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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Garrett

      The Last Stand Bar & Grille

      Blackridge, Montana

      

      Navy SEAL Commander Garrett Cross was three whiskeys in when the person who was about to change his life forever sat on the barstool next to him.

      He didn’t look up from the amber liquid he’d been nursing for the past twenty minutes. The Last Stand wasn’t the kind of place where strangers made conversation. It was where you came to be left alone with your demons and a bottle.

      Garrett had plenty of demons.

      The jukebox in the corner played something country and melancholic. A handful of locals occupied tables near the back, their voices a low murmur beneath the music. Jake, the bartender, knew better than to ask if Garrett wanted another. He’d pour when the glass was empty. Until then, he stayed on the other end of the bar, polishing glasses that didn’t need polishing.

      The September evening had cooled after a warm day, the kind of temperature that reminded you fall was coming to Montana, whether you were ready or not. Through the window on his left, Garrett could see the sun setting behind the mountains, painting the sky in shades of orange and purple.

      He didn’t give a shit about the sunset.

      Eighteen months since the Navy had kicked him out for doing their dirty work. Eighteen months of wondering if the kill had been worth his career, his reputation, his entire life.

      It had been. He’d do it again.

      That’s why he was here, drinking cheap whiskey in a nowhere town, instead of leading his team on some op halfway around the world.

      The door opened, letting in a gust of cool air that carried the scent of pine and approaching cold nights. Garrett’s old instincts fired before his brain caught up. In the mirror behind the bar, he catalogued the newcomer while appearing as if he didn’t care.

      Female. Five-three, maybe five-four in the heels clicking across the worn wooden floor. Expensive perfume—something subtle that didn’t belong in a dive bar. Designer coat. East Coast money, judging by the way she carried herself.

      And she was walking straight toward him.

      Shit.

      The woman slid onto the stool next to him without asking permission. Up close, she was mid-thirties with dark hair pulled back, intelligent brown eyes that assessed him the way he’d just evaluated her, and a wedding ring on her left hand.

      Jake appeared, eyebrows raised. “What can I get you?”

      “Water, please.” Her voice confirmed the East Coast thing. Cultured. Confident. “With lemon, if you have it.”

      Jake nodded and disappeared to get her order. The woman settled into her seat, crossed her legs, and waited.

      Garrett didn’t acknowledge her presence. If she wanted something, she could start the conversation. He felt the itch to move to a booth. To get away from her. But he wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of causing him to so much as twitch. He went back to his whiskey.

      Thirty seconds of silence. A full minute. Two.

      Finally, “Garrett Cross?”

      He didn’t answer. Took another drink instead.

      “I’m Dr. Genevieve Montgomery.”

      “Not interested.”

      “You don’t even know what I’m offering.”

      “I know I don’t want it.” He still hadn’t looked at her.

      She made a soft sound that might have been amusement. From the corner of his eye, he watched her pull a folder from the leather bag she’d set on the floor. She placed it on the bar between them, her movements unhurried.

      He didn’t look at it. She opened it anyway. The photograph on top made ice slide down his spine.

      It showed the Colombian jungle. Tactical gear. Him.

      The dead body of a serial killer.

      Everything in him went utterly still. That photo shouldn’t exist. The mission had been off the books, the evidence scrubbed, the witnesses paid off. He’d covered his tracks so thoroughly that his own command couldn’t prove what he’d done.

      But here it was. Proof.

      His hand tightened on the glass. Every muscle in his body tensed, his internal threat assessment cranking into overdrive.

      Who the hell is she? Who does she work for?

      “Colombia,” she said, her tone conversational. “Eighteen months ago. You went off-mission for twelve hours.”

      Garrett said nothing.

      “Local women were disappearing from villages near your operational area. Turning up dead. Tortured.” She paused. “You tracked the killer to his compound in the jungle.”

      His gut cramped. “You telling me or asking me?”

      “I’m telling you I know what you did. And I know you left no evidence.”

      Except that damned photo she had. He finally looked at her. Really looked. Those intelligent eyes were steady on his face, reading him the way a psychologist reads patients. No fear or judgment. Just calm assessment.

