
  
    [image: Last One Standing]
  


  
    
      Last One Standing

      
        Ariana Jones

        Book 8

      

    

    
      
        Stacy Claflin

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Stacy Claflin]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        LAST ONE STANDING

        ARIANA JONES #8

        by Stacy Claflin

        http://www.stacyclaflin.com

      

      

      

      
        
        Copyright ©2026 Stacy Claflin. All rights reserved.

        ©Cover Design: Didi Wahyudi

        Edited by Staci Troilo

      

      

      

      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, businesses, events, or locales is purely coincidental or used fictitiously. The author has taken great liberties with locales including the creation of fictional towns.

      

        

      
        Reproduction in whole or part of this publication without express written consent is strictly prohibited. Do not upload or distribute ebook version anywhere.

      

        

      
        Receive free books from the author sign up here: https://stacyclaflin.com/newsletter/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

    

    
      
        Books by Stacy Claflin

      

      
        About Stacy Claflin

      

      
        Find Me

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The man had chosen the table three days ago. Not this exact one, but the section, the angle, the line of sight to the corner booth by the window. He’d come in twice before, ordered coffee, watched the rhythm of the place. Noted who sat where, how long people stayed. Clocked which server drifted, which moved with purpose.

      Because patterns mattered.

      His time and effort had paid off. Tonight, the table was exactly what he needed.

      He sat alone, a glass of red wine untouched in front of him, a folded menu resting neatly beside his hand. To anyone looking, he was waiting for someone who was late.

      But he wasn’t.

      Across the room, Damon Jones laughed at something his wife Ariana said.

      The man didn’t look at them directly. The reflection in the window behind the bar gave him everything he needed.

      Ariana leaned forward slightly when she spoke, one hand wrapped loosely around her glass. Damon watched her the way people did when they forgot the rest of the room existed.

      Unstructured attention. Unprotected.

      The server approached their table.

      Damon ordered first. Ariana added something, then changed her mind halfway through and laughed at herself. It was a small, unguarded moment most people wouldn’t think twice about.

      The man did. He noticed it the same way he did everything else. Speech patterns, body language, and the timing of reactions.

      He took a long, slow sip of wine.

      Damon reached across the table to brush his thumb lightly against Ariana’s wrist as he spoke with her, a look of pure adoration on his face.

      She returned a nearly identical expression.

      It would be sweet if he believed in romance.

      The man counted the exits. Front, side hallway to the restrooms, kitchen door swinging open and closed at irregular intervals.

      He’d walked the perimeter earlier. Considered the blind spots, confirmed how long it took for a car to move from the curb to the intersection at this time of night. His focus returned to the couple’s reflection.

      Damon was speaking now. More seriously than before.

      Ariana listened.

      There it was. A shift. Subtle, but present.

      He leaned back slightly in his chair and studied Damon’s posture.

      The way his shoulders held tension just beneath the surface. His gaze moved around, not erratic, not anxious, but aware.

      Damon Jones was someone who paid attention to his surroundings. Not a natural instinct. He’d learned that vigilance.

      Interesting.

      The man let that settle. Then he pulled his phone from his jacket pocket. Not to use. Just to hold.

      Another “habit” he’d copied, indicative of most others in the room. Helped him blend in, provided an additional layer of normalcy.

      Ariana said something that made Damon smile again, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes this time.

      He noticed that too.

      The duality. The performance and the fracture beneath it.

      He’d read the reports. Watched the interviews. Read their books and listened to the podcast episodes late at night, headphones on, eyes closed, mapping the cadence of Damon’s voice against older recordings that existed in much quieter, more restricted archives.

      The son of Cal Jones, notorious serial killer.

      A fact neither of them had mentioned. Not once.

      Another interesting fact to note as they sat in a booth, eating dinner, pretending to be an ordinary couple.

      The man’s mouth curved slightly. Not mocking, but appreciative. There was something elegant about their attempt. The creation of a self.

      How much of the careful construct did Damon believe?

      Ariana reached for Damon’s hand. Held it for just a second. Let it go.

      He watched the empty space where their fingers had intertwined.

