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Chapter 1

Huntsville, Alabama, February

 


The solemn group of five met the plane as it
landed at the Huntsville airport and watched it taxi to the
terminal. Winter held the city within its icy grip, hiding the sun
behind low gray clouds and filling the sky with late-winter cold
and frosty wind.

None felt it.

No one wanted to remember that winter had
always been Aubree’s favorite season, that she loved playing in the
snow and listening to the dry, shriveled grass crunch under her
feet. Yet it was all around them—the laughter as she rode the sled
to the bottom of the hill, her joy in discovering on Christmas
morning that it was snowing. Instead, they were filled with loss
and grief, the truth hitting them with clarity as the plane rolled
ever closer.

Eileen’s arm tightened around her daughter’s
waist as tears rolled down her cheeks. Larke felt her mother
trembling and hugged her lightly. “Hold on to me, Mom.”

Her mother nodded, searching her coat pocket
for a tissue. “She’s home. I still can’t believe this. How did it
happen? Why didn’t someone help her?”

“Hopefully, Gray will have some answers,”
Larke whispered.

“She was so excited about meeting Dalton,”
Eileen choked out.

Larke glanced helplessly over her shoulder at
her husband before kissing her mother on the cheek. “Will you be
able to do this?” she asked softly.

Eileen blotted her eyes with a tissue, her
heart broken. “No more than you.” Glancing at her daughter, she saw
Larke’s reddened eyes full of tears. Inhaling deeply, she took her
hand. “We’ll get through this—together.”

Swallowing back the pain, Larke reached
blindly for Kody’s hand, and it was there, his fingers lacing
through hers as he stepped closer, his arms embracing both wife and
mother-in-law. “I’m glad Gray is the one bringing her home.”

Tec and Mairenn stood to one side, watching
as the plane rolled to a stop, its noisy engines quieted. No one
moved as a hearse drove in close, swinging around to receive the
casket from the back of the plane. The ramp slowly lowered, and
Major Grayson Scott emerged, accompanying the highly polished
casket down the ramp. Following behind the entourage was Aubree’s
employer, Umberto Apollinaire.

Once the rear door of the vehicle closed,
Gray crossed the distance to his mother, wrapping his arms around
her as she cried. “I’m so sorry, Mom,” he murmured. He extended his
arm to his sister, and Larke stepped into his embrace.

“Are they sure it’s her? Absolutely sure?”
Eileen whispered, grasping for any hope.

“They’re sure.”

“But what if they’re wrong? What if it was
someone else in the fire?”

Gray gazed into her grief-stricken face. “The
tests were conclusive. Her DNA matched mine as her sibling.”

Eileen’s back stiffened. “I want to see
her.”

“We talked about that,” he reminded her
gently. “She wouldn’t want you to remember her as she is now. She
would want you to remember her as she was. Bright, beautiful, and
happy.”

Umberto hung back during the exchange, and it
was Eileen who approached him and shook his hand. She introduced
him to her family and asked if he had a place to stay, which he
did.

“Please come to the house and have dinner
with us this evening. We would appreciate hearing stories about
Aubree.”

He inclined his head. “It would be an
honor.”

“We’ll send a car for you. But before we
leave, I want to thank you for everything you did for Aubree. She
would be so thankful you’re here.”

“It was the least I could do, Madame Scott.
Your daughter was my protégé, a true rising star in the fashion
world. She was gifted, and I was proud of her. Did she tell you
that I had chosen her to design next year’s spring line?”

“Yes,” Eileen said, her voice thick with
emotion. “She was giddy with excitement—her words—and she didn’t
want to disappoint you.”

“She never did. Not once. It is a pity that
her genius died with her. The world will never know what they
lost.”

Eileen began to weep, and she reached out for
her son, who held her tenderly. “What are we going to do without
her?”

Gray choked back the lump in his throat. “I
wish I knew.”

 


* * *

After delivering Monsieur Apollinaire to his
hotel, Eileen insisted they go to the funeral home before returning
home, asking Tec and Mairenn to help Mary Alice look after the
children until they returned.

“It can wait until this afternoon,” Gray
suggested. “Let Larke and I handle it. You’re exhausted.”

“Yes,” Larke quickly agreed. “We can take
care of everything.”

Eileen struggled to speak, squeezing her
son’s hand. “I appreciate your willingness to help, but I have to
do this. I’m her mother. I brought her into the world, and I’ll see
to her leaving it.”

Gray and Larke glanced at each other, wanting
to relieve her of the burden of making all the arrangements. But
they knew that look on her face. She wanted to select the floral
arrangements, memorial cards, and obituary without any help. When
asked where the burial was to take place, she had a ready
answer.

“Years ago, I bought myself a cemetery plot
at the church. I want Aubree to have it,” she added.

Returning home, Eileen finally agreed to
rest. Larke accompanied her upstairs, leaving the others to gather
around the table in the kitchen. They were amazed by the number of
food platters, casseroles, and desserts spread across the island
and counters. On top of each was a sticky note with the name of
each dish and the kind person who had brought it.

“It started not long after you left for the
airport,” Mary Alice explained, pouring coffee and tea for them.
“The doorbell started ringing and hasn’t quit. Every flat surface
on this level is covered—even the washer and dryer. I’m not sure
where I’m going to put anything else.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Kody told her. “We’ll
find room.”

Tec and Mairenn entered the kitchen with
Dalton and an empty baby bottle. “Jack’s in the playroom,” Tec
said. “His fever is gone. And this little guy is refusing to
burp.”

“Let me take him.” Kody reached over for his
son, settling him against his shoulder and gently patting him on
the back. He immediately burped.

Mairenn’s eyes widened in astonishment. “How
do you do that?”

“Baby burping is an art.”

Tec smiled sheepishly. “He also knows who’s
the boss.”

Larke came into the kitchen, her face weary.
“Mom went right to sleep. I don’t think she’s slept two hours
together since we got the first call.”

Kody’s arm slipped around her waist. “You
could use some sleep yourself.”