      “Then you don’t know anything,” he said.

      A small smile touched her lips. “I know you killed a predator the Colombian authorities couldn’t touch because of political connections. I know you saved lives that night. And I know your command suspected what you’d done but couldn’t prove it, so they branded you a rogue operative and cut you loose.” She leaned forward slightly. “I also know you’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

      Garrett picked up his glass, finished the whiskey in one swallow. The burn down his throat was familiar. Comforting. “What do you want, Doc? I’m not interested in therapy.”

      “Good, because I’m not offering it.” She slid another photograph toward him. “I’m offering you this.”

      Professional headshot of a woman with the US flag behind her. FBI credentials visible. A woman with brunette hair pulled back, serious blue eyes, and the kind of beauty that came with competence and intelligence.

      The eyes and the name on the badge stopped his heart.

      Special Agent Claire Dawson.

      Time stopped.

      The bar faded. The music disappeared. Everything narrowed to that photograph and the name beneath it.

      Claire Josephine Dawson. Lily’s best friend, CJ.

      He couldn’t breathe for a second. His hand, still on the bar, had gone numb. Every nerve in his body fired at once—recognition, shock, and something that felt uncomfortably like panic.

      He hadn’t seen her in fifteen years. Not since Lily’s funeral. Not since she’d looked at him with those guilt-stricken blue eyes and whispered ‘I’m sorry’ over and over until he’d had to walk away before he broke down in front of everyone.

      She’d been fourteen. Skinny, with a broken arm in a cast, a concussion, and tears that wouldn’t stop. Just a kid who’d tried to save his sister and failed.

      Now she was an FBI agent.

      Jesus Christ.

      “You know her.” Not a question. A statement.

      Garrett forced himself to swallow. Forced his voice to work. “What about her?”

      “She’s in trouble. The kind of trouble the FBI can’t handle through official channels.”

      He dragged his gaze from the photo to the woman beside him. “The Feds have more than enough resources.”

      “Not the kind I have.” She paused. “Correction. Not like you and I both have.”

      What the hell did she want from him? “I’m retired.”

      “You’re thirty-three years old and drinking yourself to death in Montana.” Her voice was gentle but firm. “That’s not retirement. That’s surrender.”

      The words hit harder than they should have. Garrett looked away, back to Claire’s photo. FBI agent—she’d made something of herself. Built a career hunting predators.

      Just like he had. “Why are you showing me this?”

      Dr. Montgomery pulled out more photographs. Crime scene photos. Three women, all brunette, all with similar features.

      All dead.

      “Claire is being stalked,” she said quietly. “The pattern matches these three victims. All were contacted by the stalker weeks before they were killed. All were taunted. All died within days after the final message.”

      Garrett’s tactical mind engaged despite himself. He studied the photos, seeing what the psychologist wanted him to see. The similarities. The escalation. The methodical patience of a predator who planned every move.

      These women looked like Claire. One of them could have been her.

      His knuckles had gone white on the edge of the bar.

      “FBI has behavioral analysts,” he said, his voice rougher than it should be. “Protective details.”

      “They’re protecting her. Officially. By the book.” Dr. Montgomery tapped one of the crime scene photos. “This predator isn’t playing by that book. He’s organized, patient, and he’s been watching Claire for months. Maybe years.”

      “What makes you think I can stop him?”

      “Because you’ve done it before. Without permission. Without rules.” She tapped the Colombia photo. “You hunt monsters, Garrett. That’s what you’re good at.”

      “I’m done hunting.”

      “Are you?” She held his gaze. “Or are you just hiding?”

      Jake set her water in front of her and disappeared again, sensing the tension radiating from Garrett. Smart man.

      Claire’s serious blue eyes stared at him from the photo. She was professional. Composed. Nothing like the terrified fourteen-year-old he remembered.

      But somewhere behind that FBI agent’s mask, she was still CJ. Still Lily’s best friend and the girl who’d fought a killer with a broken arm and survived.

      “Tell me about Shadow Force International,” he said.

