had any surgeries
or anything.” Then amemory hit her. “Except . . .”

“Except what?”

“1 was sedated once for aroot canal. A couple of years ago. But what does that have
to do with any of this?’

“I'm afraid that one of the same trackers like Rafferty put in us might have been put



inyou aso.”

Her gut instantly tightened. “What?’

“1 know it sounds unnerving.”

“1t doesn’t just sound unnerving. It is unnerving.”

“Do you remember being sore after the procedure? Or any unusual bruising?’

“They did tell me| started to flail. One of the hygienists had to press on my shoulders
to hold me still so | didn’'t hurt myself or anyone else. You think it was something
else, though, don’'t you?”’

Stephen nodded grimly.

“Isthat how those guys found us?’ she asked as she absently rubbed her shoulders.

Was there something implanted beneath her skin?

“That's my best guess. | think the only reason that man didn’t find us at our location
Is because this rock blocked any signal.”

Her thoughts raced ahead. “But as soon as we leave thisspot . . .”

He grimaced. “There's agood chance he'll find us.”

Her gaze locked with his. “We can't let that happen.”

“I know.”



“So what are we going to do?’ Her mind continued to race, to try to figure out a
solution.

How else could they block this signal?

When she saw Stephen’s gaze flicker to her shoulder, she realized exactly what he
was thinking.

Nausearoiled inside her.

She turned as the contents of her stomach spewed from her mouth.

Stephen had sensed Heidi's stress even before she'd thrown up, and he wanted
nothing more than to ease her mind. But that wasn't possible.

The situation was dire right now, especially if his suspicions were correct.

“1 wouldn’'t ask you to do thisunless | really felt our lives depended on it,” he said.

“You want to cut this tracker out of me right here? Right now?’ Heidi’ s voice pitched
higher. “Y ou don’t even know for sureit’s there.”

“It’ sthe only thing that makes sense. Can | see your right shoulder?’

She stared at him a moment before nodding. “Why not?’

She tugged the shoulder of her shirt down to allow Stephen to see her skin.

He pulled out his phone and used the flashlight so he could see better in the shadows.

He touched a small scar that amost looked like a freckle located in the same area



where his tracker had been. Most people probably wouldn’'t notice it. They might
think it looked like a small blemish or freckle even.

But Stephen knew exactly what it was.

“What do you see?’ Her voice cracked.

“It looks like something was injected right here.” He gently touched the spot on her
shoulder.

“They can just inject these things?’

“The technology isamazing . . . and terrifying.”

“l can't believe this.” Her hand went to her stomach as if she might get sick again.

He sgueezed her forearm, desperate to comfort her. “If we leave this inside you, then
Rafferty—and whoever else has access to this tracker—will be able to follow you
wherever you go.”

“Why would he do this?’

“Because he thrives on control, and he doesn’'t care if he has anyone' s permission.”
She swallowed hard, looking unusually pale. “I’m not feeling so well.”

Then she turned and threw up again.

He glanced away, giving her space.

He wished there was another solution. He really did. But there wasn't.



There was nothing he could do to make this better. Or less painful.

He feebly offered, “1’d give you a napkin, but | don’t have one on me.”

“It's okay.” Heidi took a shaky breath, wiping her mouth with the sleeve of her
sweatshirt.

“When | used to be a cage fighter, | always braced myself to get through each fight
by controlling my breathing and picturing myself on a beach with no one else
around.”

“Wait—you were a cage fighter?’” Surprise laced her voice.

“l turned to it to numb my pain. Anything seemed better than facing my future. |
don’t recommend it.” He offered afeeble smile.

She smiled back before glancing at her shoulder again. “1 need to get this thing out of
me. How big isit?’

“Big enough to hurt coming out. It’s not going to feel good,” he warned her. “But I'll
beasfast as| can.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. “Don’t tell me anything else. Just do it.”

Stephen stared at her another moment, still hesitant to move forward.

Then he reached into his pocket. He pulled out a knife and a lighter to sterilize it
with.

He wasn't looking forward to this.



But Rafferty had left them with no other choice.
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CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN

Heidi liked to think she was tough. But she knew she wasn't. Maybe she was
mentally tough, and she could do challenging things within an office environment.

But having a tracker cut out of her without any anesthesia was not on her list of
things she wanted to conquer.

Stephen had given her a stick to bite down on, and she was glad for that. Otherwise,
she would have cried out.

Tears had streamed down her face as the blade cut into her skin.
Thankfully, Stephen was fast and efficient.

A few seconds later, he held out his knife. A small metal chip rested on the bloody
blade.

She blinked as she stared at the small device.

She took the stick from her mouth and saw that she’ d |eft teeth impressions on it. But
it was better than crying out.

“It'sso small,” she muttered.



“That's all it takes.” He looked back at her shoulder. “I don’'t have anything to
bandage you up with right now. The cut is small, though—Iess than an inch.”

“I'll be okay.” Her skin felt tingly and sore, but the pain wasn't unbearable,
especially now that it was over.

Later, she’d want to put some antiseptic on the wound. For now, she put pressure on
it to stop the bleeding.

“What now?’ Heidi stared up at Stephen.

Why did she think he had all the answers? She knew why. It was because he did seem
to have al the answers. He knew what he was doing in this situation, and she found
immense comfort in that fact.

“I’m going to make sure | leave this tracker somewhere far away from us. In fact, |
need you to stay here a moment. I’'m going to run up the hill and throw it in the

opposite direction of where we're headed. That should buy us a little more time.”

As worry surged through her, Heidi grabbed his arm. “Are you sure? What if they
catch you?’

“I’'m sure.” Hisvoice was unwavering. “I’'ll be careful.”

She stared at him another moment before nodding.

Then Stephen handed her his gun. “But hold onto thisjust in case.”

She stared at the weapon, her hands suddenly trembling. Or maybe they’d been

trembling all aong, and she just hadn’t noticed. She wasn’t sure. Either way, this
whole situation had her on edge.



In the blink of an eye, Stephen darted away, and she was left under the rock overhang
alone.

The silence suddenly felt unsettling.

She grasped the gun, pleading with God she wouldn’t have to useit.

The minutes ticked by. How far had Stephen gone? In her mind, he would be there
and back in five minutes.

The farther away he was, the better, she supposed.

Then she heard a stick crack.

Had that come from Stephen?

Or had it come from one of the guys following them?

Stephen heard another stick crack.

He looked up. Saw the man who'’ d been following them earlier.

The guy had appeared on the crest of ahill.

Had he been lingering in the area, waiting for asignal?

Maybe.

The good news was that the man hadn’t spotted Stephen yet.

Stephen ducked behind atree, his heart thudding against his chest.



The man stood between him and Heidi.

If the guy picked up on a signal, it would lead him south to where Stephen had left
the tracker. But it would still be nearly impossible for Stephen to get back to Heidi
without being spotted.

He needed to carefully think this through.

Right now, he'd stay put. But if the man appeared close to discovering Heidi’s
location, Stephen would be forced into action.

He peered around the tree and watched.

The guy paused again and glanced at his phone.

Then he glanced to the left and right before finally starting north.

All Stephen wanted was to be back with Heidi. To see her for himself and know she
was safe.

Could he sneak back down to Heidi while this guy was distracted?

Maybe. But it would be risky. His best bet would be to stay where he was.

However, that wasn't going to be possible for long.

He watched as the man walked toward the tracker. He paused in the area Stephen had
left it. The man’s foot moved along the ground, sweeping away some |leaves.

Then he bent down and picked something up.



Stephen’ s lungs froze.

He' d found it.

Thank goodness they hadn’'t been on the other side of those rocks earlier or they
would have been discovered. The thick granite had been the only thing stopping that
signal.

What would this guy do now?

As the man glanced around, Stephen ducked back behind the tree.

His heart pounded in his ears. Had the guy seen him? He didn’t think so, though he
couldn’t be certain.

Then the guy raised his radio and began speaking into it.

Stephen knew exactly what he was doing.

He was calling backup to this area so they could thoroughly search it.

Stephen couldn’t let him do that.
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CHAPTER

NINETEEN

Stephen didn’t want to use his gun. Only if he had to.

Instead, he grabbed arock and threw it in the opposite direction.

As the man turned his head, Stephen darted from his location. He rounded some trees
and approached the guy from behind.

Before the guy could realize he was there, Stephen launched forward and put the man
in a headlock.

“What the .. . .” The man thrashed against him, and his radio fell to the ground.
Stephen didn’t think the guy had finished his call yet, that he’d given his location.
But he couldn’t be sure.

The man continued to struggle against him, but Stephen was stronger.

He held him in the headlock for twenty seconds until the man went limp.

He wasn’'t dead, only passed out. But maybe this would give Stephen and Heldi just
enough time to get away from here.



He grabbed the man’s radio so he could hear any updates. Then he smashed the
tracker in case anyone else could follow it.

Stephen darted back to where he'd left Heidi.

Her eyes were wide with fright when she saw him. When he saw the blood on her
neck, it caused him to suck in his breath.

But she was okay. The blood was only from removing that tracker, he reminded
himself.

He reached out his hand. “ Come with me. We don’'t have any time to waste.”

Her eyes were still wide as she nodded and scooted from her hiding place.

She took his hand, and the two of them began to run in the opposite direction.

There was no time to slow down. These guys weren’'t going to give up. That meant he
needed to get Heidi out of here.

If someone was going through all this trouble to kill her, then she was definitely a
valuable asset to whatever was going on.

Stephen had to keep her safe.
Not only for professional reasons, but because he had the undeniable urge to protect
her. She didn’t deserve any of this, and he'd do everything within his power to keep

her safe.

Heidi wished she could ask questions. But she couldn’t.



All she could focus on right now was breathing and not losing her balance on the
uneven terrain.

Whatever had happened back there had spurred Stephen into action.

If she had to guess, that man had found him.

She continued running, hardly able to catch her breath or catch up on her thoughts.
She did, however, notice the radio at Stephen’s waist. He'd turned the volume low,
probably because any noise from it would revea their location. Had that radio
belonged to one of their pursuers?

She didn’t recognizeit. It wasn't one of the ones Blackstone used.

Who were those men? Who had hired them?

Stephen gripped her hand, and they kept running farther down the mountain.

How far did this wilderness stretch? They could probably walk for days out here
without running into aroad or anyone else, for that matter.

The thought made her shiver. She definitely wasn't equipped to survive in
circumstances like this.

But she knew Stephen would help her.

She wasn’t sure if she should be thankful for his presence or not. When he'd broken
into her house, that was when everything had taken a shift.

They reached a stream and paused.



Heidi leaned forward, her hands on her thighs as she tried to catch her breath.

Finally, she glanced up. She saw a thin sheen of sweat spread across Stephen’s face.
Otherwise, he appeared unaffected by their swift escape.

“You doing okay?' He shifted to look her in the eye.

She nodded and used her sleeve to wipe the sweat from her face. “| suppose. But how
much longer do we have to do this?’

“That's what I'm trying to figure out.” He scanned their surroundings again as if
making sure he wasn’'t being followed. Then he grabbed the radio from his waist and
turned up the volume.

V oices crackled through the speaker.

“We found MacAvoy,” the voice said. “ Someone knocked him out.”

“Then we must be close,” another unfamiliar voice said in response.

“What do you want us to do?’

“Keep looking. They have to be around here somewhere.”

A knot formed in Heidi’ s stomach. That wasn’t what she wanted to hear. She wanted
to hear that these guys had decided to give up. But she' d been hoping for too much.

The race for survival was still going strong, and she didn’t have any time to recover.
They needed to keep moving.

She glanced up at Stephen. “What about Gage?’



Hisjaw hardened. “| haven't heard from him.”

“Do you think he's okay?’

“These guys didn’'t say anything on the radio.” He held it up. “That’s a good sign.
Gageis capable.”

“l know . . . but these men are dangerous.”

Stephen didn’t argue.

Instead, he held out his hand. “We need to keep moving.”

She stared at his thick, strong fingers another moment before placing her hand into
his again.

Then they continued their escape.
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CHAPTER

TWENTY

Stephen and Heidi had been navigating the mountainous forest for three hours.
With each step, they disappeared deeper and deeper into the wilderness.

The sun was already beginning to sink, and soon it would be dark and cold outside.

The good news was that he hadn’'t heard any signs that those men were on their tail.
Not yet.

But as the day drew on, Stephen sensed Heidi was growing exhausted. He had a
feeling all she'd eaten today was that peanut butter sandwich at the house, and she
hadn’t even finished that. They were nearing the end of their limits and would need to

stop soon.

They reached a heavily wooded area, and he paused. The trees would offer
protection.

“Let’s stop here amoment,” he murmured.

Heldi leaned against a large oak tree and sucked in several deep breaths. Her cheeks
were flushed with exertion.

As she caught her breath, he turned the radio on again. He couldn’t afford to keep it



on as they hiked. The sound of it would be a dead giveaway.

“We lost them,” one of the men said, his voice staticky.

“What do you want usto do?’ another guy said.

“We'll have to resume the search in the morning. Maybe get a plane out, if possible,
and see if we can find them. We chased them deeper into the heart of the mountains.

There' s no way they’re going to get out, especialy not if we surround them.”

Did these guys not realize that one of their radios was missing? Maybe they assumed
it had fallen off anearby cliff or something. They were certainly speaking freely.

Or maybe everything they said was a scam. Maybe these men were manipulating the
conversation so Stephen and Heidi would think they were safe when they weren't.

Stephen needed to keep these things in mind to be on the safe side.

Clipping the radio back to his belt, he grabbed his phone. He frowned when he saw
there was only one bar of service. Would that be enough for him to get in touch with
Gage?

Calling him was risky, especially considering the chance his phone might ring.
Instead, he sent Gage a text message.

Where are you? We're safe. But we need an escape plan.

He stared at the message, hoping he might get an instant reply.

He didn't. There was no indication the message had been read and no bubbles



indicating Gage was responding.

Stephen prayed his friend was okay.

He put the phone away and glanced back at Heidi.

Apprehension showed in the knot between her eyes. But at least she wasn't breathing
as heavily. Her cheeks weren't quite as red.

“Are we going to keep moving?’ she asked.

He glanced around, his jaw tightening. “It’s too dangerous. It’'s getting dark, and we
don’t know our way around this wilderness well enough. We should stop for the night
and start again in the morning.”

“From the sounds of it, these guys are going to keep looking for us.”

“We'll start earlier than they do,” Stephen said. “Right now, we have an advantage
because we have one of their radios. I’'m not sure | want to trust everything they’re
saying, however. But right now, their conversation makes sense.”

Heidi nodded before glancing around at the grove of trees surrounding them. “So
we're staying here?’

“The trees will provide cover for the night. Plus, we're high enough that we have a
small signal on my cell. I’'m hoping to hear back from Gage so we can develop some
type of plan.”

“Even if we're able to get in touch with him, how would he get us out of these
mountains? There are no roads. No rivers where a boat might even be able to pick us
up. We have no food or water.”



Stephen knew the situation was dire.

“l have alittle water, but I’d like to save it. When that runs out, we can find a creek if
we need. | have a protein bar in my backpack you can have. Otherwise, our bodies
will survive without food for one night.”

“1 know that but . . .” A frown tugged at her lips. “To be honest, I’'m scared.”

He reached for her then rubbed her arm in an effort to offer some comfort. “It’ s okay
to be scared. The circumstances we've found ourselves in right now are
extraordinary.”

“Extraordinarily bad you mean?’

Helet out an airy chuckle. “Yes, | suppose that iswhat | mean.”

“1 don't like any of this. These guys are determined to kill us. Or to kill me. They
don’t even know you' re with me, | suppose.”

“They are determined. Someone wants you dead, and they’ll do anything to make
sure that happens.”

“But it doesn’t make sense why.”

“Unless there's something you know that is worth killing you over. But what would
that be?’

She raked a hand through her hair before shaking her head. “I wish | knew.”

“We need to figure it out. Maybe it’s something that seems innocuous. But whatever
itis, it'sathreat.”



“A threat to who?”’

Stephen frowned again. “ That’ s also something that we have to figure out.”

Heidi scooted closer to thefire.

She was amazed Stephen had been able to find enough pieces of dry wood to start a
nice-sized fire. He told her the flames couldn’t be too large, however. He didn’t want
to be spotted because of it.

However, the temperature had probably dropped down into the forties this evening.
She wasn’'t sure how the dleeping situation would work tonight. They had no
blankets, and she had no jacket. Just the fire. She supposed she would be able to use
her arm as a pillow and sleep close to the warm flames.

At least Stephen was here. He sat on the ground beside her, staring into the fire.

She was hungry, but she hadn’t asked for that protein bar yet.

They could still be out in the woods all day tomorrow. If that was the case, she would
need the food more then than she needed it now.

“How’ s your shoulder?’ he asked.

She moved it, felt the tautness there. “It’ s okay. I’'m just glad that tracker is gone.”

His expression tightened. “Listen, Heidi. I'm sorry you've been pulled into the
middle of this.”

“It’s not your fault. I’m the one who took thisjob.” She let out along sigh. “This all



feelsvery surreal.”

“Believe me, | never expected any of this either.” He paused. “You know, | never
told you this, but you' re the reason I’ m the person | am today.”

Sheraised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?’
He let out a breath. “When we went to the office for our debriefs, | saw a plague you
had hanging behind your desk. It said, ‘ Consider it pure joy, my brothers and sisters,
whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your
faith produces perseverance. Let perseverance finish its work so that you may be
mature and complete, not lacking anything.’”

“James 1:2—4. It's my favorite verse. It reminds me to be strong.”

“I hadn’t really thought much about Jesus or the Bible. But that verse made me
curious. | went out, bought a Bible, and started reading it.”

“That’s great.”

“It made sense to me. My neighbor was always leaving for church on Sunday
mornings, so | started asking questions. My life changed after that.”

“All that started from alittle plaque | had hanging up, huh?’

He nodded. “It did.”

She studied his strong profile. “How did you get involved with these people,
Stephen? Y ou seem better than this.”

His jaw twitched as he stared at the fire. “As you probably remember, Rafferty tasked



me with being one of Monarch’s guards for personal protection.”

“l do remember. That was right before you left Blackstone.” The whole thing had
been confusing, and Rafferty hadn’t offered any details, of course.

“Until that day, | was pretty much resigned that I’d do this for the rest of my life, that
I’d work these jobs for Rafferty. | didn’t really think much about it.”

“What changed?’

“Nathan died.”

She frowned at the memory. “But he died from sudden cardiac arrest.”

Stephen’s cheek twitched, and his voice was notably more stoic as he said, “That’s
what someone made it look like. But | don't buy it. | think someone killed him.
That’s what happens when people get too close to the truth. There were a number of
warning signs| tried to ignore. But that became nearly impossible after awhile.”

“S0 that was it? Y ou had suspicions about his death, so you quit?’