She leaned over to kiss him, pausing to kiss
Dalton, too. “I’m too wound up. My brain won’t shut off.”

“Sit here,” Gray said, pointing to the empty
chair between Kody and him.

 Once seated with
a cup of tea in her hand, Larke looked at her brother. “You didn’t
want to talk about it over the phone, but you’re home now. Tell us
what happened.”

 



Chapter 2

Germany, Mid-March

 


Her eyes fluttered open. Where am
I?

Running. Cold. Heart pounding. Pain. So much
pain.

Hide! Must hide!

She heard shots—the echoes bouncing wildly
around her. Numbness spread through her body until she no longer
felt the pain. She closed her eyes as the pool of blood widened.
I’m dying. Shouting jolted through her. Running footsteps
gained on her.

They’re coming!

Biting her lip, she hugged her arm and curled
into a ball. Gasping for breath—whimpering—she shrank back. Voices.
Light. Shadows. So tired. So cold.

A voice in her head—Save yourself!

“Can you hear me?”

The anxious voice pierced the blackness, and
she struggled toward it even as she shrank from it, the darkness
dragging her back, the light jerking her forward. She fought to
hear the familiar voice, fought to open her eyes. Where’s my
voice?

“She’s waking up.”

A blinding pinpoint of light shafted through
the blackness, hovering close to her face. Wincing, she fought to
block it, trying to raise her hands to shield her eyes, but they
lay limp and useless.

“Squeeze my hand.”

Groggy, her mouth dry, she moved her fingers,
slowly opening her eyes to gaze at a shadowed face she didn’t
recognize. She tried to speak but croaked out one word. “Who?”

A soothing hand covered hers. “You’re safe
now, Miss. No one will hurt you.”

But I hurt all over. Why is my throat
sore? Breathless, she saw a shadow move into the light, a
familiar face. She looked into her brother’s eyes, her voice raspy,
barely a whisper, “Gray.” Why is my throat sore?

Smiling, he leaned toward her. “Thank God,
you know me.”

“Thirs—” she whispered, unable to say the
whole word. Within moments, a straw appeared between her lips.

“Just a little.”

Cool water slid down her throat, tasting as
delicious as the finest ice cream.

The older man leaned toward her. “I’m Doctor
Thompson, Miss Mathews,” he said as he put a stethoscope to her
chest and listened. “I’ve been with you since you were brought in.
No congestion. That’s a good sign. We’ve been waiting for you to
wake up.”

Miss Matthews? The room seemed to spin
before her eyes. “How long?” she murmured, unable to shake the
disorientation or dizziness.

“You’ve been unconscious for several weeks,”
Gray explained.

Uncontrollable drowsiness was beginning to
consume her. “Voice,” she struggled.

Doctor Thompson didn’t look up from the chart
on which he was writing. “Your trach tube was removed yesterday. It
can irritate the throat.”

Her eyelids didn’t want to stay open.
“Hos—pi—?”

“Don’t talk. You’re in Germany.” Gray watched
for her response, but there wasn’t one. “Honey, don’t go to sleep
yet.”

Her voice was barely audible. “Slee . . .
py.”

“You need to tell me what happened.” Gray’s
tone went firm. “Who was it, Sis? Who did this to you?” His answer
was silence.

“She’s asleep, Major.”

“How can I protect her if I don’t know who
did this?”

 



Chapter 3

Majesta Landing, Alabama, End of March

 


“I’ll get it!” Larke shouted, rushing for the
ringing phone in the entry hall. Everyone else had already gone
outside to begin cleaning up the yard. The sky was clear, the sun
warm, and it was a perfect day to take the kids out for some fresh
air.

Jerking off her glove, she lifted the
receiver. “Hello?”

“Hello,” the cheerful female voice on the
other end returned. “Have I reached the Raines residence?”

“Yes,” Larke replied. “How may I help
you?”

“I’m an old friend of Aubree’s. Is she there?
I’d love to speak to her.”

A chill wind shivered over Larke. “No, she’s
not here.”

“That’s too bad. I’m only in town for a
couple of days. Do you have a number where I can reach her?”

Larke’s heart dropped into her feet, and her
voice sounded far away. “I’m sorry, but Aubree . . .” the word
caught in her throat, “died.”

“Died?” There was a long moment of silence.
“When?”

“February.”

“I’m sorry. I—I didn’t mean to intrude. I
didn’t know. I’m so, so sorry.” There was a click, and the call
ended.

“Honey, the kids are waiting!”

Kody’s voice reached her as she set the
receiver in the cradle, but her feet were stuck to the floor.

“What is it?” he asked softly. “Are you okay?
Who was on the phone?”

She glanced back at him, her face solemn with
grief. “Someone asking for Aubree. She didn’t know about the . . .
the accident,” she said, her voice quivering, and she drew a hard
breath. “When I told her, she apologized all over herself and hung
up.”

“Come here,” he said as she began to cry, his
hands turning her toward him. He wrapped his arms around her, and
she held him, never wanting to let go. He kissed her forehead,
murmuring words of solace.

“I’ve been trying so hard—for the kids—and
you,” she explained, reaching for the box of tissues near the
phone, “and all it takes is a voice on the other end of the phone
to make me fall apart.”

“You’re trying too hard, honey. We know you
and your mother are suffering.”

Larke blotted her eyes and blew her nose.
“But the kids shouldn’t think it’s all I do.”

“They don’t. They just wish they could make
you feel better.”

“Mommy?” Nine-year-old Maddie came in from
the back of the house, a worried expression on her face. “Are you
okay?” she asked, putting her arms around her mother.

Larke stroked her daughter’s dark curls. “I
am, thank you. I was just thinking about your Aunt Aubree.”

“And it made you cry?”

“A little.” She leaned down to kiss the top
of Maddie’s head. “She loved a day like today—sunshine and fresh
air. How about we have a picnic outside for lunch?”

“Can we?” she asked, and her mother nodded.
“Wait till I tell Jack!” She bolted and ran through the house, the
slamming of the back door her last sound.

