
  
    [image: Hard Target]
  


  
    
      HARD TARGET

      
        LAST CHANCE DOWNRANGE

        BOOK 2

      

    

    
      
        LISA PHILLIPS

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Two Dogs Publishing, LLC.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Lisa Phillips

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      eBook ISBN: 979-8-88552-125-3

      Paperback ISBN: 979-8-88552-126-0

      Larger Print Hardback ISBN: 979-8-88552-129-1

      

      Published by: Two Dogs Publishing, LLC. Idaho, USA

      Edited by: Christy Callahan, Professional Publishing Services

      Cover Designed By: Ryan Schwarz

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Here’s Where You Can Get the Next Book

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Lisa Phillips

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      The blood might be gone, but Lyric Thompson could still see it. Despite the fact she had no black light or luminol, she knew where blood hid in this bathroom. Places where it had pooled in cracks of the tile and trickled toward corners.

      It wasn’t like she’d never cleaned up after a murder before.

      Except that was years ago, in another life. One she’d swept under the rug of starting over and pretended—the way she couldn’t do with this blood—that it didn’t exist.

      Lyric walked through the living area to the bathroom where a young man had been drained of blood in the tub. Even though crime cleanup had erased the murder scene, she still had the urge to tear the cabin down.

      Or burn it to the ground.

      She had experience with that, too. Even if it was her life that had been scorched to ash.

      Every day she thanked God that He was in the business of making something out of nothing. After all, that was what they’d left her with.

      Lyric sighed. The seven usable vacation cabins on her property formed a cul-de-sac. At the end, the lane stretched to the highway. The first structure visitors would come to was the office and the floor above, where she lived. Beyond that were the ring of cabins.

      What did she need with an eighth cabin anyway? This place was not just the site of one murder but multiple crimes. Two teens had been held here years ago. Tortured until cops and federal agents came to their rescue. A man involved in that had killed a young guy right here, though he’d been another victim years ago, not the perpetrator. He’d gone and murdered a man in the bathtub just weeks ago—a guy who’d reportedly been obsessed with those original crimes.

      Lyric leaned against the wall and looked around.

      She’d read all about it on the newspaper website. The text, and what wasn’t written—there between the lines.

      “Knock, knock.”

      Addie. Lyric turned slowly. “Hey.”

      “I figured I’d startle you at least.” Addie stepped into the cabin wearing new-looking jeans, a flowy slate-gray T-shirt tucked into her belt, and a short jacket. She had an FBI badge on that belt and her hair pulled back. The agent grinned. “Then again, considering Russ read me in this morning, I guess I know better now why I probably won’t manage to startle you.”

      Lyric stepped away from the bathroom. “He read you in on what exactly?”

      In the past month, Addie had been promoted to the supervising agent of a tiny satellite office of the FBI located downtown in Benson, Washington. Then she informed everyone that the FBI didn’t have an official dress code.

      Lyric’s cabins were half an hour outside town. Which was about as close as she wanted to be. But she heard word from town often. There was a new guard in Benson.

      Addie’s uncle, Russ Franklin, was a former US Marshal. His retirement gig consisted of mainly consulting and more recently heading up a branch of what was known as the Accountant’s Office.

      Lyric was a client.

      “The whole thing.” Addie swept out an arm. “At least what I have clearance for, anyway. Russ told me all of it.”

      She might think that, but Lyric figured Russ might not have given her much of it. Addie was a fed, so she could lend a hand. But being a cop meant she couldn’t know everything.

      Addie continued, “That the Accountant’s Office provides new identities to people who can’t get help from the government.”

      Lyric snorted.

      “They never did you any favors?” Addie wore that “investigator” look all cops got when there were questions they wanted answers to.

      “Just saying no doesn’t quite cover how it went down.” Which was all Lyric planned to say about that.

      Addie winced. “I can’t imagine. And I might know what your former career was, but I have no idea what you’ve been through.”

      No, she couldn’t imagine. Still, Lyric liked the woman. If Lyric had a friend, she imagined they’d be a lot like Addie. Even if she’d never settle with the idea of having a cop for a friend. Instead of saying any of that, she shrugged. “Long time ago.”

      “How long have you been here, running these cabins?”

      “Three years next month.” That thought made her antsy enough she felt the need to step outside, feel the fresh air of being able to go wherever she wanted. Do whatever she wanted. She knew all too well what it felt like to be captive. Abandoned.

      Freedom was more important than anything.

      She motioned for Addie to follow and stepped outside.

      “You haven’t rented the cabin out since Austin was killed inside, have you?”

      Lyric shook her head. “Bathroom needs a complete renovation. I’m still figuring it out.”

      “Well, the Accountant’s Office is here. Whatever you need.”

      Lyric glanced over her shoulder.

