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      Kamryn Marshall gripped the wheel as her car crested the hill. Her foot slipped off the gas, and she gaped at the sight in the valley below.

      A police officer sat in a white SUV as if nothing was wrong. The vehicle was parked beside a beige truck at the entrance to what had once been a bustling local airport—years ago now, before her world had exploded in fire and blood.

      It was real. That scene from her nightmares. It was all real.

      Beyond the vehicles was nothing but a wasteland. Buildings that had once been the museum and offices, and smaller structures had been destroyed by fire. Or explosion. Something had wrecked them, and it had happened recently.

      Scattered across the secondary runway lay the remnants of a white plane, a Learjet if she wasn’t mistaken. Not something she’d flown before considering the nonprofit she piloted for transported missionaries and supplies around the world.

      She’d been nearly everywhere. And now she was back where it all started. In the place her world had been destroyed when a plane crashed in the middle of an airshow.

      Mama is gone, Katherine. She’s dead.

      When Kamryn closed her eyes, she could still hear people screaming, even after all this time.

      She could still see the whisp of her mother’s hair as she ran.

      And ran.

      Escape. It was in her blood. But she’d had to come back here if she was going to finally find out what really happened.

      Kamryn eased her car down the incline. She was halfway tempted to turn around and drive anywhere else. Fitz had told her this was a bad idea, and she was going to have to admit to her boss that he was right. Nothing good ever came of returning home. But she needed to see it. One last time.

      The occupants of the vehicles spoke to each other through open windows. In the truck, the guy turned her way and then got out. She noticed right away he only had one arm—and she recognized him from years ago. He’d gone into the military. Army, she thought. Jeff Filks. Older brother to her best friend in the world.

      Kamryn shut that thought off and watched him instead. No point dwelling on how her life had turned out. It was what she made it now—or, it had been up until they’d told her she was free to come back. This one-armed man, Jeff Filks, seemed to be doing the same, considering his gait was sure even with the missing arm. He looked fit and healthy. Determined to live, despite what life had taken from him.

      She felt that resonate to the deepest part of her core. So much that she almost didn’t notice the other man. Then he was right on top of her, knocking on her window. She choked back a short squeal and pulled on the door handle, then remembered she hadn’t turned off the car.

      She twisted the key, but left it in as she climbed out. Some cars beeped an alarm when you did that. Hers was so old it didn’t have that function. Then she slammed the door, making the hinge creak.

      The suited man frowned at the car. “I’m surprised that thing made it up the mountain to get here.”

      She spotted the police shield on his belt. “Conroy Barnes?” The man had aged well. All that dark hair gelled back off his forehead, gray above his ears. He was still faint-worthy.

      “That’s right.” He stuck his hand out. “I’m the chief of police in Last Chance County. And I apologize for my comment about your car. My wife is eight months pregnant, and neither of us are sleeping at this point. It was uncalled for.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” He doesn’t recognize me. That realization got her stuck until she managed to shake his hand. “Kamryn Marshall,” she said, using the name she’d been going by since she left town. “Nice to meet you.” She offered her hand to the other man.

      “Jeff.” He used that voice. The one she remembered. His brother’s voice had sounded the same once it broke. And why could she still hear it in her memories when it had been years?

      Because she was a disaster, that was why.

      Kamryn needed to get back up in the air where she didn’t have to worry about any of this.

      “Not sure what there is to do right now,” Conroy began. “As you can see, the place is a catastrophe.” He took a few steps, and she went with him, Jeff kind of standing guard as they moved. “Recently there was a situation here. None of that has been cleaned up, and as you can see from the secondary runway the original disaster is largely still there. Though, the wind and trespassers have shifted some of it.” He shrugged. “It has been twenty years.”

      “I’d like to look around.” She stepped forward.

      Conroy held out a hand to stop her. “I’m afraid that’s going to prove difficult.”

      “It’s what I’m here for.” He wasn’t going to stop her, was he? Kamryn had a shot at finally finding out the truth of what’d happened to her mother. They couldn’t think she would let that slip by just because of a little danger.

      He had to have read the tone in her voice. “I’ll explain so you can understand the full picture.”

      “I understand that legally I’m at liberty to peruse property that I’m in control of as administrator of the corporation that now owns this land and everything that sits on it.” She even folded her arms, so they’d know she wasn’t going to be railroaded.

      It had taken a lot of legal red tape to hide her identity behind that corporation. Not to mention orchestrate the sale from her birth name to the company so no one would know she still owned it. Kamryn thought they might recognize her, but God had chosen to do something for her. She wasn’t sure what she’d done that warranted it. Given the situation, she wasn’t going to object.

      She said, “I’ll be going through everything.”

      Except for the white building. If it was still intact.