      Connection and leverage.

      Not yet. But soon.

      He set down his glass with care.

      The decision had already been made before he walked in tonight.

      This wasn’t about whether. It was about when.

      And how.

      Damon leaned back in his chair, glancing briefly toward the bar.

      For a fraction of a second, his gaze passed over the room.

      No recognition or hesitation. Just another stranger in a public space.

      The man held still anyway. A practiced stillness. He was practically invisible.

      Just the way he wanted it.

      Damon and Ariana’s conversation resumed.

      The man exhaled slowly. Satisfied.

      He reached for the check. No need to linger.

      Not tonight.

      As he rose, he allowed himself one direct look.

      For just a moment.

      Damon mid-sentence.

      Ariana smiling.

      A life in motion.

      He adjusted his jacket, turned, then walked into the night, already several figurative steps ahead of them both.
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      Ariana laughed mid-sentence and had to stop the recording. “Damon.” She twisted in her chair toward the kitchen. “I can hear you.”

      “You can’t hear me.” The cabinet squeaked as it closed. “I’m being very quiet.”

      “You are not being quiet.”

      “I’m being moderately quiet.”

      She shook her head, still smiling, and hit record again. She got through her intro, wrapped the segment, then stopped the audio before swiveling fully to face him.

      Dressed in an old sweatshirt with cracked lettering—a favorite of his she kept threatening to throw away—he leaned against the kitchen counter, holding two mugs like a peace offering. “I made coffee.” He crossed the room then set hers on the desk beside her. It was decaf, the good kind, with the oat milk she liked. “I feel like that should cancel out whatever I just did.”

      “It might.” She wrapped both hands around the mug. “I’ll let you know.”

      He dropped a kiss on top of her head then settled on the couch with his laptop. After pulling up their latest episode edit, he stared at the screen with a focused quiet that meant he was actually working and not letting his thoughts wander. He tended to spend more time preparing than actual working, but that made everything so much better at the end of the day.

      She turned back to her own screen. Ari had recorded countless intros and outros with him clattering around in the background—so many she’d stopped apologizing to their editor for the audio cleanup it occasionally required. It was just how they worked.

      Outside the window, the neighborhood was gray and still, with the last traces of winter stubbornly holding on. Someone’s recycling bin had blown into the street. A dog walker passed on the sidewalk, tugging the pet away from investigating the receptacle.

      Ariana rested a hand briefly on her stomach, a habit she’d developed. Twenty weeks. She was officially halfway through the pregnancy. The number still caught her off guard sometimes—not in a frightening way, but in the way that certain things refused to feel entirely real even when they obviously were.

      Everything was good, yet feeling too content made some old and cautious part of her nervous. Like she was holding something beautiful in cupped hands and trying very hard not to look down.

      “You’re staring at nothing again,” Damon said without looking up.

      “I’m thinking.”

      “Same difference.” But his voice was warm.

      She threw a pen cap at him. He caught it without looking, which was annoying, and she turned back to her work. Before long, she had a solid draft of her intro script. Because Damon had his earbuds in and was fully immersed in his work, she opted not to interrupt him. Instead, she stretched, walked to the kitchen, then refilled her mug.

      Ariana looked through the window above the sink. Across the street, Rita’s lights were on. They always were now, the whole house blazing at all hours the way newborn life demanded. Ari made a mental note to drop off more food later.

      Her phone buzzed on the counter. A news alert about some true crime story she’d flagged for research. She dismissed it then set the phone face down.

      She’d been doing that more lately. Turning screens over, closing browser tabs, putting distance between herself and the darker material their work required. She wasn’t sure if it was the pregnancy or just a quiet instinct she’d stopped arguing with. Either way, Damon hadn’t commented on it. He noticed everything and said nothing, which was its own kind of kindness.

      She was still standing at the window when something caught her attention.

      A car on the street she didn’t recognize. Dark, parked just past Rita’s driveway, engine off. Nothing about it suggested a reason for her to be alarmed. Neighbors entertained guests, and people made wrong turns in the gated neighborhood.

      But something about it didn’t sit right.