      If Dr. Montgomery was surprised he knew the name, she didn’t show it. She did seem to choose her words carefully. “We handle private security and intelligence operations for clients who need discretion.”

      “Private military.”

      “That’s the public face.” She straightened slightly. “My branch, Shadow Point Security, is different. It’s a new unit within SFI. We specialize in domestic threats—predators that law enforcement can’t shut down fast enough. Serial killers. Stalkers. Traffickers. The monsters hiding in plain sight.”

      “Vigilante justice.”

      “Preemptive, you might say. Justice that gets results.” She met his eyes. “You believe in that. You proved it in Colombia.”

      “And it cost me my career.”

      “I’m offering you a new one. One where doing the right thing doesn’t get you court-martialed.” She pulled a white business card from her pocket and set it on top of Claire’s photo. “I need a tactical commander for Shadow Point. Someone who understands how predators think. Someone who won’t hesitate to cross lines when necessary.”

      “Someone expendable if it all goes sideways.”

      “Someone capable.” She stood, smoothing her coat. “Claire doesn’t have much time. Days, maybe. The stalker sent his first direct message three days ago. His previous victims were dead within a week of first contact.”

      Garrett’s stomach went cold. Three days.

      “The FBI knows she’s next,” she continued. “They’ve assigned a protective detail. They’re doing everything by the book. But this predator has already circumvented their security twice. Left messages for Claire where no one should have been able to reach her.”

      She picked up her bag, left cash on the bar for the water she hadn’t touched.

      “When you change your mind—and you will—call that number.” She nodded to the business card. “My office is in town. I’ll be there tomorrow morning. Eight a.m.”

      “I’m not coming.”

      “Yes, you are.” She smiled, but there was something sad in it. “Because you can’t live with another failure. And if Claire Dawson ends up dead while you’re hiding in this bar, you’ll never forgive yourself.”

      She stopped for a moment and patted his shoulder. “I did my research on you, Garrett. I know about Lily. I know Claire was her best friend. And I know that’s why you’ll show up tomorrow.”

      She strode to the door. Another gust of cool September air rushed in, then disappeared.

      Garrett sat frozen, staring at the photographs. The three dead women. The Colombia mission. Claire’s FBI badge.

      I know about Lily.

      His hands shook.

      He grabbed the folder, shoved everything back inside. The white business card fell out, landing face-up next to his empty glass. No name or company logo. Just a phone number and address.

      He should burn it. Should walk out of this bar, drive to his cabin, and forget Dr. Genevieve Montgomery and her Shadow Point Security team existed.

      But Claire’s photo was staring up at him from inside the folder.

      Those blue eyes that had been full of guilt at Lily’s funeral. That had silently asked Bobby for forgiveness. Bobby—the name she’d known him by—hadn’t been able to give it. That had haunted him every day for fifteen years.

      “Fuck,” Garrett muttered.

      Jake materialized. “Another?”

      Garrett looked at his empty glass. Looked at the folder. Looked at the door.

      I can’t. I failed Lily. I can’t face CJ.

      Bobby couldn’t save his sister. Garrett couldn’t save Claire.

      But the memory came anyway. Always did, especially when the whiskey wasn’t working.

      Lily at ten years old, making him promise. “If anything ever happens to me, Bobby, you’ll take care of CJ, right?”

      “Nothing’s going to happen to you, Lil.”

      “But if it does. Promise.”

      “I promise.”

      Eight years later, he’d broken that promise. Stood at his sister’s grave while CJ cried, apologized, and blamed herself for surviving.

      He'd enlisted the next day. Became Garrett Cross—his father's surname, his first name. No more Bobby. He became someone strong enough, lethal enough, skilled enough that he'd never fail to protect someone who needed it again.

      And now CJ needed protection.

      “No thanks,” he told Jake. He threw money on the bar, grabbed his jacket and the folder, and headed for the door.

      Outside, the evening had cooled further. The parking lot gravel crunched under his boots as he walked to his beat-up Ford. Above, stars were beginning to appear in the darkening sky. Montana stars, brilliant and endless without light pollution to dim them.