      Conroy glanced at Jeff. She spotted when it happened, that shared moment they collectively decided she wasn’t going to get what she wanted. They would railroad her for whatever reason they had.

      She nodded to the men. “Thank you for meeting me. I’ll take it from here.” She hadn’t even wanted them to be here. She’d preferred to do this privately.

      “Ms. Marshall, the previous occupant set booby traps.” Jeff waved his one arm toward the main building, now really just rubble. “There are no doubt some that are still active here. It would be unwise to go through what remains of the airport without some kind of safety inspection.”

      There was more, but she’d gotten stuck on something he said. Previous occupant.

      Jeff swallowed.

      Conroy was the one who said, “A man named Lenny Marks. He was⁠—”

      “A psychopath.” She managed to hold herself together long enough to say, “I’ve seen the news reports. He’s dead, isn’t he?”

      Hold it together. They didn’t need to know exactly how closely she was connected to this airport.

      “Yes,” Jeff said. “I was there. Which is how I came to know he placed traps everywhere. Who knows how much time he had here, setting up all kinds of things.”

      “I’ll be careful.” She squared off with the chief. “As I said, I will be looking around. And I appreciate you coming out here.”

      “You don’t understand⁠—”

      She glanced over her shoulder. “I understand perfectly fine, Mr. Filks.”

      “I never told you my last name.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “Uh…” What did she say?

      Instead of putting her foot farther in her mouth, Kamryn strode between them. Past the wreckage of the Learjet, between buildings, to what had once been the main runway. Until one day, the year she’d turned four, a plane had crashed into spectators at the Last Chance annual air show.

      No one had ever come up here after that. The accident was written off as a tragedy, any evidence to the contrary was buried. Everyone left.

      Packed up.

      Drove away.

      Leaving her completely alone.

      Jeff frowned. “Please be careful, Ms. Marshall. It could genuinely be dangerous.”

      “It looks like a ghost town.” She turned, pushing away the cold specter of her memories. “Or a nightmare.”

      “I feel the same way.” Jeff ran his hand through his hair. “My girlfriend and I were tortured here.” He winced. “I’m actually the one who blew up that white plane. So they wouldn’t take her with them.”

      “You—”

      “Speaking of Toni, I should head out.” He didn’t move, though. “How did you know my last name?”

      “Someone must have told me. Or it was written down somewhere.”

      The skin around his eyes flexed.

      She wouldn’t believe her, either. That was why she had to turn away again, this time in shame. It was for the best, though. Kamryn didn’t want anyone to know exactly how tied she was to this place.

      “What are you going to do with the airport?”

      She shrugged in answer to Conroy’s question. “I’m not sure yet. Though I’m leaning closely toward flying overhead, dropping some kind of explosive ordinance and just vaporizing everything.”

      That was what most people would want to do with a place where so many had died, right? It was what they needed to believe so they could put this place to rest as a town. Move on. But Kamryn had her own truth, and it had never mattered what anyone else said. Not when it counted.

      “I’m not sure you can buy a bomb at the military surplus store.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at Jeff. “Shame.”

      His lips twitched. “It is.”

      Kamryn spotted something by one of the buildings, coming around the corner. She frowned as a man came closer, stumbling. Covered in something. “What is⁠—”

      Jeff spun. “Hey!”

      She raced past Conroy. “He looks hurt!”

      The two men didn’t waste time following. Both kept pace with her as she sprinted to the man who’d lurched around the building carrying something. An older guy, maybe fifty. He had white hair that shone in the afternoon light, but marred by something.

      “Careful.” Conroy touched her elbow. She saw he had his gun out.

      Kamryn looked at the man again. His clothes were covered in blood, along with his shirt and pants. It was even smeared on his face. “Is that a dog?” Lying in the man’s arms was a black animal. “It looks like a dog.”

      The man saw them. Relief had him collapse against the outside of a building. He slid down the wall, leaving a smear of blood from him or the dog. She couldn’t tell. They were covered.

      Jeff steadied the man with one hand. Conroy helped him to sit down.

      Kamryn crouched. “What happened to you?”

      Man and dog didn’t look good. Both panted, and the man said, “He was mauled by a bear. I barely escaped.” He panted again. “Our hunting guide tried to shoot the bear, and it ran through our camp. It crashed into everything. It killed…” He didn’t finish.

      “How far from here?” Conroy pulled out his phone.

      The man’s eyes glazed over. “I walked miles.”

      The chief of police gritted his teeth. “Forgot there’s no cell signal here. We’ll have to take you with us to the hospital.”

      “What about the dog?” They weren’t just going to leave him in favor of saving the man, were they?

      Conroy lifted the dog and gave him to Jeff, placing the animal over one shoulder so he could hold the dog around its waist. “Take him to the vet.”