      Then again, Ari was a true crime podcaster. She’d been abducted both as a child and an adult. Finding normal things suspicious was her thing. And now she had a baby to protect, so her instincts were on high alert and her paranoia was on overdrive.

      When they were house hunting, the safety features of Rosy Hills helped convince her they’d found the perfect place to build their new home. She loved that it was a gated community. That the security guards knew everyone by name. That it gave her the sense of being tucked away from the rest of the world, a feeling she’d probably always crave.

      The car still didn’t move.

      “Hey.” Damon appeared beside her, close enough that she jolted. He pulled out one earbud. “Sorry. You okay?”

      “Fine.” She nodded toward the window. “Do you recognize that car?”

      He looked. “No. Why?”

      “No reason.” She turned from the window then picked up her mug. “What do you want for lunch?”

      He accepted the subject change the way he always did, without making her explain it. She loved that about him. Loved a lot of things about him. So many, she sometimes caught herself cataloging his positive traits the way people double-checked something valuable was still where they’d left it.

      By the time they’d settled on lunch, the car was gone.

      She should put it out of her mind, but it only burrowed deeper into her thoughts. There was something about it that just wouldn’t let go.
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      Damon listened to the same sixty seconds of audio four times and still couldn’t tell if the background hiss was a recording issue or something on their end. He pulled out his earbuds, set them on the couch cushion beside him. Rolled his neck and shoulders.

      The episode was good. One of their best. Ariana had been on a streak lately, her instincts sharper than ever, her delivery finding a new ease their audience had noticed and responded to enthusiastically. The comments had been full of excitement. People felt it when something shifted in a host they’d followed for a while.

      He put his earbuds back in, made an edit, flagged two other spots, then moved on.

      At the desk across the room, Ariana scribbled in her notebook. She ignored her coffee the way she always did when focusing on something. Her hair was pulled up, revealing her slender neck. She had one pen behind her ear and another in her hand, which meant she’d forgotten about the first one.

      He almost mentioned it. Didn’t. Just smiled and enjoyed the moment. Being able to work from home together was a gift he’d promised himself never to take for granted—something he’d seen go awry for other couples.

      Some friends of theirs around the corner had just split up after she found a love note from another woman in her husband’s drawer. Damon had noticed a change long before that. His friend had stopped appreciating the little things, and it seemed that had been the start of the end for them. He never wanted anything to come between him and Ariana, especially another woman. He loved her too much to even dream of hurting her in such a cruel manner. He’d rather walk away honestly than deceive and betray her like that. Not that any other woman would even be able to tempt him, as he had the wife of his dreams.

      His phone screen lit up. A phone call.

      Frederico. His father’s attorney.

      Damon nearly dropped the mug in his hand. He set it down and answered, keeping his voice low out of habit. He didn’t like disturbing Ariana when she was focused.

      “Hey.” He kept his tone steady, though his heart raced. “What’s up, Frederico?”

      “Damon.” Frederico’s voice also sounded measured. “Do you have a few minutes?”

      “Sure.” He moved to the front of the house, out of Ariana’s hearing even if she removed her headphones. “What’s going on?”

      A beat of silence passed. “I’ve been made aware of some inquiries about Cal’s network.”

      Damon’s hand tightened slightly around the phone. “What kind of inquiries?”

      “The quiet kind. Which is the kind worth paying attention to.” Another pause. “Someone has been asking questions about the structure of what Cal built. Who the key players were, how it operated. That alone wouldn’t necessarily concern me…”

      “But?”

      “Some of the questions have been about you specifically.”

      He didn’t move. “Who?”

      “I don’t have a name yet. I’m working on it.” Frederico’s tone managed to tense even more. “What I can tell you is this person has access to information that isn’t public. Details about Cal that didn’t make it into the court records or the press coverage. And…”

      “What?”

      “Your name came up.”

      Damon’s stomach knotted and he stared at the floor. “How long has this been going on?”

      “A few months, from what I can piece together. It only recently came to my attention through a contact. I don’t want to alarm you unnecessarily, but I’m calling so you can be aware. Keep your eyes open.”

