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      Joseph Russell was not his name. It was the one they had given him.

      Over the years he’d had so many names he’d long quit the urge to claim the one given to him at birth.

      Joseph lifted the knife and sliced down in a long, clean cut.

      He’d been trained to do exactly one thing. Too bad it was frowned upon in polite society and came with a hefty prison sentence. However, in his tenure as a professional he had rid the world of so much evil most everyday people couldn’t even comprehend that he found a measure of comfort in the fact he’d done good.

      At one point in his life he’d considered it God’s work. As if he’d been His hand of justice in the world. Another thing he had to rewire in his brain.

      The idea of being reborn, or born again, was not lost on him. Joseph just didn’t know who he wanted to be this time.

      He tossed the chicken thigh pieces into the bowl and grabbed the next one.

      The kitchen door swung open and one of the girls walked in. There were two, and he hadn’t bothered to learn their names.

      Her blonde ponytail swung behind her head as she flounced in wearing the camp uniform of khaki shorts and a polo shirt. “What’s for lunch, handsome?”

      The girl was almost twenty years younger than him. He wanted to say something about sexual harassment in the workplace, but unfortunately this was punishment and not a career choice.

      Joseph lifted his knife and pointed it at the blackboard on the wall, where he’d written the menu in chalk.

      “Anyway, Brad said team meeting in ten minutes in the cafeteria.”

      He lifted his chin and gave her a nod.

      Blondie flounced back out the same way she’d come in. At least he heard the shuffle of her tennis shoes on the floor and the swish of the door.

      Then he was blessedly alone again.

      The way he’d been since Genevieve’s death.

      He could barely think of her name without the grief welling up. Picturing her in his mind, her stomach rounded with his child. Holding her close, feeling the baby kick him…

      The knife burned across his finger.

      Joseph let the blade clatter to the cutting board and headed to the sink. Wash. Dress.

      Since he had ten minutes, he pulled on gloves to cover the bandage and sliced the rest of the chicken double time. He poured it into the cooking pan with coconut milk and sun-dried tomatoes. Spices. Herbs. Another hand wash.

      On the way out of the camp kitchen, Joseph grabbed the baseball cap from the hook by the door and settled it on his head.

      Brad and Karen stood over by the door, opposite the serving hatch at the kitchen where Joseph handed out meals. Between the door and the kitchen were rows of benches like a school cafeteria. Sometimes they were slid out of the way to clear the floor for activities. Or on talent show night.

      “Good.” Brad clapped his hands. Something he did a lot. “You’re all here.”

      Karen, Brad’s wife, moved to the first row of benches, sat with her back to them all, and looked at her manicure.

      The two blondies glanced back at Joseph, then whispered to each other. They couldn’t have sat closer to one another if they tried, side by side on the tabletop.

      He sat across the aisle and didn’t look at them.

      “Emmalee, there’s a disaster in cabin three that needs cleaning. Taylor can help you. I’d like that taken care of before the end of the day.”

      Both girls slumped.

      From his vantage point Joseph spotted the curl of Karen’s lips.

      Brad continued, “Next week we have the mystery writer’s conference coming in, so all the kids’ camp stuff needs to be put into storage and the books and movies need to be stacked on the shelves in the common room, and the cabins. Karen?”

      She stiffened but said, “Of course, darling,” her voice saccharine sweet.

      “The menu is planned for the conference?”

      Joseph said, “Delivery is set for Thursday.”

      “Good.” Brad didn’t meet his gaze.

      Not that Joseph purposely intimidated the guy, but he also hadn’t set Brad straight. If he treated Joseph with respect—and a little fear—instead of the way he was with everyone else, that was just fine.

      Brad had accepted him for the summer on a trial basis. As a favor.

      Like this was rehab. Or a way to get Joseph somewhere he’d be less likely to kill somebody. Considering he had no phone and was only allowed to leave for errands and to attend church, he wasn’t sure that was a good plan. But when Russ gave orders, they were followed. Otherwise Joseph needed a new identity and would end up spending the rest of his life on the run.

      The lure of a permanent home here in Benson had been too strong. Not because of this place, but because the Accountant’s Office program meant he had a shot at peace and not constant threat.

      The Accountant’s Office was like private witness protection. He wasn’t on the run from the US government, so far as he knew. However, plenty of groups—and countries—wanted him dead.