Kody wrapped his hands around Larke’s face,
his eyes soft. “You never cease to amaze me.”

“Why?”

“You’re filled with pain, and yet you know
how to make a child smile.”

Standing on her toes, Larke kissed Kody.
“Let’s make this the best day possible.”

 “Your wish is my
command.”

 



Chapter 4

Germany, Mid-May

 


Her eyes narrowing, Aubree stared at her
brother. “Say that again.”

“You’re dead.”

“What do you mean—dead?”

“Everyone you know and love believes you’re
dead.”

“You lied to them—and me?” she echoed in
astonished disbelief as tears rolled down her cheeks. “Damn it,
Gray. You said Mom had her hands full with Larke’s kids and the new
baby—that she’d come as soon as she could.” Her eyes narrowed. “How
could you do that?”

“To protect you,” he explained. “And them.
Whoever beat you senseless apparently didn’t buy the story that
you’re dead. Your apartment was ransacked and burned. I salvaged
what I could.”

Aubree’s eyes widened, and she gulped, afraid
to ask. “How much was lost?”

“Almost everything.”

“My shoes, too?” He nodded, and her heart
sank. At the mental picture of her apartment blackened and ruined,
a smoking pile of ashes, she teared up again—folding into herself
and rocking on the chair. Gone. Everything’s gone.

“I’m sorry, Bree. I did what I could.”

“I know,” she managed, brushing the wetness
from her cheeks.

Gray stood up, paced to the door, and walked
back, frowning. “That isn’t even the worst of it.”

She’d seen that look before, the
damn-the-torpedoes, full-speed-ahead look that preceded his
no-holds-barred, take-no-prisoners version of the truth. “There’s
more?”

“The Apollinaire building was torched three
days after your apartment.”

She gasped, unable to fathom the tragedy
growing all around her. “No. That—that can’t be,” she murmured.
“Why would someone do that? Umberto doesn’t have an enemy in the
world.” Her eyes widened, and her hands gripped the arms of the
chair. “He’s not dead, is he?”

Gray shook his head, sitting opposite her and
taking her hands. “It happened during the night—the building was
empty. Look, I don’t want you worrying. They’ll get the bastards
who did this. Until then, the military wants you somewhere
safe.”

“Why?”

“You’re the only living witness to have seen
the faces of the men who tried to kill you.”

She felt a tremor of fear. “And they want me
to testify.”

“When the time comes.”

“But I can’t remember anything. You know
that.”

“We have to believe your memory will
return.”

Sniffling, Aubree reached for the tissue box.
“Mom will have your hide when she finds out you lied to her.”

“I’m hoping her joy in learning you’re still
alive will offset that.”

“I wouldn’t count on it.” She sighed
uneasily, wiping her eyes, and blowing her nose. “What happens
next?”

“Obviously, you can’t go back to your
apartment in Paris.”

“And I can’t go back to work.” Biting her
lip, Aubree sank back in the chair, her mind spinning from all her
broken plans. “There’s nothing to go back to. I was working on next
year’s spring line. It was the first time my name—my
name—would be on the collection. Aubree Scott for Maison
d’Apollinaire. All my drawings were in the sewing room and in my
office,”—her heart dropped into her feet—“on my laptop.”

Opening his briefcase, Gray pulled out a
manila envelope and gave it to her. “The news doesn’t get any
better, I’m afraid. I didn’t just tell Mom and Larke you’re dead.
You’re legally dead.”

“Dead?”

“Legally dead, complete with death
certificate. You have a new identity with a paper trail so long it
will fool even the nerdiest geek trying to verify you.”

“But I thought that was just for the hospital
records.”

“From now on, you’re Carlie Matthews. I can’t
change it if you don’t like it. You’re in the system.”

Aubree pressed her lips together tightly to
stop the tears. Her carefully ordered life had just blown up in her
face, her plans for the future destroyed. Everyone, including her
family, believed she was dead. And worse, if anything could be
worse, she was no longer Aubree Scott.

“Carlie Matthews.” Sighing, she rubbed her
fingers over the envelope. “It’s not bad, I suppose.” She pulled
out the documents and looked at each, one by one. Birth certificate
with a different birthdate and parents’ names; passport with a
hideous photo, another on her new driver’s license. “I live in
Oregon. What do I do in this new life?”

“You joined the army to see the world, and
you have a military file to prove it.”

“That was one way to get me to follow in your
footsteps.”

“I had what was left of your belongings
shipped to me, and I took the liberty of packing a duffel bag.”

“I’m almost afraid to ask what’s in it.”

“Only what was fit to pack—all in rolled-up
bags so I could pack more.”

“That’s girl thinking.”

“I do have a mother and two sisters.”
He set a paper bag at her feet. “Clothing. You’re leaving here
today in a private’s uniform.” At her puzzled frown, he explained.
“In case anyone’s watching the hospital.”

“Do you think they are?” she murmured,
holding the bag close to her body.

“You’ll forgive me for being extremely
cautious.”

Aubree nodded and rose from the chair.

“Cane,” he reminded her.

She scowled. “It makes me feel old.”

“Doctor’s orders. You keep falling like you
did over the weekend, and your broken bones will be broken again.
Carlie.”

Without another word, she clenched her jaw in
annoyance and grabbed the cane, using it for support as she hobbled
into the bathroom and shut the door. She avoided her reflection in
the mirror. Three ugly red lines scored her face—her forehead,
cheek down to her jaw, and one that barely missed her right eye.
When she first saw them, she had wept bitterly. She didn’t need to
see every ridge and bump to know the horror of her appearance.

“Frankenstein.” Sighing, she opened the bag
and pulled out the contents. Weakness in her arms and legs slowed
her progress, and changing out of the hospital gown took longer
than it should have.

Exhausted and stressed, she emerged from the
bathroom and presented herself. “Will I do?”

Frowning, he looked her up and down. “Not
very regulation, but acceptable under the circumstances. Need some
help with your boots?”

“Please,” she murmured in pain as she eased
down on the chair.