      “You know he won’t see me.”

      “Tell him there’s a rogue bear in the woods. I’ll need your help finding those people.”

      Jeff watched as Conroy lifted the injured man to his feet and started walking. Kamryn got under the man’s other arm and helped hold him up all the way to Conroy’s car. Until her legs were shaking and she wished she was one of those athletic type people who could probably do this for more than a mile.

      Conroy got him into the passenger seat of his car. She nearly sagged like the man had, but spotted Jeff. And he wasn’t heading to his car. He walked to hers and tugged open the back seat. Legs bent. Body angled back so the dog didn’t slide off.

      “Hey, what⁠—”

      Jeff settled the animal on her back seat.

      “—are you doing!”

      He slammed her back door shut. “Take him to the vet in town. His name is Brett, and he’ll make sure this dog is taken care of.”

      Brett. She couldn’t think about that now.

      “I’m not… I can’t…” She needed to solve the mystery of this airport, not get involved. But a man was hurt, and a dog needed help. She bit back the frustration building. This was not going according to plan.

      “I have to help find whoever’s still up there.” He touched her shoulder. “Drop the cleaning bill for your car at the police station. They’ll get it to me.” He rushed to his truck.

      Conroy was already pulling out, lights and sirens going even though no one was around to get out of the way.

      Jeff sprayed gravel and accelerated to catch up.

      Kamryn blinked. Then she hauled her door open.

      The dog lay unmoving on the back seat. His chest rose and fell only a tiny amount. Shallow breathing wasn’t good, was it? She climbed in and turned the car around before she followed in the same direction. Toward everything she’d said she never wanted.

      Kamryn was going to make sure the dog was taken care of, but that was it. No way did she want to see Brett.

      She had a mystery to solve.
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      Last Chance County veterinarian Brett Filks strode out the front door of his office building eating a PB&J. After three bites, he realized he was hungrier than he’d thought, but since he’d been in surgery with a poodle for the last six hours, it was probably not surprising to anyone else.

      He figured he looked like a hot mess too. He hadn’t shaved in almost a week, and the air-conditioning in the office was intermittent at best. He needed a shower and a Netflix nap. But considering he’d just sent his day nurse assistant, Pepper, home for the afternoon, that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon.

      He was just deciding whether or not to eat the crust when a green-blue compact shuddered right out of his memories and into the parking lot. What was it—ten years? She was still driving the same car.

      The driver’s door flung open, and the occupant jumped out, moving to the back door and swinging that open. “I need help,” she called out to him.

      It was probably the scrubs he wore.

      She muttered to herself as he approached.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “You’re not going to believe this, but I think he was mauled by a”—she looked at him—“bear.” Her face fell, registering disappointment for a second. “It really is you.”

      He put her out of her misery, moving around her and shifting her out of the way. “Let me see.” He crouched in the open door and looked at the dog on her back seat. “Is this your animal?” He glanced at her, but it didn’t seem as though she had suffered a bear attack. And why would she have brought her pet here?

      “It’s a long story.”

      “It would have to be, considering you’re back when you told me you wanted nothing to do with this town. Or me.” He tried not to let the old wound seep into his tone. He really tried.

      He didn’t look at her. The dog was in a bad way and needed to get inside. Brett always found it better to do his job and not worry about his own feelings. There were enough emotions tied up between people and their pets that he didn’t need to get caught up in it. Or project.

      He tugged the dog out and lifted it into his arms. The fact it didn’t whine wasn’t a good thing.

      “I should go.” She shook her head. “I don’t need to stay here.”

      She was going to leave again? Brett said the first thing that came to mind. “Open the door for me, will you? And I’ll need some help. I sent my nurse home for the afternoon.”

      He heard the awful creak of her door shutting and winced. Why was she still driving the same car? She had to have come home because of her father’s and brother’s deaths a few weeks ago. Taking care of the paperwork and the estate, stuff like that. He could only imagine how she felt about all of it. His own family might not be perfect, but at least his brother wasn’t a crazed psychopath.

      Not that he was willing to talk to Jeff.

      He waited by the door. “Katherine?”

      She reached for the handle. “I go by Kamryn now.” She shrugged. “Kam is fine.”

      “Suits you.” She was still beautiful enough it distracted him from the fact he had a dying dog in his arms. All that golden hair, and the spark of mischief in her eyes that nothing could extinguish. “Come on, we have to take a look at this guy.”

      He heard her follow down the hallway. “We? There’s no ‘we.’ I don’t know what to do with a hurt dog. Your brother put him on my back seat and told me to come here so he and Conroy could take the man who owns the dog to the hospital. Then they have to search for the people the bear attacked.”