      He got in the truck. Didn’t start it. Just sat there with the folder on the passenger seat and his hands on the steering wheel.

      Through the bar window, he could see Jake collecting glasses. A couple at one of the back tables laughing at something. Normal people living normal lives.

      Garrett hadn’t been normal since Lily died.

      Dr. Montgomery’s words echoed in his head. You’re thirty-three years old and drinking yourself to death in Montana. That’s not retirement. That’s surrender.

      She was right. He’d been surrendering for eighteen months. Hiding. Running from the ghosts that followed him from Colombia, from the Teams, from the life he’d built after Lily.

      But he couldn’t run from this.

      He opened the folder again. Claire’s photo was on top. Professional. Competent. Alive.

      For now.

      She had days, maybe.

      His jaw clenched. His hands tightened on the steering wheel until his knuckles cracked.

      Three women were dead. Claire was next. And somewhere out there under the same stars was a stalker who’d been watching her for months. FBI protection that wasn’t good enough.

      And Lily’s plea echoing across fifteen years. Take care of CJ.

      He’d failed once. Lily was dead because he hadn’t been there, hadn’t protected her, hadn’t been strong enough or fast enough or good enough.

      But Claire was still alive.

      And Dr. Montgomery was right—he couldn’t live with himself if he let her die too.

      “Goddammit,” Garrett said to the empty truck.

      He pulled out his phone. Looked at the business card Dr. Montgomery had left. Looked at Claire’s photo.

      Lily’s voice in his head: Promise.

      “I promise, Lil,” he whispered.

      Pocketing his phone, he started the truck. He didn’t drive toward his cabin in the woods. Instead, he headed toward the address on the card.

      The office on Main Street was small, discreet. Most people probably thought it was just another boring security company.

      The lights were still on in the second-floor windows. Garrett parked across the street and stared up at them. Dr. Montgomery was up there, waiting. Knowing he’d come.

      I did my research on you, Garrett.

      She’d played him perfectly. Showed him the Colombia photo to prove she had leverage. Showed him Claire to prove she had bait. Told him about Lily to prove she knew exactly which buttons to push.

      And it had worked.

      Because at the end of the day, he wasn’t Bobby anymore—the kid who’d failed his sister. He was Garrett Cross. Former SEAL. Predator hunter. The man who’d crossed every line in Colombia to stop a monster.

      And he’d cross them again to keep Claire Dawson alive.

      Even if she never knew Bobby was the one protecting her.

      He grabbed the folder, got out of the truck, and crossed the street. The door to the building was unlocked. Stairs led up to the second floor. At the top, a frosted glass door was devoid of any title or name.

      Covert as hell. Fine, then.

      He didn’t knock. Just opened the door and walked in.

      A reception desk sat empty. Down a short hall, he saw the lights on. He moved quietly and found Dr. Montgomery behind a desk, reading something on her computer. She looked up when he entered, and her expression didn’t change. “Commander Cross,” she said. “Sooner than I expected. Come in. Sit.”

      Garrett dropped the folder on her desk. Claire’s photo slid out, face-up.

      “I have conditions,” he said.

      She leaned back in her chair and removed her reading glasses. Two tiny parakeets fluttered in a large cage behind her. A small smile played over her lips. “I’m listening.”
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      Claire

      Washington, D.C.

      10:47 p.m.

      

      Special Agent Claire Dawson had spent five years hunting predators. She refused to become prey.

      The three women staring back at her from the computer screen hadn’t had a choice. Sarah Mitchell, thirty-one. Rebecca Torres, twenty-eight. Amanda Greenwood, thirty-three. All blonde. All with careers in law enforcement or victim advocacy. All dead within a week of receiving their stalker’s first direct message.

      Claire’s own FBI photo sat in the fourth position on her screen.

      She leaned back in her desk chair, the squeak of worn leather loud in the nearly empty office. She was the only agent still at her desk in the Behavioral Analysis Unit. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting everything in that particular shade of institutional white that made late nights feel even longer.

      Her coffee had gone cold an hour ago. She didn’t care.