Gray helped her with socks and boots while
she brushed her hair, clipping it at the nape of her neck. “There,”
he said, passing her a pair of sunglasses. “No one will suspect you
aren’t a soldier. There’s a car waiting for us outside, and as soon
as your wheelchair arrives, we’ll go. Ready?”

Aubree stared at the door and the possible
dangers that awaited her beyond it. “No.”





Chapter 5

Majesta Landing, End of May

 


“Who could that be?” Eileen asked. The
doorbell rang twice, and Kody stuck his head into the kitchen,
motioning for her to stay seated.

A minute later, he returned, carrying a large
arrangement of cut flowers. “Someone spared no expense,” Mary Alice
remarked as Kody set the vase on the table.

“Larke will be so surprised,” Eileen beamed,
putting her hand on Kody’s arm.

Puzzled, Kody frowned. “I didn’t order
them.”

“Then who did?”

A card sat nestled amid fragrant
flowers—mostly roses—and Kody pulled it out, turning it over to see
if there was a name on the envelope.

He went still.

“Who are they for?” Eileen asked, eager to
know the name of the lucky recipient.

Kody turned the envelope to show her the
name. “Aubree.”

“That can’t be.” Reaching out, she took the
unsealed envelope. “Should we open it?”

“I would.”

Inhaling deeply, not knowing what to expect,
Eileen pulled out the card. “Thinking of you.” She turned the card
over to check the back. Nothing.

“That’s it?”

Eileen passed the card to him. “First the
strange phone call, and now this.”

“What do you want me to do with them?” Mary
Alice asked as she approached the table.

“I say—put them on the table in the entry
hall where everyone can enjoy them.”

Kody watched as Mary Alice took the
arrangement from the kitchen. Turning back to Eileen, he tapped the
card on his finger. “Do you mind if I keep this?”

“Cop intuition?”

“Something like that.”

 



Chapter 6

Olecaster Island, Alaska, End of May

 


Kav Raines heard the helicopter long before
it appeared on the horizon. Up since dawn, he’d been working to
finish the connection between the water wheel and the bank of
batteries in the maintenance room. His predecessor had believed
that water power could provide all the electricity he would ever
need. It might even replace the diesel generator that ran the
refrigerator and freezer.

“I guess the long winters got to be too much
for you,” he murmured, returning the wire stripper to the toolbox.
For himself, he’d appreciate being less dependent on costly fuel
deliveries.

The project had originated with the son of
the original landowner, Jedediah Lancaster, known to him as First.
Jedediah, Jr., called Ole Jed by the locals, had lived on Olecaster
Island his entire life. Kav had called him Second. By the time
Second got around to building the water-driven electrical system,
he was an old man. Kav had promised him that he’d make the blasted
thing work if it was the last thing he ever did.

“Shouldn’t have made that promise,” he
muttered under his breath. “You knew it wouldn’t work.” Still, he’d
finish what the old man had started. I owe him that
much.

“Are you watching, Second?” he shouted to the
wind. “Are you up there laughing at me while I stand in ankle-deep
mud trying to get this—” The screwdriver slipped, and the screw
plopped into the mud. “I’ll just rip the cursed thing out and chuck
it into the ocean.”

The last wire securely in place and all final
checks made, Kav set the water wheel in place and walked back to
the cabin. “Let’s see if this bad boy works.”

Once inside the maintenance room, he threw
the switch. Nothing. He turned it off and on again. Then again,
waiting for the control panel to display the electrical input from
the water wheel. Still nothing. He muttered a string of profanity
that would have made his mentor proud. “Do you hear that? It
doesn’t work, and I’m not going to dig up a football
field-length of conduit just to find it!”

Frustrated and thirsty, Kav headed into the
kitchen and poured a cup of coffee from the thermos. He stepped
outside onto the porch overlooking the slope where the water wheel
turned. It was then that he saw the helicopter. Nothing new, but it
was flying over the island at a lower altitude than most aircraft
did.

Setting the cup on the railing, he opened the
cabin door, reaching inside to lift his binoculars from the peg and
the rifle from over the door. The helicopter came into sharp
focus—military, his mind processed. Nondescript color and
markings. What do they want?

Stepping off the porch, he kept to the trees
that fringed the western side of the meadow, watching as it flew
out along the sloping ridge before returning, as if looking for
something. Or someone. Better they come to him, especially
if they were there for less than stellar reasons. In which case, it
might be better for them to encounter a brown bear before they
reached the cabin.

Crossing the trail, he climbed the rock
formation that overlooked the meadow. The helicopter landed on the
south end, and an army officer carrying a briefcase alighted. Kav
waited patiently for the man to make his way up the trail some
distance before lifting the rifle to draw a bead on him. “Gotcha.
Oak leaves, hmm? Well, Major, which part do I shoot first? Arm?
Leg? Nick a finger? Blow a hole through your shoe?” Or something
more vital and personal? He took aim at crotch level.

When the man was within comfortable shouting
range, Kav stretched out on the rock, took careful aim, and pulled
the trigger. A loud report and a puff of dirt between the man’s
feet stopped him in his tracks, his hand instantly reaching for his
sidearm. “I wouldn’t do that!” Kav warned.

Halting, the man looked around, the brim of
his hat shading his face. “Shooting at military personnel is
illegal!”

Once more, Kav sighted the space between the
man’s feet. “So is trespassing! State your business and get off my
island!”

“Stop being an ass, Kav!”

As Kav took aim, he shouted, “Before I turn
you into a soprano, tell me who you are and what you want!”

“Major Grayson Scott! I’m here on urgent
business!”

Grayson Scott. Now that was a name Kav
hadn’t heard in years. Kody had been dating Gray’s sister at the
time—they were even engaged for a while, until their sudden breakup
left the two families at odds and his friendship with Gray
strained.

“Everything is urgent to the military, Major!
You’ve got thirty seconds to explain your urgent business.
Clock’s ticking.” With that, he aimed the rifle about two and a
half feet higher.