      So here he was, firmly under the radar with a best friend who was in her eighties. Edith had been grandfathered into the Accountant’s Office program—not that her family knew anything about it. Joseph had been sentenced to a stint in camp nightmare as a chef because he’d done what he did best. Rid the world of a threat—a terrorist—and saved lives in the process.

      Russ’s answer? Cold turkey. Unfortunately this wasn’t an addiction. It was the way he was wired to do what others couldn’t. It was how he’d been trained for years. Trying to rewire his brain and establish all new thoughts and habits wasn’t going to happen overnight.

      One of the blondie twins raised a hand. “Are we doing the ghost tours for the writers?”

      “Of course.” Brad chuckled. “They asked for quiet writing space, but I’ve had several emails from registered attendees, and they’d like the full tour of where Celeste met her tragic end on the clifftop.”

      Blondie chuckled. “Are we using the western slope this time, or the ridge at the silver mine?”

      “It was neither of those.” Everyone turned to him, and Joseph realized he’d said it aloud.

      One of the girls said, “You’ve been out there?”

      The other girl shoved her friend. “Taylor, you know he has. No one can resist the mystery.”

      Karen narrowed her beady gaze on him. Brad just blinked like he’d realized Joseph was still there.

      “June twelfth in 1971 was a Tuesday,” Joseph began. “Three days before that they had a big storm. The trail up to what’s now Veteran’s Lookout was totally washed out. It took half the hill with it and wasn’t repaired until six years later when they had to practically rebuild the side of the mountain to make way for the highway. If Celeste jumped to her death, it wasn’t from up there. She wouldn’t have been able to get up to the western slope or to the silver mine.”

      Brad frowned. “Her body washed from the river miles downstream. Where did she jump from?”

      “How should I know?” In point of fact, he didn’t think she’d jumped at all.

      Taylor and Emmalee burst into cackles. “He totally knows where she suicided.”

      Emmalee swallowed her laughter long enough to say. “He does.”

      Joseph folded his arms across his chest.

      “If you could find the treasure for us, that would be great.” Taylor’s comment caused another eruption of laughter from the girls.

      Karen rolled her eyes.

      Brad’s eyebrows rose. “Maybe I’ll send the writers to the kitchen for the scoop on the lost treasure and Celeste’s untimely death.”

      Please don’t. “I’ll be busy making pastries.”

      Brad shifted his stance. Karen stiffened. Like a flinch, a phenomenon Joseph had been observing since he arrived here. It wasn’t fear exactly. He didn’t think Brad beat her. More like a healthy awareness of his proximity and a tendency toward anxiety. She was skittish around him, and yet with everyone else she had to have the upper hand.

      By whatever means necessary.

      “Hmm.” Brad pressed his lips together.

      Joseph didn’t much care what the guy thought. They’d been down a cook before he showed up. With Karen filling in, things had been a total disaster since the woman refused to touch red meat. She barely knew how to use a stove, let alone how to cook for thirty hungry fifth and sixth graders. Meanwhile Joseph had cooked for the entire dorm at boarding school for years. But the difference between them was that he was willing to learn.

      He was also interested enough to investigate the mystery that surrounded the retreat camp, high in the mountains. He’d looked into what happened in the ’70s so far. When Celeste was found dead. When he was done solving that he planned to start on the murder from twenty years ago.

      He doubted there was treasure buried in these hills. No matter that was what most people were interested in.

      He was about to comment it was time to be working on dinner prep when an awareness entered his peripheral.

      A shuffle-stomp gait.

      The groundskeeper approached the side door from outside.

      Brad said, “I’ll divide up assignments for the mystery writers’ group and hang it on the board in the staff lounge. I’ve posted online and up around Benson looking for more staff and volunteers for the summer. Until they come in, we’ll⁠—”

      The side door crashed open.

      “Y’all started without me.” The man’s voice sounded like the rumble of semi tires on the highway. A graying black lab ambled in behind the groundskeeper.

      Brad bristled. “We haven’t gotten too far through the list.”

      Washington Harper had both blondies shifting in their seats even though he got nowhere near them. Joseph had seen them more than once change direction if they saw he was coming toward them.

      Washington’s keys clattered on the seat as he sat and let out a long sigh. The guy was probably in his fifties but moved like he was eighty. As opposed to Joseph’s friend Edith, who was the opposite. Considering he wasn’t allowed to talk to her or see her while he was up here, he didn’t know why she kept coming to mind.