      “I’m serious.” Addie grinned. “At least, that’s what Russ said. I’m assuming he meant recommendations for local contractors as well.”

      Lyric smiled. “Everything was done for the most part when I showed up. Whoever owned the cabins or tried to make a go of them before me, had all the work done. They did all the renovations, then quit for whatever reason.”

      She’d planted flowers outside. Repainted everything in the cabins. Switched out cabinet handles and some fixtures. Bought furniture. Made the whole place hers.

      The sign on the road said Second Chances. And that was the truth.

      The Accountant’s Office gave clients a shot at a new life—like the way witness protection did. However, with the witness security program, it was about keeping someone alive long enough to testify and then allowing them to live their lives. With the Accountant’s Office clients got a new life, but the trade-off was that they were literally starting over from scratch. Usually because there was a price on their head.

      “I have to admit,” Addie said. “I am curious how you became Lyric Thompson, vacation rental owner.”

      “Not a story with a happy ending.”

      Maybe she would tell it. One day. Instead of just pretending none of it had happened. That she’d never been the person who knew how to clean up blood after a government-sanctioned hit.

      Even the idea of doing that made Lyric want to pack her trunk and drive. Get out of here, go anywhere. She had carved herself free of the CIA. Made a life for herself where no one controlled her. She could go anywhere. Be whoever she wanted.

      “You know what happened to me.”

      Lyric turned, drawn by the hope in Addie’s voice. “So you think that should happen to anyone?”

      Addie leaned against the porch rail of a cabin where a man had died, a porch she’d been shoved off by the killer. Lyric had been listening to music with her headphones on when Addie had landed on her back on the grass, dazed by shock. The FBI agent had pounded on her door to tell her the whole story.

      That had better be the last time the police crawled all over her property. This was supposed to be a peaceful place where families and couples could relax. Where folks could come to get away from the busyness of life.

      Addie stared at the parking lot, where a pickup truck covered in mud eased down the lane. “I think we should expect great things. But even still, prepare to be blown away.”

      “What’s the point?” Lyric made her own future, and God had already given her everything she needed.

      What more was there?

      Lyric didn’t know what to do with the yearning for more that happened sometimes. But she thought on it occasionally. Entertained the idea.

      The pickup truck pulled over outside cabin three. All the occupants piled out. Camouflage clothing, heavy boots. At least two open beer cans between the four of them. One guy stumbled to a knee climbing out, something the others seemed to find hilarious.

      Two had beards. One of the clean-shaven guys had a bad hip. They all had an adequate knowledge of the weapons they’d been hunting with. One of them moved like he’d been trained—the military or martial arts.

      He’d be the one she would take down first, while Addie contended with the others until Lyric could join in.

      “Hey, baby.” One of the open container guys wandered over, adjusting the front of his cargos.

      Lyric heard a muttered, “Oh, this is gonna be good” from behind her, but didn’t turn to see if Addie had put her badge away.

      She left Addie on the porch and ambled down the steps to the gravel of the front walk. Addie hadn’t been here long, so she didn’t need to get mixed up in something. Lyric rolled her shoulders.

      The one trying his luck sauntered over. “Hey, baby. Hey.”

      Nothing original to his material, then. His trained friend followed as backup rather than an attempt to cut off his friend.

      “How was your day, fellas?” Lyric had carved a canyon between being personable as a fellow human and her position as the manager of this tiny resort.

      “Pretty good.” He sniffed and rubbed a thumb across his beard. “Wanna join us? We’re celebrating.”

      Considering the limited number of guys she’d ever been attracted to, she could say for certain this guy wasn’t one of them. There was one who she’d wanted to stick around, but he didn’t.

      Not that she entertained thoughts of him these days. Much.

      The trained guy motioned to the porch. “Your friend should come as well.”

      “We appreciate the offer.” Lyric planted her feet, arms loose at her sides in a way that no one would mistake as readiness, but which was the definition. She’d been trained to within an inch of her life with the skills necessary to do her former job, and the ability to hide all that training under a persona meant to disarm a man. “But I have a lot of work to catch up on this evening.”

      Open-can guy glanced at Addie. “How about you, darlin’?”

      Lyric turned to look over her shoulder in time to see Addie shift her jacket open to reveal the FBI badge on her belt. Lyric bit her lip to keep from grinning.

      “Never mind.” He spun around so fast he nearly toppled over.

      His friend didn’t bother trying to catch him. He just let the guy find his footing and head back to his cabin. The trained guy studied Addie, then Lyric.

      “Anything I can help you with?” Lyric asked.

      He lifted his chin. “Maybe later…darlin’.”

      His form wasn’t anything to write home about, but the way he moved away made her surer he had some skill in the tone of those muscles. He knew how to handle himself.

      But then, so did she.