“I’m here about Aubree—remember her?”

Another familiar name, a time long gone, and
a man who no longer existed. Kav’s eyes narrowed. “I’m
listening!”

“She’s in trouble, and you’re the only one
who can help her.”

“I doubt that.”

Gray’s impatience ratcheted up. “Has the
isolation scrambled your brain? I wouldn’t have flown all this way
to play a prank. Aubree needs you.”

Something in Gray’s voice shivered through
Kav. Truth. He lowered the rifle and stood up. “Come on
up.”

The two men met at the trailhead, their
handshake restrained, and they continued to the cabin. “You’re
still handy with a rifle,” Gray complimented as he noticed a scar
on Kav’s face that began at the corner of his left eye and ran down
to disappear into his beard. “I should have you arrested.”

Smirking, Kav grabbed his coffee mug from its
perch on the railing. “Well, if you’d come by boat, you’d have seen
the no trespassing signs. Guess I should aim a few signs
skyward.”

“Signs don’t deter trespassers unless they
have a conscience.”

“That’s why the warning is posted. They
trespass and ignore the sign, I shoot them. Simple.” Kav stared at
Gray for a long moment. “Coffee?” he asked, opening the cabin
door.

Gray stepped into a room with a high ceiling
and loft area. Though small, it was open and rustic with a
well-placed woodstove at the heart. He watched as Kav poured two
cups of coffee and brought them to the dining table. “Is that one
of those woodstoves you can cook on?”

Kav nodded. “Also has an oven and a reservoir
for heating water. I’ve got sugar and canned milk.”

“This is fine.” He took a long drink of
strong, tepid coffee. “You’ve been a hard man to find.”

Kav’s stony expression was unyielding.
“Good.”

“Living in Alaska hasn’t harmed you any,
although the last time I saw you, your hair was shorter, and you
weren’t sporting a beard or that lethal-looking scar. You’ve turned
into a regular Grizzly Adams. Must be one of the perks of roughing
it above the fifty-fifth parallel.”

“And you look like hell, too,” he
returned.

Gray drank from his cup. “Touché.”

Aware of his long hair, Kav rubbed his beard
and looked down at his clothes. Worn denim jeans and a buckskin
jacket over a white T-shirt. No fringe, but the jacket shoulders
had been decorated with an intricate pattern of beading in the
shape of an eagle. Serviceable, well-worn boots—a little muddy
today. “What’s on your mind?”

“Cut to the chase, eh?” Gray asked. “No
chitchat or ‘how’s life been treating you?’” At Kav’s stony
expression, he nodded. “All right, we’ll do this your way.”

He opened his briefcase and pulled out a
thick manila folder, pushing it toward Kav. “Three months ago,
Aubree—somehow—interrupted a meeting between an undercover Interpol
agent and a group of—well, truth be told, we don’t know who. We
have our suspicions, but that’s all they are for now—suspicions.
Aubree was badly beaten. Severe concussion, fractured jaw and
femur, broken arm and ribs—not to mention all the bruises.
Everything’s in the folder.”

Kav opened the folder and began to thumb
through the pictures, gazing at a face he hadn’t seen in years, a
face he barely recognized. “Jesus,” he whispered, taken aback.
Swollen beyond recognition, her face was a mass of black and purple
bruises and open gashes. Another photo revealed the gashes sewn
shut, leaving long, angry suture lines. Casts. Bandages. Tubes and
wires.

He sighed, remembering the teenager with
bright eyes and an engaging smile. “I’m surprised she survived,” he
said finally.

“So was the doctor. She was in a coma for
several weeks. We were hoping she’d tell us what happened, but she
doesn’t remember. Her doctor said the amnesia could be short term,
but she’s so traumatized it wouldn’t surprise me if her memory
never returned.”

“What do you know about the undercover
operation?”

“Only that the US military was working with
the CIA, Interpol, and policing agencies in Europe to ferret out a
particularly dangerous group of criminals—dealers in weapons,
drugs, assassinations, human trafficking—you name it. They do it
all.”

“One-stop shopping if money’s no object. How
did Aubree get sucked in?”

“That’s the million-dollar question. Aubree’s
a fashion designer. She doesn’t move in the same crowd as those who
align themselves with the criminal underworld. Louis Sartre, the
Interpol agent who’d been undercover for almost three years, was
tortured and executed at an empty warehouse in Paris. Later, some
teenagers who were looking for a quiet place to smoke pot found
him, and when the police arrived, they discovered Aubree hiding
beneath a workbench.”

“Did she and the Interpol agent know each
other?”

“She knew him as Henri Brunet. Her coworkers
told me that Sartre was an acquaintance of her boss, and he was the
one who introduced them. They would meet and have lunch, go to
museums and concerts together. Everyone I talked to described him
as a good friend. I haven’t had the heart to tell her he’s
dead.”

“She’s a loose end,” Kav pointed out as he
continued to scan through the pages.

“That’s why I’m here. She’s the only witness.
The day Sartre was killed, Aubree’s apartment was trashed, then set
on fire.”

“Did they find what they were looking
for?”

Gray shook his head. “Apparently not. The
next night, the same thing happened to Sartre’s apartment. The only
credible information we have about any of this is that Interpol
received a text message from Sartre telling them that he had the
proof they needed and was coming in. That was the last anyone heard
from him.”

“What was the time stamp on the message?”

“About noon. It’s in the file. Aubree’s
friends told us that Sartre went to see Aubree at that time, so we
assume he was kidnapped when he left her office. Aubree left the
building about two o’clock and never returned. Her boss reported
her missing to the police late in the day, but I wasn’t notified
until after she’d been found.”

“What prompted the move to a German
hospital?”

“She was in a Paris hospital under a false
name when we released the story that she had died of her injuries.
No one should have been looking for her. Two weeks later, an
unknown man entered her hospital room—she’d been taken to X-ray,
and the nurse was there, changing the sheets on her bed. He claimed
he’d come to the wrong room. After that, I had a guard placed
outside the door. A week later, it happened again, except this time
Aubree was in the room. The man and carrying a chart entered the
room. A nurse caught him, but he disappeared before anyone could
stop him.”