      “I always do.” He couldn’t keep the ruefulness out of his tone. There wasn’t a moment that passed where he could truly forget about being the son of a notorious serial killer.

      From the other room Ariana laughed at something, bright and easy, the sound carrying clearly through the quiet house.

      Damon straightened up. “Okay, thanks for the heads up.”

      “I’ll be in touch when I know more. In the meantime, make sure Ariana knows about this.”

      “No.”

      “Damon—”

      “She’s twenty weeks pregnant, Frederico. The last thing she needs is stress. Things are finally back to normal after that whole ordeal when we were snowed in at the abandoned hospital. I won’t upset her now, especially if this turns out to be nothing. I’ll handle things.”

      The lawyer was quiet for a moment. “That’s your call to make.” His voice shifted, something underneath the careful, professional tone that sounded like genuine concern. “Let me know if you notice anything out of the ordinary.”

      “I will.” Damon ended the call. He stood at the window for a moment, phone still in his hand, listening to Ariana’s outro recording wrap up.

      It was fine. Frederico was cautious by nature. That was what made him a good, and occasionally exhausting, lawyer. Someone making inquiries wasn’t the same as someone making moves. People were always curious about Cal Jones. His infamous father had attracted theorists, obsessives, and occasionally, the unhinged.

      It came with the territory. Damon knew that better than anyone.

      But something else about the call left him unsettled. Frederico didn’t rattle easily. In the years Damon had known him, he’d delivered genuinely bad news with the calm of someone reading a grocery list. This morning his voice had been different. Cautious in a way that was different from the usual.

      Be aware. Keep your eyes open.

      He would. Everything was fine. It was probably nothing, anyway. He shoved the thoughts from his mind and joined Ari, careful not to make any noise.

      She glanced up from her notebook. “Is everything okay?”

      He nodded at her head, forcing a smile. “You have two pens.”

      Ariana reached up, found the one behind her ear, then looked at it like it had appeared there without her knowledge. “Huh.”

      A smile tugged at his mouth.

      After tucking it into the notebook coil, she resumed writing.

      Damon went back to the audio. The phone sat where it was, and he didn’t look at it again.

      But he couldn’t forget it was there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Ariana reached the restaurant first. She was in the middle of texting Maya to let her know, when Maya slid into the seat across from her, looking entirely unbothered, unwrapping her scarf with the energy of someone who hadn’t just made a hungry pregnant woman wait a few extra minutes.

      “I’m only two minutes late,” Maya said.

      “Four.”

      “You’re counting?”

      Ariana smiled. “When I’m this hungry. You look nice.”

      Maya always did, effortlessly, in the way that was slightly annoying and also one of the things Ariana liked best about her. She’d pulled her hair back and was wearing a new jacket.

      “New coat?”

      Maya glanced down at it. “Thrifted. Eight dollars.”

      “Stop.”

      “I know.” She picked up the menu, although she usually ordered the same thing.

      “Where’s Liv?” Ariana asked.

      “She promised to come by if she got a break, but I don’t think she will. Mr. Mason had a long list today.”

      Ariana nodded knowingly. “He always has a list.”

      “Liv doesn’t mind.” Maya set the menu down. “She loves helping him.”

      The waiter took their orders after dropping off a basket of bread. Ariana snatched a piece of bread before it fully landed on the table. Pregnancy hunger was no joke.

      “How are you feeling?” Maya asked. “Actually feeling, not the version you tell everyone else.”

      Ariana considered the question. “Good. Tired but good. The baby was moving a lot last night, which is wonderful but also means I didn’t sleep much.”

      “Did you let Damon sleep through it?”

      She took another piece of bread. “He was out cold. I considered waking him up out of principle but decided against it.”

      “Very mature of you.”

      “I have my moments.”

      Maya grinned and leaned back in her chair. “He’s doing good?”

      “Yeah, I think so. He’s been a little quiet this week.”

      “How so?”

      Ari reached for her water. “It’s probably nothing. He gets in his head sometimes and isn’t always easy to read—even with as long as we’ve known each other.”

      “Since high school, right?”

      A smile tugged on her lips. “He was tutoring me. The hot older guy.”