      And if things got hairy, the pistol she had holstered at the small of her back would help.

      Depending on her outfit it might be a knife, pepper spray, or a stun gun. With these guys here until Saturday, it was her .22.

      “Does that happen often?”

      She glanced at Addie.

      Before she could answer, the FBI agent said, “I’m guessing yes.” She looked down Lyric, then back up. “Even though you do a decent job trying to hide it.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Because you don’t own a mirror?” Addie snorted. “You must’ve at least seen your reflection in a window at one point.”

      “I know what I look like.”

      “And that’s why I figure we have a passable shot at being friends. Because you don’t use it to your advantage, throwing around the way you look and all those curves⁠—”

      Lyric narrowed her eyes.

      “That reaction is exactly why I consider you someone I can trust. Which in my world is hard to come by.”

      “Thanks?” Lyric didn’t know what to say. She’d made her life what she wanted—needed—it to be. That was all this was. As for her appearance? It had nothing to do with the kind of person she was. Not anymore.

      This resort of vacation cabins wasn’t perfect, but it was hers free and clear. No one could take that away. She’d done this herself.

      She stepped away from Addie. “I should get online, order a new bathtub for that cabin.”

      Addie wasn’t fooled. “Sure. I’ll stop by again soon.”

      “Great.”

      Addie laughed. “I’ll call first.”

      “Thanks.” Lyric smiled.

      She could handle whatever Addie wanted to throw at her. If that was an invite to girls’ night or the odd visit for some small talk.

      In the meantime, she’d keep on living life on her terms. Free of anyone who thought they could tie her down.

      Making beauty out of these ashes.
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      “Good work today.”

      Isaac Amrakov dumped the toolbox in the bed of his truck and turned, feeling the damp shirt on his back. The sun had begun to set behind the high rises of downtown, casting an orange glow across everything. Leaving shadows.

      Isaac lifted his ball cap and settled it back in place. “Thanks.”

      Adam lifted his chin. “We’re headed to The Terminal for a drink. The game will be on. Interested?”

      “Sure.” He’d been waiting for this invitation for two weeks. “I’ll meet you guys there.”

      The others piled in their dirty pickups and pulled out of the parking lot. They were rehabbing an old medical clinic into an office for a lawyer, pulling out cabinets and replacing all the outdated plumbing. Repainting everything before they put down new floors.

      Good work?

      Isaac wasn’t sure about that. He might have dyed hair and enough beard growth to obscure his features, but there was no way to hide the fact he’d been a fugitive only a few weeks ago. A panel of judges had cleared him of any wrongdoing—something he wasn’t sure had been completely legit.

      Between his mother and the Accountant’s Office program, he’d been exonerated. A nuclear warhead had been stolen and the man responsible was dead, so what was there left to prosecute? He’d been arrested when he returned the suitcase nuke to the military so it would be safe. Didn’t mean he felt like he deserved freedom. After all, he’d escaped federal prison.

      Good work was being part of a team he respected, one that ran missions all over the world. The team of Chevalier Protection Specialists helped people. They solved problems and made the world a better place.

      There was a team here in Benson called Vanguard Security Services. He’d tried to get an interview, even though the Accountant’s Office wouldn’t allow him to work any job related to his former career. Kind of like being enrolled in witness security.

      He figured the team had been warned he might come by.

      The receptionist hadn’t even let him in the front door.

      Isaac didn’t get to be part of that world anymore, so how “good” could he be? Hiding out in Benson, Washington. He was doing manual labor at a perfectly respectable job, except that he was decently sure the rest of the crew were up to something spearheaded by their boss.

      Isaac’s instincts were all firing.

      Getting invited to drinks was the best thing that had happened to him in weeks. But only because it might give him a shot at figuring out what they were up to. The entire crew had brand-new top-of-the-line trucks. They ate out for lunch and dinner practically every day, and the boss lived outside town at a lakeside mansion. Maybe they all had huge car loans, but no one had ever complained about money.

      It made no sense.

      Isaac pushed open the front door of The Terminal fifteen minutes later.

      Wood paneling lined the walls. Chrome-rimmed barstools with red leather seats flanked the bar. Guests dined at tables with wood-backed chairs. The room was packed.

      Rather than act desperate to hang out with his new work buddies, Isaac headed for the bar and ordered a drink from a twentysomething guy in a white T-shirt with tattoo sleeves on both arms.

      He was just glad no one recognized him. The dark hair that replaced his previous blond helped, since he’d grown it long. Usually he stuffed a beanie over it. The beard was effective, but only made him think about his former team though he tried not to.

      Isaac sipped the drink and fell into the character like someone drowning. He’d surfaced for a second and remembered who he truly was. Now it was time to dive back into the man he was supposed to be.