“Anything else?”

“I moved her to Germany under a completely
different name and hoped there wouldn’t be any more incidents.”

“But there were.”

“My CO informed me that someone called the
hospital several times asking for Aubree Scott, but they were told
there was no one registered with that name. Then someone turned up
at the information desk asking about her.”

“Almost sounds like an inside job.”

Disgusted, Gray shook his head. “I can’t even
begin to wrap my head around that. I realized that there was more
going on than we knew, but it was too late to send her back to the
States.”

“You had to make your family act like a
grieving family would,” Kav said, nodding, understanding the need
for complete deception.

“It killed me to lie to them,” Gray
confessed, “but I keep telling myself it was necessary.”

“You realize what will happen when you
finally tell them the truth?”

“There won’t be anywhere on this planet I can
hide. Still, I’d do it again.”

Fingering the handle on his cup, Kav sat
back. “Where do I fit into all of this?”

“I want to hire you as her bodyguard.”

Kav pushed the file away. “Sorry, you’ve got
the wrong man.”

“Look, you worked for the FBI. You know what
to do when the bad guys show up.”

“That’s exactly why I don’t work for them
anymore.” He lifted his cup to take a drink and realized the cup
was empty.

“The scar on your face have something to do
with that?” Gray asked, but Kav’s hard gaze revealed nothing. “Your
setup here is perfect. You’re isolated. No neighbors. And I’ll
wager you’re armed to the teeth.”

The chair legs scraped the floor as Kav rose
to fill his cup. “That doesn’t make me right for the job. You need
a highly trained professional who’s willing to work twenty-four
seven.”

“Even if I could find a professional
bodyguard, he’d be a stranger to Aubree. She wouldn’t last five
minutes. She’s too fragile. Besides, she knows you—she trusts
you.”

“That was a long time ago.”

In the lull that followed, Gray sensed the
upcoming refusal and didn’t know what else he could say to convince
him. “Before you turn me down flat, will you at least talk to
her?”

Kav was adamant. “Let me give you the name of
someone you can call. He might know a bodyguard or two, but it
won’t come cheap.”

“I don’t want a high-priced muscle man with
an earpiece and sidearm. I want you.”

“I’m not cheap either.” Kav shook his head,
picking up his cup to get a refill. “Trust me, you don’t want me
guarding your sister.”

“What happened to you?” Gray pursued, rising
from his chair. “You never shied away from anything in your life.
Hell, adventure was your middle name.”

Kav’s cup clattered on the table. “Let’s just
say I learned one hard lesson too many.”

Gray took a step toward him, his voice
brimming with anger. “You saw the pictures, Kav—Aubree’s in danger.
No one else can help her—not the way you can. You’re it. Do you
understand?” They stared at each other for an unyielding moment.
“All I’m asking that you do is talk to her. Will you at least do
that?”

Kav took a deep breath and relented. “Give me
a number.”

“You won’t need it. I brought her with
me.”

Trap. “She’s here?”

“With the pilot.” Pulling a small
walkie-talkie from his pocket, Gray depressed the key, speaking
directly to the pilot.

Within a few minutes, the helicopter was
airborne, moving slowly over the meadow, the rotor generating a
sweeping wind billowing through the tall grasses and wildflowers.
Kav and Gray waited at the south end of the meadow, watching as the
pilot landed.

Gray hurried forward, opening the door to
help his sister to the ground. Leaning in, he grabbed her duffel
bag. He looked at the pilot, who shook his head, silently affirming
that her time with him had been difficult. Nodding in
understanding, he waved the pilot off, put his arm around his
sister, and stood still until the helicopter rose with ease,
disappearing the direction it had come.

 



Chapter 7

When Aubree finally stood on solid ground,
she sighed heavily, moaning at the pain coursing through her body.
What a miserable trip. Gray had warned her it would be a
long one, and he was right. How many times did we change planes
and use false identities? She’d forgotten. When they reached
the military base in Alaska, she realized the journey was nearing
the end. They’d boarded the helicopter that brought them to
Olecaster Island.

“Sorry for the delay,” Gray told her as he
gave her a gentle squeeze, feeling the trembling of her body. Her
reddened cheeks revealed her heightened anxiety at the thought of
being left alone with a stranger. “I needed to talk to Kav first.
You okay?”

Wincing from the pain shooting through her
shoulder and down her left leg, she nodded. “Just tired. I’m afraid
the pilot won’t let me back on board in the future.”

“He understands.”

Kav didn’t know what to expect when Aubree
Scott stepped from the helicopter. He had seen the pictures of her
with bandages and casts—hooked up to all kinds of monitors and
tubes. Rather than confined to a wheelchair, she was walking slowly
toward him with a cane—dressed in fatigues—eyes hidden behind dark
sunglasses, her hair twisted up beneath a standard-issue cap that
served to shade her face.

“Private Carlie Matthews, Mr. Raines,” she
greeted softly, the expression on her face as fixed as the tone of
her voice.

“We’ve been using her new identity,” Gray
explained.

“It’s been a long time, Private. Welcome to
Olecaster Island.”

“Thank you, sir,” she responded, gazing at
him behind the dark shield that wrapped her eyes. He was still tall
and strong, his matured face sporting a beard several inches long.
His hair, though not as dark as either of his brother’s, was long,
wavy, and below shoulder length. His casual clothing fit him well
and suited the ruggedness of Alaska.

“The cabin isn’t far,” Kav said, reaching for
the duffel bag. “That way.”

“I can make it.” No sooner had Aubree said it
than she stumbled, her weak leg buckling under her and sending her
falling headlong into Kav. He caught her before she hit the
ground—her hat and sunglasses flying off into the grass. Alarmed,
she cried out, recoiling from his touch.

Gray was immediately at her side. “It’s Kav,
Bree. He won’t hurt you.”