      Washington wore a grubby T-shirt, jeans, and boots. His gray hair, pulled back in a ponytail and secured with a leather tie, hung down his back. His face was as weathered as the western slope of the mountain—rutted and cracked.

      The guy had lived at this retreat camp his whole life. Another mystery this place held. Too bad Joseph wasn’t here to solve any of those. He was supposed to use the change of scenery and hard work to get some perspective and figure out what he wanted to do. Considering he didn’t even know who he was supposed to be now, that was proving difficult. It had already been a month. He should’ve worked it out by now.

      But no.

      Brad droned on about repairs. Karen struggled to pretend like she cared. Taylor and Emmalee whispered to each other. Washington’s chin touched his chest, and he started to breathe in a slow rhythm. Asleep.

      The old lab wandered over and sniffed Joseph’s knees, so he gave the dog a scratch under his chin.

      As soon as the meeting ended, Joseph hopped up and headed to the kitchen before anyone could waylay him. He didn’t stop there but pushed out the back door where the dumpsters were contained in a fenced area and let himself out, closing the door so wildlife couldn’t investigate the trash.

      On the way to his cabin he spotted four deer, one adult, and three adolescents. A family unit. Not that he would know what that was like, considering he’d never had one of his own. The past few months he’d been able to get to know Edith, but now that was done.

      He refused to hate Russ just because he’d told Joseph no contact with Edith while he was up here. As if he should be surprised the moment he got close to someone, it was taken away. He shouldn’t be as upset about losing a short-lived friendship as he was.

      He disarmed the makeshift security system on his cabin door and shut himself inside. After the first time his things had been gone through, he’d left a tell on the door so he’d know if it happened again.

      Joseph opened the closet. Taped inside were a map and every newspaper clipping he’d been able to find regarding the death of twenty-two-year-old Celeste Garland. Everyone called it a suicide. That she’d jumped off the cliff, brokenhearted, and plummeted to her death.

      He’d already figured out it was murder.
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      Dr. Sarah Carlton wasn’t going to make chief medical examiner if she didn’t solve this case. Lately, everything had that qualifier attached to it. In the end it turned out to be pretty good motivation for sticking to her diet and exercise routine. And remembering to put gas in her car.

      She clicked her mouse and opened the new file, the fourth victim in a series of deaths related to a narcotic. The lab still hadn’t figured out the breakdown of the chemical substance found in her blood. When they did, Sarah would know whether this death resulted from the same drug that killed the other three.

      Still, even without answers her instincts told her this was the work of one person. Someone who had cut their supply of narcotics with something else to make it go farther. The result was an irreversible reduction of their customer base, because unfortunately they couldn’t continue to sell drugs to people who were dead.

      Sarah had to find the FBI enough evidence to go on that they could open these deaths as homicide cases. She needed a way to link them together and lead them to a suspect. Without anything to go on, there wasn’t much the FBI could do. Soon enough whoever had created this destructive substance would alter their cocktail enough that no one else died.

      After that the case would be at risk of going cold.

      She grabbed a pen and tapped it on the edge of the desk. Usually her job involved hands-on work in the morgue—collecting evidence, performing autopsies, investigating—the way she felt she had been called to do. When she was stuck in her office, all she could think was how to get out of there. Either into the morgue, or outside for some sunshine. Assuming night hadn’t fallen while she worked—which it often did.

      There was a soft knock on her door, and it eased open. Her assistant, Patricia, stuck her head in long enough to say. “I’m heading out unless you need anything else. And the chief wants to see you in his office.”

      “Thanks. Have a good night.”

      Patricia closed the door, even though the chief had summoned Sarah. No one knew her the way that Patricia did. Still, recently Sarah often spent time with one of the FBI agents who had moved here a few months ago. Addie had a fiancé, but Sarah enjoyed catching up with her from time to time.

      She smoothed down her skirt and pulled on her jacket, buttoning it. Unless she was in the field, Sarah always dressed as a professional. After all, she wouldn’t make chief if she didn’t present herself the best she could.

      The last best friend she’d had dropped her because Sarah refused to abandon a night of studying to go out dancing and likely drink too much. Even back then she’d known she wouldn’t get where she wanted to be without making some sacrifices. These days it was all she could do to navigate her relationship with her father and stepmom and get where she wanted to be in her career.