      Someone bumped his arm, and the drink spilled over the rim of the glass onto his hand and the floor. He whipped around ready to berate whoever it was.

      A woman spun around. “Oh no, I’m so sorry.”

      To her credit, she seemed genuinely apologetic. He lifted his chin. “Don’t worry about it.”

      She took a second to look him over, then slid her elbow on the bar and lifted her chin. Her friend behind her turned away to someone else while the bumper said, “Hey, I can buy you another one?”

      He shook his head. “No harm done.”

      She laid her hand on his arm. “What’s your name?”

      Someone came up beside him. Adam’s friend Steve, given the smell of beans and cheese. “Hey, girl.”

      Isaac glanced at him. Did that really work?

      He needed to get invited to sit with the group, then he only had to stick around long enough to figure out why two were antsy and the boss looked like he was waiting for something to happen. Whatever was going down, Isaac needed to know what it was.

      The woman looked Steve up and down, clearly preferring Isaac—not that he cared since that wasn’t why he was here. “Hey, yourself.”

      “I’m gonna go sit.” Isaac didn’t give either of them time to answer. He shoved Steve at the woman and headed for the table.

      Isaac put his drink in front of Steve’s chair and did the same move, acting before anyone could object. “Pretty sure he’s gonna keep working the room until he gets a bite from some fish.”

      Adam slapped him on the back. “Better luck next time.”

      “So what’s the score?” He could pretend to like the team for…whatever sport was playing. He looked at the screen. Ah, basketball. That would do. Baseball was just boring, even though Badger had watched it like a religion.

      Isaac gritted his teeth. He needed to quit thinking about his former team, otherwise his life here wasn’t going to work. That life was over.

      Probably he needed therapy, which had been offered to him in all fairness. His gut reaction was to turn it down flat—a product of being raised by spies.

      Talking about his problems wasn’t something his father, or mother dearest, had encouraged. In fact, he rarely knew what mission they were on because her ability to disclose what was going on never seemed to have fully developed.

      Yet another thing he needed to let go of.

      Isaac didn’t need to deal with the past. He just needed to figure out the present.

      The future wasn’t something he could afford to worry about, or he’d miss what was right in front of his face.

      Like the fact the boss, Mitch Sanders, got a phone call an hour later.

      Mitch shoved his hair back, gave one of the other guys a pointed look, and said, “Be back.”

      Most of the guys were five drinks in at this point. Isaac had finished the first while making the rounds, pretending he saw a girl he was into. He poured half the drink in a planter on the patio. He’d barely started the second, which the rest of them thought was his fourth.

      “Gotta take a leak.” He left the glass on the table but pocketed his phone to see what Mitch was up to.

      Adam lifted two fingers, but no one cared when he sauntered away.

      Isaac checked the hall was clear, then headed for the door marked EXIT. He pushed outside and passed a couple making out against the exterior wall. They didn’t notice him.

      He peered around the corner to the front door. The boss had moved away from the patio area to take his call close to the first row of cars. He waved one arm, agitated.

      Isaac pulled the beanie from his back pocket and pulled it low over his hair so the end touched his eyebrows. He crossed from the corner and made a beeline for the first row of trucks. He ducked behind a Dodge and crouch-walked along the row of cars, ensuring he wasn’t seen as he moved between vehicles in view of the bar.

      The closer he got, the better he could hear Mitch’s end of the conversation.

      “…late. This is unbelievable.”

      Isaac leaned against the wheel of a Ram.

      “Of course I still want the product. But you think I won’t ask for a discount?” Pause. “You treat all your customers like this?” He let out a harsh laugh. “That’s better. Yeah, we’ll be there. So don’t be late this time.” Mitch let out a curse. His boots crunched the gravel on his way back toward the restaurant.

      Isaac remained in his crouch. He needed a second to assimilate the information the way he’d been taught.

      Drugs. Guns. Something more sinister. Didn’t matter because it was in his nature to complete the mission.

      Never mind that it hadn’t been assigned to him. Isaac didn’t do it out of the goodness of his heart—not when there was nothing good in there according to the Bible. It was simply who he was that he found a job and completed it. He worked the problem in front of him.

      Whether it was construction…or an investigation he’d have to turn over to the police.

      Or that new FBI office in town.

      Russ’s niece was a special agent. That meant Isaac could trust her, because no one related to Russ was going to be a waste of time. It just wasn’t the way he was built. Kind of like Isaac’s old team leader, Zander, and the fact he only surrounded himself with good people.

      Which was why Isaac found himself unable to go back.

      Leave it alone. It didn’t matter what Isaac wanted. Life was the way it was, and there was nothing he could do about it—as much as he might want things to be otherwise.