Swallowing hard, Aubree looked up at Kav, her
face twisted by a pain so deep, it blotted out everything else.
Reaching out for Gray, she muttered a confused, “Sorry.”

Kav bent down to retrieve the hat and
sunglasses, completely understanding her reaction to him. The woman
before him wasn’t the girl he had known. This woman was broken in
body and spirit, her eyes haunted with a pain only those who had
experienced it could understand.

Gray steadied Aubree, speaking in hushed
tones. “We’re in no hurry. Take it slow and easy.”

Picking up the duffel bag, Kav followed his
guests into the cabin, where she sank with a heavy sigh on a lumpy,
threadbare sofa. Her glance coursed the room, but he doubted she
noticed the general clutter or the lack of female decor.

Kav set the duffel bag on the sofa.
“Something to drink?”

Gray looked at Aubree and asked, “Water?”

She nodded, discomfort etched on her face as
she waited for Kav to leave. “Please close the curtains,” she
murmured to her brother.

From the kitchen, Kav heard her and watched
as Gray shut the curtains. Their eyes met, and he nodded,
understanding. When he took Aubree the water, he saw Gray disappear
into the bathroom.

“Gray?” she asked as she took the glass,
almost in a panic.

“He’s in the bathroom, introducing himself to
the composting toilet.”

“Composting,” she echoed, knowing what that
meant when it came to gardening, but not exactly sure how that
worked for toilets. She took a long drink of water and set the
glass on the small table beside the sofa.

In the short silence that followed, Kav gazed
at her long and hard. Hair the warm color of brown sugar spun into
caramel with golden highlights. Eyes a shade darker than her
hair—they caught him, not because of the color, but because of the
anguished expression behind them. Even in the dim light, he saw the
angry scars scored across her pale skin, the suture dots running
along each side.

Aware that he was watching her, Aubree put a
shaky hand to her face and looked down, breaking the uncomfortable
silence. “Gray thinks I need a bodyguard.”

Direct and to the point. Kav leaned forward,
assessing her uneasy behavior. “And you don’t agree with him.”

Though Kav wasn’t a stranger, Aubree was
uneasy, a feeling that had become her constant companion since
she’d awakened from the coma. “I don’t disagree with
him.”

Kav tried to avoid causing her any more
distress. “He told me you can’t remember what happened.”

She glanced through the glass window of the
woodstove, where embers glowed. “I’m not sure I want to
remember.”

“It could help the authorities capture
whoever did this to you.”

Her hands squeezed into fists, her body
stiff. “There must be a good reason why I’ve blocked it out.”

“I’ve heard that the brain can protect itself
until it’s ready to remember.”

A loud crash in the short hallway between the
kitchen and the bathroom broke the strained conversation, and Kav
bolted toward the sound. Aubree covered her ears, her mind stripped
of thought, terror pouring in. Run. Heedless of her leg
injury, she struggled from the sofa and half crawled, half dragged
herself into the corner, making herself as small as possible.

Kav saw Gray trying to extricate himself from
a ladder that had been leaning against the wall. “Are you
hurt?”

“No. I just opened the door and ran right
into it.” He picked up the ladder and set it against the wall.
“Nice bathroom, though,” he commended. “Interesting toilet.”

“It’s better than tromping through four feet
of snow to get to an outhouse.”

When they returned to the living area, they
didn’t see Aubree sitting on the sofa. Gray hurried out the front
door. Kav started after him, but heard a noise and stopped,
listening. Stepping cautiously around the overstuffed chair, he
found her wedged into the corner. Frightened and shivering, she was
breathing raggedly, her knees drawn up to her chin.

Kneeling, Kav touched her hand, and she
jerked back, throwing out her arms in self-defense. Placing his
hands on either side of her ashen face, he forced her to look at
him. “Aubree, you’re safe,” he said quickly. “Do you hear me?”

“No!” she choked out hoarsely.

“You’re in Alaska. Think, Aubree.
Remember.”

“Don’t touch me!”

He released her. “No one will hurt you.”

She whimpered, burying her face against her
knees. “They’re coming.”

Kav leaned closer. “Listen to my voice,” he
said quietly. “I’m Kav Raines. You had a crush on me a long time
ago. You’re safe.”

She raised her head slowly, blinking once.
Twice. And she left the darkness where the sound had driven her,
her eyes focusing on him. “Gray?” she whispered. “Where’s Gray?”
Disoriented, she struggled to her feet, flinching away from Kav’s
outstretched hand.

The front door opened, and a frantic Gray
entered. “She’s not out there.”

“She’s here.”

Gray went to her, and it didn’t escape Kav’s
notice that Aubree accepted her brother’s assistance without
question. “What happened?”

“Ladder,” Kav replied, and Gray nodded.

“I’m fine,” Aubree told them harshly, not
understanding why she had been sitting on the sofa one moment and
huddled in the corner the next. Each time it happened, she was left
drained and confused.

Gray maneuvered her toward the sofa.
“Sit.”

“I should lie down,” she told Gray, rubbing
her forehead with a trembling hand.

“Of course,” Kav said. “The bedroom is across
from the bathroom.”

“Thank you,” she murmured.

Gray passed her the cane. “I’ll show you how
the toilet works.”

After they were out of sight, Kav went to the
dining table and opened the file folder, examining the contents in
more detail. He wasn’t a stranger to psychotic men who had no
qualms about beating a woman half to death, and he could only
imagine the trauma Aubree had suffered at the hands of men with
minds set to the most depraved purposes.

He knew their kind too well; men and women
without conscience, drawn into a dark underworld filled with drugs,
weapons, and the ability to torture and kill without remorse. No
emotion. No compassion. Nothing but evil intent. He had worked for
the FBI. Lofty goals—wanting to rid the country of their ilk. Lofty
goals that were completely unattainable. God, he’d been so
naïve.

The warehouse photos were particularly
disturbing. The dead agent lying in his own blood, his face beaten
to a pulp. And the ones snapped of Aubree after she’d been found,
her clothing torn and bloodstained, her face gashed and swollen. He
sat back in the chair, rubbing the scar hidden beneath his
beard.