      Jeff to the rescue.

      “It’s good they’re doing that if people are hurt.”

      His job was different than that of a cop and…whatever Jeff was. And that was the way he liked it. Brett wasn’t simply some muscled guy with a gun. He had a brain, too, and he intended to use it for more than just figuring out the “mission.” Whatever that even meant anyway. He was a small-town guy and always would be.

      “I suppose that’s true.” She sighed. “I don’t know what it has to do with me. And don’t go thinking that because my family were all psychos that I’m some heartless person. If people are hurt, I would do something to help them.”

      He set the dog down on the examination table that Pepper had cleaned off before she left. “I know you’re nothing like they were.” Although, he had personal experience with her being heartless. At least to him.

      “Is he going to be okay?”

      Brett looked down at the dog as he pulled on a pair of gloves. “I don’t know yet.”

      “I have things to do here. I don’t like being dragged into stuff I didn’t plan on being part of.”

      He figured that described almost her entire life. He didn’t know about the last ten years, though. Maybe she had a family now. A job she loved. Friends who adored her.

      “Well?”

      Before he could answer, her phone rang.

      She said, “Sorry, sorry,” and pulled it out, swiped her thumb across the screen, and tapped another button. “You’re on speaker because I probably have to explain to the vet here what just happened, and I should just tell you at the same time.”

      An older man’s voice came through the phone. “A vet? Like a veteran?”

      Brett said, “Like an animal doctor.” He felt around the edges of a particularly nasty gash on the dog’s hip that was going to require stitches. So far, she didn’t seem to be squeamish, but he was about to test her ability to handle gruesome.

      “Oh. Well then, tell me what happened,” the voice said.

      Brett listened to the dog’s heart. When he was done, he realized Kam hadn’t said anything.

      Before he could, the voice said, “Kamryn?”

      Not, ‘Kam’ as she’d told him he could call her. And she didn’t have a ring on her left hand. Not that he had any business even asking about that.

      “I’m here, Fitz.”

      What kind of a name was that? Brett eyed her, then went back to the dog. Pain medicine. IV. Stitches. Antibiotics. He noted the procedure, in order, in his head. As though he was writing it on a chart, or even a napkin. If he pictured himself writing it, he always remembered everything perfectly. Not exactly a photographic memory, but it’d helped him get through school and college with good grades. Now he was Doctor Brett Filks. Though, the qualifications he had didn’t mean he could forego writing stuff down.

      “I was at the airport.”

      He glanced at her.

      “The police chief met you there?”

      “Yes.” She sighed. “They didn’t even recognize me.” Her gaze drifted to his and that connection they’d always shared flared to life. Then she blinked, and it was gone. “They told me not to go snooping around. Something about booby traps, as if I wouldn’t know exactly what Lenny probably did with all those buildings.”

      Brett moved to the white board on the wall, got a marker, and started his chart with the dog’s vitals. He added a couple more things, then grabbed the suture kit.

      There was an hour until the night nurse assistant came in. He should be done by then, and she could take over the dog’s care while he got some sleep. Or took Kamryn to dinner.

      He liked the name. It suited her, and he could see how she wouldn’t want anything to do with her past. Her family. This town.

      Him.

      On second thoughts, dinner was probably a bad idea.

      “So you agreed with them on it being dangerous,” Fitz said, “and you’re not going to look around.”

      “You know why I have to do this.” She pressed her lips together, reacting to this Fitz guy whoever he was without him knowing. “Before I could get into that with them, this guy comes around a building covered in blood carrying this dog. He said there was a bear attack in a camp. They gave me the dog and took the man to the hospital.”

      “‘Gave you the dog’?”

      “I’m at the vet’s now.”

      And Brett was watching her stress levels rise. “I need your help.”

      She told Fitz, “I’ll call tomorrow, or something. Okay? I have to go.”

      “For goodness sake, be careful. Please. We already know that place is a deathtrap.”

      She hung up without a goodbye. “What do you need?”

      It took him a second. “Hold this.”

      Brett dragged over a light and flipped it on so he could see better. He used a magnifying glass to get the stitches right where they needed to be and did probably the best work he’d ever done. Because she was standing close, watching him do the thing he was most proud of in his life.

      “You’re very good at that.”

      “Thank you.”

      His phone rang on the counter across the room.

      “Do you need me to get that?”

      “Thanks.” He put in a couple more stitches, almost to the end.

      “It’s Conroy.” She held it out, and the call connected.

      “Filks.”

      “Are you coming? We’re almost to you. We’ll pick you up.”

      “I’ll be done in a minute.” Still, exhaustion rolled over him. “Did the guy say anything?”

      They needed a location. Otherwise, they’d be searching blind through all the campsites people used in the hills around town.