      He pulled the pack of cigarettes he didn’t smoke out of his back pocket and lit one up. Took two puffs just to solidify the story of why he’d taken so long in the bathroom, then tossed it before heading inside. The taste made him sick to his stomach, but mission success had nothing to do with how he felt.

      Comfort was hardly the point.

      He kicked the chair out an inch and sat.

      “That took a while.” Adam smirked. “Everything come out okay?”

      “I needed a smoke.” The smell on his breath was the only thing that could solidify that story. The guys tried to joke, but the whole thing was so hollow it didn’t engage him. He faked it well enough, though.

      Until all the guys decided to head home.

      Isaac got in his truck and tailed the boss across town, staying three cars behind them.

      With Adam in his passenger seat, Mitch headed for an industrial complex across town, and Steve followed.

      When he pulled around the corner of a shut-down warehouse, Isaac stashed his pickup on the far side of two storage sheds, switched his phone out for a burner he’d bought a week ago, and slid a gun in the back of his belt.

      He sprinted around the far side of the warehouse, running flat out to get there in time. Then he pulled up short of the end of the building and peered around.

      Nothing.

      He sprinted to the next corner. The one that would show him the side where Mitch had parked.

      Again he pulled up short. Glanced around.

      The headlights of Mitch’s truck lit up the five guys standing between two parked cars. His boss and the man he met stood close in the center, the others around them for backup. Two for Mitch, one for the other guy. Everyone was armed.

      Someone brought a duffel from the back of the second vehicle and carried it over to Mitch.

      Isaac pressed the camera button on his phone, capturing hundreds of photos. Faces. Movements. License plates. He took a couple of screenshots to show the time on his phone.

      As soon as it was done, he made his way back to his truck.

      Isaac wiped down the phone and the padded envelope he slid it into.

      On the front he wrote Special Agent Addie Franklin, FBI.

      He left the envelope on Russ’s front porch on the way home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Lyric tapped Delete on the voicemail. No matter that she probably should’ve saved it and shown Russ what she was up against. She didn’t need help dealing with Allerton and Sons.

      Like how she could take care of this bathroom by herself.

      Kind of.

      Lyric had to figure out how she would get the old tub out of the bathroom. She’d picked out all the new fixtures and laid them in the cleared away living area. She planned to strip out the old stuff. Repaint. Put in the new.

      A fresh start. One that she would do under her own steam if she had the strength to haul out a bathtub without scratching the floor all the way to the front door. And then how would she get it off the porch? Prayer could do the impossible, by the power of God, but not levitate a bathtub out of a cabin when what she should be doing was asking for help.

      Lyric sighed. The voice mail message from Allerton had her head all mixed up.

      We have a new number for you. Like all she cared about was the dollar amount? One I’m sure you’re interested in hearing. And we’re sending a representative to you soon to talk. It’s in your best interest to think about our offer, Ms. Thompson.

      Their best interest, maybe. Certainly not hers.

      Some skeezy development company trying to buy her livelihood out from under her? Sure, they wanted to pay her more than she’d coughed up for the place. Still, it was hardly an offer that would induce her to jump on having cash and no home, or job.

      As if she would trade what she’d built for money just so she could start all over somewhere else. Lord, I don’t want to do that when I believe You gave me this place to start over. I know You can move mountains. How about a bathtub?

      It didn’t matter that she was tied here. Not when this was a great place to be tied to. The business had its pros and cons, but it was hers. She wanted to watch families enjoying themselves, relaxing together as they spent time away from their normal busy lives.

      She’d had it that good as a child, but only for a short time.

      Then it was over.

      Pretending she still had parents and the best brother in the world wouldn’t change her situation. She could offer her guests what she’d had during those few months to other people and know the world was better for it. That she was still making a difference in people’s lives. Maybe not on a global scale so much anymore, but one person—one family—at a time. On her terms.

      Even if she couldn’t haul a bathtub alone.

      Maybe that was something worth going to Russ with. He might be able to recommend a contractor in town, the way Addie had insinuated. Or a few people who could haul stuff, like those guys at the church who had a ministry helping people move.

      Lyric sent him a quick text. He’d probably have info for her in the morning.

      She closed the cabin for the night, pocketed the key, then walked the cul-de-sac to check on things. The bungee on one of the trash cans hung loose, so she fastened it. No one wanted to see the aftermath of raccoons—or bears—in the trash.

      The cabin where the hunter guys were staying sat dark and quiet. Their truck was gone, so they’d most likely show up in the early hours of the morning and wake everyone up getting home. One of the neighbors had already complained, but Lyric tried to pick her battles.

      Even if it was late, she was too antsy to try to wind down yet. Usually, she went for a run when she felt like this, but the night was too still. Instinct told her running on a night like tonight would turn out badly.

      Or that was just her trying to justify the fact she’d already decided to get a milkshake.