Stephen shook his head, the movement heavy with emotion—and maybe regret. “I
met some other guys who were like me, only they worked for a different
organization. They told me what they’d discovered about the trackers and heart
implants. Then | learned Rafferty’s background. Though | knew some of it
beforehand, there was a lot he hadn’t disclosed. That’'s when | knew without a doubt
he was up to no good.”

“So you just left?” She liked a man who was decisive and who had conviction.

“l didn’t just leave. But we were in a situation where | had to pick sides. Rocky



showed up.”

Rocky Velasquez—who'd also gone by Alfie—had been another Blackstone
operative.

“What happened to him?’ Heidi asked. “Rafferty was tight-lipped about his
disappearance.”

“He disappeared around the same time the devices near our hearts were activated,”
Stephen said. “That was when | knew | had to figure out what was really going on. |
had to put a stop to it, especidly if there are guys out there willing to do whatever
Rafferty tells them—no matter the cost.”

“Most of the jobs we get seem pretty cut-and-dried,” Heidi said.

“They do. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t things going on behind the scenes.”

“l guessyou'reright.”

Stephen turned to study her now, and she wondered what he was thinking. What kind
of questions were on his mind.

She didn’t ask. He' d bring them up when, and if, he wanted to.

Instead, he cleared his throat and looked away. “Enough about that for now. What
about you, Heidi? Why did you take this job?’

“1’d been working as the administrative assistant for a CEO in Atlanta. | thought it
was what | wanted to do until my mom was injured in a car accident and required
around-the-clock care. Though insurance covered some expenses, it didn't cover
everything. | didn’t want to put her in afacility, so | began looking for a job where |



could work at home and take care of her at the sametime. That was five years ago.”

“Did you see ajob listing with Blackstone?’

“Actually, Rafferty approached me. He said he was looking for someone and that a
headhunter had recommended me, even though | hadn't actually hired this
headhunter. At the time, it seemed a little weird but not incredibly suspicious. |
figured the headhunter must have seen my résumeé posted online. | know things like
that do happen sometimes, and | figured this person would probably get some type of
payment from Rafferty.”

“So heinterviewed you after that?’

“He did. He seemed a little intimidating to be honest.” The memory of that meeting
flooded back to her. “I told him what had happened with my mom and that | was
taking care of her. He wasn't bothered by that. Said it was honorable, actualy. He
offered to pay me avery nice annual salary and said | could work at home most of the
time, that I’d only need to be in the office a few hours a week. The job offer felt like
an answer to prayer.”

Stephen narrowed his eyes asif annoyed. “ Rafferty can be very convincing.”

“He was. For a long time, he seemed like a decent boss. | mean, he wasn't always
nice, and some of the assignments made me cringe. But | figured that was the nature
of a private security firm.”

He shifted in his seat. “Tell me about your mom—if you don’t mind.”

Heidi glanced at her hands as the memories flooded her. There was still a hole in her
heart from her mom’ s absence in her life, and she knew there always would be.



The two of them had been close. They even looked alike.

They’d only had each other to rely on since Heidi’s father had died of a heart attack
before she was born. Her mom had always told her how much he would have loved
her.

Her throat burned at the thought.

“ She passed away last year,” Heidi finally said.

“I thought | heard something about that.” His voice softened. “But | was out on an
assignment at the time. | didn’t know how to bring it up to you the next time | saw
you, but | am sorry.”

“Thank you. It's weird when you give four years of your life to taking care of
someone full-time, and suddenly they’re no longer there. That's not to mention the
twenty-five other years that were spent with her taking care of me. | mean, | suppose
after | went to college there was a little bit less of that. But a mother is aways a
mother. Therolereversal was abit jarring.”

“I can only imagine.”

She listened to the crackle of the fire for another moment. “I guess you didn’t grow
up with your parents?’

Stephen grabbed a stick and poked the fire. “No, like most of the guys in the
program, my parents are out of the picture. Mine actually gave me up when | was less

than ayear old.”

“$S0, you were adopted?’ She wasn’t sure why that fact surprised her, but it did.



She'd figured he'd probably been in foster care or placed in a children’s home.
Adoption could mean a loving home, which didn’t fit what she knew about the guys
at Blackstone.

“Yes, | was adopted by a very nice couple. When | was eleven they both got cancer
within a year of each other and died. | was put into foster care for several months.
Eventually, my adoptive mother’s sister took me in. But we never really bonded. I'm
not even sure why she ended up adopting me because she never seemed to want to be
amom. She pretty much just let me do my own thing.”

“I"'m sorry.” She lowered her voice. “I know that must have been difficult.”

“It was. But there’s nothing | can do to change any of that. | just have to believe it
made me into the person | am today.”

“And it made you a perfect target for Rafferty.” Heidi frowned as she said the words.
But a surge of protectivenessrosein her.

“1 supposeit did. But I'm ready for things to change.”

She glanced up at him, her heart growing tender. “I can only imagine that’ s true.”

“On more than one level,” he murmured. “On more than one leve.”
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Stephen could hardly sleep. He listened to every sound, knowing he couldn’'t let
down his guard, especially considering those guys were still out there.

For awhile, he’d monitored the radio. But the guys on the other end must have gotten
wise to it. They’d stopped communicating, and he hadn’t heard anything for several
hours.

He didn't like not knowing what was going on.

He'd also tried to contact Gage several more times, but none of his messages had
gone through.

Stephen prayed his friend was okay. If he'd been captured, Stephen hadn’t heard
anything about it on the radio earlier.

As he lay there, he glanced across the fire to where Heidi was sleeping.

She looked amost angelic as her ringlet curls fell across her face. She seemed so
different from him—but in a way that was fascinating. She was smart and
wholesome. His upbringing and his job had made him hard. But around her . . . he felt

like a better person.

She shivered on the ground, and his heart panged. He wished he had something to



comfort her with, to keep her warm. He' d even love to pull her into his arms to keep
her warm. But that would be inappropriate.

Still, aguy could dream.

But someone like Heidi would never want to be with someone like him. He was too
rough around the edges. There were too many unknowns surrounding his past. What
if something triggered him one day and he were to hurt her?

He' d never forgive himself.

No, Heidi deserved only the best.

Stephen wasn't the best. He was broken.

Finaly, at five am., he rose.

It was still dark outside, but daylight wouldn’t be their friend in this situation.

They needed to get moving and try to put more distance between themselves and the
men chasing them.

Getting away would be treacherous, and Stephen prayed God would watch over them.

Heidi hadn’t rested well, and she suspected Stephen hadn’t either.

Her head was still full of cobwebs as she and Stephen got ready to start their day.

Stephen had grabbed a water bottle from his bag. “Drink some of this. You don’t
want to get dehydrated.”



She took it from him and took a sip. The liquid felt refreshing, but her stomach
rumbled. She was hungry. However, eating could wait. She’ d rather get to safety first.

“How’ s your shoulder now?’ Stephen asked. “Do you mind if | take alook?’

“Sure.” She pulled her sweatshirt down and rolled her neck away to get her hair off
the spot.

As Stephen’ s fingers moved over her skin, her blood raced. Why was she having this
reaction? Why did her skin feel on fire?

And why, as Stephen leaned close, did she imagine what it would be like if he were
to press hislips against her skin?

Inappropriate , she scolded herself. There would be no kissing.

Especially not with Stephen.

She needed someone with a stable job, with a background similar to hers.

At least, that’ s what she thought she needed.

“It looks good,” he murmured. “No sign of infection.”

“That’ s good news.” But her voice cracked.

The sooner he stopped touching her bare shoulder, the better.

He released the collar of her sweatshirt, and it sprang back toward her neck.

She let out a breath.



“You ready to get moving?’ Stephen asked.

“Ready as I'll ever be.” She handed the bottle back to him, and he dlipped it into his
backpack.

He made sure the fire was extinguished and kicked dirt over it to try to hide the ashes,

A few minutes later, the two of them started walking away from the area where
they’ d slept.

Stephen kept a hand at her elbow as they traveled through the darkness. The trees
looked skeletal with only the moonlight illuminating their branches. Occasionally, an

owl hooted or dry leaves cracked under the weight of a small animal.

Rocks jutted into their path without notice, and they could only see afew feet in front
of them.

Stephen reminded her several times to watch her step. That there could be cliffs or
crevices anywhere, and he didn’t know the terrain well enough to avoid the hazards.

“Were you ever a Boy Scout?’ Heidi asked, using a sapling to keep her steady as the
ground sloped downward.

He raised his eyebrows. “What?’

She shrugged, trying to keep her thoughts occupied and off the danger around them.
“Y ou seem like the type who would have been a Boy Scout.”

He let out a soft chuckle. “Maybe in adifferent life | would have been.”

“Did they teach you survival skills through Project Elevate? | can only assume that



was the case.” As her foot began to dip, Stephen gripped her arm more tightly, and
she found her balance.

But her pulse kicked up a notch.

“They taught us pretty much everything,” Stephen explained. “Languages. Survival
skills. Every type of physical training you might be able to imagine.”

“Sounds tough.”

“1t was, but the program weeded people out pretty quickly.”

She glanced at his face in the darkness, wishing she could make out the fine details.
“How did you even discover what was going on with Blackstone?’

“Nathan’s sister came looking for answers.” His voice turned grim. “ The two of them
had gone to separate homes while in foster care. | don’t think when Nathan entered
the program that the leaders knew exactly how determined Tori would be to find him.
One thing led to another, and the truth became apparent. Only the truth wasn’t exactly
what | wanted it to be.”

They walked a couple of moments in silence. Her thoughts raced. She wanted to
know more about this man—beyond what she'd learned on the job. And he seemed
open to talking, to sharing.

She skirted around another tree, grateful the ground was leveling out some. Soon, the
sun should peek over the mountains.

“What about you, Heidi?” Stephen asked before she could question him more. “What
do you do when you're not working for Rafferty?’



She let out a breath and shrugged. “It’s going to sound lame, but I'm still trying to
rediscover exactly who | am. For four years, every free moment | had was poured
into taking care of my mom. | think | forgot about myself in the process. Since she's
been gone. . . I’ ve been trying to remember who | am.”

“What kind of things did you like to do before your mom came to live with you?’

Her mind raced back in time. “I used to love traveling. Trying new restaurants.
Chasing the sunset.”

“Ever been married?’ he asked, then hesitated. “That’s probably too personal, isn’t
it?’

“Considering everything that’s happened, | think we're way beyond the too-personal
portion of getting to know each other.” She flashed him a smile. “And, no, I’ ve never
been married. | was engaged once.”

He hurried in front of her and offered his hand as they came to a small creek.

She carefully hopped on the large river rocks to get across.

“What happened—if you don’t mind me asking?’ Stephen dropped her hand.

She instantly missed it.

“Bryant liked to travel also,” Heidi told him. “He wanted to live a more carefree
lifestyle. When | had to take care of my mother, that put areal crimp in his plans. So

he left.”

“Ouch.” He grimaced. “That couldn’t have been easy.”



She shrugged. “It wasn't. But it's better that | discovered his character before
marriage rather than after. | mean, Bryant wasn't really a bad guy. At least, he was
honest with me.”

“That’ s one way of looking at it.” Stephen twitched his head asif uncertain.

Heidi cast aglance at him. “What about you? Have you ever been married?’

“l guess it's only fair if | ask you that you can ask me also. But the answer is no.
Never been married. I've dated some, but it's hard to maintain any kind of
relationship with my schedule. Thisjob isthe type whereit’'s easier just to be single, |

suppose. |’ ve been unattached for most of my life. It'swhat I’'m used to.”

She drew in a shaky breath as they started uphill. The air was thinner up here, and her
lungs burned.

“I'm sure that's the way Rafferty wanted it,” Heidi said. “He wants all his guys
unattached, doesn't he? | noticed that about Blackstone soon after | started working
there. That none of the guys were married or seemed to have a significant other in
their lives. | just didn’t understand the reasons. Now it’s starting to make sense.”

“1t’s ajob where they want you to give everything, | guess you could say.”

“| get that. Rafferty likesfor meto be on call 24/7.”

Just then, a sound cut through the air.

A chopping noise.

She and Stephen paused. The wind kicked up, tugging at her hair as the sound
became louder. When she looked up, she saw alight.



A helicopter, she realized.

Had the men who were chasing them tracked them down again?
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Stephen tugged Heidi under the branches of atree before the spotlight hit them.

He didn’t know who was aboard that helicopter, and they couldn’t take any chances.
With the darkness, it would be difficult to identify anyone.

“Stephen . . .” Heidi whispered as she clutched his arm.

It was almost impossible to hear her over the whomping of the helicopter blades.
If only he could get a better look at the aircraft itself . . . but it was too dark.

Just then, his phone dinged.

He glanced at the screen, and his pul se quickened.

It was Kal Kaleo, another colleague.

Stephen put the phone to hisear. “Ka?”’

“Stephen, it's me,” Kai said. “We're in the copter, looking for you. Can you see or
hear us?’

Stephen turned to Heidi. “It’ s them. Some of my colleagues.”



Heidi’ s eyes widened with hope. “ Praise God!”

“Yes, we can see you,” Stephen told Kai. “I’m going to turn on my flashlight so you
can see where we are.”

Stephen stepped out from beneath the tree branches and began to wave the light at the
chopper.

Please. . . let them see us.

Instead, the copter headed farther away.

“Kai, do you see us?’ he yelled into the phone.

When he didn’t hear aresponse, he put it to hisear. “I think we lost our connection.”

“We can't let them get away!” Heidi yelled.

They both waved, but the copter still headed away from them.

He dialed Kai’ s number again.

The call didn’t go through.

His heart thudded.

“What are we going to do?’ Heidi asked.

“Keep trying to get their attention.” He cupped his hands around his mouth. “Over
herel”



He knew he probably couldn’'t be heard over the helicopter’s engine. But he tried
anyway.

He waved his flashlight again and prayed—prayed hard.

| know | don’'t deserve this. I’ve done things | regret. Things | shouldn’t be forgiven
for. But help us. For Heidi’s sake. She doesn’t deserve this.

Just then, the aircraft swooped around. Headed back toward them.

Maybe the men onboard did see them after all.

But their problems weren’t over yet.

Stephen glanced around as their next challenge hit him. “There’ s nowhere for them to
land here. We need to find somewhere flat and cleared of trees.”

“How much space do they need to land?’

“About a hundred sgquare feet.”

Heldi scanned everything around them. “I’m not sure we're going to find a clearing
that big.”

“Me neither. But we need to move.”

Just then, a bullet split the air.

Stephen’ s breath caught.

Those men chasing them . . . they must have seen the helicopter hovering overhead.



Now they knew Stephen and Heidi’ s location.

He grabbed Heidi’ s hand.

Who would get to them first—his team in the helicopter or the gunmen?

Heldi instinctively ducked, even though she wasn't sure where the bullets were
coming from. She thought the gunmen were aiming at the helicopter, but she couldn’t
be sure.

Either way, she needed cover.

“Thisway!” Stephen tugged her through the forest, moving so quickly her feet felt as
if they only skimmed the ground.

Heidi hardly knew what was in front of her. Occasionally, a branch or a thick grove
of trees or a boulder seemed to appear out of nowhere. Sometimes the ground was
slick with leaves, and sometimes it was flat with dirt.

It didn’t matter. They kept moving.

The helicopter hovered in the distance.

Seeing it was a comfort—help was here. But it was also a dead giveaway of their
presence.

“Kal said there’ s a place in the distance where they can land,” Stephen yelled over the
noise of the copter as he glanced at his phone. “We just need to get to it in time.”

“1 feel like we' re headed toward the gunmen.”



When Stephen didn’t answer, she knew what that meant.

They were headed toward the gunmen.

She prayed even harder. She hadn’t stopped ever since they started this, to be honest.

They ran until her lungs burned and her muscles protested.

Then Stephen seemed to slam on brakes behind a cluster of trees.

She sucked in a sharp breath as she ducked around him to see why he’d stopped.

She saw the clearing ahead. Saw the helicopter landing.

How close were the gunmen?

“We don’'t have much time!” Stephen shouted. “We need to make a run for it. But
stay low!”

As the copter got closer to the ground, Stephen’s grip on her hand tightened. “Now!”

But just as they began to run, more gunfire exploded.
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Stephen pushed Heidi behind him, shielding her body with his.

They kept their heads low and their steps quick as they darted toward the helicopter.

The door opened, and Ka and Trevor leaned out. Working in tandem, they pulled
Heidi inside as Stephen dovein.

The next second, the chopper was airborne again.
Kal worked fast getting Heidi secured as Trevor fired rounds back at their enemies.

Stephen jerked on his seatbelt as he glanced out. Four gunmen emerged from the
woods, their rifles aimed at the copter.

His gut tightened.

This still wasn't over.

The pilot turned the helicopter away from the men.
Then he swooped into the air.

Trevor continued to fire back.



But Stephen didn’t dare feel any relief yet. Too much was still at stake.

Bullets clanked against metal. Pinged against the cockpit and landing skids.

He waited for an explosion.

None came.

He waited for the copter to careen out of control.

It didn’t.

The bullets must not have hit the fuel line or damaged anything vital.

Praise God!

Several seconds later, they soared over the mountains. The sun peeked over the range
in the distance, casting its warm glow onto the changing leaves.

Finally, Stephen sat back and pulled on his headset.

He glanced around. Heidi was pale but unharmed. The pilot sat in the front seat, a
man Stephen didn’t recognize. Gage also sat up front, and Trevor and Kal were in the
third row.

He adjusted the microphone over his mouth. “Am | ever glad to see you guys.”

“Glad you're okay too,” Gage said.

“How’d you find us?’ he asked.



“| traced your satellite phone. | lost mine somewhere in the woods or | would have
caled.”

“Makes sense.”

Stephen stole a glance at Heidi. She looked shaken and tired but okay. Still out of
sorts, so to speak, but she was alive and unharmed. That was the most he could ask
for in this situation.

He couldn’t wait for this bird to land. He needed to discuss with his teammates what
had happened. The stakes kept rising, and eventually they’d hit atipping point.

An hour later, Heidi glanced at the property where they landed.

She was fairly certain they’ d headed north away from Georgia and toward Tennessee.
The mountains—beautiful in the daylight—had remained beneath them for most of
thetrip.

Now they were on several acres of land that had been cleared. The property was
surrounded by wooden fences and a sprawling white ranch-style house sat at the
center. Heidi couldn’t be certain, but she thought she spotted horse stables in the back
near a pond with asmall fishing pier.

Wherever they were, it was beautiful.
If only she were hereto enjoy it.
Once the blades stopped spinning, Stephen helped her out and kept hold of her arm as

they walked away from the copter. She was grateful for his support. She wasn't sure
her legs would hold her she was still so shaken.



She stole a glance back at the helicopter. Bullet holes marred the sides. There was
one precariously close to where she thought the fuel tank was located.

She shuddered.

That getaway had been entirely too close.