      “Jeff got him to describe the location.”

      Brett pressed his lips together. Kamryn’s eyes crinkled, a question in her gaze. He shook his head. “Great.”

      “Look, there are seven people up there. This guy has been gone from camp for we don’t know how long. They might not have the luxury of us dealing with family stuff. They could be bleeding and who knows what.”

      “My job is the bear, not people. If it killed, it needs to be put down before it hurts anyone else.”

      “So you are coming?”

      “Of course, I’m coming.” He just didn’t want to talk to his brother.

      “It’s far. We’ll need ATVs because none of the pilots are available, so the helicopter is out.”

      “I can fly it.”

      Brett lifted his attention from the dog and looked at Kamryn.

      “I can fly anything.”

      He mouthed, Do you really want to do this?

      She mouthed back, No.

      “Is that Ms. Marshall?”

      She said, “Yes, Chief. I’m right here, and if you have a chopper, I can get you in the air.”

      “Really?”

      “I wouldn’t lie about that. My license is in my wallet. I’ll bring it with me if you’re sure whoever’s chopper it is doesn’t mind me borrowing it.”

      “Belongs to the county. You’ve just been hired.” Conroy paused. “I’m getting another call. Gotta go.” The phone call ended.

      “Give me a minute, I’m almost done.”

      She nodded.

      “Having second thoughts?”

      “People are hurt.” She took a breath, as though psyching herself up for it. “They could be in serious trouble.”

      “It’s the right thing to do.”

      She nodded. “What was that about, with your brother?”

      “Stick around. I’ll tell you.”

      She bit her lip. “They’ll realize who I am. Someone will recognize me, and it’ll all come out before I can figure out…”

      “Maybe so,” he said, “but it’s still the right thing to do…together.” If he had to face Jeff, she could face the risk of being outed for who she was.

      She nodded, a small smile pulling on her lips. “Okay. Together.”

      The door flew open and Conroy rushed in. “Let’s go. Mia said her dad was on that trip with a buddy of his.”

      Kamryn frowned. “Mia Tathers?”

      “She’s my wife,” Conroy said. “And her father is missing.”

      Brett noted the confusion on her face. “It’s a long story.” Mia had been her friend in high school. He didn’t know if they’d stayed in town after Katherine—Kamryn—left town.

      Her eyebrow rose. “Stick around, and you’ll tell me?”

      Conroy said, “Am I missing something?”

      Brett pulled off his gloves. “Give me a minute to get my stuff, and I’ll be ready.” Then he realized who stood behind Conroy. “Jeff.” He barely managed a nod.

      His brother motioned to Kamryn. “Who is she really?”

      “None of your business.” He tossed the gloves in the trash. “Let’s go.”
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      The second Kamryn felt the helicopter lift off the ground, she relaxed. This was a model she’d flown before, so all the better because she didn’t have to worry about unique dials.

      Brett sat beside her in the front, a huge rifle bag between his knees that he’d told her was loaded with tranquilizer darts. She figured he was near her to be as far as he could be from his brother in the back with the chief and two other guys. Dean Cartwright apparently ran a therapy center, and Tate Hudson—the oldest—was the local private investigator.

      That was good. Kamryn could use a PI to help her, so it was for the best she did this. Maybe he would help her for free.

      “You kept up on the flying thing?” Brett glanced over.

      It’s in my blood.

      Before she could answer him, Conroy spoke. “Can everyone hear me?”

      They all answered in the affirmative.

      Conroy said, “According to Mia, her dad was camping with Craig and Victor Hillier.”

      Someone groaned.

      “Is that bad?” She looked over at Brett and saw his expression. “I guess that’s bad.”

      She figured given her father had likely caused a plane crash that killed a dozen people, and her brother had been a psycho stalker who’d murdered at least one woman—evil was relative.

      They could be bad. But were this Craig and Victor bad?

      “Supposedly it was going to be a group. He was going with a friend.” Conroy sounded worried. “Mia is lying down at home, but she’ll be on my laptop running searches for her dad’s GPS and trying to get ahold of him. We need to find him fast so there’s not too much stress put on her and the baby.”

      “I can’t imagine Rich choosing a group to camp with.” She thought that was Tate speaking. “Especially these guys.”

      “Regardless,” Kamryn said, “I need to know which direction to head.” She was already going toward the airport where they’d found the man. But how could they figure out where the rest of the campers were?

      Tate said, “Go north from your airport.”

      Someone muttered.

      “What? It is hers,” he said. “I saw the paperwork just like everyone else. The old man died and the airport you’d all forgotten about until recently transferred to the daughter you’d also all forgotten about, and then to a corporation owned by this person with our lives now in her hands.”

      “Dude.” She had no idea who said that, but it didn’t matter.