      Considering there hadn’t been any prospects worth anything for a family of her own, and she didn’t want the responsibility of raising a child alone, she lived in a one-bedroom condo.

      The last best friend, the one who’d ditched her for a fun night out, was now married and had three kids. According to Facebook she was part of two different book clubs. Sarah comforted herself with the fact she didn’t have time for any of those things.

      If she was going to make chief.

      She knocked on his door and waited for his call out before she twisted the handle and entered.

      His office was twice the size of hers, and the man behind the desk about five foot two. He never wanted to have face-to-face conversations in the hallway. Every time there was something to discuss, Albert Hawthorne scheduled a meeting in his office where he could sit behind his desk. He wore a suit, though the jacket hung on a coat tree in the corner. His tie was red today. His hair, gray and bushy, matched his eyebrows and beard.

      “Sarah, come in.”

      She settled in the seat across from him. Hawthorne was due to retire in the next year. Then again, he had been threatening to put in his papers for at least three years. Sooner or later, he wasn’t going to be able to put it off. She planned to be ready and waiting when his seat became vacant.

      Her books would look very nice on the shelves in this office.

      “You wanted to see me?” It was past eight in the evening according to the clock on his mantle, but it wasn’t uncommon for them both to still be here.

      “How is the investigation into the four overdoses going?”

      Sarah sat back in her chair. “The lab is still breaking down the components of the substance consumed by the fourth victim. As soon as I have those results back, I’ll be able to confirm if all the deaths are related.”

      Given the manner of death and a couple of other observations she’d noted, Sarah could reasonably argue they were at this point. However, cold hard evidence was key to a court conviction. The precise breakdown of a drug’s base components could lead to a type of signature that might identify whoever formulated it.

      Much like bombs have signatures, drugs and their ratios often also contain a telltale sign of who might be behind it.

      “Good.” Hawthorne nodded, the distant expression in his eyes he got when his mind was elsewhere and busy. “Paul can check the results if they come in before you return. If there’s progress to be made, it can happen when you’re back and we won’t be continually pestering the lab for faster results.”

      She wanted to get clarification on the last part, and her tendency to call the lab directly for updates. No one there seemed bothered by her.

      However, the other part of what he’d said just plain didn’t make sense. Sarah frowned. “Am I going somewhere?”

      Perhaps there was an out-of-town assignment she wasn’t aware of yet. Their office covered the whole county, which meant hundreds of square miles. They investigated any death unattended by a physician, any violent or nonnatural deaths, and the death of any minor, even with no significant medical history. The police department or FBI often called them to scenes where a death had occurred.

      “For the past few weeks, you’ve been working inordinately hard,” the chief said. “I was extremely impressed with the job you did immediately following the bombing at the club.”

      Sarah had just finished talking to her therapist about that and didn’t wish to return there. However, she managed to nod. “Thank you.”

      He continued, “We all pitched in, but you carried a lot of the weight of sorting through victims to identify each person lost that night. Eighteen people have been named and laid to rest because of you. However, you also didn’t take a break in all that time. Now that things have calmed down, I think it’s time for you to rest for a couple of weeks.”

      “You don’t have a job out of town?”

      Being busy kept her sane most of the time. If she stopped to think, the fear always crept back in. Every victim became one she had seen a long time ago. Despite being a qualified adult, Sarah returned to the night when she’d been nothing but a terrified child.

      She would rather work now to lay to rest those she could identify.

      Hawthorne shook his head. “I was in a meeting this afternoon with the mayor and the police commissioner. They were discussing the retreat camp being short of volunteers.”

      “Because no one wants to become the next legend.” All the stories were ridiculous. She would know because she’d been there and seen it firsthand.

      “Nevertheless, they mentioned an upcoming conference for mystery writers. A few of the local police officers have been tasked with sharing their knowledge in afternoon seminars. Our office did at one point have a request for a knowledge share. Now that I’ve considered it, I think it’s a great idea. As of just now, you’re signed up to volunteer for the next two weeks.”

      “Two—”

      “Call it a vacation. Call it a punishment. But, starting on Monday there will be plenty of time for you to rest in between pitching in. You get to share your expertise with a group of writers, and after that it’s a kid’s camp. I’m sure you’ll have plenty of time to decompress from this job.”

      She was just about to argue.