She swallowed hard, her throat burning as she glanced at Stephen. “Where are we?’
He nodded toward the home in the distance. “All my guys told me was that we were
in Tennessee. That they’d brought us somewhere we'd be safe and can develop our
next plan of action.”

“Being safe sounds like a good start.”

He cast her a soft grin. “I agree.”

Gage motioned to them, and they followed him across the lawn. Stephen stayed
beside her the whole time.

Several minutes later, they stepped into a meticulously decorated, luxurious
farmhouse.

Whoever owned this clearly had alot of money.

She didn’t ask questions. Not yet at |east.

They kept walking until they reached a massive living room with wooden beams
across the celling, a soaring fireplace, and floor-to-ceiling windows.

The rest of the guys left her and Stephen in the room.



A man with white hair sat in aleather recliner near the fireplace with his feet propped
up by the chair. Something about him seemed frail yet strong at the same time.

The fact that Stephen gasped beside her really made her curious.

Just who was this man?
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Stephen couldn’t stop staring at the man in front of him. He couldn’t believe his eyes.
“Larchmont?’ Stephen finally muttered. “I thought you were in the hospital ?’

“They released me a couple of days ago.” His voice sounded unusually weak, yet it
still held an underlying level of confidence.

“l see,” Stephen stated. “No one updated me.”

“1 didn’'t tell anyone,” Larchmont said. “I needed some time to regroup first. Besides,
there were many other things going on, so | figured we had time.”

Stephen crossed his arms, not appreciating being left in the dark. It was true that he'd
never directly worked for Larchmont. But he'd given up everything to help out his
new colleagues with the Shadow Agency. The fact that Larchmont was now awake
seemed like a courtesy someone should have mentioned.

He glanced around. “This your place? They told me you lived in Wyoming.”

“I have more than one home. Thisis one of them.”

A woman stepped out from another door. Stephen instantly recognized her.



Cynthia. The wife no one knew Larchmont even had.

She' d taken charge ever since Larchmont was placed in ICU.

But she hadn’t said much. She'd told the guys she wanted to give her husband a few
more days to wake up before disclosing any information or making any decisions.

It appeared this was the moment.

Stephen turned back to Larchmont. “What happened?’

Larchmont’s face remained grim. “When Rafferty first came up with the idea of
implanting devices in the soldiers, | told him it wasn't a good idea. But he was

insistent, and no one stopped him.”

Stephen remained stiff, still cautious about the man. “How does that equate to you
having a pacemaker?’

“1 told him to test it out on mefirst. So he did.”

“But even after Rafferty went rogue, you kept the device in you?’

Larchmont’s gaze darkened. “That’'s where things get weird. The truth is that | had
surgery to remove it. Only the person who did the surgery must not have been telling
the truth. Because | clearly still had the device implanted—I just didn’t know it.”
Stephen gave himself afew seconds to let that sink in.

“Who ordered the surgeon to leave the device in?’ Heidi asked.

“I’m looking into that now.” Larchmont’s lip twitched as if he wasn't pleased with



that development. “But this doctor seems to have disappeared. | have to wonder if
Rafferty got to him. Blackmailed him or something.”

“Go figure,” Stephen muttered.

“You never had any follow-ups with other doctors who told you that the device was
still there?” Heidi asked. “What about the battery? It would have needed to have been
changed.”

“I"m still trying to get all those answers.”

“So you had no idea you were under Rafferty’ s thumb either?” Stephen asked.

Larchmont shook his head. “Unfortunately, | did not. | had to learn that lesson the
hard way. It almost cost me my life.”

Cynthia squeezed her husband’ s hand.

Stephen stared at both of them, still trying to put the pieces together.

He didn’'t trust Larchmont. He'd told too many lies. Kept too many secrets.

But he just might have the answers they needed also.

“Thank you for rescuing us,” Stephen finaly said. “We would have been goners if
you hadn’t |et the team use your copter.”

“Of course.” Larchmont nodded slowly, his eyelids slightly droopy. “We would have
gotten you sooner if we' d been able to locate you.”

“What are we all doing here?” Heidi asked.



Larchmont’ s cheek twitched as he turned to her. “I’m glad you asked. | really need to
speak with you, Heidi.”

She pointed at herself, and surprise laced her voice as she asked, “Y ou need to speak
with me?’

“That's right. You might want to sit down, though. Because this won't be a fun
conversation.”

Heidi’ s mind was already spinning, and Larchmont hadn’t told her anything yet.

Still, she lowered herself onto a nearby leather couch, and Stephen sat beside her. On
the coffee table in front of them were some crackers, cheese, nuts, and grapes, as well
as a pitcher of water and two glasses.

Her stomach grumbled. But eating would have to wait.

She and Stephen turned toward the man, waiting for him to share his news.

“What |I"'m about to say isn’'t going to be easy to hear.” Larchmont sounded weary as
he said the words.

“I can handleit,” Heidi assured him.

His cheek twitched again, almost as if whatever he had to say was painful for him
also.

That fact put her on edge.

“Y our mother was Theodora Myers,” he started.



Heldi’s back muscles instantly tightened at the mention of her mother. “That’s right.
Why are you bringing up my mom?’

“What did she tell you she did for aliving?’

“She worked for a healthcare company in downtown Atlanta.” Her mind raced as she
wondered what he was getting at.

“Thetruthis, Heidi . . . your mom worked with Project Elevate.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “What? No, that can’t be right.”

Larchmont nodded, no hints of deceit in his gaze. “Unfortunately, it's true. She had
an alias, of course, because everybody who worked with the program did. We

couldn’t let people know what was really going on.”

Heidi shook her head, unable to comprehend what he'd just said—or maybe she just
didn’t want to believe it. “ She did not work for Project Elevate.”

“But she did,” Larchmont said. “ She was Rafferty’ s assistant.”

Heidi rubbed her temples, a sudden headache coming on. “That can’'t beright.”

“I know thisis hard to hear.”

“Go on.” Part of her didn't want to hear any more, but she knew she had no choice.
“She worked for Rafferty for many years. Then, when he started to become unhinged,

she became wary. She quit, even though Rafferty expected her to stay. Honestly, |
think he’ d become quite fond of her, and I’m not just referring to professionaly.”



Heidi tensed. “Isthat so?”

“When she started working for them, you weren't even born yet. Y our father had died
while your mom was pregnant.”

“That sounds about right, from what | remember.”

“So when she left the company, you were in your early twenties.”

“Okay . ..” Heidi tried to be patient and figure out where he was going with this.

“That same year, your mom was in the accident that essentialy left her in a
vegetative state, correct?’

Bile churned in her stomach at the memories.

“That’s right.” Then she realized what Larchmont was hinting at. “Wait . . . you're
telling me that Rafferty was behind her accident?’

Larchmont’s face remained grim. “Yes, | believe that's true. | believe he tried to
silence her because she knew too much. He never expected her to survive. However,
since she was in a vegetative state, he no longer considered her athreat.”

Heldi’ s muscles thrummed with tension. “ So what are you getting at?’

Part of her knew the truth, but she didn’t want to acknowledge it yet. She needed to
hear the admission. Needed Larchmont to say the words out loud.

“You brought your mother home to live with you.” He said the words slowly,
carefully. “When that happened, Rafferty made sure to offer you a job that checked
all your boxes.”



“Why would he do that?’ Her voice rose with frustration.

“S0 he could monitor the situation with your mom. Just in case she ever started to
speak again and tell you anything.”

Heldi shook her head, her temples pounding even harder. “If that’'s true, and if my
mom could understand anything going on during that time . . . then she would have
known | was working for Rafferty. She wouldn’t have been able to do anything about
it. She was unable to speak, to communicate, but the doctor said she could still

understand.” Her voice cracked. “It would have been agony for her.”

Compassion flooded Larchmont’s eyes as he nodded. “I know. That’'s because he's
heartless like that. The only person he truly cares about is himself.”

“But...” Heldi didn’'t even know what else to say. Should she even believe this guy?
He wasn't exactly the picture of virtue.

But her mother was no longer around to talk to either.

It reminded her again of the hole that had been left in her heart after her mom's
passing.

Stephen softly placed his hand on her back, offering her a small measure of comfort.

However, it would take time to comprehend everything she' d just learned.
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Stephen’ s throat tightened.

He hadn’t known any of this. Larchmont hadn’t shared this information with him. He
didn’t even know if it was all true or not.

Either way, his heart panged with empathy for Heidi.
None of this could be easy to hear.

More than anything, he wanted to grab her hand and comfort her. But he couldn’'t do
that. Especially not now. Not in front of Larchmont.

However, the grief on her face broke his heart.

“Why are you telling me this now?’ Heidi stared at Larchmont, something close to
contempt in her gaze.

“Because we need to find Rafferty and stop him.”
“Stop him from doing what?’ Her voice pitched higher. “Haven't all the guys on your

team had those devices removed from their hearts? Why else do you want to find
him?’



“This is bigger than that.” Cynthia spoke for the first time, her voice strong and
confident.

Stephen bristled at her words. “How isit bigger?’

“The intel we've heard has led us to believe that Rafferty is planning an
assassination,” Cynthiasaid.

“An assassination?’ Stephen almost wanted to laugh—not that the subject was a
laughing matter. The words simply hadn’t been what he expected to hear. “I need to

know more. Who is the target of this assassination plot?’

Larchmont’s gaze locked with his. “All we know is that it's a high-level political
leader, someone whose death would rock the nation.”

Heidi blinked several times, unsure if she’d heard everything correctly.

Larchmont’s words were like something straight out of a book or a movie. But
definitely not reality.

Her thoughts raced. She needed to know more—even though she wasn’'t sure what
she could do. She was out of her league right now.

Before she could find her voice, Stephen spoke. “Why would you think that?’
Larchmont let out a long breath and rubbed a hand over his face, clearly exhausted.
“Rafferty didn’'t start out bad. His intentions were good, actually. Along the way, he

simply became disillusioned.”

“Keep going,” Heidi said.



“He's unhappy with the current state of our country. He sacrificed everything for the
missions he was in charge of—he dedicated his whole life to the country. He did
those things in order to build the United States into a nation he could be proud of.”

“l would say he succeeded,” Heidi said. “We're a stronger country because of the
sacrifices our military has made for us, not just recently but throughout the years.”

Larchmont’ s lips flickered downward. “Unfortunately, Rafferty didn’t see it that way.
When the people above him began to give orders he didn’t agree with, he began to
feel asif everything he did wasin vain.”

“Isthat when he broke away from Project Elevate?’ Stephen asked.

Larchmont nodded. “Y es. He was quite vocal about his displeasure. He was actually
fired.”

“And then?’ Heidi asked.

“It' sarather long story, but to get straight to the point, new world alliances have been
formed.”

“What does that even mean?’ Stephen’s eyebrows furrowed. “I’'m aware of the
current state of the world, but how does that affect Rafferty and his work?”’

“Many of his missions involved subterfuge.” Larchmont’s voice gained more strength
as he shared this part of the story. “He developed super soldiers who would do the
jobs no one else could be trusted with. People like you.” He threw Stephen a pointed
look.

Heidi glanced at Stephen and saw his lips press into a tight line. She could only
imagine the things he' d had to do.



“This subtle espionage that turned countries against each other, all so certain agendas
could be met,” Larchmont continued. “But now new alliances have been formed, and
all the suffering that Rafferty saw—the deaths—felt like they were for nothing.”

Heidi’s heart beat hard in her ears. Alliances meant everything when it came to world
peace. Political leaders needed to trust each other. But sometimes those alliances had
to be perfectly orchestrated.

In those cases, she could understand why Rafferty would think the sacrifices he'd
made were for nothing.

“1 can see where that’'s a terrible thing.” Heidi crossed her arms. “I truly can. But |
still don’t understand how this equates to assassinating a political leader.”

Larchmont grimaced before continuing. “According to the intel I’ve gathered, he
wants to leverage the upcoming election and ensure the right people are in office.”

“Rafferty really thinks he can do that?’ Heidi asked. “I mean, it's a little more
complicated than removing someone from the picture, isn’t it?’

“It's definitely more complicated than that. He has a lot of very powerful people on
his side, powerful people who can pull strings. If he makes it look as if the opposing
party was behind the assassination, then he can build support for his own issues.”
Larchmont paused and shook his head.

“So how does this al tie in?" Stephen shifted in his seat. “We' ve been chasing a lot
of leads. But | don’t understand how everything connects.”

“We believe Howard Monarch has been helping Rafferty, that Monarch isinvolved in
this assassination attempt as well.”



“What reason would he have to do that?’ Heidi asked.

“Financial gain.” Cynthiaraised her eyebrows. “Power.”

“What about Davis and Wagner?’ Stephen asked. “Are they connected with this?’
“Davis and Wagner?’ Heidi’s mind raced. “Who are they?’

“Commander Davis is a former military leader with the Joint Chiefs of Staff,”
Stephen explained. “And Wagner is Senator Tom Wagner of Nebraska. We've been

keeping an eye on them over the past few weeks.”

“Longer than that, actually.” Cynthia raised an eyebrow. “Things were going on
behind the scenes before you came onboard with this.”

“Is one of them the commander Monarch mentioned?’ Heidi asked.

“Maybe. We've concluded that Davis and Wagner are both in on this, that they're
involved somehow with this overthrow.” Larchmont swallowed hard, his eyes
drooping as if this conversation were wearing him out. But he didn’t seem ready to
stop yet either. “ The mission we' re about to undertake isn’t one for the faint of heart.
It could cost us everything. Absolutely everything.”

Heldi let his words settle as she waited for Larchmont to continue.
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Stephen set down the glass of water he’'d begun to drink. Suddenly, hydration didn’t
seem as important. “ So what are we going to do to stop this plan?’

“We believe these men are meeting to discuss things.” Larchmont took a sip of his
own water.

“Aren’t they too smart to be seen together like that?’ Heidi asked.

“They think they’re untouchable,” Larchmont said. “That’s going to be one of their
greatest downfalls.”

“Where isthis meeting?’ Stephen asked.

“That’s what we need to figure out.” A new emotion crossed Larchmont’s face, one
Stephen couldn’t read. He had a feeling that whatever Larchmont was about to say
was something he wouldn't like.

He waited afew seconds for Larchmont to continue.

As soon as the man’s gaze turned to Heidi, the bad feeling in Stephen’s gut grew
even stronger.

“That’s where Heidi comes in,” Larchmont said. “We need her to tell Rafferty that



she was abducted but escaped. She needs to ask for his help. Then, once she's back in
Rafferty’ s good graces, we need her to find out more information.”

Stephen had a viscera reaction to his statement, and his muscles began to quiver.
“That’s aterrible idea. It’s too dangerous. Absolutely not.”

Larchmont turned to him. “| appreciate your opinion, but the decision isn’t yours. It's
Heidi’s.”

He swalowed his retort and turned toward Heidi, anxious to hear her refuse
Larchmont’ s request—as anyone in their right mind would.

Larchmont’ s proposal was unthinkable.

Absolutely unthinkable.

Heldi swallowed hard as she let Larchmont’ swords sink in.

Rafferty had tried to kill her mom. Had hired Heidi essentially to monitor the
situation. Now he may have even sent his men to try to kill her.

Only she wasn't exactly sure that was true.

If it was, then why had other men who worked for Rafferty also been killed?

She’d need to put those pieces together eventually.

But right now, all she could think about was Larchmont’s proposal.

That she go undercover in order to find out more information.



Information on something that could have consequences reaching far beyond her. Far
beyond the people in this house. Far beyond one community even.

Consequences that could affect an entire country. That could shape ideological
thoughts. That could ignite the already brewing conflictsin the world.

For some reason, Heidi knew she was the person best equipped to stop this.

The thought was daunting, to say the |east.

She remembered Deuteronomy 31:6: Be strong and courageous. Do not be afraid or

terrified because of them, for the Lord your God goes with you; he will never leave

you nor forsake you.

Larchmont stared at her, waiting for her response.

Stephen sat beside her, his gaze also on her.

Tension crackled in the room.

Everyone was waiting to hear how she' d answer.

Finaly, she swallowed hard. “I’ll doit.”

As soon as the words left her lips, Stephen snapped out of his daze. “That’s a bad

idea.”

“It' sthe only way.” Larchmont’ s tone contained a new sternness.

“There' s got to be something else we can do,” Stephen argued back.



“I'm afraid not—and we're amost out of time.” Larchmont’s expression remained
stony.

“He'll kill her!” Stephen lurched forward as he said the words.

Heidi reached out and rested her hand on his back, trying to reassure him.

“We'll put safeguardsin place,” Larchmont responded. “It's Heidi’ s choice to make.”

Their conversation went back and forth like machine gunfire. She could hardly get a
word in.

They argued about her as though she wasn't sitting right beside them.
“Enough!” She dliced her hand through the air. “ Stephen, this man attempted to kill

my mom.” Fire burned through her blood at that thought. “I want to do this. No, it's
more than that. | need to do this. Not just for my mom . . . but for my country.”
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Stephen couldn’t believe those words had left Heidi’ s mouth. Y et, on the other hand,
he could believe them.

She was trying to do the right thing. But he had to make her realize she wasn’t
equipped for this.

Although she was capable, she wasn’t trained in how to handle these things.

There were other ways. They just needed to figure out what those ways were.

Stephen turned to Heldi, his gaze hard. “Can | talk to you for a minute?’

Surprise flooded her gaze. “Okay.”

“Alone.”

“Of course.”

He stood and took her arm, leading her away from Larchmont and Cynthia.

As soon as they were in the hallway away from the living room, he turned to her.

“Heidi, | know you want to do the right thing, but you've got to see where thisisn’t
going to end well.”



“l can do it. | can find out the information you guys need to know. I’'m a decent
actress. | fooled Beau when he came to the house, didn’t 1?1 can do this aso.”

“It's not a matter of if you can do it. | know you're competent. But Rafferty is a
snake. If he finds out what you’ re doing, he won't hesitate to kill you.”

Stephen didn’t miss the shudder that rippled through her.

Good. She needed to understand the stakes in this situation. She should be scared.
The next instant, Heidi raised her chin, a defiant look in her gaze. “It's a chance |
have to take. | know it sounds crazy, but I'm in the best position to find out
information.”

His throat burned with emotion. “ So many things could go wrong.”

“1 know. That’swhy I’ll need to be careful.”

“But Heidi . . .” Stephen swallowed hard as he stared at her.

She still looked like a wreck—they both did. Yet she had a glow about her, a gentle
beauty that was rare.

He had to find the right words, even though he knew her mind was made up. He still
wanted to believe there was a chance he could changeit.

“Why do you care so much, Stephen?’ Her soft voice cut through his thoughts.

He swallowed hard as he considered how to respond. “Because you're. . . you're my
friend.”



She stared at him, questions swirling in her gaze.

He swallowed hard again. He often prided himself on being fearless, yet when it
came to talking about his emotions, hefelt . . . anxious.

He hardly knew what to do with the feeling.