      Her plan had held up to scrutiny. Now she just needed to find out what really happened the day of the catastrophe. After that it didn’t matter if they figured out she was the daughter.

      She would be gone.

      Brett bristled in his chair. Just at the sound of his brother’s voice? One word spoken, and he shifted. She wanted to ask what their deal was, but now wasn’t the time. Jeff had joined the military before she and Brett started high school. Their sister was between them in age.

      Her curiosity would simply have to accept being unsatisfied. She wasn’t going to be here long enough for an answer to Brett’s family issues, and she certainly had no intention of getting involved in these people’s lives. She would go as far as asking for Brett’s email address. Maybe. They could message each other every once in a while. That was all she was prepared to allow herself.

      “You guys get that I’m a private investigator, right?” Tate didn’t wait a beat before he continued, “So there’s this entire airport with a disaster that happened there and I don’t remember that because—hello—I was undercover with the FBI at the time. And y’all don’t think I might want to look into that in my down time?”

      The fourth guy, Dean, said, “I’m sure having four kids means you have a whole lot of that.”

      “And a wife who’s a police detective.” That was Conroy.

      Kamryn was getting dizzy just listening to their back and forth. It was clear they were friends, and had been for a long time. The kind of friends who shared healthy competition between them—something she’d never found, except maybe with Brett. Now all she had were acquaintances, and her boss.

      How sad.

      Kamryn banked to the northeast, circling a mountain peak. She scanned the terrain below. They were far from anywhere. “Did someone say if they planned on hiking to the campsite, or going in on horseback?”

      Conroy replied, “Mia’s dad doesn’t do horses, so they had to have hiked in. She said he mentioned it being a couple of miles. Though, she thought it might’ve been more.”

      “Couple of miles from where, though?” Brett echoed the question in her mind.

      Kamryn said, “If they parked at the trailhead over here and walked north that would put them close to Shaffer’s Crest. Maybe the lookout by the creek…what’s it called? Where the waterfall is.”

      “Trinity Falls,” Brett said. “Good thinking.”

      “Yes.” Tate’s tone was a whole lot more suspicious. “You know the area, but I’ve never seen you before. Do you live in town?”

      “She knew my name,” Jeff said.

      Conroy huffed. “She indicated she knew Mia.”

      “So who are you?” Tate asked her. “And how come you know so much about search and rescue?”

      “I don’t.” She watched the terrain below, feeling Brett’s stare. Maybe all of their stares. She didn’t want them to see the guilt on her face.

      Brett could easily sell her out. Tell them all who she was. He had no reason to keep her secret. Not even nostalgia came into play when people’s lives were at risk.

      She wanted to find the campsite right away. That would distract them all from interrogating her with questions. Afterward, she could get Tate to help her with the airport. It seemed like he wanted to know what happened—just not for the same reasons as her.

      I fly professionally, and I used to live here. Was that going to be enough to satisfy them? It was all she was prepared to say. She was helping them save whoever was still up here. That should prove to them she was a good person. Maybe if she did enough, then when they found out they’d believe she was nothing like her family. Or, she could leave before any of that happened.

      She was about to give her statement a try when Brett said, “Back off, guys. She’s helping us.”

      “So you know who she is?” Jeff said. “But you refuse to speak to me, so I guess you’ll go back to ignoring me now. As though anything you’ve been through is my fault.”

      “I guess it wasn’t, since you weren’t even here. Then you were dead. It’s probably hard to be blamed for stuff if you’re dead.”

      She tried to gauge Brett from just his body language. It gave nothing away. He’d always had to hide how smart he was. Bullies. His father. Her family. Their friends. She was the only one he’d opened up to…and only because she’d had such a hard time figuring out what on earth to write on her history paper. He’d sat down and explained all the societal implications of whatever that war had been, she couldn’t remember now. But he’d finally shown her the real him, and she’d had to fight her crush all that much harder.

      It had been the beginning of the end of their friendship.

      The start of something unexpected.

      Being in the same place as him again was beyond weird. She’d been unsure how seeing him would go. He was impressive as a man. They seemed to have fallen pretty easily back into that comfortable connection they’d always had.

      But she couldn’t stay.

      Kamryn might not have ever found another place in the world where she felt like she fit. Or people she fit with. But the answer wasn’t here. Not when everyone would know there was evil in her blood, despite all her attempts to fight the truth.

      She tried not to shift in her seat. “You must have gone to school for a long time to be a vet.”

      Brett glanced over.

      “You’ve accomplished a lot since…” She didn’t finish. Which made it worse. “It’s impressive.” Mostly, it was impressive how much she put her foot in her mouth. Why did she always do that?

      “So you do know each other,” Tate said.