      The pattern was there. She could feel it, just out of reach. Something that connected these women beyond the obvious similarities. Something the stalker saw that made them targets.

      Survivors. They were all survivors.

      Sarah Mitchell had escaped an abusive relationship. Rebecca Torres had fought off a carjacker. Amanda Greenwood had been sexually assaulted in college and testified against her attacker.

      And Claire... Claire had survived the night Lily died.

      Her hand moved unconsciously to the scar on her left forearm. Fifteen years healed, barely visible now, but she felt it every time she worked a case like this. Felt the break, the cast, the helplessness of being fourteen with a concussion while police asked her what happened to her best friend.

      I tried to fight him. Lily told me to run. I should have stayed.

      Her phone buzzed.

      Claire glanced at the screen, expecting another update from the protection detail that had been shadowing her for the past three days. Instead, an unknown number. A text message that made ice slide down her spine.

      Day 3, Claire. Your friend couldn’t outrun him. Will you?

      Her hands shook as she screenshotted the message, forwarded it to the case team, and documented the timestamp. Professional. Controlled. Never mind that her heart was trying to hammer its way out of her chest.

      Three days since the first direct message. According to the pattern, she had four days left. Maybe five if she was lucky.

      The intercom on her desk crackled. “Dawson. My office. Now.”

      SAC Marcus Reeves didn’t wait for acknowledgment before the line went dead.

      Claire stood, checked her weapon out of habit, and walked down the hallway. She tried not to feel like she was walking to her own execution.

      Reeves looked like he’d aged five years in the past week. The Special Agent in Charge of the BAU was in his fifties, a former profiler himself, with the kind of experience that made agents feel safe under his command.

      Right now, he looked exhausted. “Sit,” he said.

      Claire remained standing. “Sir, I just received⁠—”

      “I know.” He turned his computer screen toward her. The exact text she’d received, along with metadata that made her stomach drop. “He accessed our internal network. Again. Third breach in forty-eight hours.”

      “Then we need to find out how⁠—”

      “You’re off the case.”

      The words hit like a physical blow. She stammered, snapped her mouth shut, and tried again. “Sir, I⁠—”

      “Effective immediately.” Reeves stood, came around his desk. “You’re compromised, Claire. This isn’t a discussion.”

      “But I’m the best person to work this case.” She fought to keep her voice level. “I know his pattern better than anyone. I’ve studied these victims for weeks.”

      “You’re not studying victims anymore. You are the victim.” His voice was gentle but firm. “And victims don’t work their own cases.”

      The hell I’m a victim. “I’m an FBI agent.”

      “Being stalked by a serial killer.” Reeves pulled up another file, this one of security footage. A man’s silhouette stood outside her apartment building. Timestamp: Wednesday, 6:43 PM. “He was at your building. We have multiple sightings in the past week.”

      Claire stared at the screen. She’d felt watched. Dismissed it as paranoia.

      “There’s more.” Reeves showed her another photo. A package, addressed to her, that had been intercepted at the FBI mailroom screening. Inside was a bracelet. Silver, delicate.

      Exactly like the one Lily had worn. The one that was buried with her.

      “How did he⁠—”

      “We don’t know. But he seems to know things about you, Claire. Personal things. Things from before you were an agent.” Reeves met her eyes. “This isn’t random. Our team believes he’s been planning this for a long time.”

      The team? Had her unit been talking to him behind her back?

      She wanted to argue. Wanted to insist she could handle it, that she’d trained for this, that running wouldn’t solve anything. But the bracelet sat in that evidence bag like an accusation.

      Her voice came out a touch too shaky. “What’s the…plan?”

      “We’re sending you to a secure location in Montana. Private security contractor with former Special Forces experience. You’ll be protected while we work the case.”

      “Montana?” The word came out sharp, harsh. “You’re sending me across the country to hide in a safe house while everyone else hunts him?”

      “He’s here, in D.C. You need to be somewhere he can’t reach.”

      “A safe house here makes sense. Montana is exile.”