      Lyric didn’t need to overthink that. She just grabbed her keys, locked her house, and drove toward Benson. The twenty-four-hour diner was a rest stop on the highway at the outskirts of town. A few cars in the parking lot. Couple of semis that were dark for the night, the occupants probably asleep.

      She slid the pepper spray from her glove box into the back of her belt and tucked cash in her pocket. Phone in hand. She kept her head down, her attention on the screen as though distracted.

      Anyone who saw her wouldn’t think twice. They certainly wouldn’t assume someone who allowed themselves to be this unaware had formerly been any kind of trained agent in the past.

      That was the name of the game these days.

      Lyric stowed the phone, entered the diner, found her favorite booth, and clocked everyone inside as she made her way there. One guy registered enough to move the needle. Sat at the opposite end of the counter, but he didn’t have a view of her without turning completely around. She settled on the side where she’d see both him and the front door.

      Then she slid over until her back was partially against the window and looked for the waitress.

      Sasha was nowhere to be found. It seemed tonight the only waitress working was Clara. She brought the carafe with her, and Lyric knew it would be decaf. That was the deal.

      Caffeine didn’t affect her much, and she slept enough she wasn’t incapacitated by exhaustion, but that was it. Still, she didn’t need to ruin the small chance she had at getting any sleep at this time of night.

      Since the alternative was therapy and sleeping pills, Lyric had decided to stick with decaf a while ago. And milkshakes.

      “There’s a new flavor. Peppermint chocolate chip.” Clara flipped the mug and filled it.

      “Serious?”

      Clara winked, but no amusement lit her shadowed eyes. “You know it.”

      Lyric bit her lip.

      Clara pulled a pen from her apron and wandered off.

      Lyric slid over the paper napkin and clicked the end of the pen. She tried not to overthink about whatever was going on. She channeled the questions and energy into doodling, which started out as a rose, got lost, and ended up as a random assortment of blooms. She added a vase for it and a watering can, just because.

      “Cute.” Clara set the dripping milkshake in front of her.

      “No cherry?”

      Clara rolled her eyes. “I know, right? The delivery didn’t get here yet. It’s like, what is even the point, you know?” A minuscule amount of humor sparked in her expression.

      Lyric chuckled. “I guess I’ll have to muddle through it. Even though the situation is less than exemplary.”

      “Don’t write a review online.”

      “Girl…”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Clara waved a hand. “I’m the best waitress you’ve ever known.”

      Lyric smiled around the straw. Clara didn’t leave, so she swallowed and said, “Everything okay?”

      The waitress glanced at the other customers in a cursory glance, then leaned against the seat opposite. “Sasha didn’t show up tonight. Whatever that’s about, I don’t care with that girl. Some kind of drama. But Enrique is super mad. He wanted to leave early, and now he has to cover the register.”

      “Sorry.” It wasn’t fun to deal with an irate boss. Lyric understood that.

      Clara shrugged. “I’ll be back.”

      Lyric nodded and drank the milkshake, praying quietly for God to touch Clara’s life. She watched the other customers and Clara’s interaction with them. Enrique came back from his meal break and took a few minutes to berate the cook. Clara steered clear by refilling the coffee mug Lyric wasn’t going to drink and cleaning a couple of tables. Chatting with another customer.

      If Lyric had to guess, she’d say that the guy at the counter would begin the whole thing. But it was a toss-up between him and Enrique. The cook was deadweight, and the two guys would run for the door at the end.

      Then again, it wasn’t as if anything would actually happen. Her life wasn’t that interesting anymore, not even counting the young man who’d been killed in one of her cabins a few weeks back.

      No one could know who she used to be, so she had to stay out of life here. As much as she might’ve wanted to intervene at one point, that wasn’t her.

      He’d killed Austin silently, but Lyric noticed when Addie showed up and had guessed another cop was on their way. She hadn’t known the person in the cabin was a killer—or that Addie would get shoved.

      The truth was, she’d seen the figure go inside, but it wasn’t as though he’d had a Murderer sign on his back. Nor did she make a practice of snooping on her guests.

      Right now she just needed to keep her eyes on the prize God had set before her. Continue building a bustling business, even if a location known as a crime hotbed wasn’t the best for her online reputation. People who knew her and the local area continued to make bookings. Word got around.

      Russ slid into the seat opposite her.

      “Maybe I should just tear down that cabin.”

      He frowned. “I thought you were renovating again.”

      “Might not be worth it.” Even if she had asked him for a recommendation. “I can return what I got from the hardware store. Maybe no one wants to stay in the death cabin.”

      Clara set a mug down in front of Russ and filled it. His lips twitched. Russ had been hit over the head a few weeks ago by the same killer who’d ended Austin’s life and killed a series of other people.

      “Or I should take the offer and sell. Even if the number is a joke.”