      They ignored his comment, and Brett offered her a small smile.

      “There,” Dean said. “On the right side. There’s a clearing, and I see people waving.”

      She made a circle and came around. Sure enough, two people waved. Not just saying hi to the helicopter overhead, but trying to get their attention. “I see them.”

      She needed a place to set down.

      “You do seem to know what you’re doing with search and rescue,” Brett said. “Have you done this before?”

      Was he going to tell her that she was impressive? Why did she want that like a parched river bed thirsted for the first spring rain?

      Kamryn had to brush it off. “Going after a rogue bear? No.” She even chuckled, so they’d all believe it was no big deal.

      Jeff said, “You’re not military.”

      “No, I’m not.” Maybe she was supposed to say she’d “never had the pleasure of serving.” But given the way he’d fired off that accusation she hadn’t thought to do so before she spoke.

      “So you’re unqualified for this.”

      Brett bristled. She didn’t want to leave Jeff’s newest statement that sounded a whole lot like an accusation lying.

      “I’ve flown water tankers during wildfires the last four years in a row. I’ve dropped supplies to the Red Cross when they were cut off because of rebels, and I rescued two missionaries from northern Alaska during a blizzard.” Before any of them could respond, she said, “So yes, I am qualified to land a helicopter in pleasant weather in a clearing. Thanks for asking before you all got in this helicopter and put your lives in my hands.”

      She started to lower the bird, both hands on the stick, very aware Brett’s attention was on her again. She felt heat on her cheeks and almost let the chopper drop a couple of feet just to make a point that she was perfectly in control. She smiled over the idea. A little healthy fear might be good for these guys.

      Or it seemed that way until she realized that’s what her father had raised her to do.

      Vindictiveness didn’t need to be part of a rescue operation.

      She set the chopper down and they all piled out.

      Conroy set his hand on her shoulder and mouthed, Thank you.

      She nodded.

      “Mia thanks you, too.”

      Kamryn didn’t know what to say to that. She left the chopper running while the others ran to the campers.

      “You’re leaving right away?” Brett asked. A wealth of expression played on his face, much more than could be stated with two words.

      “If any of them are injured, I’ll need to transport them quickly to the hospital.” They both knew that hadn’t been his question. “Will you be out hunting this bear?”

      He nodded. “If it’s hurt someone it needs to be taken down.”

      “Does that mean you’re going to…kill it?”

      “If I have to. It could be aggressive, and that’s a danger to anyone in its path.”

      “And that’s part of being a vet?”

      “Not normally. I contract with the local park rangers as a conservation vet in addition to my other duties. On occasion they need help with wildlife.”

      “Wow.”

      “You fly helicopters and rescue people.”

      “Still.”

      As he grinned, stress bled away from his face, ridding him of years and making him look like the boy she’d known once.

      Kamryn wanted again to ask what the deal was between him and Jeff. But she didn’t.

      “Dean’s bringing in an injured man.”

      She turned to the back door and nodded at Tate, who continued, “Brett, you’ll need to talk to Conroy. This is more complicated than we thought.”

      “What is it?” Brett didn’t get out.

      Tate glanced at her. “The man who was taken to the hospital just died. The doc says he was shot.”

      She felt her eyes widen. “The man we found?”

      Tate nodded. “You didn’t notice that?”

      “There was a lot of blood. But he said bear.” Was she supposed to have noticed a gunshot wound?

      “Doesn’t matter anyway. But now there’s a killer up here. And a rogue bear.”

      That didn’t sound good at all.

      Dean carried a woman over, double-timing it to reach the chopper. He climbed in with her and then donned headphones. “Let’s get her to the hospital. We need to be quick.”

      She nodded. “Copy that.”

      Brett shoved his door open. Before he took off his headphones, he said, “Later?”

      All she could think to say was, “Be careful.”
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      Brett pulled a beat-up ball cap from his rifle bag and tugged it on. Wind whistled in his ears and ruffled the material of his T-shirt as he watched the helicopter take off and fly away.

      Not the first time he’d stood there watching her leave.

      After the bird was out of sight, he turned to the campsite and nearly bumped into his brother and Tate.

      Jeff brought a hand up to protect himself. That was all it was. But it also meant that Brett walked into his hand.

      The collision triggered something in Brett he preferred to have stay deep down inside him, where he could pretend it no longer existed.

      He took a step back.

      “Who is she?” Tate asked. He was older than both Brett and his brother. He was also bigger, dragging out yet more of those buried feelings.

      Brett didn’t like facing down two guys bigger than him, even if they weren’t bad. He had to remind himself that this wasn’t like in high school when he was shoved into a bathroom stall and punched until he peed blood. “She asked me not to say, and she’s entitled to her privacy.”