      “Montana is remote, defensible, and off any radar he might have access to.” Reeves’s voice hardened slightly. “This predator has breached FBI security three times.” The media had dubbed him the Countdown Killer. While no one on her team was allowed to refer to him that way, she knew they all did in their minds, even Reeves. “He knows where you live, where you work. Your running route, your coffee shop, your dry cleaner.”

      Claire’s jaw clenched. “So we’re giving him what he wants—me off the case.”

      “We’re keeping you alive long enough to catch him.”

      “I should be here.” Her voice cracked despite her best efforts. “Working this.”

      “You’re too close.” Reeves softened slightly. “I know why you do this work, Claire. I know about Lily Harper.”

      Claire’s stomach dropped. “That’s in my sealed psych eval.”

      “I’m your SAC, and it’s hardly top secret information. It was all over the news back then.” He paused. “I’ve seen it before. You became an agent to catch men like the one who killed your best friend. You’ve done good work. Important work. But right now, your job is to stay alive.”

      “While other agents work my case.”

      “Yes.” No apology in it. Just fact. “We have a full team on this. Good agents. They’ll find him.”

      Claire looked away, fighting the burn behind her eyes. Five years of hunting predators. Every arrest for Lily. Every case closed because she wouldn’t let another family go through what hers had.

      And now she was the victim.

      “The contractor is Shadow Point Security,” Reeves continued. “They specialize in high-risk protection.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “I won’t trust your life with anyone but the best.” Reeves pulled out a file folder and set it on the desk. “Their team leader is a former SEAL Commander. Exemplary service record. You’ll be in good hands.”

      Great, a former SEAL. She’d worked with Special Forces before. They were more than competent but tended to treat civilians—even FBI agents—like fragile cargo. “When do I leave?”

      “Tonight. A car’s waiting downstairs.” He must have seen the protest forming. “That’s an order, Agent Dawson.”

      She stood there, hands clenched at her sides, every instinct screaming to fight this. But orders were orders.

      “Can I at least work the case remotely?”

      Reeves considered. “I'll keep you in the loop. You can review the case materials and provide input on the profile. But only from the safe house, secure channels only.” His voice hardened. “If you compromise your location or security in any way, I will pull you completely. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. Shadow Point’s contact information has been sent in an encrypted email. They’ll brief you on arrival.”

      Claire turned to leave.

      “Claire.” Reeves’s voice stopped her at the door. “We’ll catch him.”

      She looked back. “Without me, it seems.”

      “Just promise you’ll stay alive long enough for us to do it. Don’t make me attend another funeral.”

      The words hung in the air. Claire nodded once and walked out.

      Her go-bag was already in her office—she’d learned to keep one packed after the first threatening message. She grabbed her laptop, case files, weapon, and the photograph she kept in her desk drawer. Her and Lily at thirteen, laughing at something long forgotten.

      Before everything changed.

      The black SUV was waiting where Reeves said it would be. Professional driver, silent and efficient. Claire climbed into the back seat and stared out the window as D.C. rolled past in the darkness.

      She should stay here, hunt this bastard, not run off to Montana.

      But the memory came anyway. Always did when she thought about Lily.

      The hospital. Her broken arm, a concussion, and her parents crying in the hallway. The detective asking what happened.

      “He took Lily. I tried to stop him. She told me to run. I should have stayed. I should have⁠—”

      “You did what you could, sweetheart. You survived.”

      But Lily hadn’t.

      Claire pulled out her phone, opened the case file she’d copied to her secure drive. Three victims. Three dead women who looked like her, who’d survived violence before, who’d fought back.

      He was choosing survivors. Testing if they could survive again.

      Proving they couldn’t.

      Not me, Claire thought. I won’t be number four.

      The private airstrip was small, the plane smaller. Claire slept maybe an hour on the flight, dreams full of Lily and bracelets and men’s silhouettes in doorways.

      When she landed, dawn was breaking over mountains that seemed impossibly vast compared to the urban landscape she’d left behind. A different driver, same silent professionalism, drove her through a small town called Blackridge.

      Main Street. The Last Stand bar. Local diner. Post office.

      Quaint. Normal. The kind of place where everyone knew everyone.