      “Really?” Maya leaned forward. “Tell me more.”

      Ariana debated how much to divulge. The age difference was one thing, but the rest of it was creeping into dangerous territory. Cal Jones had ordered his son to make friends with Ariana, the daughter of a cop. He hadn’t intended on the two of them falling for each other. But that was exactly what had happened, and they were still together all these years later… and about ready to have a baby.

      The grandchild of a notorious serial killer. She shoved that thought aside, as she did every other time it popped into her mind. That horrible man was dead and had no way of reentering their lives.

      After what little she’d seen of Cal Jones, she was glad about that. His death gave Damon a chance to move on. Living in the Rosy Hills gated community had been the perfect starting over point for them, even if trouble seemed to find them there. At least nobody knew about their relation to Cal. With the last name Jones, nobody ever linked them to the killer.

      Maya was still looking at her expectantly, so Ari talked about how their tutoring sessions morphed into dates, and how taken she had been by Damon.

      Her friend smiled but didn’t have time to say anything before the food arrived. They talked about Rita and the new baby waking her every two hours. Grayson tried to help but mostly just hovered.

      “Last night, Rita told him if he asked her one more time if she needed anything, she was going to need him to leave the room.”

      Ariana laughed. “She didn’t mean it.”

      “Oh, she meant it.” Maya pointed her fork. “She just didn’t mean it meanly.”

      “There’s a difference.”

      “There’s a big difference.”

      They split the check then walked out into the gray February afternoon. The street was quiet. A few other lunch spots had people coming and going, breaths visible in the cold winter air.

      Maya’s Audi was parked at the curb. She hit the locks then paused, looking past Ariana’s shoulder. “Do you know that car?”

      Dark, parked halfway up the block, engine off. It was the same one that had been across the street from her house. She was almost certain.

      Her stomach tingled, but not in a good way. “Should I?”

      “I thought the guy inside was staring at us.” Maya pulled her door open. “But he was probably just looking at the shop behind us. Look at me being paranoid.”

      “Right.” Ari forced a laugh. “Text me later?”

      “Of course.”

      After Maya pulled away, Ari walked to her own car without looking back at the dark vehicle on the street. She didn’t need to. The hairs rising on the back of her neck told her the driver was watching her.

      Ariana knew that feeling all too well.

      On the drive home, she told herself it was nothing. Pregnancy made everything feel heightened. Her instincts had always run hot, and she’d learned over the years to fact-check them before taking them seriously.

      She pulled into her driveway. Cut the engine. Sat for a moment.

      It was nothing. Just two different cars in different locations.

      But as she headed inside, she had the feeling of being watched again.
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      Nadia moved without being noticed—not something she had always known how to do but something she had been taught through repetition, correction, and consequence until the lesson burrowed beneath the skin and became instinct.

      Now she practically floated through rooms, barely present.

      She cleared the breakfast dishes from the dining room without making a sound. Lifted one porcelain plate at a time so they wouldn’t clink. Silverware stacked carefully so it wouldn’t slide. The linen napkin refolded though destined for the laundry.

      She carried everything to the kitchen in one trip. Two trips meant twice the exposure.

      Twice the chance of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Of being seen when she couldn’t risk visibility.

      The large, quiet house was full of heavy doors, thick rugs, and walls that swallowed echoes whole. Like the outside world was being kept out.

      Or something inside was being kept in.

      She had long ago stopped trying to decide which.

      From somewhere down the hall came the low murmur of a phone conversation. His voice was calm and measured.

      Nadia didn’t listen. That was dangerous. She’d learned what she heard could tangle itself inside her thoughts. What she knew would flicker across her face at the wrong moment.

      Curiosity was a luxury she couldn’t afford.

      She rinsed the dishes. Dried her hands. Checked the clock above the stove.

      Two hours until lunch. Then the afternoon rooms, dinner prep, and whatever else came up. Because something always required immediate attention and quiet compliance.

      Her job was simple—handle it without complaint, without question, and disappear in between.

      She was very good at her job.

      The phone call ended, and silence stretched across the house.

      Footsteps moved down the hall toward the kitchen.
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