      Before she could figure out what to say, he carried on. “If you’re going to be chief medical examiner one day, then you need to know how to leave your job at the office and take breaks when needed.” He leveled her with a steady gaze. The power of his undistracted attention made her want to squirm in her seat. “Don’t do what I did and sacrifice your personal life and health for the sake of this job.”

      The way he spoke made it sound like it was a personal mission to get her to switch off. But she couldn’t help being excited that he considered her as his replacement. As long as she wasn’t in competition with anyone else.

      But there was no way Paul was even being considered. She’d been here much longer and worked twice as hard as he did.

      Was her work ethic going to end up being a detriment? She’d never thought it would be, but the world didn’t often make sense to her.

      She stood. “Thank you, Chief Hawthorne.”

      “You’re welcome. I’m sure you’ll have an excellent time.”

      That wasn’t exactly what she’d been thanking him for, but why argue when her dream job was on the line?

      She left his office and headed back down the hallway to hers. It was just two weeks. She could survive that.

      All she had to do was talk to some people about her job and give them stories they could incorporate into their work. Unlike the police, mystery writers always wanted to figure out ways for the bad guy to get away with the murder. Thankfully she was on the other side of that, aiding the cause of justice.

      Making peace, instead of allowing the pain of never knowing the truth to continue.

      The flipside was that she’d hardly realized it was Friday night. That meant she needed to send a lot of emails before Sunday. Come Monday morning she had to be at the retreat camp.

      She’d need appropriate clothes. Footwear. Bug repellent. Her mind began a list, and she picked up her pace when it was too long to remember everything. When she was back in her office, she could use the app on her phone that kept all of her notes in one place.

      She would need to go shopping as well.

      The door to her office was ajar, which was strange since she had closed it before heading to the chiefs. The light inside was on as well.

      The yellow glow shifted.

      No. Not her light. A flashlight?

      Her footsteps faltered. She should go to the security desk and get someone. Or call from another desk phone.

      Old fears resurfaced. The rush of cold terror welled like the rising tide from where it usually lay dormant. It hit her. Steady. Unrelenting.

      No one will believe you.

      Sarah moved to the door to see for herself. She had to see, then she would know. Even if no one believed her, she would know.

      She eased the door open.

      A man stood in front of the desk with his back to her, going through her papers. He wiggled her mouse.

      She stood her ground. “What are you doing?”

      He spun around. His hood pulled up, his face in shadow. The dark figure raced at her while her heart pounded, but in her mind she saw an entirely different face—one her rational adult brain now knew was a mask.

      The face of a monster.

      He slammed into her.

      Sarah stumbled against the door and fell back as he darted down the hall.
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      Joseph adjusted the pack on his shoulders. Every once in a while he would pause and take in the world around him. The trees and the terrain, harsh and unyielding. Nature did what it wanted. People thought they had dominion over it, but they ran for their lives when natural disasters occurred. Hiding from the power of nature.

      Or bears.

      He walked alongside the river Celeste had been discovered in fifty years ago, lying on the bank wearing that white nightgown. Dead. Whether she jumped to her death or was murdered and then pushed off the cliff. The autopsy was one thing—he’d read it, and there was little to no information on it. Reality was something quite different.

      “But where did you fall from?” That was the question. One he asked himself out loud alone in the woods.

      He’d never had many friends. The family he’d been given for a while was gone now. All revenge had earned him was a nasty scar by his ribs and a death threat from the brother of the man responsible for their murder.

      Joseph had thought many times about ending his own life. Yet it seemed so pointless to quit in the light of one tiny spark of hope—the flickering ember that one day things might be better than they were now. Or the fact that if he ended his life no one would be around to remember Genevieve and the son she’d been carrying.

      He reached out and touched the rough trunk of the closest tree. Grief from that life threatened to swallow him. He gripped the trunk and felt the sensation of rough bark prick at his palm. This was the here and now. He needed to keep moving or the past would swallow him. He was supposed to be a new creation in the life he lived now. Born again to serve God, according to the pastor. Something he understood, as he understood what Jesus had done for him. But Joseph had yet to see the accompanying change in his life.

      It hadn’t rid him of the pain.

      Joseph pushed off the tree and didn’t look at the indentation in his palm. He sprinted up the trail until his lungs burned and his legs threatened to give out, hardly worrying about which direction he was going. Or what might be at the end of this path.