But he a'so knew better than to give up.

He decided to finish his thought. “Because you're my friend, but I'd like you to be
even more one day.”

She stared at him, her expression unreadable.

Not exactly what he wanted. He' d hoped to see her face light up with agreement.

He' d hoped to redlize the risk he’ d taken was worth it.

Instead of smiling, she raised her chin. “Part of me wanted to hear that more than
anything. But . . .”

“But what?’ He hardly wanted to ask the question.

“1 need to be with someone who lets me be my own person.”

“You don’'t think I’d be that way?’ He had no idea what she was getting at.

“1 need to be with someone who will be with me through the thick and the thin. Who
will respect my choices, even when they don’t agree.”

Stephen heard the emotion in her voice. Heard the hurt from her past relationship



with Bryant. When she hadn’t acted the way he wanted, he'd |eft.

Stephen knew how this looked. Knew it appeared as if he was trying to control her or
give her ultimatums. Be who | want you to be or else.

But it wasn’t like that. He only wanted what was best for her. She didn’'t have enough
experience to see just how dire thiswas.

Before he could explain himself, Heidi took a step back. “| need to get some water.”
“Heidi—" he started again.

But she kept walking, making no effort to hear him out.

Heidi closed the door to the bathroom and locked it, needing a moment alone.

She wasn't sure why she felt so angry. It wasn'’t because Stephen cared about her.

In fact, hearing his confession sent a small thrill through her. If she were honest, she
was beginning to care about him too. When she'd drifted to sleep last night, she'd
even been thinking about what it would be like if she and Stephen were more than
colleagues.

Their conversation reminded her too much of the talks she and Bryant used to have.
He' d always tried to convince her to see things his way. His ideas were the only ones
that mattered. If she didn’t go along, he'd become angry. Resentful. Sometimes even

vindictive.

When the going had gotten tough, Bryant had left. Settled for an easy relationship
without the complications brought on by Heidi’s mother’s accident and subsequent



medical issues.

Heidi needed the freedom to be her own person and make her own decisions.

Right now, above all else, she had to do the right thing—even if it cost her
everything.

How could she live with herself knowing she had the potential of stopping something
horrible from happening to this country, but that she hadn’t done everything in her
power to do so?

She couldn't.

Even if she was terrified.

Heidi stared at the mirror, noting how rundown she looked right now. Her hair hadn’t
been washed in days, and now frizzy curls sprang out from her face. The wind from
the helicopter had only made it look crazier.

Circles hung under her eyes, and a smudge of dirt stretched across her cheek. The
dark blue of her sweatshirt concealed any blood from the emergency surgery on her
shoulder. She knew that beneath her clothing there would be dried blood.

She cupped her hands and splashed water on her face. Took another sip of water.

Then she wiped her hands dry. Patted her face with a towel. Ran her fingers through
her tangled hair.

Thiswasn’t exactly the way she liked to present herself.

None of that mattered anymore. There were much larger issues she needed to deal



with.

She drew in a deep breath before opening the door.

Now she needed to go talk to Larchmont about the first step of the plan.

She couldn’t let Stephen stop her, even if his concern came from a good place.

She had to do the right thing, no matter what.
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Stephen tried to keep his frustration under wraps, but it was difficult—especially
since Heidi would be stepping into danger. He couldn’t stop her, and he knew that.
However, Larchmont shouldn’t have put her in this position.
Now it wastoo late.
Heildi had left the bathroom and avoided eye contact with him. She didn’'t want to
talk, and Stephen wanted to respect that. Hopefully later she’d see things differently.
Because he needed to clarify what he’'d said.
That conversation hadn’t gone as he' d planned. Not at all.
She’d gone back to meet with Larchmont and Cynthia. Larchmont was clearly
exhausted and needed rest after everything he'd been through. But the man was

determined to see thisthrough. He' d said he could rest later.

As Heidi had addressed Larchmont, Stephen had hoped to hear that she’d changed
her mind.

She hadn't.

Stephen and Gage had positioned themselves near the door while Heidi and
Larchmont planned all the details. For the past two hours, they’d been rehearsing her



cover story.

Stephen couldn’t listen to this anymore. He needed a break.

As he excused himself and stepped out of the room, someone stepped out behind him.

“Hey, man.” Gage's perceptive eyes met his. “I know thisis a stressful situation. Are
you doing okay?’

Stephen shook his head. “Not really. | hate this. | hate all of it.”

“1 know you do. But we're going to make sure Heidi is ready before we send her out
there.”

Gage sounded so certain. Stephen wanted to believe him. But this whole setup was
dangerous. Too much could go wrong.

“1 have a bad feeling about al this,” hefinally said.

“We'll be there to have her back,” Gage assured him. “All the safeguards will be in
place.”

Stephen leaned against the wall. “1 know. | appreciate that. But Heidi is still walking
right into the lions' den. She has no training and no way to protect herself if things go
wrong. If Rafferty catches wind of the fact she's deceiving him, she's agoner. Before
we can get to her, he'll pull the trigger, and all thiswill be over.”

Gage placed his hand on Stephen’s shoulder, looking ready to talk Stephen down
from theledge. “I know thisis hard. We just need to trust the process.”

Trust the process? That would be easier said than done.



Especialy since Heidi’ slife was on the line. She deserved better than this.

Why couldn’t he be the one in this position? What he wouldn't give to trade places
with her . . .

Stephen hated the helpless feeling brewing inside him, and he wished he'd never
pulled Heidi into this. If anything happened to her, it would be his fault, and no one
would convince him otherwise.

Heidi tried not to second-guess herself as she reviewed everything with Larchmont.

In between memorizing her cover story, she munched on a sandwich someone had
brought out for her. She was hungrier than she' d thought, and the turkey and cheese

on wheat hit the spot.

The snacks that had been set out on the table earlier had already been devoured, not
just by her but also by Stephen and Gage.

As they talked, she could tell Larchmont was getting tired. But he refused to give up.
For that reason, neither did she.

She found the man’ s perseverance inspiring. But she also knew this was important to
him. The situation was serious.

Stephen and Gage stepped back into the room, and she glanced at them. Stephen still
looked uptight with his squared shoulders and heavy gaze. He didn't make eye
contact—jprobably on purpose.

Maybe it was better that way. She didn’t want to see the disappointment in his gaze.

His worry came from a good place. But she couldn’t deal with those complications



right now.

Maybe later. If she survived to see later.

She swallowed hard at the thought.

She finished reciting her cover story again and then waited for Larchmont’s critique.

He stared at her a moment and then nodded. “ Good job. Do you have any questions?’

She let out the breath she'd been holding. Then she put her sandwich onto the paper
plate on the table, only a couple of bites remaining.

What was she missing right now?

“How am | going to communicate with you guys?’ she asked.

“Great question. At first, we were going to put a listening device in your earrings?>—"

“Rafferty would notice the new earrings and get suspicious.” She wasn't the type to
wear alot of jewelry anyway.

“That’s what we concluded as well. Instead, we came up with this.” Larchmont
motioned to someone in the distance.

A man Heldi hadn't seen before stepped inside. He carried a pair of shoes with
him—shoes that looked an awful lot like the thick-soled running shoes she had on
now.

It took her a few seconds to realize what Larchmont had done. “Y ou put a listening
device in those shoes?’



“It's more than that.” Cynthia took the shoes from the man and showed them to
Heidi. “ The shoes actually have a special compartment in the sole.”

Cynthia pressed a hidden lever on the bottom of the right shoe, and the sole pivoted.
Inside the foam, nestled in the depths, was asmall cell phone.

Heidi raised her eyebrows. “| haveto admit . . . I’'m impressed.”

“1f anything goes south, you can use the phone to call us,” Cynthia said. “It should
stay charged for a couple of days. We can also track you through the phone and listen
to you.”

“That's pretty amazing.” Heidi stared at the shoe, feeling as if she'd stepped into an
alternate reality. “1 guess| just need to remind myself not to take my shoes off.”

“Yes, by all means, see if you can keep wearing them, even if it means coming up
with an excuse about why.” Larchmont sat up. “Maybe it’s that you're cold or your
heels hurt or whatever.”

She rubbed her temples as she tried to keep everything straight. “I feel like this is
Mission Impossible —only it’sredl life.”

Larchmont leaned closer, his weary eyes on her. “You can do this, Heidi. We'll be
tracking your every move and listening to everything you say. We'll station people
nearby, and if anything starts to go wrong, we'll move in. If you feel threatened at
any time, we're going to give you a code word. You just say that word out loud, and
we'll stepinto help.”

That was comforting, she supposed. “What's that code word?’

“Overwhelmed,” Larchmont said. “It's a word you should be able to easily work into



the conversation if needed. When we hear that, we'll know to act.”

She drew in a deep breath and nodded, trying to keep her composure and not freak
out as the reality of what she was doing hit her. If she screwed up even just alittle. . .
this whole operation would be blown.

And she'd be killed.

She pressed her eyes closed, trying not to think about that.

Heidi forced her eyes open and looked at Larchmont. “So, when | get there, you want
me to ask Rafferty questions, correct?’

“Yes, and if he doesn’t answer those questions, then | need you to eavesdrop. Look in
his office.” Larchmont paused and locked gazes with her. “But whatever you do,

don’t get caught.”

Don't get caught . . . that was going to be easier said than done. But her only choice
was to succeed. Anything else would end in death.

Her death.
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Stephen still hated everything about this. But the situation was out of his control.

At a pause in the conversation, he turned toward Larchmont. “I want to go with her
when she’s dropped off. | want to be in the vehicle that tails her. | want to be closein

case things go south.”

Larchmont observed him a moment before nodding. “As long as you don’t get in the
way.

“1 won’'t,” he promised.

They would drop Heidi off in the closest town. When she got there, she'd find a
phone—either at alocal business or she could borrow one—and call Rafferty. She'd
tell him about her abduction and how she’ d gotten away.

They’ d aready gone through the story several times.

But Stephen knew that in an ideal situation, an undercover operative should live with
their cover story a while longer so the details felt more natural. However, in this

circumstance, there was no time.

That didn’t make him feel any better.



As Heidi excused herself and brushed past him without making eye contact, Stephen
stepped closer to Larchmont.

Larchmont glanced up at him, his gaze weary as he seemed to read Stephen’'s
thoughts. “ She’s got this.”

He decided not to mince his words. “She's just a pawn to you, a player in the game.
Someone who helps you get what you want.”

“That’s not true. | wouldn’t ask her to do thisif so much wasn’t at stake.”

Stephen leveled his gaze with Larchmont. “1f she dies, her blood is on your hands.”

Larchmont didn’t miss a beat as he said, “If she dies, then we will all have blood on
our hands.”

Heldi was quiet on the drive to Norton. Larchmont believed Rafferty had stationed
himself not far from the town. The place was close enough that he could go into
Atlanta as needed but far enough away that he would have privacy.

That sounded like Rafferty.

As they drove, the sky became cloudy, and drizzle fell. It seemed appropriate
considering the task before her.

She mentally rehearsed her cover story: Donald had been killed. The men who'd run
them off the road had grabbed her. Taken her to a cabin in the mountains.

She’d managed to escape and had run until she could find help. But she feared those
men were still after her.



There was enough truth in the story that she should be ableto sell it.

However, if Rafferty was the one who’ d sent those men after her, then he’d know she
was lying. It was a chance she' d have to take.

As Heidi thought through it all, she glanced at her hands in her lap. Smudges of dirt
still stained them.

Larchmont had instructed her not to clean up. She still needed to look bedraggled and
dirty, like she’'d been abducted and escaped. Her shoulder wound had been cleaned
up, however. They didn’'t want Rafferty to know the tracker had been removed, even
though he probably already did.

They’ d even taken her new shoes and made them look dirty, caking mud on the soles.

Stephen was quiet in front of her as they drove. She could only imagine what he was
thinking.

He'd made it clear he didn’t approve of her going on this mission. But what choice
did she have? She could do this. She had to do this. Too much was at stake.

Every time she thought about how Rafferty may have been the cause of her mother’s
accident, more anger and determination rose in her. Her mother deserved justice.
Heidi would find that justice for her mother, if no one else.

Up ahead, she spotted a narrow main street. From what she'd heard Gage saying,
fewer than a thousand people lived in what had once been a thriving coal-mining
town.

Before they reached the historic business district, Gage pulled the SUV to the side of
the road near awooded area—far enough away that no one should see her.



The plan was to make it ook asif she'd run from the woods and into town.

Gage craned his neck to look at her in the back seat. “Thisisit. You can do this.”

Heidi nodded, though she felt anything but confident. “1’m ready.”

In so many ways, she was ready. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t nervous.

She opened the door and cast Gage and Stephen one last look. Stephen stared at her
but still said nothing. His eyes remained icy and cool—and unapproving.

She wished Stephen would say something to her. That he wasn’t so angry.

He had to understand her motivation for doing this.

But his expression offered nothing.

He was upset, and she couldn’t blame him. But she hated to end things this way.

She pulled her gaze away from him and stepped onto the grass on the side of the road.
It was still gloomy outside, so no one was around. That was good. She couldn’t afford
to be seen being dropped off.

Now, she'd be on her own. This mission was up to her.

A tremble of nerves raked through her.

Just as she stepped away from the SUV, a shadow appeared beside her.

Had she already been spotted? She sucked in a breath, realizing how on edge she was.



She looked up, and Stephen stood there. His gaze still looked tumultuous and his
muscles tight as he stared at her.

Her heart leapt into her throat at the sight of him.

“Hey.” His voice sounded hoarse. “Be careful, okay?’

She nodded stiffly, forcing the action. “1 will be.”

His concern filled her with warmth. It had been a long time since anyone truly cared
about her. She' d been flying solo since her mom’ s accident.

She' d forgotten about how nice it felt to have someone watching out for her.

As she glanced at Stephen, she remembered his earlier words.

About being more than friends. The idea was intriguing.

In such a short time, their bond had grown strong. She'd come to depend on him. To
care what he thought. To look forward to the time she had with him.

Her earlier reaction . . . it had been borne out of the urge to protect her heart. But if
shedidn’t survive this, she didn’t want that to be her last conversation with Stephen.

“Heidi . ..” he started.

“Don't,” shetold him.

“Don’'t what?’

“Don’t say it.”



“You don’t know what | was going to say,” Stephen murmured.

On a whim, she reached on her tiptoes and brushed her lips across his cheek.
Electricity zapped through her, and she wanted to hover close. To linger near him for
longer and absorb his warmth, his subtle evergreen scent, his burly strength.

But not in these circumstances, she realized. She had to be wise.

Instead, she stepped back, emotion clogging her throat. Surprise stretched through
Stephen’ s gaze.

“You're going to get through this,” he told her softly.

“I will.” Sheforced asmile. “And when | do, we can talk about things.”

“1’m going to hold you to that.”

If she continued their conversation any longer, she might lose it. Change her mind.
Jump into that SUV.

Instead, she turned on her hed!.

Before shelost her courage, she jogged across the street to ook for a phone.

She had to sell this. Her life depended on it.
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THIRTY

Heidi wandered down the cracked sidewalk of the town time had forgotten.
She hadn’t crossed paths with anyone—which didn’t surprise her.

Instead, she scanned the various storefronts—an old restaurant, a furniture store, a
general mercantile. But most of those places |ooked abandoned.

The pawn shop on the corner of town seemed her best option. She'd just seen a man
leave the business and walk in the opposite direction, so the place must be open.

Here goes nothing.
She released some of the control she tried to exert over her emotions and instead |et
her trembles emerge. The tremors were real, and there was no need to hide them

anymore. They’d only help sell her cover story.

She jogged toward the pawn shop, flung the door open, and tumbled inside. “Please .
.. | need help.”

A man in his sixties with frizzy, white hair and a pot belly rushed around the counter
toward her. “ Are you okay, ma am?’

She knelt on the gritty carpet. “I . . . | need to use aphone. It’s urgent. Please.”



“Of course. You can use mine.” The man paused. “Do you want me to call the
police?’

“No!” she said sharply before softening her voice. “1 have someone who can pick me
up. | just need to call him. | don’'t want other people to get involved. It's . . . it's
complicated.”

“Of course.” He grabbed a phone from behind the counter and handed it to her.

She pushed herself up to her feet and dialed Rafferty’s number. Only a few people
had his direct line, and she prayed he answered so she wouldn’t have to put up this
current act much longer.

“Who isthis?’ adeep voice barked afew seconds later.

Relief washed through her. “Rafferty . . . it sme. Heidi.”

“Heidi?” His voice softened. “I’ve been trying to find you. | didn't know what
happened.”

“Donad . .."” Asthe man’'simage filled her mind, so did the thought of him dying. A
cry lodged in her throat, one that was totally authentic. “We were run off the road. He
died. Then some men grabbed me.”

“What?" Hisvoicerose. “Who?’

She glanced at the pawn shop employee and saw him listening. She needed to be
careful what she shared. Otherwise, he really might call the police, which could ruin

their whole plan.

“1 don’t know who they were,” Heidi said. “I managed to get away. But now | don’t



know what to do. | need your help. Please.”

“Where are you?’

“I'm in Tennessee, | think.” She looked at the pawn shop employee. “What's the
name of this town?”’

Herattled it off.

“I'm at a pawn shop in Norton.” Desperation cracked her voice. “Can you pick me
up?’

“I"ll send my men. It might take awhile, but I’'ll have them there to get you. Okay?’

“Yes. Yes. . . thank you.”

“Just stay where you are.”

“1 will.” Heidi ended the call, deleted the number she’'d just dialed from the recent
calls, and thanked the man for letting her use the phone.

He stared at her, his shaggy eyebrows knit together with concern. “Are you sure |
can't call the police for you?’

That was the last thing she wanted. “No, I'll be fine. Believe me. It's better this
way—it’s better for you too. Y ou don’t want to mess with these people.”

Fear flashed in his gaze, and he nodded. “ Got it.”

Using her thumb, she pointed over her shoulder. “I’'m just going to wait outside for
my ride. But thank you so much for your help.”



“Of course.”

“Please . . . forget you ever saw me. For both of our sakes.” Then Heidi stepped
outside.

This just might be the longest wait of her life.

It gave her too much time to think. To question herself. To doubt her decisions.

But she could do this. She could pull off this charade.

She glanced across the town to a street in the distance. Stephen and Gage's SUV was
parked there.

She knew they were watching, which did make her feel better. But she also knew that
once Rafferty picked her up, she' d be on her own.

Unless she cried overwhelmed. She hoped it didn’t come down to that. She was the
best chance they had for finding out the information they needed. She didn’t want to
blow this.

Finally, more than two hours later, a black van squealed to a stop in front of her.

Her heart thumped harder as she stared at the vehicle.

Were these Rafferty’s guys? Or were these the people who'd killed Donald and
Beau? Were those people one and the same?

She froze at the thought.

How could she be sure?



Before she had time to figure it out, the door slid open.