      Claire had never felt more exposed in her life.

      The compound sat outside town, tucked against the mountains. From the road, it looked like any other security firm—nondescript buildings, parking area, modest signage.

      Up close, Claire’s trained eye caught the details. Cameras on every angle. Reinforced doors. Electronic locks. Defensive positioning.

      This wasn’t just a safe house. This was a tactical installation.

      A woman waited at the entrance. Mid-thirties, dark hair, intelligent eyes. “Agent Dawson. Welcome. I’m Dr. Genevieve Montgomery.” Her voice was cultured. “I’m sorry for the circumstances.”

      “When do I meet my protection detail?” Claire kept her voice professional, but she was exhausted, frustrated, and in no mood for small talk.

      “This morning. First, let’s get you settled.” Dr. Montgomery led her inside, down a hallway to a room that looked more like a decent hotel than a prison cell. “You’ll have access to secure internet for your work. Our communications are encrypted.”

      Claire dropped her bag on the bed, turned to face the doctor. “Who exactly are you people?”

      “We’re specialists who handle threats law enforcement can’t neutralize quickly enough.” Dr. Montgomery’s smile was slight. “Your job here is to stay safe while the FBI works your case.”

      “My job is to catch predators, not hide from them.”

      “You don’t like being sidelined.”

      “Would you?”

      Dr. Montgomery studied her for a moment. “I’ve reviewed your file. Your work on the Riverside Strangler case was impressive. Your profile led to his arrest.”

      Claire didn’t respond. It had been her first big case. More had followed.

      “The FBI’s behavioral analysis on your stalker is...adequate,” Dr. Montgomery continued, “but I think we can do better.”

      Claire’s attention sharpened. “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve developed a new profiling methodology that combines traditional behavioral analysis with neuropsychological markers and predictive modeling.” She pulled out a tablet and showed Claire a complex flowchart. “It’s called Trident Therapy. Three-pronged approach—behavioral, neurological, environmental.”

      “I’ve never heard of it.”

      “The Bureau doesn’t have access to it. But I’ve used it with operatives for years. It’s designed to help them understand themselves and their enemies on a deeper level. I believe with a few modifications, it can help us understand predators and serial killers, too.”

      Claire moved closer to the screen, studying the methodology. It was sophisticated. More comprehensive than standard FBI profiling protocols.

      “Traditional profiling tells us a lot about the suspect’s personality and habits, helping us understand behaviors and potential patterns. My work takes that to a more analytical level. I don’t like educated guesses. I like solid facts that lead to better options.”

      “You want to re-profile my stalker.”

      “I want us to re-profile him. Together.” Dr. Montgomery met her eyes. “Fresh perspective, new methodology, no preconceptions from the FBI’s work. You know this case better than anyone. I have tools you don’t. Working as a team, perhaps we can uncover this killer’s next move.”

      Claire hesitated. “The FBI is already working the case.”

      “We’re not interfering. You’re consulting, independently.” A pause. “Anything we discover, you can share with your team. Or...if we find something you feel is important, we can act on it first and loop them in when you’re ready.”

      That was bending the rules. Claire knew it. But the alternative was sitting here doing nothing while other agents hunted her predator. “What makes your methodology different?”

      “Your stalker chose you specifically. You’re his type. But from what I’ve learned, there’s a psychological architecture to his obsession.” Dr. Montgomery pulled up another screen. “These women,”—she gestured to the three victims—“were all survivors. But so are thousands of other women. They resemble you, but again, so do hundreds of other women. Why these three? Why you?”

      “The FBI profilers already established⁠—”

      “They established demographics. Opportunity. General behavioral patterns.” Dr. Montgomery’s voice was patient but firm. “I’m talking about the specific psychological framework that made him choose you. Not just any survivor. You, Claire.”

      Claire stared at the screen. The same question had nagged at her for weeks.

      “He’s been watching you for how long?” Dr. Montgomery asked.

      “Weeks, possibly a few months that we know of.”

      “What if it’s been longer? What if he’s been building toward this since…Lily’s death?”
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