      Russ stalled the mug before he could take a drink. “Who’s trying to buy the place?”

      Lyric shrugged one shoulder. “Some developer.”

      He took a sip. Shook his head. “That’s not okay. I’ll do some digging, see what I can find out. Send me their information?”

      “So they’ll know I have your protection?” That would draw attention and make people wonder. No one would land on the Accountant’s Office as a conclusion, but they didn’t need the limelight either.

      “A woman business owner, alone outside town?” Russ stared at her. “They should know I’m going to be all over making sure you’re not unprotected.”

      “I thought that was why you helped me get the arsenal in my gun safe.”

      “That was just for fun.”

      Lyric chuckled. She sipped the straw. “You should get a milkshake. This flavor is really good.”

      “Addie said I have to watch my sugar intake.” Russ made a face. “Then she goes and gets one with that friend of hers, and her fiancé.”

      “So they’re engaged?”

      Russ nodded.

      “That’s good.”

      “Sure. But it’s not why I’m here.” He took another drink. “I got your text.”

      “You came out here at this time of night because I asked for a contractor recommendation?”

      He said nothing.

      “You’re going to have to explain what this silence is, because I’ve got nothing.”

      Russ was great about his role as coordinator with the Accountant’s Office. He was point person for every client in town. Clearly something was going on.

      “There’s a guy…” Russ set his mug down. His attention remained on it as though it would hop up and dance across the table and he had to be ready. “He’s been here a few weeks since he was cleared of wrongdoing. Settling in.”

      “All I need is someone to haul out a bathtub.”

      “Or he could do the work, and you can do all your other tasks without having the renovation eat up your time.”

      Lyric pressed her lips together. There had to be a catch. It was like standing on train tracks, watching headlights come at you from a distance. Big deal. Keep walking and get out of the way. “I think I’m not interested. Whoever he is.”

      “You get that I got a full history on you when you showed up here?”

      That was par for the course. Complete disclosure. Lyric shrugged. “What about it?”

      “This guy…”

      “I already said no, so does it matter?” She motioned with her fingers. “Hand over your tip.” She was going to leave now, before the train hit. Before everything she’d built got upended.

      She was fine. She didn’t need this—whatever it was.

      Sure, part of her wondered who he was talking about. But that part was quickly swallowed up by a wave of panic. Things were good. Nothing needed to change.

      “You’re so sure you’re right. There’s nothing about your life that could be better?” Still, he handed her a fifty-dollar bill.

      Lyric folded it in the fifty she had wrapped up in four ones and set the edge of the bills under her coffee mug. She slid out of the booth. “Goodbye, Russ.”
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      It took a second to realize the buzz wasn’t in his head. Isaac rolled over and reached for his phone. “Yep?” He didn’t even bother to look at the screen.

      “Isaac, honey?”

      He clenched his abs and sat up. “Mrs. Hummet?”

      She was pushing eighty-six and lived next door. Her grandson, a police officer Isaac had purposely never met—though that wouldn’t last forever—usually took care of her. But he worked more than Isaac, and odd hours at that. Isaac was her point person if the guy was busy.

      “I’m afraid…I need a little help.” She sounded uncomfortable, but not in pain. He was glad she’d managed to get to her phone.

      He was out of bed before she’d even finished. “I’ll be there in two minutes. Is the front door unlocked?”

      “No.” He heard the disappointment in her tone. “And I can’t get to it.”

      “Don’t worry.” He slid on a pair of basketball shorts and the closest T-shirt, even though it smelled funky. “I got it. One minute, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      He knew she’d feel bad, like she needed to apologize. Isaac hung up instead of leaving her room to feel shame or guilt. He grabbed the lockpick kit he hadn’t gotten rid of and slid his feet into brand-new running shoes the treadmill hadn’t broken in yet.

      This whole living in an apartment building thing just didn’t sit right, but he hadn’t had the chance—or the energy at the end of the day—to find a trail in the mountains outside town. Though, he’d heard there were plenty.

      Until then he’d have to deal with feeling boxed in.

      Isaac threaded his way down the hall at a jog and let himself into Mrs. Hummet’s apartment. Her grandson the cop lived a few blocks away in a trendy condo complex but came by often, and she raved about him. “Edith?”

      “Kitchen!”

      Her hall was clear, the apartment an almost exact replica of his just flipped so it was a mirror image.

      Glass covered the small square table in the center of the kitchen. “Whoa.”

      He found her by the sink, holding her arm. Blood seeped through her fingers. As soon as she saw him, her legs began to give out. Isaac caught her before she fell. He wrapped his arms around her middle, careful not to squeeze too hard, and settled her on a seat that didn’t have glass all over it.

      “Towels?”

      “I was doing laundry. There aren’t any in the drawer.”