Two men she' d never seen jumped out. Grabbed her arms. Threw her in the van.

Her elbow hit the floor, and pain climbed through her arm.

But she didn’t have time to think about her discomfort.

The door slammed shut.

Tires squealed as they accelerated from the pawn shop, headed . . . headed who
knows where.

Their plan had worked. So far, so good.

But now would come the toughest part.

Stephen tensed as he stared at the van.

The vehicle blocked his view of Heidi. Blocked his view of seeing what was
happening.

Then it had taken off.

With Heidi in it.

“Hey, what are you doing?’ Heidi’s voice came through the speakers on his laptop.
“Ouch! You're hurting me.”

Stephen’s hands fisted. He wanted to jump out of the SUV. To find her. To pull her
away from those men.



But it was too late. The plan had been set in motion.

Rafferty’ s men—whoever these new guys were—had her. Stephen had a feeling these
were the guys who'd flunked out of Project Elevate. Larchmont had suspicions that
Rafferty had kept them close at hand, just in case.

Most of them had failed because they’ d been loose cannons.

That made them even more dangerous now.

He knew what these people were capable of, and he couldn’t stomach the thought.

“When | asked Rafferty to have someone pick me up, | didn't mean | wanted
someone to manhandle me,” Heidi complained.

“Shut up. Thisisn't atime for conversation. Thisis an extraction.”

Extraction? Maybe those guys really were with Rafferty.

Stephen wasn't sure if that made him feel better or not.

“Where are we going?’ Heidi’ s voice sounded thin with fear.

“1t’s not important,” the man said. “Now sit back. Thisisn’'t atherapy session. | don’t
want to talk.”

Stephen fisted his hands. He didn’t like the way this guy was speaking to Heidi.

“She’s okay,” Gage told him. “Just take a deep breath. Getting angry won't get us
anywhere.”



Gage was right. Stephen breathed in and out, trying to douse the fire flaring to life
inside him. He had to stay focused.

He glanced at the laptop in his lap, at the beacon indicating Heidi’ s location.

In a few minutes, he and Gage would follow behind the van. They needed to be
careful not to be spotted and blow this operation.

Heidi’slife depended onit.
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THIRTY-ONE

“Why can’'t you at least tell me where we're going?’ Heidi asked as she stared at the
three strange men around her.

She' d expected to see someone she recognized. After all, she’d worked with most of
the men Rafferty had hired.

At least, she thought she had—other than the three new hires. But apparently, that
wasn't the case.

These guys had thrown her in the back of the van and then shoved her into a seat.
One man sat beside her, and the other two were up front.

However, the van looked clean and respectable.

On second thought, maybe that wasn’'t a good thing. Maybe that meant these men
were professionals who knew exactly what they were doing. That could make this
situation more precarious. She wasn'’t sure yet how she felt.

At least, they hadn’t tied her up.

Y et.

“Aren’'t you going to answer me?’ Her gaze shifted to each person in the van. “Where



are you taking me?’

“1 told you, stop asking questions,” the man beside her barked. The guy was tall and
thick, with afull head of dark hair and hard eyes. She'd never seen him before.

“Lay off, Edward,” the driver muttered.

Edward. She had a name.

“I'm just scared.” She rubbed her elbow, which still throbbed and had a touch of
carpet burn. “You can’'t blame me for that.”

“Like | said, where we're going isn’'t important. The best thing you can do is to be
quiet.”

Being quiet wouldn’'t help her find out the information she needed. “I need to see
Rafferty. You're taking me to him, aren’t you?’

Edward’ s eyes narrowed in annoyance. “ Only Rafferty can make that decision.”

She glanced at each of the men again. This was her time to find out information and
relay it back to Stephen and Gage. She had to make the most of this opportunity.

She only wished they could talk to her. But they couldn’t.

They’ d thought having her wear an earpiece was too risky.

“Who are you guys even?’ she asked.

“I’ve said this before, and I’'m going to say it one more time,” Edward grumbled.
“You're asking too many questions. Be quiet—or I’ll have to make sure you're quiet,



and trust me, you don’t want that.”

Heidi clamped her mouth shut. Maybe this wasn't the time to find out more
information. She' d be no good to anyone if she was dead. She' d pushed too hard.

Instead, she watched out the window as they left the small town behind and headed
farther into the mountains, farther away from Stephen and Gage.

Even though they were tracking her, that fact didn’t help quell her nerves right now.

She had to get thisright, or she would pay with her life,

For the next hour and a half, Stephen continued to watch the screen as they followed
the van, staying a safe distance behind to ensure they weren’t spotted.

So far, so good—relatively speaking.

He hated everything about this situation, but at least this assignment hadn’t gone off
therailsyet. He prayed it wouldn't.

He stared at the screen and called out directions, trying to keep hiscam.

And he did—until the dot on the screen stopped blinking.

He sat up straighter and sucked in a breath. The tracker had stopped in the middle of
nowhere.

He jiggled the mouse, hoping it would become active again.

It didn’t.



“What’ s going on?’ Gage craned his neck toward him.

“The signal just stopped. It’s not my computer messing up. Something went wrong.”
“Maybe it will come back online. Maybe we just lost connection.”

Stephen hoped that might be the case, but in his gut, he knew it wasn’t.

He wasn’t sure where these guys were taking Heidi. No one really knew anything
about Rafferty and his personal life. The man simply doled out instructions while
keeping alow profile.

Just then, the signal began working again, and Heidi’s voice came through the
speaker. “Where are we? What is this place? Y ou're telling me that Rafferty told you
to bring me to an old, rundown shack that looks like a strong wind could blow it
over?’

Relief washed over him. Good. She was okay—for now.

“You'll see,” the man grumbled. “Now get out.”

Stephen’ s heart pounded harder as he tried to picture the scene—this shack that she'd
mentioned. He wished he could see what Heidi was seeing. But he couldn’t. He only

had her conversation to rely on.

“Ouch!” Heidi’s voice sounded through the speakers on his laptop. “Stop hurting
me.”

“Then move.”

“l am moving. You don't haveto beajerk.”



Stephen bristled. If that man hurt her . . . he’d see to himself that the guy paid.

“l don’t want to go in there.” Tension rose in her voice. “Please. No!”

Then the feed went dead. Nothing but silence rang ou.

“What the . . . 7’ Stephen muttered as he adjusted the volume, hoping this was a
fluke.

“They must have some type of signal blocker.” Gage gripped the steering wheel
harder. “ At least we have her location.”

“But we won’'t be able to hear if anything goes wrong,” Stephen muttered.

This was exactly what he'd feared. That something wouldn’t go according to plan.
Nothing was ever simple with Rafferty.

He' d seen this coming, but no one had listened to him. Heidi would be the one who
ultimately suffered because of that.

“Just hold tight and trust her.” Gage kept his voice even and steady, no signs of
anxiety. “Heidi has a good head on her shoulders. She can hold her own.”

Stephen agreed with that assessment. But that didn’t help him feel any better.

“We need to get to her location.” Stephen’s jaw hardened at his words. “We need to
get there now.”
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THIRTY-TWO

Heidi tried to shrug out of Edward’s grasp. He gripped her arm so tight that it hurt,
but he didn’t seem to care.

They’d driven down mountain roads, surrounded by nothing but woods before
stopping at a shack surrounded by an open field. A weathered barn with a partially
collapsed roof stood in the distance. Otherwise, there was nothing.

Why had these guys brought her here? The location didn’t make any sense.

Unless these men planned on shooting her and leaving her where no one would find
her.

Fear seemed to wrap its invisible fingers around her throat and squeeze, making it
impossible to breathe.

Edward dragged her inside the shack.

“Why are we going in here?’ she muttered, digging in her heels as worst-case
scenarios played out in her head.

“Shut up,” Edward muttered. “Y ou're seriously giving me a headache. | have no idea
why Rafferty likes you so much.”



Rafferty liked her? That was news. However, he had handpicked her for the job. Was
that because of her mother?

A musty scent hit her inside the shack. The floor was nothing but earth. Some old
wooden furniture had been piled in corners.

What was going on?

Then Edward reached down. Tugged something on the ground.

She gasped when a door opened. This place was just a cover.

Edward led her downstairs. Through along, dark hallway.

Creepy lights flickered overhead, and the place smelled dank, like earth.

At the bottom of the stairway, they reached another door. Edward punched in a code
before ushering her inside a new area, this one more updated and less rustic, with an

almost space-age efficiency.

The walls were metal and sterile. Tubes of buzzing fluorescent lights ran neatly along
the celling. Digital boxes bulged in front of each door, a keypad lit in red on the front.

Heidi’ s heart pounded harder as she realized where she was. A high-tech bunker, the
perfect place for a criminal mastermind to plan his evil deeds.

And also a place no one would ever find her.

Even though Stephen and Gage were tracking her, a bad feeling brewed inside her.
Could they even get asignal from her while she was underground?



“What is this place?’ She needed to get more information.

Edward scowled. “All you need to know iswhat you see.”

“1I"m not the enemy here,” she muttered.

“You might aswell be.”

Her heart thumped harder. She clearly hadn’t won this guy over.

“What’sit going to hurt to tell me what thisis?’ she continued to push.

Edward sighed. “We call it the Hive. This is where all the operations are based out
of.”

“Who built it? How does a place like this even come to exist?’

He continued to lead her down the hall. “When you have the right resources, you can
do anything. But, if you must know, this was originally intended to be a bunker for
political leaders in case of a nuclear fallout until the government decided to build a
place in West Virginia instead. We just took the shell of this place and enhanced it,
made it everything we needed. Then we built the shack and the barn to camouflage
the space.”

“Sounds very sci-fi-ish.”

“Call it whatever you want.”

She wondered how he fit with Project Elevate. Had he gone through the program with
Stephen? Was he in a separate group, maybe one Stephen didn’t know about?



Edward paused at a door and punched in a code on a keypad. After a beep sounded,
he opened a metal door and shoved her into aroom.

She caught herself before stumbling to her knees. As she straightened, she looked up
and sucked in a breath.

Rafferty sat behind a metal desk, appearing asif he' d been waiting for her.

“You don’'t have to be so rough with her,” he muttered to Edward. “What did | tell
you?’

“She’s mouthy and asks too many questions.”

“Disobey me again, and I’ [l have some questions to ask you. Understand?’

Edward shifted behind her. “Understood.”

Heidi rose to her full height and observed Rafferty a moment. It had been several
weeks since she' d seen him in person, and hislooks had changed.

The man had a medium height and build. His hair was dyed jet black, and his face
was pale, giving him an aimost vampire vibe. His eyes, usually brown, were now
green. Contacts? Maybe. Though he was probably in his early seventies, his skin was
unnaturally tight, evidence of plastic surgery.

For vanity purposes? Or to change hislook and elude authorities?

Shewasn't sure.

Either way, bile churned inside her at the sight of the man . . . the man who'd tried to
kill her mother. She wanted to lunge across the desk. To give him a piece of her



mind.

Instead, she tried to look grateful. To make it seem asif he’'d saved her. Like she was
on hisside.

She swallowed hard as her cover story flashed back to her. She couldn’t blow this.

“Thank you so much for saving me.” Her voice cracked with emotion. “I didn’t know
who else to turn to, and | panicked.”

Rafferty nodded slowly, his face not showing any emotion. Instead, he leaned back in
his seat. A closed laptop sat in front of him, as well as an old-fashioned desk phone.

Why would he have an old phone like that? She couldn’t be sure.

Other than those two things, there was nothing personalizing the space—no pictures
or decorations. No awards.

Just blank, white walls.
“Why don’'t you have a seat?”’ Rafferty nodded at the chair on the other side of his
desk. “Grab a bottle of water from the mini fridge in the corner. Then tell me exactly

what happened so we can figure out who did this. We have no time to waste.”

She grabbed a bottle and took a long sip. Then she sat across from Rafferty and
wiped adroplet of water from her mouth with the sleeve of her sweatshirt.

His intense gaze bore holes into her as he remained all-business. “We need to get
down to business. Who grabbed you?’

“1 have no idea who it was. . .” Heidi shook her head, still breathing heavily. She'd



drunk so much water so quickly that she had to catch her breath.

Almost asif he hadn’t heard her, he said, “ Some men are out to get you as revenge on
me. | need you to tell me exactly what happened so | can figure out which of my
enemiesit was.”

Heidi swallowed hard at hiswords. “Earlier, you said you thought it was Stephen.”
“Wasit?’

She shook her head. “No, | didn’t recognize these men.”

“Tell me about them.”

She ran through the cover story. How she and Donald had been run off the road. How
strange men had grabbed her. Put her in their Camry. Taken her to a house in the

middle of nowhere.

Then she'd said how they’d left her alone for a few minutes. How she'd seen the
opportunity to run, so she had.

But she' d gotten lost in the woods. She'd had to spend the night. Had started again in
the morning.

Until she stumbled upon the small town of Norton and had called Rafferty.

“Sounds terrifying,” Rafferty murmured, not quite sounding compassionate.

“Who exactly are these enemies of yours? Why are they coming after me?’

“1 know you want answers, but I'm afraid | can’t tell you that.”



“Why not? Why can’t | know what’s going on?’

“The important thing is that you’ re safe now. We'll give you clean clothes, food, and
aplaceto sleep.”

“For how long?’ she asked.

“For as long as necessary.” He glanced at the time on his watch and stood. “We need
to talk more. However, | have a phone call | need to take. We'll debrief more later. In
the meantime, Edward will show you to your accommodations.”

“But—"

Before she could say anything else, Edward escorted her away.

Thiswasn’t the way Heidi had envisioned their talk going.

She was going to have to be proactive if she wanted to find out answers.

Stephen continued to spout directions as Gage drove.

They were close to the spot where Heidi’ s tracker had last pinged. But the longer the
radio silence lasted, the tighter the muscles across his chest grew.

The fact Stephen couldn’t hear anything anymore wasn’t a good sign.

He wanted—no, make that needed —to know Heidi was okay.

As the dirt road continued to narrow, Gage pulled into the woods. They would have
to go the rest of the way on foot to avoid being seen.



Wasting no time, they headed toward the location where Heildi had recently been.
Finaly, the trees cleared.

He and Gage paused.

A shack stood in front of them—one that didn’t look big enough to hold but only a
few people at the most. It wasn't the type of place Rafferty would want to stay. In the
distance stood a dilapidated barn. They saw no cars or other vehicles.

Something wasn't adding up, and he didn’t like it.

Stephen had known this plan was a bad idea. Being here right now only proved it.

A sense of panic—something he rarely felt—filled him, tried to make his bones
quiver. So much about this situation was out of his control, and he hated the helpless

feeling plaguing him.

“There’'s an explanation for this.” Gage rubbed his neck as he stared at the shack.
“We just need to think it through more.”

“Yes, we do.” He started to step forward when Gage grabbed his arm and stopped
him.

“Probably not agood idea.”
He stiffened. “What do you mean?’
“We're both logical enough to know that Heidi and those men didn’t disappear into

thin air. Something isn’t as it seems. If Rafferty is the man | think he is, there could
be cameras or booby traps set up. We don’t want to show our hand yet.”



“But Heidi?—"

Gage's gaze burned into his. “Let’'s just take a deep breath before we make any
decisions.”

Stephen started to rebuke Gage' s statement but then clamped his mouth shut instead.

Gage was right. Stephen couldn’t let his emotions get in the way.

But he could hear atime bomb ticking in his head—and that was powerful enough to
make his nerves explode.
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Edward had escorted Heidi from Rafferty’s office, which was unfortunate since she
aready didn’t like the man.

She' d been taken to a windowless bedroom. This place was most likely designed to
survive anuclear falout, so she shouldn’t be surprised.

There was no attached bathroom, just a metal bed with a white bedspread and a
dresser. She' d checked under the bed and in the dresser.

Nothing in the room alarmed her.

At least, the space was clean.

However, the whole situation gave her chills.
In fact, this bunker felt more like a grave.

The good news was that Rafferty had seemed to buy her story. She hadn’t seen any
hints of suspicion in his gaze. But she'd still need to proceed with caution.

The man was gy, atrained interrogator and mastermind of a super soldier program.

She couldn’t afford to let down her guard.



Y et she al'so knew she didn’t have much time.

She sat on the edge of the bed and hit the button on her shoe as Cynthia had shown
her.

The secret compartment opened. She pulled the cell phone out and touched the
screen.

Her heart beat harder. There wasn’t asignal down here.

Did that mean Stephen and Gage couldn’t track her? That they couldn’t hear what
was being said?

She’'d known that was a possibility. But still . . .

Her throat tightened as panic tried to take over.

She hoped Stephen and Gage had been able to hear what was said earlier, at least. But
now she was underground. Rock surrounded this mountain. Metal surrounded the
bunker.

What were the chances a signal could get through?

Not good.

Y et Rafferty seemed to have some type of internet connection. He had a computer set
up and had mentioned taking a phone cal. So clearly there was some way to

communicate despite their surroundings.

She sat on her bed and took a deep breath. Rafferty had instructed her to relax. But
there was no way she could rest. She had too much on her mind. Too many questions.



Where did she even start?

Was this Rafferty’ s headquarters? He did have an office here.

This all seemed strategic. This was the perfect location for him to plan all his deeds
without being caught.

She froze when she heard a metal door scrape open somewhere in the hallway. Heard
footsteps.

Someone spoke. She recognized that voice.

Rafferty. He'd left his office and was headed somewhere else.

Maybe this was her opportunity to explore, to find out more information.

She waited until the footsteps passed.

Then she cracked her door open and peered out.

The hallway was empty.

Rafferty hadn’t told her to stay in her room. Hadn't locked her inside. Would it ook
suspicious if she decided to explore? She could always say she was looking for a
bathroom if she were caught.

She had to be smart about this.

She lifted aquick prayer.

Then she dlipped from the room and started down the hall.



With every step, she asked God to help her find whatever information she needed.

Heidi stared at Rafferty’s office, a room she’'d aready been in. Yet the space felt
foreign.

Thankfully, she'd seen Edward punch in the code earlier. For that reason, she’d been
able to get inside.

She didn’t know how much time she had. So where did she even start?

Rafferty’s desk made the most sense. Really, there was nowhere else. No filing
cabinet or anything else where information might be stored. That seemed strange. He
would need records of things—unless they were all electronic.

She couldn’t be sure.

Of course, she did have some files at her office. Maybe Rafferty didn’t feel the need
to keep his own records.

Y et that didn’'t seem like Rafferty. He was a control freak.

Working quickly, she went to the other side of the desk and began opening drawers.
But there was nothing in his desk except what she’ d expected—a few office supplies
like Post-it notes and pens. His checkbook, which boasted the address of their office

in Atlanta. Some breath mints.

There were no files stashed in the drawers. Rafferty was too smart to leave a paper
trail.

But wasn't he too smart to leave adigital trail aswell?



Whatever information he had, he would keep it secure.