      “So you have some kind of pact with her?” Jeff frowned. “You think she showed up here perfectly in time to fly our chopper right when we needed it? That can’t be a coincidence.”

      Brett shrugged. “Why was she here?”

      After a second Jeff said, “To look at the airport. Check it out, before she figured a way to drop a bomb on it.”

      “She…” Brett kept himself from looking where his brother’s arm should be. Jeff had lost it in an explosion, serving his country in a war zone like the one Kamryn apparently wanted to create at the old airport. Now Jeff was all happy and no longer had to pretend he was dead.

      Brett had mourned his brother for years. He’d remained stateside while the hero saved the world. He’d mourned his sister, even before she got herself killed. He’d watched his mother grieve both of them for different reasons, and try to keep her joy while she took care of women and children who needed a safe place to stay.

      All Jeff seemed to care about now was getting his life back. He didn’t realize how much had changed since he’d been gone.

      “This isn’t about her.” Brett shook his head. “She’s not involved.”

      Jeff shifted toward him. He probably didn’t mean it, but the move was aggressive nonetheless.

      “Are you going to hit me again, Dad? Or do you want me to go find that bear before it kills someone?” Brett didn’t wait for them, just brushed past his brother and made a beeline for Conroy.

      He didn’t even know why he clipped his brother’s shoulder. Because he was such a sucker for contact after all this time, that he couldn’t help himself?

      It might be all kinds of messed up, but after seeing Katherine—Kamryn—again, he didn’t know how else to be. Other than carrying on. Heading out with this rifle to focus on the job at hand.

      Conroy stood talking to two campers, dirty and disheveled. But they appeared unharmed. Neither was his father-in-law, or the two brothers who were the ones to shove Brett in the bathroom stall. Maybe that was the problem here. Way too many elements of the past had shown up today when all he wanted was to do his job and go home to his quiet house.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he checked the message. The dog he’d done surgery on was stable still, and the nurse assistant for the night was going to keep an eye on him. He sent a quick reply of a couple of things to watch for, then stowed his phone in his front jeans pocket.

      Conroy glanced over. “Everything good?” His gaze drifted over Brett’s shoulder to Jeff and Tate.

      “Everything’s fine.” As if he wanted to deal with family issues he’d been avoiding for almost a month now. “Briefing?”

      Conroy nodded, and everyone gathered around. “You guys want to sit?”

      The man shook his head and tucked the woman to his side. Both were in their thirties. “We’re good. Ready to get out of here, though.”

      “I’ll try to make this quick,” Conroy said. “Can you tell us what happened?”

      “The dog was barking. It belonged to that man, the one who ran after him. Victor said he would shoot the mutt if it didn’t stop. The owner guy said he wouldn’t bark like that unless there was something there. So we figured it could smell a deer or something. Rich—I know him from Bible study—said he would track the animal and shoo it off. He had a pistol, but not his rifle.”

      Brett nodded. A lot of guys wouldn’t go into the mountains without protection from man or beast, and Rich hadn’t been here to hunt.

      The man continued, “So the bear comes out of the woods and starts running for Craig. We tried to get away. Victor grabbed my wife and held onto her like he was going to use her as a shield. I fought him. We tried to run, but he jumped me as we were going that way. The bear swiped at Charlene—she’s Craig’s girl—and then dragged off Craig. Victor went after him, shooting his gun. We hid. The dog ran off, and his owner chased him. We heard a gunshot a few seconds later.” He shook his head. “If he hadn’t found you all I don’t know what we’d have done. We don’t know how to get back to where we parked.”

      Brett kept his opinion of that quiet. These people didn’t need a safety lesson when it would be too late for that because the worst day of their lives had already happened. “So Victor went after Craig and the bear?”

      The man nodded.

      Brett moved far enough he could set his rifle bag down, unzipped it, and got the weapon out. He didn’t use it often, and he didn’t hunt typically. Mostly he had no time to, considering his duties as the only town vet that treated both household pets and livestock.

      “You’re going alone?” Jeff asked.

      He didn’t look at his brother, just kept readying his rifle. Checking and double-checking everything. “I didn’t have time to call the state park ranger I usually work with, so I guess so.”

      He grabbed out a few things from the pouch at the front of the rifle bag and slid them into his backpack. The pepper spray went in the outside pocket, where he could quickly fetch it out it with his right hand.

      “So you’ve done this before?”

      Brett stood. “Not my first rodeo.”

      “Are you ever going to tell me why you’re mad at me, so I can fix it?”

      “What if it’s not something you can fix?”

      His brother didn’t like that, but he also didn’t have a response for it.

      Across the horizon, the helicopter made its way back to them. Brett could hardly believe she was here. Sure, she was using a different name and she wanted nothing to
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