      The forest around the camp was thick and often shrouded in mist, particularly early. It was barely eight in the morning, and he’d been out for nearly two hours now, trying to figure out where upriver Celeste had jumped. Or—more likely—been pushed.

      He stopped, long enough to catch his breath. The river forked here. Or it had, at one point in history. Erosion had carved a new path. But previously, the river had snaked to the right. He frowned and climbed the hill above the camp to the west. If he got high enough, he would be able to see where the sun had risen over the mountains. 

      The hill curved to the left, and he rounded the bend to a sharp drop-off. Below him was a dilapidated structure hidden in a small clearing in the trees.

      He’d never been this way in the weeks since he’d arrived at the camp. There was nothing there for him beyond getting back into Russ’s good graces—something he thought he’d done when he became a Christian recently. While that should have been enough to give him some peace here, his mind wanted to occupy itself with this mystery instead.

      It wasn’t like he could sit idle between meals. Even cleaning the kitchen as thoroughly as he did wasn’t an activity that took all afternoon. Or night. But he’d already been out long enough. He would need to come again and make his way to this spot more quickly if he wanted to look around this cabin. Which meant he’d have to wait until Monday when he had a day off before the busyness of the arriving guests.

      By the time he got back to his cabin, he’d figured out what desserts he would make for the mystery writers on which night. Karen had suggested homicide-themed dishes, but there was no way he was going to do something so ridiculous. She could label everything whatever she wanted. He wasn’t making pastries in the shape of murder weapons, or victims. 

      One of the girls passed him as he entered the camp, walking the trail to his cabin. He thought he might get by her without being drawn into small talk but at the last second, she said, “Mail is on your doorstep.” 

      “Thanks.” His tone didn’t leave room for an invitation to continue the conversation. 

      Joseph grabbed the letter and filled a cup with water at the sink before he slid a finger in the envelope and tore it open. 

      My dearest Joseph.

      He nearly snorted. She was in fine form this time, but he dragged over the pad and used the first three words as the code to unlock the cipher contained in the rest of Edith’s ramblings. Most of it read like they were long lost pen friends sharing news of their lives with each other.

      He decoded as he read, uncovering her message behind the words.

      My visit to the library provided me with a wealth of information. Celeste was engaged at nineteen to a local man, a business owner who had several properties around town, including the land the retreat camp was on. Although, he had nothing to do with the running of it. Incidentally my research indicates it was some kind of facility in the ’40s and ’50s before it was closed. It became a camp late in the ’60s when they tried to revamp its image. Her betrothed’s father owned it before him. She died in the early ’70s. Two months after the engagement, three days after it was announced in the papers that they were getting married in a matter of weeks.

      He knew that in some places it was customary to announce a marriage in the local paper, and maybe that was done in this area in the seventies.

      The message continued.

      I’m going to talk to his daughter, the only surviving family member, to find out what kind of man he was. Maybe he’s the one who pushed Celeste off that ledge. 

      A fissure of worry moved through him. Researching at the library was one thing, but going to speak to someone? Joseph didn’t know for sure that the daughter presented a threat, especially to a former trained agent like Edith. She should still take backup, even if it wasn’t him because he was stuck here.

      He’d written to Edith soon after he discovered the mystery of the camp. He needed something to occupy himself with. She’d cracked the code he used fast and replied in three days. She was fully on board to help keep him busy. Something Russ didn’t understand. 

      The Accountant’s Office might have given him a new life, but that life involved changing everything about himself.

      Joseph didn’t know what he wanted to keep and what could be discarded, at least not yet. Maybe it was better to have time to figure it out. However, solving a mystery that had been floating around this place for fifty years was also a worthy use of his time.

      The fact there had been an additional murder more recently, thirty years ago, and the tale of the missing treasure, meant a whole lot less time musing about himself and why it seemed like he didn’t know how to be the kind of person everyone—including God—expected him to be. Time he would likely spend staring at the photo he’d hidden under the floorboard. 

      He wrote Edith a return letter, cautioning her to be careful. By the time she received it, she might already have visited the woman. Given that, he was inclined to pray. Russ thought it was a valuable endeavor.

      Everyone with the Accountant’s Office was expected to attend church. He’d done that as a child and it hadn’t saved him. Maybe it would make sense this time, but he couldn’t figure out how. He knew God could take care of Edith while Joseph wasn’t there. Whether He used Edith’s grandson the police officer to do it, or not. 