Exactly how would he do that? The element of surprise is your friend. The
unexpected can work to your advantage.

Rafferty had often said those words. Now, Heidi needed to think like he did.

She straightened and glanced around. Was there some kind of hidden space in here?
There were no picturesto ook behind. No plants to look under.

She ran her hand along the cement block wall. If she pressed on the right brick, would
a secret compartment be reveal ed?

The idea seemed crazy.

She tried anyway, halfway expecting a brick to pop out and reveal some hidden files.

They didn't.

The floor was concrete. There were no rugs to search under either.

The only other thing was the mini fridge.

She opened the door. Only water was inside.

She looked behind it. Again, nothing.

She nibbled on her bottom lip as she fought frustration.

She'd risked everything to come here and find information. She had to do everything
In her power to succeed.



Just then, a noise sounded in the hallway.

Footsteps, she realized.

Panic raced through her.

There was only one place in the room she could hide.

Underneath the desk.

But if Rafferty came in and sat down, she' d be agoner.

Still, right now, she had no choice but to try, especially as the footsteps came to a
stop outside the door.
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Heidi pulled her knees to her chest and hardly allowed herself to breathe.
Someone was standing outside the office.

The knob rattled. A second later, the door opened.

Her worst fears were confirmed: Someone was inside the office with her. Someone
with heavy steps. A man.

The next few minutes would determine her future.

She pressed her eyes shut, wishing she could disappear. But that wasn't a possibility.
The man paced closer.

Who was here? What was he doing? For some reason, she didn’'t think it was
Rafferty. It seemed as if Rafferty would walk in with a purpose. Come straight to the

desk.

This person seemed to be checking something out. Had someone noticed she was
gone from her room? Was this person looking for her?

She hadn’t moved anything in the office. If this man was searching for anything out



of place, nothing should alarm him. Heidi only hoped he didn’t walk to the other side
of the desk.

As the footsteps moved, she pulled her eyes open again.

Something above her caught her eye.

She blinked in surprise.

Something was taped to the bottom of the desk.

A legal-size envel ope had been secured with masking tape there.

Her heart skipped a beat. Why would an envel ope be taped there?

She knew: to conceal its contents.

She had to see what was inside.

Later.

The footsteps came closer. Closer.

Then the man paused behind the desk.

The office chair concealed her. But all he had to do wasto pull it out and . . .

She swallowed hard. She didn’t want to think about it.

Instead, she studied the man’slegs.



This wasn't one of Rafferty’s men. They always wore the same utility-style cargo
pants and boots.

This person wore black dress slacks and pristine leather shoes.

She couldn’t see his face. Not without leaning out and peering up—and she couldn’t
chance that.

Whoever it was, he lingered by the desk.

What was he doing?

Why didn’'t he just leave?

Then he slowly began to pull the chair out.

Stephen stood behind a cluster of trees looking at the shack in front of them. His
muscles tightened so much that they ached.

How much longer could he stand here and wait? He and Gage had examined the area
for cameras. They’d found several and had made sure to avoid them.

They’ d checked out the barn. Inside, two SUV's had been stashed in the shadows.

They’d put atracker on both vehicles, so if anyone left, they could follow.

But that didn’t tell him what was going on inside the shack. The cameras were aimed
at the door to the place, so they couldn’t afford to get close.

He hated not knowing what was going on. The proactive side of him wanted to act, to
do something. But experience told him to wait.



He glanced at Gage, grateful that his colleague was more level-headed right now.
“What’s our plan?’

“We're going to need to play this by ear.” Gage's gaze remained fixed on the
distance. “If we walk out there and Rafferty is watching, this whole operation will be

over.
Stephen glanced at his laptop again, wishing he could hear whatever Heidi was
hearing. But their signal was still gone. The microphone they’ d planted on Heidi had

done no good.

Gage seemed to read his thoughts as he said, “We just need to give it a little more
time. Then maybe someone will show their hand.”

As if right on cue, the door to the shack opened. A man Stephen didn’t recognize
stepped out, dressed in cargo pants and a black T-shirt.

“Who isthat?’ he muttered.

“Never seen him before,” Gage said. “Let’s see what he' s doing.”

The man paced afew steps away from the shack.

Then he paused and scanned the area.

Stephen slipped behind atree.

Had this guy received intel indicating Stephen and Gage were out here? Was he
looking for them now?

If so, he and Gage would have to figure out another plan before they all got killed.
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Heidi stared at the desk chair asit rolled away from her.

Then it stopped. All someone had to do was sit down, and she’ d be spotted.
She held her breath.

At any minute, she fully expected the man to find her. To draw hisgunand . . .
She swallowed hard, trying to push the image out of her mind.

But the man didn’t try to Sit.

What was he doing?

Then movement sounded.

“Don’'t worry,” adeep voice said. “I’'m handling it.”

The voice sounded familiar. Where had she heard it before?

And exactly what was this guy handling?

“I’ve got things under control. The plan will go off without a hitch. You have my



word.”

Finaly, he took a step away.

But Heidi didn’t dare relax.

She waited instead. Listened as the footsteps grew farther and farther away.

The door opened. The man stepped out. A click sounded as the door closed and
locked.

He was gone.

She released a pent-up breath.

Remaining beneath the desk, she carefully pulled the envel ope down and opened it.

A single piece of paper wasinside.

Knoxville 10/10

Nashville 10/12

Johnson City 10/14

Memphis 10/15

Chattanooga 10/15

Clarksville 10/16



She frowned. What was the significance of this? It had to be important.
Instead of keeping the paper, Heidi pulled the phone from her shoe and took pictures
of it. She couldn’'t trust her memory with these details, and they might be too

important to forget.

Working quickly, she put the envelope back as she'd found it and then scooted the
chair out. She cautiously rose, halfway expecting a gotcha moment.

None came.

Still, she didn’t know how much time she had. She had to get out of here.

She started to step away when she spotted the phone on Rafferty’ s desk.

Her breath caught, and she paused.

It was an old-fashioned landline.

Her heart pounded in her ears as she considered her options.

L eave now before she was caught? Or take arisk and call Stephen?

She didn’t have to think long. She had to call Stephen. After all, he had no idea what
was happening right now. If Stephen and Gage barged in on her in this bunker, she
might lose her opportunity to find out any more information.

That settled it.

Working quickly, she found his number on her phone and dialed.



As she gripped the phone, she prayed he'd answer . . . before anyone caught her in
thisroom.

Stephen remained behind the tree, still frozen.

The slightest movement could give away his presence, and he couldn’t chance that.

Gage did the same behind another tree nearby.

What was that man doing?

When they heard nothing for severa moments, Stephen finally dared to peer around
thetree.

The man still stood there. But now he smoked a cigarette.

Stephen almost wanted to laugh.

The guy was taking a smoke break.

Their presence here hadn’t been discovered.

He watched the man another moment. The guy finished his cigarette, then dropped it
on the ground and stomped it out.

As he glanced around again, Stephen slipped back behind the tree.

When he looked again, the man had headed back to the shack.

Stephen released the breath he' d been holding.



He was still ready to charge into that building. It took every ounce of his self-control
not to. But he forced himself to wait.

Something vibrated in his pocket. His phone, he realized.

He snatched it and looked at the screen. It was an unknown number.

But only afew people had his number, and Heidi was one of them.

Making the split-second decision, he answered.

“Stephen?’ a soft voice whispered on the other end.

His grip on the phone tightened as his heart rate surged. “Heidi? Are you okay?
What’ s going on?’

Gage moved closer, a knot between his eyes.

“I’'m okay,” she told him. “There' s no cell service inside. There's a bunker beneath
that shack, and it’'s set up complete with places to sleep and an office.”

He' d figured that much. “1s Rafferty onto you?’

“I don’t think so. | snuck into his office>—"

“You did what?' His voice rose with apprehension.

“1 did what | was supposed to do. | don’t have much time to explain myself to you.”

Stephen clamped his mouth shut and didn’t say anything else, knowing her words
were true. Still, if she made one wrong move. . .



He swallowed hard. He didn’t want to think about it.

“l found alist of cities and dates,” she continued. “I don’t know what they mean, but
they must be important. Rafferty had them hidden beneath his desk.”

A surge of admiration rushed through him. “Good work. What are they?’

She rattled the names and numbers off to him.

“You’'ve done what you went in to do,” Stephen told her. “Now we need to get you
out of there.”

“1I"m not sure that’ s going to be possible.” Her voice trembled. “Not yet at least.”

His heart beat harder. “It’ s not safe. If Rafferty catches wind of any of this?>—"

“1 know. But | just need you to trust me. Give me a couple more hours.”

That sounded like aterrible idea. “But?>—"

“l can't talk anymore,” she rushed. “Just give me two hours. I’ll make it work.”

Then the line went dead.

Stephen stared at the phone, resisting the urge to throw it onto the ground in
frustration.

That would do him no good. It would only cut off any more communication with
Heidi. But at least they had something to work with now.

He relayed the conversation to Gage.



Then they called Larchmont to tell him the update.
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Heidi put the phone back, satisfied she’ d done the right thing.

Now she had to get out of this office without being caught. That could prove to be
difficult.

She crept toward the door, trying to stay light on her feet.

Her lungs were so tight she could hardly breathe as she paused. On the count of three,
she cracked the door open. Peered out.

She halfway expected to be bum-rushed.
Instead, she saw no one.
If she was going to move, it needed to be now.

Quickly, she stepped out and closed the door behind her. She hurried down the hall,
trying to move fast but appear casual.

She thought she was doing well . . . until Edward stepped out from one of the nearby
rooms into the hallway.

Her pulse quickened as soon as she saw him.



He strode toward her, his eyes narrowed with suspicion. “What are you doing?’

“Looking for the bathroom.”

He eyed her another moment.

Did he believe her?

Or did he know she’d been in the office? Heidi hadn’'t even thought to look for
cameras.

What if this hallway was monitored?

Her throat tightened.

She stared up at Edward, trying not to show her panic. Stay calm, Heidi. Calm. The
testing of your faith devel ops perseverance. Persevere now!

Edward continued to stare at her as if sizing her up. Finally, he nodded at a door in
the distance. “ The bathroom is over there. | thought | told you.”

Her lungs loosened but only for a moment. The situation was still dire,

“Y ou thought wrong.” Heidi nodded at him before stepping toward the door.

“Rafferty wants to see you for dinner in five minutes,” Edward called. “I' [l wait out
here for you.”

Another tremble raked through her. “If that’s what he wants.”

She had to seem compliant. Grateful to be here and to have been rescued by Rafferty.



She dipped into the bathroom and locked the door behind her. Then she splashed
some water on her face.

The liquid felt nice as it cooled her burning face. Then she found a clean towel under
the sink and pressed the soft fabric against her face.

Only then did she look in the mirror.

She frowned.

She really did look like a wreck. Her hair sprang out from her ponytail in different
directions. Dirt smudged her cheeks. Circles hung beneath her eyes.

Working quickly, she pulled her hair into a bun and tried to make herself more
presentable. She brushed a leaf from her sweatshirt, swept some dirt from her
shoulder, and drew in severa deep breaths.

She couldn’t buy any more time.

She glanced at herself once more in the mirror.

She could do this. She'd come this far. She couldn’t fail now.

She stepped out and, just as Edward had promised, he waited for her.

He gave her another scathing look before escorting her down a hallway into another
room.

When he opened the door, a dining/living room combination greeted her.

The area till looked cold and sterile with plain white walls. A sturdy wooden table



added a little life to the space. But the black couches and concrete floor offset any
homey feelings—as did the danger surrounding her.

Rafferty sat at the table, asalad in front of him.

There didn’t appear to be a kitchen here. And how much electricity could be run to
this place without tipping someone off that it was here? Or maybe it was on a
generator.

It didn’t matter either way.

Those things were the least of Heidi’s concerns right now. She wasn't sure why her
mind had gone there. It was her attention to details, she supposed. That had made her
good at her job.

“Sit.” Rafferty nodded to the seat in front of him.

Edward nudged her forward, and Heidi sat, just as directed.

Another man appeared and placed a premade salad in front of her. She thanked him
and took the plastic lid off.

Spinach, grilled chicken, blueberries, and almond slivers.

Her stomach growled.

She readlly did need to eat. She’'d been starving earlier, but the stress of the situation
had gotten to her. Still, she needed food for energy.

“Thank you for the salad.” She lifted a plastic fork.



Something about the setup left her feeling unsettled.

Who had Rafferty spoken with on the phone when he'd excused himself from their
conversation earlier? Why did the man want to see her now? Was he onto her?

Her heart pounded harder.

She cleared her throat. “By the way, Monarch has been trying to get in touch with
you. He said you weren’t answering.”

“I"m done with that man.”

Heidi raised an eyebrow. “I thought you were alies.”

“He' s chosen hisside.”

She wasn't sure what that meant. Before she could ask, Rafferty changed the subject.

Rafferty leveled his gaze with her. “I know what you’ ve been up to, Heidi. You and |
need to talk.”

A tremble raked through Heidi.

Thiswas it, wasn't it? The moment when the truth came ouit.

The moment she might die.

Stephen kept an eye on the time.

It had almost been two hours. That was what Heidi had asked for.



In only five more minutes, that time would be up.

He and Gage had already discussed their plan of action.

They’d called Larchmont, and he was sending backup. They couldn’t take down this
operation aone.

But they could breach this bunker. Search the place for Heidi. Rescue her.
Best-case scenario, they could get her out without being seen. However, that was
unlikely. They’'d be in unfamiliar territory, which would be a huge disadvantage.

They had no idea what they’ d be up against inside that bunker.

Worst-case scenario, they’d be spotted. Gunfire would erupt. The most skilled
operatives would win.

However, death never seemed like awin.

Stephen and Gage had been left with little choice right now.

They’ d researched the dates and cities Heidi had told them about. So far, they hadn’t
been able to link the times and places with anything or anyone in particular. But
Larchmont had some people working on it.

Gage glanced at his watch and then looked at Stephen. “Y ou ready to move in?”’
Stephen nodded. “I’ ve been ready.”

“Then let’s go.”

But just as they took a step toward the shack, the door opened.



Stephen and Gage dlid back behind the trees and out of sight.

He watched as Heidi stepped out, three men flanking her.

Two guards.

And Rafferty.

Gage snapped some pictures on his phone to send to the team.

Stephen couldn’t take his eyes off Heidi. She’'d changed clothes and cleaned up. But
her eyes darted around as if she was looking for them. She didn’t look frantic, but
there was definitely atouch of fear in her gaze.

A knot formed in Stephen’ s throat.

Should he step in? Or let this play out as planned?

“We'll follow them,” Gage said quietly. “We need to see where they’re going.”

The knot grew larger.

He knew his colleague’ s choice was correct. But that didn’t mean he liked it.

An SUV pulled from the barn, and Rafferty, Heidi, and one of the men climbed
inside.

Where were they taking her?

Stephen glanced at Gage, an unspoken conversation passing between them.



They needed to get back to their vehicle so they could follow.
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Anxiety thrummed inside Heidi.

Rafferty hadn't explained his statement about knowing what she’'d been up to.

Instead, he'd directed her to listen to his instructions. They needed to leave, and she
needed to change clothes first—no questions asked.

To her surprise, he had some clothing aready purchased in her size. Heidi wasn’t
sure how that was even possible. But Rafferty didn't seem willing to answer
guestions.

She'd asked if she could wear her tennis shoes, and he'd given her a flat no. She
could see why. They were dirty and grungy.

Some dress slacks, a cream-colored blouse, and shiny loafers had been laid out for
her. Something much more professional.

But she hated to leave her cell phone behind. Should she take the cell phone out of
her sneakers? Maybe she could dlide it into her pocket.

That was risky, however. If she was caught with the device . . . they would probably
kill her right on the spot.

She' d known what her decision had to be.



She’'d showered, fixed her hair, and dressed. She glanced in the mirror and gave
herself a nod of approval. However, she could see the fear lingering in her gaze. She
prayed Rafferty couldn’t seeit, that he didn’t read too much into it.

A knock sounded at the door. “Timeto go.”

It was Edward.

She stepped toward the door. As she did, she glanced back at her shoes one more
time.

Those were her lifeline, her connection with the outside world.

She’ d be going solo from here out.

She prayed she knew what she was doing. However, at this point, she had no other
choice.

She opened the door, and Edward scowled. “ About time.”

He took her arm—a little too tightly—and began pulling her down the hallway. “Is
thisreally necessary?’

He only grunted in return, and his grip didn’t loosen.

Asthey passed Rafferty’s office, he stepped out and joined them.

Her heart continued to pound in her ears with every step. She had no idea what might
happen next. Part of her didn’t want to find out.

Dear Lord, help me. Please!



Edward escorted her out of the bunker, up the stairs, and into the shack.

An SUV waited for them outside.

“Get in,” Edward muttered.

She glanced at the woods surrounding them. Was Stephen out there watching?

She didn’t see him. But her gut told her he was there.

A touch of reassurance filled her at the thought.

Before she could ask questions, Edward shoved her inside. Rafferty climbed in up
front beside another man she hadn’t seen before, and Edward sat beside her. The third
man stayed behind.

A bad feeling continued to rumble inside her as they pulled away.

“Where are we going?’ Her voice trembled as her nerves got the best of her.

“It’snot important,” Rafferty said over his shoulder in the front seat.

He grabbed his phone and hit a button. She listened closely as someone answered.

“Is everything arranged?’ Pause. “This needs to go off without a hitch.” Another
pause. “We'll be therein an hour.”

He was definitely lining up something, but Heidi wasn’t sure what.

Whatever was happening, she was certain it wasn't a good thing.



The only thing she could do at this point was play it by ear, and that seemed like a
terrible plan.

As soon as Stephen and Gage had seen Heidi get into the SUV, they’d hurried
through the woods to their own vehicle. Stephen opened his computer and pulled up

the tracker, determined not to lose track of where Heidi was headed.

He frowned as he stared at the screen. “Her tracker is offline. It shows she's still at
the bunker.”

“That’snot asurprise,” Gage said. “They had her change clothes.”

Stephen had known that was true. But he still hated the fact he was cut off from her.
The good news was that they’ d placed atracker in the wheel well of the SUV she was
in. They wouldn’t be able to hear her conversation, though.

He couldn’t imagine where they might be headed, but he was about to find out.

His phone buzzed, and he saw it was Larchmont.

“1 have an update for you,” Larchmont started. “ The team has been trying to cross-
reference those cities and dates you sent me. We finally have alead. It appearsthisis
the schedule for Commander George Billings, the times he'll be on the road
campaigning in those cities.”

George Billings? Stephen tried to recall everything he knew about the man.

The man had also worked for the Joint Chiefs of Staff, hadn't he? And he was
running for senator in Tennessee. That was all Stephen could remember.

Why would Rafferty care about this commander?



He narrowed his eyes with thought. “Okay . . . so Rafferty and his men are tracking
thisguy’s campaign?’