      The laundry facility was in the building’s basement. Isaac whipped off his shirt.

      “Oh my.”

      He laughed. “You’re good for my ego.”

      Her cheeks pinked.

      He took her hand in his and slid her fingers away from the slice. He let out a hiss, then pressed his shirt over it and applied pressure. “We should get you to the doctor for stitches.”

      Edith shook her head. The white pixie cut didn’t move but her earrings swayed with the motion. “No doctor.”

      “There must be someone you see?”

      “He’s busy. Out of town.” She shifted her lips, and the wrinkles around her mouth flexed. “We need to make do. No paperwork.”

      Russ had told Isaac the Accountant’s Office coordinated the housing he’d received. Did that mean Edith was also affiliated? Could be his place was just a one-off like a safe house. Or the Accountant’s Office housed clients in one spot so they could be better safeguarded. So they could help protect each other.

      Something else Russ had told him—facts not names.

      Not that Isaac wanted to be singled out. Sure, he was liable to protect the people around him that he cared about. There could be a reason he’d been placed here. It could be so that Edith was protected.

      He’d only seen two other people on this floor of the downtown apartment building he’d moved into.

      Edith reached out with bloody fingers and pointed at a scar on his side. “Make do.”

      Isaac shook his head. “This isn’t a warzone, and I’m not cauterizing this when we’re two miles from a hospital.”

      But he understood needing to keep life under the radar. So what was Edith’s story, and would she share it with him? According to Accountant’s Office rules, they weren’t supposed to speak of the past.

      “I’ve got a sewing kit.”

      Isaac stared at her. She was serious.

      “It’s not for repairing buttons, kiddo.”

      “Does the cop know?”

      She tipped her head back and laughed. “Ouch. We need to stop the bleeding, and I don’t have two hands. Plus, old lady eyesight isn’t going to get the job done.”

      “You’re sure I shouldn’t call a doctor?”

      “Not unless you know one who will do a house call and take cash with no questions.”

      Isaac stared at her. Who was this woman?

      “You’re not supposed to ask.”

      Isaac lifted the shirt and looked, then replaced it. “Bleeding is slowing.” He set her hand over the shirt. “Where’s the sewing kit?”

      Half an hour later, he had her secured and he’d swept up the kitchen. “Want me to wipe down?”

      She was in a recliner in the living room drinking orange juice and finishing the sandwich he’d made her. “You’re really not going to ask me?”

      Isaac leaned against the open doorway between the kitchen and living room. “I’m not supposed to. And neither are you.”

      She leaned her head back against the chair, her feet up. The bandaged arm lay on her lap. He should probably get her a sling when he was out today. “Don’t need to. I read all about you online.” She had an I’m not an idiot tone in her voice.

      Isaac definitely didn’t think she was too dumb to realize, but people believed what they wanted to. “I guess it’s not a secret.”

      “All you did was dye your hair.” She made a face. “No one’s realized it yet?”

      He shrugged. It figured she’d worked it out. He thought she might’ve believed he was an undercover of some sort, given he’d admitted something was going on with his construction crew. She was the one who’d encouraged him to get information—though she wasn’t a big fan of the FBI. Probably more partial to the police.

      Given that one of theirs—a local detective—had been revealed as a serial murderer recently, Isaac wasn’t about to hand over information that would get lost in the PR nightmare they had on their hands.

      Name of the game over at the police department right now was convincing the public there were plenty of honorable officers left.

      As for him? “I was exonerated. People who don’t care if I might’ve been working against America don’t ask questions, and those who do care don’t associate.”

      “So you’re stuck with that caliber of people for the rest of your life?”

      He wanted to shrug again but couldn’t brush that off. He’d made his life what it was through his own choices. He wasn’t going to blame anyone, least of all the two people who could’ve, should’ve—whatever. It was done. He didn’t need to drag up the past just so he could feel it all over again.

      “Are you working today?”

      Isaac nodded.

      “You get anything last night?”

      He pressed his lips together. She hadn’t known he was going to try. Edith was only guessing. “How do you know I got anything?”

      “Come on, you didn’t get home until after one. You think there’s anything good on TV? I need excitement.”

      She was tracking his movements. That should bother him, but for some reason it didn’t. “This blows back on you and⁠—”

      She chuckled. “Don’t worry about me. I go out in a blaze of glory, kiddo. That’s the only way this ends.”

      “Who are you planning on taking with you when that happens?” He’d had a team, a family, and they’d watched each other’s backs. Until honor had dictated he do the right thing by leaving them.

      Now he had an eighty-something-year-old woman watching his back.

      Her chuckle turned to outright laughter. “I’ll try to control the damage, but you can’t always contain on the fallout.”

      Isaac shrugged at that. “You’ve gotta do what you’ve gotta do.”
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