      He walked his reply letter down to the front office and tossed it in the mail bin. 

      As he emerged from the office and off the porch, his hiking boots crunched the gravel and he realized he hadn’t switched them back for tennis shoes. No one needed to know he’d been wandering around outside camp.

      As he turned for the lane back to his cabin, a vehicle pulled in. A silver Mercedes that had no business on these mountain roads. Whoever it was should have rented an SUV before they traversed the pitted, muddy back roads that snaked up from the highway. 

      Dirt coated both sides of the car. The woman who climbed out looked at the door and shook her head.

      Sarah Carlton, the medical examiner, opened her back door and grabbed a small rolling suitcase from the seat. She raised the handle and tugged on it, beeping the locks for her car. 

      The tiny wheels of the suitcase bounced on the gravel and got stuck. She tugged it loose and continued. She shoved her hair back with her free hand. She moved like she was stiff, as though she had been injured. 

      Joseph changed directions and strode toward her like he hadn’t just hiked for two hours. “What happened to you?” 

      Sarah lifted her brows and looked down her nose at him in that way she had. “Excuse me?” 

      “Just answer the question, Sarah.” He folded his arms across his chest. Since they met, she’d used her job and intelligence to keep him at a distance. 

      That was fine by him considering he wasn’t looking to get close to her. Problem was, all that did was make him want to break through her shell and find out what was underneath. Which was a terrible idea.

      “Nothing happened,” she said. “And I’m fine, thank you for asking.” 

      He narrowed his gaze. “Are you here for a visit?” 

      “Sure. The only reason I’d be here is voluntarily and not because I’ve been ordered to take a vacation and”—she raised that stiff arm and made air quotes—“‘help.’”

      He didn’t like the way she moved. She had definitely been injured somehow. “Did you hurt yourself?” 

      “Someone broke into my office the other night. It’s not related to me being here, but of course the chief used it as another reason why I should lay low for a couple of weeks.” 

      “Sounds familiar.” 

      She frowned. “Why are you here?”

      Because I killed a terrorist. “Russ ordered me to work here for a while.” 

      Still frowning, she said, “Why does Russ get to tell you what to do?”

      Oops. For once telling the truth had not been the right thing, and now he had to figure out what to say. The interim police commissioner also ran the Accountant’s Office, so yeah he got to tell Joseph what to do. However, he said, “It’s complicated. Who broke into your office?” 

       “It’s complicated.” She raised her chin. “So I guess I’ll see you around?” She strode toward the office where Karen stood on the porch.

      Sarah would be here? Things might be looking up for once in his life. If he was interested in yet another distraction. Except that he was supposed to be lying low and figuring out this faith thing, not spending time with a woman who interested him.

      A few weeks back, a local bad guy had set off a bomb that killed eighteen people—and nearly killed Joseph. He’d been in the club when it exploded. Sarah had responded to the scene in her role as a medical examiner but provided medical care as well. As a doctor she’d been able to save several people. 

      According to Stella and Eric, she’d also bandaged his head while he babbled in an English accent. They’d told him about it after and expected him to explain. He’d simply told them he was good at accents, and he’d been confused.

      Not the truth—that he’d been taken from boarding school in England and trained as a spy. Or that he’d ever worked as an assassin for hire. A few months ago he’d run into the guys from Chevalier Protection Specialists. They had pointed him toward the Accountant’s Office, which provided him with a new life. 

      A fresh start. 

      One he wouldn’t mind featuring more of Sarah, and less of death and murder. Not that she’d give him the time of day. She kept him at arm’s length, the way he should do with her. Even Edith thought it was a bad idea, though only because she disliked inviting someone that far into her life. 

      He’d had that complete connection with someone once. Before it all ended in bloodshed. It was for the best to stay away from her. He couldn’t go back to the place where he was vulnerable. It hurt too much. He wasn’t looking for a relationship. Just a friend. 

      One who was going to find out who had hurt her.
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      “I can have a word with him,” the woman said, “if he was bothering you.” She leaned on the porch rail, arms crossed.

      “Oh, no.” Sarah shook her head. “We know each other.”

      The woman’s eyes widened. “Are you exes?” It seemed as though she thought that was a juicy development.

      Sarah didn’t know why it was any of this woman’s business. “It’s nothing like that.”