“It appears they are.” Larchmont paused. “But | have reason to believe Commander
Billings is the one who gave the final okay to Project Elevate.”

Stephen’ s thoughts raced. “1 thought that was Commander Davis?’

“So did |. But we were wrong,” Larchmont said. “There was more going on than we
realized. Cynthia had to deal with Billings on more than one occasion when shewas a
lobbyist, and she said the man is no good. He's power hungry and has said on several
occasions that he' d like to be president of the United States one day.”

“You think Commander Billings is being targeted because of his involvement in
Project Elevate?’ Stephen clarified.

“Rafferty is going to send his men after Commander Billings. If the commander tells
people about Project Elevate, Rafferty will be painted in a worse light than he aready
Is. He' |l be on wanted lists, and the feds will make it their goal to find him and bring
him down—especialy when they learn he's still operating. He's playing a very
dangerous game.”

“But Billings's campaign would be ruined if he spoke the truth,” Gage said.

“Yes, that's absolutely true. There's still more here we need to uncover.”

“You can say that again,” Stephen muttered as they continued down the narrow
mountain road.

They couldn’t lose sight of that SUV, yet they couldn’t be seen either. The situation
was precarious at best. Even though they’d placed a tracker on the SUV, they needed



to be careful. Heidi’ s life depended on it.

“One other thing,” Larchmont said. “We were able to identify the man in the photo
Gage sent us—the guy who was smoking outside the shack.”

“Who ishe?" Stephen stiffened. “1 didn’t recognize him from Blackstone.”

“He actually works for an organization called Dagger.”

Stephen’ s jaw tightened at the mention. “I’ ve heard of them. They’re another security
group—an unscrupulous one, at that.”

“They’re nothing but trouble. They’re the men people hire when they need someone
with no moral compass. | don’'t know how they're affiliated with all of this. But

whatever the connection, it’s not good.”

So why was Rafferty taking Heidi with him to wherever he was going? That was one
other thing that didn’t make sense.

Unless Rafferty somehow wanted to use Heidi asafall guy.

Was that it? Was Heidi going to be the scapegoat for whatever scheme Rafferty had
devised? The person who looked guilty of plotting an assassination?

There were still some uncertainties with that theory. But nothing else made sense.

However, Stephen prayed he was wrong.
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As soon as Rafferty got off the phone, Heidi dove into her questions again. “Where
arewe going?’

He narrowed his eyes. “Y ou ask too many questions. It’s not important.”
“It must be kind of important if | had to dress up.”

He let out along breath. “Please, stop asking so many questions.”
Subtle warning stained his voice.

Heldi started to ask more questions before thinking better of it and clamping her
mouth shut.

She didn’t want to push him too much. Besides, it wasn't as if once she found out
information she’'d be able to pass it on to Stephen. Her only hope was that Stephen
was somehow tracking her now.

She'd glanced at the road behind her a couple of times and didn’'t see anyone. She
didn’t want to be too obvious, however.

Instead, she watched the miles as they blurred past. They were going farther and
farther away from the shack. Asthey did, more signs of life appeared.



She had to work hard to keep the tremble inside her from emerging.

All things considered, Rafferty had to know she'd be a little nervous, but she didn’t
want him to pick up on too many of her changing emotions. She couldn’t raise his
suspicions.

She'd madeit thisfar. She couldn’t blow it now.

They kept driving. Rafferty had aready spoken with various people on the phone.
But he was always certain to mumble to the extent she couldn’t understand what he
said. But he'd said something about meeting someone. Having things in place.
Making sure everything was ready.

Something was going down tonight, wasn't it? But what?

And why did Rafferty want her with him now?

A street sign in the distance caught her eye.

Knoxville. They were headed toward Knoxville.

Knoxville. . . that had been one of the cities on the list she'd seen.

And if she remembered correctly, the date listed beside Knoxvillewas. . . today.

Her heart thumped harder.

“Why are they going to Knoxville?' Stephen watched Rafferty’s vehicle turn toward
the city.

“Knoxvillewas on the list,” Gage reminded him.



“You'reright . . .” Stephen sucked in a breath. “Does that mean that Commander
Billings will be there?’

“It makes the most sense.”

“1’ve got to let Larchmont know.” Stephen grabbed his phone.

He called Larchmont and told him his theory about where Rafferty was going with
Heidi. Larchmont said he' d divert his guys toward that location instead of the shack.

“He's planning something with the commander,” Larchmont muttered.

Stephen stared out the window at the buildings as they began popping up more
frequently. “ Are you thinking an assassination?’

“I think it's a possibility.”

His mind continued to race. “But what reasons would Rafferty have to want to kill the
commander?’

“Like told you, the commander was associated with Project Elevate. I'm sure it goes
back to that.”

So this all tied in with Project Elevate and the commander who gave the go-ahead on
the program’ s secret funding. Dagger had also gotten involved somehow.

Stephen tried to put the pieces together. Maybe Larchmont’s theory was correct, and
this was some type of assassination attempt.

However, Rafferty had people who did this for him. He didn’t need to be there
himself.



There was clearly more to this than met the eye.

They needed to be one step ahead of this guy if they had any hope of saving Heidi.

Stephen prayed they didn't arrive too late.
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Heidi’ s eyes widened when she saw the vehicle turn toward the airport.

Instead of heading toward the entrance, they pulled behind the terminal to the area
used by private planes.

The SUV came to a stop, and Edward jumped out and opened her door.
“You're coming with me,” Rafferty muttered.
Edward grabbed her arm and pulled her out, leaving her no choice.

“Where are we going?’ The question slipped out. “What are you planning exactly?
You're scaring me.”

Heidi glanced at the runway in the distance and saw that a plane had landed. Myriads
of people had gathered on the other side of the fence to wait for it, amost as if
someone important were in town. Men dressed in military uniforms waited inside the
fence.

Instead of walking toward the crowd, Edward dragged her toward a smaller plane in
the distance.

She stopped at the steps of the plane and turned to Rafferty. “We're flying



somewhere?”’

“Out of the country.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “What? Why?’

“I’m going to be a wanted man very soon. People are after me and my team.” His
gaze met hers. “And they’ re after you, Heidi. Because of me.”

“What do you mean, because of you? | know you said you' ve made alot of enemies.”
Her voice sounded high-pitched as the words left her lips. “But why is someone after

me? Why are you taking me with you?”’

Rafferty’ s gaze locked with hers for along moment. Finally, he cleared his throat and
announced, “ Because you' re my daughter.”

Asthe words echoed in her head, Heidi’ s world began to spin.

“Why are they going to the airport?’ Stephen didn’t bother to hide the confusion in
his voice.

Gage pointed to alarge private jet. “It looks like we have a specia guest.”

Stephen looked more closely. That was when he realized Commander Billings must
have come into town on the aircraft.

All along he'd assumed Rafferty was headed to a campaign rally. But it appeared
Rafferty was meeting the commander at the airport instead.

What exactly did Rafferty have up his sleeve?



His gaze went back to Rafferty’s SUV.

Rafferty and Heidi climbed out. A man Stephen had seen multiple times gripped
Heldi’sarm, leading her to asmaller plane.

Wait . . . so Rafferty wasn't headed toward the commander? Then why was he here?

Stephen continued to scan the space. Movement on the outskirts of the airport caught
his eye.

A glint of light on the rooftop of a nearby building.

Snipers, herealized.

What he didn’t know was if these men were guarding the commander or if they were
In position to take the commander out.

As Gage threw the SUV into Park, Stephen swerved his gaze between the commander
and Heidi. Did the commander have any idea what was about to happen? His
assassination could send serious shockwaves through the country. Could even cause
conflict and violence to break out.

But Heidi’sdeath . . . it would tear his personal world apart.

He could only get to one of them in time to save them.

Though more than anything he wanted to run to Heidi, the commander appeared to be
In more imminent danger.

Either way, Stephen had to make a decision, and he had to make it quickly.
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Heidi’s mouth fell open as she stared at Rafferty on the steps. “What do you mean
you're my father?’

“1 loved your mother—so much that we had a child together. Y ou.”

She shook her head—and shook it hard. Rafferty couldn’t be telling the truth. Maybe
she heard him wrong. Maybe he was tricking her, lying.

“My dad died of a heart attack before | was born.” Her voice sounded eerily calm.
“He was an engineer. A good man.”

“He was a weak man,” Rafferty said. “Your mom wanted out of her marriage and
was planning her escape. Then he died.”

“Did you have anything to do with that?’ Accusation stained her words. She wouldn’t
put it past Rafferty, especially not knowing what she did now.

“l did not.” His words held no emotion. “Your mom and | were already together
before that. We didn’t want you to know | was your father. | thought you'd be in too
much danger. | wasright. Look at this situation now. It sdire.”

“You're lying,” Heidi barked, his statement finally hitting her and causing a surge of
defensiveness to rise.



“I’m not. You have your mother’s looks, but you have my intelligence and my eyes.
Y ou can’'t deny they’ re the same.”

She stared into his green eyes, realizing the color was the same. But . . . “How do |
know you’ re not wearing contacts?’

“I’m not. | did before to make you think they were brown.”

Her lungs tightened until she could hardly breathe. What if he was telling the truth?
What if her father was a monster? What did that make her?

She swallowed hard before asking, “Did you kill my mom?”’

Nausea swirled inside her as she waited for the answer.

His expression remained unchanged. “I1t’s complicated.”

Revulsion swept through her, and she took a step back. “So, you did? | thought you
said you loved her. How could you do something so horrible?’

“She walked in on a top-secret meeting and started asking too many questions. She
should have just kept her head down. That was all | asked. She became aliability.”

“And that’s what you do to people who are liabilities? You kill them?’ Emotion
churned in her voice. How could she have been so clueless?

“1 couldn’t let her bring us down. I’ ve worked too hard to get where | am. Too much
isontheline.”

Heidi’s mind continued to race. “Just like the commander is trying to bring you down
now? Isthat why you’ re going to kill him?’



Rafferty narrowed his eyes and sighed. “We'll talk more on the plane. We don’'t have
much time.”

She shook her head, appalled at the very idea. “1 can’t go with you. You killed my
mother. You hired me and didn’t even tell me | was your daughter!”

“Please, Heidi.” He sounded like an exasperated father, tired of his troublesome child.

The thought made her even more sick to her stomach.

At the sound of squealing tires, Heidi’ s gaze swerved to the side.

A black SUV pulled to afast stop near the plane.

Was that Stephen? Asif on cue, he stepped out.

“What's he doing here?’ Rafferty muttered through clenched teeth.

“No idea,” Edward muttered.

The good news was that meant Rafferty probably didn’'t know she and Stephen had
been talking. Working together, essentially.

The element of surprise should work in their favor.

“We need to go,” Rafferty muttered. “ There's no time to waste.”

Edward stepped closer, trying to nudge her onto the plane. But Heidi’s feet remained
planted.

Rafferty climbed up two steps and glanced back. “You can't stay here. We have to



go. Now!”

She glanced back at Stephen as he stood near the SUV.

Stephen stared at her then looked at the commander. Then he glanced at the roof of
the airport terminal.

Heidi followed his gaze and squinted as something in the distance glinted. Wasthat . .
. asniper?

Her breath caught.

She knew exactly the position Stephen wasin.

Who did he save first?

“Heidi!” Rafferty called impatiently.

Heidi rubbed her chest, feeling that familiar tension there as she fought against
Edward, who tried to push her up the steps.

Rafferty stared down at her, realization rolling through his gaze.

“You would choose staying here rather than going with your own father?’ Rafferty
practically spit out the words, an edge of bitternessin his voice. “Y ou have questions
only | can answer. |I've aways looked out for you, Heidi. I’ ve protected you, even if
you didn’t know it. | can protect you now too.”

“Can you?’ she asked. “Why are you here? Why are you running? Why should |
believe aword you say?’



She needed to stop him. Needed to keep him here so the police could arrest him.

If she went with Rafferty on this plane, she'd never be seen again.

With that thought, she stepped back, her decision made.

But Edward blocked her escape, planting himself like a wall between her and
Stephen.

Stephen stared at Heidi, his heart in his throat.

“Go to her,” Gage said. “I’'ll handle things with the commander. Backup should be
here any minute.”

“You sure?’ Stephen asked.

“Pogitive. Go!”

Gage didn’t have to tell him again. Stephen took off toward Rafferty’s plane.

Rafferty spotted him and had the man with him force Heidi up the steps. She dug in
her heels. But the man was stronger than she was.

The guy tossed her over his shoulder. She kicked and squirmed, beating at the man’s
back. But it was no use.

The man lugged her up the steps and into the plane.

“No!” Stephen shouted.

He quickened his pace, desperate to get to her before the door closed and the plane



took off.

Was Rafferty planning on leaving before anything happened with the commander?
Stephen had assumed the man would want to stick around and see the assassination
and the chaos afterward. He figured that would somehow bring him pleasure or
satisfaction.

But seeing Stephen and Gage must have accelerated his flight plan.

Stephen couldn’t let the door to the plane close. Rafferty’s henchman still stood on
the portable stairs. He reached for his waistband as he glanced at Stephen.

Then he drew agun and raised it.

Stephen reacted quickly. He grabbed his gun, aimed, and fired.

The man moaned. Grabbed his shoulder. Then he fell from the stairway platform and
hit the asphalt with a thud.

Stephen ran toward him. Kicked the man’s gun away.

Then he ran back for the stairs.

Ashedid, afamiliar figure peered out.

Rocky Velasquez.

The man must have been waiting on the plane.

Stephen couldn’t let him stand in the way of rescuing Heidi.
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Heidi glanced at the man on the plane.
The man wearing a suit.

Rocky Velasguez, one of Rafferty’s top agents. A man who'd also used the name
Alfiein order to trick the men working for the Shadow Agency.

He was someone who' d do anything for Rafferty. Anything.
Stephen had taken Edward out. That was arelief.
But now there was Rocky.

“Take care of this!” Rafferty muttered as he sat in a seat and strapped his seatbelt
over hiswaist. The only other person on the plane was the pilot.

Rafferty wanted to make a getaway involving only afew people. Probably smart.
But Heidi hoped that worked to his disadvantage right now.
Rocky stood at the door with his gun in hand.

At once, the redlity of the situation hit her.



Stephen was determined to get to her, but in the process he could be killed.

She couldn’t let that happen.

As Rocky tried to close the door, she threw all her weight into the man.

The gun flew from his hand and onto the tarmac. He stumbled back a couple of steps,
clearly not expecting her move.

The interruption gave her just enough time to throw the door open.

As she did, she looked down at the ground. Saw they were moving. Saw how far it
was for her to fall.

Her head began to spin.

“1 was going to watch this play out,” Rafferty muttered. “But there’'s no more time.
Let’'sgo!”

Was he talking to the pilot? Did Rafferty want to take off with the door open?

Heidi couldn’t let that happen.

Stephen reached for her as the plane began to roll away from the stairway. “Heidi!”

Just as she stretched her arm toward him, Rocky came at her again. He grabbed her
shoulder and pulled her back inside the plane with a grunt.

She landed on her butt, her palms softening the fall. But all she could think about was
Stephen.



“What do you think you're doing?’ Rocky’s nostrils flared as he stared at her. “You
stupid woman.”

The next instant, Stephen propelled himself inside the plane. He landed on his side

and quickly hopped to his feet. She wasn't sure where his gun was. Had he dropped it

aso? Was it in his waistband?

Rocky stared at him, his hands raised.

The two men began to circle each other.

In the distance, gunfire sounded.

Her heart rate ratcheted. Had the commander just been shot?

Sirens wailed.

Stephen and Rocky continued to face off as Rafferty sat in his seat.

The plane moved faster.

Heidi crawled out of the way.

As she did, she glanced at the open door.

The plane picked up speed.

If Stephen and Rocky didn’t play it right, one of them could fall out that door.

She prayed that person wouldn't be Stephen.



Stephen faced off with Rocky, anger surging through his veins.

“Y ou’ ve been helping Rafferty this whole time, haven’'t you?’” Stephen growled.

“1t’ s an abomination what the military did to us,” Rocky said, his fists also raised and
ready to fight. “They need to pay. They treated us like we were disposable. Rafferty

isthe only one who's ever really cared.”

“He only cares about himself.” He moved to the side as he anticipated Rocky’s next
move.

“That’ s not true. We're like sons to him.”

“1f he had a choice of who to save, he’' d always choose himself.”

Rocky snarled. “You don’t know that.”

“l do. And so do you. You just don’'t want to admit it. You're disposable to Rafferty
also, not just to the government.”

“That’s not true!” Rocky’s pupils widened as fire seemed to ignite inside him.

“Itigl”

The words spurred Rocky to action, and he took the first punch.

Stephen ducked, missing Rocky’s hit.

Stephen swung back, and his fist connected with Rocky’s jaw.

The man faltered, wincing with pain.



Then he sprang back to life and launched toward Stephen. The man caught him in a
headl ock.

Stephen used al his strength to propel Rocky over his shoulder.

The man landed with a thud on the floor.

Before he could get to his feet, Stephen grabbed his arms and flipped him over. He
used some zip ties from his pocket to tie his hands together. Then he tied Rocky to a
thick metal handle on the other wall.

“It didn’t have to be with this way,” Rocky muttered with a sneer. Blood drizzled
from his nose and lip, but his eyes still looked feral. “Y ou should have stayed on the
right side.”

“l am on theright side.”

When Stephen looked up, Rafferty stood in the aisle glaring at him. He'd finally
stood from his throne to join the fight.

“Why couldn’t you just leave things alone? Let me go?’ Rafferty raised his gun.

“No!” Heidi threw herself across the aisle until she stood in front of Stephen, her
arms outstretched.

“Heidi . . . what are you doing?’ Stephen started to move her aside. She was going to
get herself killed.

She didn’t budge and held her ground. “Rafferty won't shoot me.”

He hated to break her confidence, but that assurance in her voice might get her killed.



“I wouldn’t be so sure of that.”

“Hewon't. I'm ... I’m his daughter.”

Stephen’ s eyebrows shot up. Had he just heard her correctly?

He knew he had.

He would guess that update was news to Heidi also. He prayed she would have a
chance to explain that more later. But survival was the most important thing right

now.

Stephen stared at Rafferty. “1 can't let your men kill the commander, no matter how
much you think he deservesit. And | can't let you get away with this.”

His eyes sparkled. “It'stoo late.”

Heidi gasped. “What? He' s already dead?’

“If everything went according to plan, then yes.” Satisfaction stretched through
Rafferty’ s gaze.

“You're not going to start a new life and take no culpability for this,” Stephen
growled. “I’ll make sure of that.”

“You know nothing,” Rafferty barked. “All you areis atraitor. You're no better than
him.”

“Y ou mean, the commander?’ Stephen asked.

Rafferty sneered. “Yes, of course I’m talking about the commander. The mastermind



of this whole program. The one who gave us authorization to proceed with it before
turning on me.”

“Hefired you . . . so now you'retrying to kill him?’

“It’ s alittle more complicated than that.”

“What are you talking about?’ Stephen was in no mood to play guessing games right
now.

“The truth is, it's kill or be killed.” Rafferty’s gaze hardened. “Billings has had his
men trying to take me out. And | can’t let him win.”
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Heidi paused, giving herself a second to let Rafferty’swords sink in.

“You're saying the commander ordered Beau and Donald to be killed?’ she asked.
“You weren't behind that?’

“l was not,” Rafferty said. “And, yes, Billingsisthe one trying to kill you aswell. He
had access to everything | did—though | tried to destroy it so he wouldn’t have that
power. He was able to track your every move through the GPS implanted in your
shoulder.”

“1 thought that was your idea.. . .” Heidi murmured.

“No, it was al Billings. He hired the men who flunked out of the program. He
recruited them to join Dagger, and then he hired Dagger to kill you. | was trying to
save you!”

“Why would Billings go through all this trouble?’ Stephen asked.

“Because if word gets out about what the commander authorized through Project
Elevate, any hopes he has of winning this senate campaign would die. No one would

vote for him.”

“S0 he' strying to kill off everybody who was a part of the program?’ Stephen asked.



Rafferty nodded. “Including me.”
“So you're trying to kill him first? Heldi was still trying to put al the pieces
together. This wasn't her world. This wasn't the way she operated. The whole

situation seemed so horrifying.

“If | don’t, then he’'d kill us,” Rafferty said. “I'm just trying to watch out for my

men.

The logic seemed twisted. Part of her admired Rafferty’s loyalty to his men. But the
other part of her wasn’'t so sure he was innocent in this.

“So you hired people to assassinate Commander Billings.” Disgust lined Stephen’s
voice. “Then you came here to watch it happen and then fly away.”

“Asfar aseveryone at this airport knows, I'm not on this plane.”

“ Are those snipers yours or the commander’ s?°

Based on Rafferty’ s smirk, they were his.

Heidi glanced out the window as the plane taxied down the airstrip, picking up speed.

Her stomach lurched.

No...

The last thing she wanted was for them to take off.

Nothing good would come of it. If anything, she would just look complicit in this
crime. Stephen also.



Rafferty wasn't going to use Heidi as a scapegoat. Stephen would make sure of that.

She was Rafferty’ s daughter ?

Stephen’s stomach churned with disgust at the thought—not disgust toward Heidi.
Disgust toward Rafferty and all the damage he’ d caused so many people.

When Larchmont had said that Heidi’s mom worked for Rafferty, Stephen had no
ideathat had led to Heidi being born.

It brought the situation to an entirely different level.

How were they going to get out of this? Stephen couldn't exactly shoot Heldi's
father. But he couldn’t let this plane take off either.

“You've got to stop this plane,” he told Rafferty.

‘That’ s not going to happen.” Rafferty glared at him.

“You're not going to get away with this.”

“You might be surprised at what I’m able to get away with.”

“Rafferty . .. Dad . . .” Heidi’s voice cracked as she said that word. “Please, don’t do
this.”

“There’'s atarget on your head, too, Heidi. If | don't neutralize him, you won't ever
be safe. Billings has too much riding on this.”

“Don’'t pretend thisis about her. Y ou want to save your own skin.” Stephen wanted to
end this. Now. Before the man could do any more damage. “Don’t you love her?



She’ s your daughter.”

“Of course, | love her!” Rafferty’s eyes narrowed into tiny dits. “But it’'s too late.
Everything isin place. The commander is dead. If he doesn’'t already have a bullet in
his chest, he will soon. And there’s nothing you can do to stop it.”
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Heidi knew they didn’'t have much time.

The plane moved faster and faster.

The engines grew louder.

At any moment, they’d be airborne.

Just as the thought crossed her mind, the plane lifted.

They were taking off, sherealized. It was too late to stop this!

She jostled backward, grabbing the seat beside her to keep her balance.
As she did, Rafferty stumbled toward her.

Stephen didn’t miss a beat. He grabbed the man’s gun. In two seconds flat, he had
Rafferty subdued.

Rafferty might be brilliant, but he’ d aways relied on guards to keep him safe.

He had no one now.



Stephen handed his gun to Heidi and used a zip tie on Rafferty’ s hands.

She stared at the weapon, her eyes wide. What did he want her to do with this?

“You've got to get that pilot to land.” Stephen locked gazes with her as he tightened
the zip tie on Rafferty’ swrists.

She stared at the weapon and felt it trembling in her hands.

But Stephen was right. She had no time to waste.

She turned and took a step into the cockpit, weapon still brandished. “Turn back to
the airport. Y ou need to land!”

“1 don’'t take orders from you,” the pilot scoffed.

“You don’'t understand.” Heidi’ s voice sounded strong and bold, surprising even her.
“Thisisn't achoice.”

She pointed the weapon at the pilot.

The pilot glanced at her and then at the weapon as if checking to see if she was
serious. “You're not going to pull that trigger.”

“Maybe you'reright.” She shrugged. “Maybe it’ s not me you should be scared of.”
“You talking about that guy back there?” He nodded toward Stephen.
“The former cage fighter? Maybe. But mostly I’'m talking about the government.

When they find out you were complicit in helping a wanted fugitive responsible for
uncountabl e deaths escape the country, then you're going to jail for life too.”



The first touch of doubt entered the pilot’s expression. “Y ou don’t know what you're
talking about.”

“1 don’t know how much Rafferty is paying you,” Heidi continued. “But | hope your
life is worth it. Because you're going to say goodbye to it. The government will find
you, and you' |l pay for your part in this.”

“1I"m not doing anything wrong. | just took ajob.”

“You can keep telling yourself that. | think we both know that isn’t true.” She stared
at the pilot, praying she' d gotten through to him.

They had to get this plane back on the ground.

She prayed things didn’t turn more violent in the process.

Stephen had pushed Rafferty into a seat where he’'d monitor him until they landed.
Rocky was still tied to the handle in the distance, shouting and swearing.

Right now, the situation was under control.

He glanced at Rafferty again and shook his head.

The man was despicable. Selfish. Evil. Stephen couldn’t believe he' d actually worked
for this guy.

Thankfully, he’ d seen the light before it was too late. He only wished he could say the
same for his other former colleagues.

The plane shifted again as it banked right.



Stephen released his breath. Heidi had done it. She'd convinced the pilot to turn
around.

Rafferty’s eyes narrowed. He knew this was all over also, that his grand scheme
wasn't going to work. Maybe he'd finally get the justice he deserved.

Asthey headed back toward the airport, Stephen glanced out the window.

Police cars had pulled up on the tarmac. Some kind of commotion was taking place
near the other airplane. He wasn’'t sure exactly what was happening.

He prayed no one else had been hurt, that they weren’t too late. However, he' d heard
the earlier gunfire. He didn’t know if someone had fired at the commander or if
someone had taken down one of the snipers.

He waited as the plane landed.

As soon asit stopped, police cars surrounded them.

Stephen knew he had alot of explaining to do.

But maybe thiswas dll finally over.
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Heidi ran ahand over her face as exhaustion pressed on her.

The FBI had taken her in for questioning at least three hours ago. She'd lost track of
time since coming to the field office. Needless to say, everyone had endless questions

for her.

She could only imagine Stephen had also been sequestered. She hadn’'t seen him
since the police had arrived on the scene and separated them.

Since then, she' d been trapped in this small room with multiple agents coming in and
out, basically asking the same questions. Her adrenaline had worn off, and fatigue
kicked in.

Now, she just wanted to climb into bed and sleep for afew days.

The important thing was that Rafferty hadn’t gotten away with this. He'd been
stopped in time.

But she hoped that her victory wasn't premature. That Rafferty hadn’'t laid the
groundwork for her and Stephen to somehow still be found guilty in all this. She

didn’t think that was the case, but doubts still lingered in her mind.

She lifted her eyes as the door opened and yet another agent stepped inside. She was



going to have to repeat herself again, wasn't she? How many more times would she
have to go through this?

The agent stared at her before finally announcing, “Y ou’re free to go.”

Her heart lifted. Had she heard him correctly? “Really?’

He nodded. “We verified your story, and it matches with everybody else’s. We may
have more questions for you later, but for now you can go.” He paused. “And thank
you for everything you did.”

She offered a quick smile at his acknowledgement. “What about Rafferty?’

“He's been taken into custody, and he's facing a long list of charges for everything
he' s done. | have no doubt you' Il be called to testify when this goesto trial.”

“I’d be happy to do whatever | can to help.” It didn't matter that the man was her
father. He' d done terrible things, and now he needed to face the consequences.

“We appreciate your cooperation.”

“ And the commander?’ Heidi hoped she wasn’'t pressing her luck by asking too many
guestions.

“Thanks to you, he's still alive. There was an assassination attempt that was thwarted.
However, we believe the commander aso hired people to take out Rafferty and his
men, including you. We're still doing a deep dive into exactly what happened.”

“I’'m sure they told you this all goes back to Project Elevate—a program that the
military sanctioned?’



The agent offered a quick nod. “Believe me, we're looking into al of it. Alan
Larchmont has been abig help to us.”

Heldi released the breath she’d been holding. Thank goodness. Maybe the worst of
thiswas over.

She stood, her limbs shaky. She couldn’t wait to get out of here. However, she didn’t
know exactly how she would leave. Call an Uber? Where would she even go tonight?

She wasn't sure about any of those things. But when she stepped out of the
Interrogation room, her eyes went to someone standing in the hallway waiting for her.

Stephen.

She ran straight into hisarms.

His hug enveloped her, and she melted against him.

“It was you, wasn't it?’ she muttered into his chest, suddenly stiffening.

“What do you mean? I’ve done a lot of things—some | want credit for and others |
don’t.”

Her thoughts raced back to the times she'd been helped without realizing who was
doing so. But now, she redized Stephen’'s woodsy scent had lingered behind
sometimes. She didn’t even make the connection until now that she wasin hisarms.

How could she have missed this earlier?

“Y ou were the one who kept helping me out whenever trouble came my way, weren't
you?’ she practically whispered. “The one | called my guardian angel?’



How could she not have seen this before? Her eyes ssmply hadn’t been open to the
truth. But now she knew.

Long before all this drama broke out, Stephen had always been there.

Even more, he was still here with her now.

“More than anything, I’ ve aways wanted to keep you safe,” Stephen murmured.
“Why didn’t you tell me?’ Heidi stared into his eyes as she waited for him to answer.
Stephen held Heidi tight. If he had hisway, he' d never let go.

Her question lingered in his mind. Why didn’t you tell me?

It was a good question.

He cleared his throat. “I don’t know, really. | guess | knew | wasn’'t in a good place.
But from the moment | met you in the office, I’ve been fascinated. Your exit
interviews were always the highlight of my week.”

“And you never said anything?’

He shrugged. “Thetruthis, | haven't dated much in the past several years because.. . .
no one ever compared to you.”

“Y ou should have told me.”

“I knew | wasn't in the right place to be with anyone, especialy you. | needed to
make things right with myself, with God.”



“But...” Her voice faded.

Probably because she knew his words were true.

He wasn't just talking about his emotional state. There was so much more to it than
that. He' d been broken.

But not any longer. He'd gotten his act together. He knew what was in his power and
what wasn't.

Now that Rafferty was out of his life, he truly had a chance to start fresh. To be his
OWnN person.

He leaned toward Heidi and pressed his lips onto the top of her head. He was no
longer afraid of being the wrong man. Of being someone who could never be enough.

Heldi made him fedl like a new man.

The two of them held each other for several more minutes.

Then Heidi suddenly stiffened. “ The feds aren’t arresting you, are they?’

“No.” He shook his head. “You?’

“No. | think | might have to testify.”

“1 fedl confident the worst of thisis behind us. Now we can start rebuilding.”

“Things could have turned out so differently.” Her voice trembled. “I was so scared
when we were on that plane.”



“1 had you then, and I’ ve got you now.”

She pulled away from his chest and looked into his eyes. His gaze was bloodshot and
watery but strong. “Y ou’ ve aways had my back, haven’'t you?’

“I’ll never stop.” Emotions made his voice hoarse.

As asmile spread across Heidi’ s face, Stephen did what he’ d been wanting to do for a
long time. He cupped her face in his hands and stared deeply into her beautiful green

eyes.

Then he lowered his face until his lips met hers in what he hoped would be the first of
many Kisses.
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CHAPTER
FORTY-FIVE
Two weeks later, Larchmont called everyone for ameeting at his house in Tennessee.

It turned out the place didn’'t belong to him but to Cynthia. It had been easier for him
to come here to recover than to go back to his home in Wyoming.

The whole gang had gathered. Gage. Austin. Trevor. Kai. Severa other operatives
Stephen hadn’t met until today.

Stephen and Heidi were also there.

He was anxious to hear what Larchmont had to say.

Stephen was surprised he'd even been invited since he wasn't part of the original
crew at the Shadow Agency. But apparently after everything that had happened,
Larchmont considered Stephen an honorary member.

The past couple of weeks had been awhirlwind.

Stephen wished he could say al his time had been spent simply being with Heidi and
getting to know her on amore personal level.

Unfortunately, his time had been filled with more questioning and developments.
Heidi had especially been busy since she' d been Rafferty’ s assistant.



As far as Stephen could tell, the scales of justice appeared to be moving forward.
Rafferty was still behind bars. Severa of his men who were involved in the
assassination attempt were also in jail awaiting trial.

Monarch had also been arrested. He' d been playing both sides. As aresult, he’d made
multiple enemies.

Rafferty had caught onto him and cut off contact. Then Monarch had realized the
commander wanted to permanently silence him. In a panic, he'd tried to hire
Blackstone.

He' d aso tried to flee the country but had been stopped.

Commander Davis and Senator Wagner were also being questioned about their rolein
al this. So far, it didn’t appear they’ d done anything wrong.

Stephen had wondered if any of the past missions he' d done for Rafferty would land
him behind bars. He'd wondered about the outcomes. About hidden motives and
secret agendas. Maybe everything hadn’t been on the up-and-up. But he'd been
cleared.

He glanced at Heidi on the couch beside him. She stole a glance at him before
reaching over and lacing her fingers between his.

Such asmall action, yet her touch made him feel like he could conquer the world.

“Thank you to everyone for coming here today.” Larchmont stood in front of them as
they lounged on the couches and chairsin the massive living room.

Cynthia sat in a white leather chair up at the front also, her legs crossed in a demure
fashion as she looked up at her husband and listened to everything he said.



The man was already so much stronger, and his face wasn't as pale. He was
recovering nicely.

“1 know things have been crazy here recently, and | know you all have a lot of
questions,” Larchmont continued. “But | thought that rather than addressing you each
individually, we should have a meeting where | can tell everyone at once.”

Everyone waited for him to continue.

He drew in several breaths, a tortured look in his eyes. “I know | didn't tell you
everything that was going on with Project Elevate. | suppose | thought | was
protecting you by not disclosing everything, but | can clearly see now | was wrong.
Rafferty and | had different visions for what Project Elevate should be, and Rafferty
eventually went off the deep end. When he left, | tried to keep as many of the men
with me as| could. But some chose to go with Rafferty.”

He looked at Stephen, who nodded. His assessment was correct. Rafferty had claimed
the military didn’'t care about them. That leaders were going to ship the guys from
Project Elevate off on impossible missions they were sure not to survive.

He' d insisted that coming with him was the better, more sensible choice. The man
had become a father figure to some of them—a poor representation of a father, but
they’d had no one else.

Rafferty had been very convincing. He' d painted the program and Larchmont in a bad
light.

“| tried to shape the program into what it was originally supposed to be,” Larchmont
paused, his voice becoming garbled with emotion. Cynthia nodded at him, urging him
to go on. After gathering himself another moment, he did. “But then | began to see
the error of our ways. | saw how taking people, no matter how broken, and trying to
make them into a machine-like soldier was wrong. | urged the government to shut the



program down. And they did. That was when | took you guys with me and started the
Shadow Agency. | didn’t want to leave you guys hanging out to dry.”

“Arewe sure it’ s been shut down?” Gage asked.

A shadow passed over Larchmont’'s eyes. “From everything I've been told, it has
been. As of right now, | have no reason to believe Project Elevate is still in
operation.”

But Stephen knew that no one knew about the original program either. If the
government was continuing this program, they wouldn’t tell anyone about it.

The thought left him unsettled.

“If 1 could go back and do things differently, | would,” Larchmont said. “I suppose
hindsight is always twenty-twenty.”

Stephen agreed with that assessment. If only he'd known what Rafferty had been up
to, he wouldn’t have stayed with him for as long as he did.

“The good news is that Rafferty and Commander Billings will be going away for a
long time. The commander knew if Rafferty were to spill the beans about his
involvement in Project Elevate then his senate campaign would be over. That’s why
he decided to try to eliminate Rafferty and anyone affiliated with him.” Larchmont
glanced at Heidi. “That’s where you came in. That's why Beau and Donald were both
killed. That’s why Billings sent those men to kill you as well.”

Heidi cast a grateful smile at Stephen. “If you hadn’t been there, then | would be
dead.”

Stephen squeezed her hand harder, not liking that thought.



“Rafferty found out about what was going on and decided to get revenge,” Larchmont
said. “He arranged the assassination attempt on the commander, and he was going to
flee the country.”

“And leave the rest of his guys behind,” Stephen added.

“Rafferty tends to only think about himself.” Larchmont paused and drew in another
breath as if shifting his thoughts. “And that leaves us where we are now. With
everything that's happened, | understand if you all want to leave the Shadow
Agency.”

“Is there anything else we need to know?” Austin asked.

Larchmont shook his head. “I’ ve told you everything | know. No more secrets.”
Silence stretched a moment.

Then Gage said, “I’'m still in. Aslong aswe aren’t left in the dark anymore.”
“Youwon't be,” Larchmont assured them.

One by one, the rest of the operatives agreed.

Larchmont’ s gaze stopped on Stephen. “1 know you’ re our newest member. What are
you thinking?”

Stephen didn’'t have to think long. “I’d be honored to serve aongside all of you.”

Relief swept across Larchmont’ s face.

Then he turned toward Heidi. “And | understand that you’ re going to be looking for a
job aso.”



She nodded. “1 will be.”

“You'll always have one here if you'd like one. As you know, we're usually based
out of Michigan. But we could arrange for you to have an office wherever you're
comfortable. We just opened the satellite office in DC as well. | generaly split my
time between Wyoming and Michigan.” He glanced around the spacious ranch-style
home. “Thisiswhere | come when | need to get away fromit all.”

“1 think | could do that.” Heidi squeezed Stephen’s hand as if to let him know that
wherever he was that was where she would be a so.

Maybe this nightmare was over.

And now they would al have anew start.

Thank you for reading Shadow Survivor . If you enjoyed this book, please consider
leaving areview.