      After the night she’d had and being shoved against the wall in her office the day before, she didn’t have the patience left for whatever this woman was about.

      “I’m Doctor Sarah Carlton.” She stuck out her hand.

      “Karen Deverly.” The woman gave her a perfunctory smile and headed inside.

      Sarah followed behind her, thinking about what had happened at her office.

      The intruder was nowhere to be found. The police and even the FBI had shown up to investigate. They’d looked at the surveillance tapes from the office. Well, not tapes exactly. It was all digital and had been for years, but that didn’t keep the images from being grainy. Not that a high-quality picture would have helped anyway.

      The man had his hood up and never looked at any of the cameras. Almost like he knew where they were.

      She had a couple of bruises, and it didn’t look like anything had been taken from her office. But Addie, who was a local FBI agent and her friend, insisted she come up here as ordered. Not just so Sarah could do what her boss asked of her. Also to give Addie time to investigate and hopefully find the person who’d intruded in her office while Sarah was out.

      It didn’t make sense why someone would break in. Or why her boss would send her here. However, Sarah had never understood people much. Even her dad, Robert Carlton, the man she was closest to, didn’t make much sense to her.

      In fact, since she’d been exiled up here for two weeks, she hadn’t returned her dad’s most recent calls. Eventually she would have to explain to him what was happening. Hopefully he wouldn’t throw too much of a fit. For a lawyer, she’d have thought he would be independent. Or find an assistant to do the tasks he seemed to believe Sarah should do for him. Maybe she could hire him one while she was gone.

      She finished the paperwork Karen gave her and pulled out her phone to make a note of her idea.

      “Come on, I’ll show you to your cabin.”

      “Thank you.” Sarah lifted her suitcase clear off the gravel so it didn’t get stuck again. Thankfully they didn’t see Joseph on the way either. She wondered which cabin was his, but then chided herself for worrying about that.

      “It really is great that you’re here, with you being a doctor and everything.” Karen glanced over her shoulder and flashed a Hollywood smile. “The nurse can’t make the children’s camp so that’s perfect, really.”

      “The teens camp that’s happening after the mystery writers?” Sarah had always thought young people didn’t want to be called children.

      Karen shrugged. “They’re all kids to me. Even the two girls who work here. Babes really.”

      Sarah frowned because the woman wasn’t looking at her. She didn’t know what to make of her.

      Kind of like she didn’t know what to make of Joseph. After the bombing it seemed like he was interested in her. But then all of a sudden it was like a switch flipped. It seemed he realized he’d been using a British accent at first—making her wonder about his history. He’d gone back to a smooth American accent around the time he decided to start ignoring her. It was fine really, considering she didn’t have time for games. Not if she was going to be the chief medical examiner.

      Karen used a key to let herself into the cabin, then handed it to Sarah. “This is your quiet space for the next couple of weeks. There are towels in the bathroom, and the coffee pot is over there.” She pointed at a small desk with a lamp.

      There was also an armchair and a twin bed. In the corner was a freestanding wardrobe. The curtains were white with blue stripes and didn’t quite cover the window. She would need to secure them with a couple of safety pins or clothespins.

      “This whole place looks great. Thank you so much for accommodating me at the last minute.” Sarah smiled.

      “We’re happy for all the help we can get.” Karen looked at the slender gold watch on her wrist. “Dinner is in a couple of hours. It’s either inside or behind the main building where there’s a patio. You can meet all the other employees and get to know everyone.”

      “Sounds good.” Sarah nodded, ready to be alone in this quiet space. The cabin was quaint, but nice. This might not be a terrible couple of weeks, even if she didn’t see why she had to take a vacation at all.

      Karen trailed out, leaving the door open, and trotted down the porch steps.

      Sarah let out the breath it seemed she’d been holding while pretending she wanted to be here, or that any of this was her choice. Even if she might be able to make the most of her time off, this still wasn’t what she wanted to be doing.

      Since she talked to Addie, she’d warred between being annoyed and deciding to make the best of it. All the back and forth was getting exhausting. Maybe she wouldn't be so grudging if it was her choice to be here. Instead, she’d been ordered to relax, which was pretty much the perfect way to ensure a person did not relax.

      At least she would be able to talk shop with mystery writers. That would be interesting. And providing medical coverage for young people on a summer adventure surely wouldn’t be boring.
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