Gray returned from the bedroom, joining Kav
at the table. “She’s asleep. I wish I understood why she’s paranoid
about the curtains being closed.”

He motioned toward the file. “This?”

“Has to be. She wasn’t like that before.”

Kav thumbed his way back through the pages.
“She’s come a long way since these were taken.”

“The outer wounds are healing, but the inner
ones—not so much. She’s skittish. She comes unglued at loud
noises—like the ladder falling over. She has nightmares, and as you
saw today, she won’t let anyone touch her. The doctor suggested
counseling, but she’s been resistant.”

“Can’t say that I blame her. I wouldn’t want
anyone digging through the dark places in my mind. There’s no
telling what’s in there.” Kav closed the file and pushed it toward
Gray. “Take that with you. It won’t help her to see it.”

“Does that mean you’ll take the job?”

“You took that decision out of my hands when
you brought her with you. But you knew that, didn’t you?”

“I was hopeful. What’s it going to cost?”

Looking away, Kav gave it some thought.
How much is a life worth? His tough gaze raked over Gray,
and he didn’t mince words. “Twenty-five hundred per day.”

Nodding, Gray returned the file to his
briefcase. “I’ll double it. Aubree’s the only witness, and they
will pay for her security.” He pulled out a second file
folder. “Her doctor gave me some sheets of exercises he expects her
to do for the next few months, and there’s a bag of some basic
equipment in her duffel to get you started.”

Kav took a quick look at the contents and set
it aside. “I noticed she’s limping. Is she on any medication?”

“A painkiller and something for anxiety.”
From his briefcase, he produced four bottles of prescription
medicine. “These two are what she’s currently taking. These are the
refills.”

Kav took the bottles, reading the dosage
information. “Anything else?”

“Is it true there’s an old missile silo
lurking about somewhere?”

“You know about that?”

“Security clearance. With enough research,
anyone can find information about decommissioned missile silos. The
only thing I didn’t discover was the exact location.”

“It’s close by.”

“Have you done anything with it?”

“I think Ole Jed wanted to, but age and
arthritis prevented it.”

“Before I forget,” Gray said, reaching into
his pocket to pull out a small electronic device. He passed it to
Kav.

“A pager? Didn’t these go out with the dodo
bird?”

“Not completely.” Gray lifted the coffee mug
and drank the now cold brew. “I don’t want to take a chance on cell
phones—secure or not. This one’s satellite linked and is for
emergency use only. No one else has the number that activates it,
so if it beeps, you’ll know it’s me.”

“And if it does?”

“Then the bad guys have probably figured out
where I stashed Aubree, and it’ll be time to get the hell out of
Dodge. Keep her safe.”

Kav rose from the chair, setting the pager on
top of the file folder. “You still like venison?”

“Haven’t had it in years. Why?”

“Take off your coat and roll up your sleeves.
We’re going shopping.”

 



Chapter 8

Run!

Aubree turned to flee, fear clutching her
throat. She hurt all over. Faster! But her legs wouldn’t
obey. She was running hard, but in slow motion. The pain dragged
her down. Her heart beat slower, pounding in her ears. Slower. And
slower. Behind her, swift footsteps echoed in the dark. Hands
reached for her—

No!

Gasping for breath, her eyes flew open, the
strange room spinning wildly. The running footsteps had vanished,
the pursuing blackness vaporized. She pushed herself up. The bed
was unfamiliar. Putting her fist to her chest, she collapsed
against the pillow. I’m in Kav’s cabin. I’m safe.

But safe from what?

Nightmares without revelation. Images
flashing too quickly to be captured. The same frightening dreams
without purpose, without exposing the truth buried in her mind.
I don’t remember anything after I left Umberto’s office.
Others had to know what she couldn’t remember—her doctor, for one.
And Gray. She asked, but they kept telling her she had to remember
what happened to her on her own. Was the truth so horrific they
feared her reaction if they told her?

While she was asleep, Gray probably explained
everything to Kav—of course he would, and then Kav would know, too.
After that, he—like everyone else—would watch, waiting for her to
remember so he could get on with his life.

What if I never remember?

If she didn’t regain her memories, would they
ever catch the bad guys? If they didn’t, she could never go back to
Paris. What a grim thought. She had to remember. I
want to go back to Paris.

As she eased from the bed, a scent caught
her. Her stomach growled at the enticing smell, and she was drawn
to it. Using the cane, she made her way slowly to the bathroom,
refusing to acknowledge her reflection in the small mirror. That
image had been seared into her brain.

After washing her hands and face in cold
water poured from an old-fashioned pitcher into a matching bowl,
she made her way down the short hall to the great room. Stepping
cautiously around the corner, she saw Gray and Kav at the dining
table, papers spread in front of them.

“What time is it?” she asked quietly as she
limped forward.

Gray looked at his watch as Kav quickly
gathered papers and closed the file. “Almost five o’clock.”

“Will the pilot be here soon?”

“Six thirty. Feeling better?”

She tried to shake the lethargy tugging at
her. “Some.”

Kav vacated his chair, taking the file with
him. “Sit here. We’ll be eating soon.”

Arms wrapped across her midsection, Aubree
sat down, and Kav set a glass of water in front of her. “Something
smells good.”

“It’s stew.” Kav lifted the lid from the
cast-iron pot and gave the contents a quick stir and taste.
“Hungry?”

At her lack of response, Gray smiled and
spoke up. “Can’t be as bad as hospital food. You won’t believe it,
but after you went to asleep, Kav had me doing women’s work.”

“He did?” she asked without emotion.

Gray winked at his sister. “I actually got my
hands dirty.”

Sighing, Aubree looked down at her hands, at
the broken fingernails and roughened cuticles. “Mom would like
that,” Aubree returned, rubbing her sore thigh with one hand while
she drank from the glass. A pan clattered behind her, and she
jumped, turning to see Kav with a thumb in his mouth.

“Burn yourself?” Gray asked.

“Yes,” he grumbled. “Note to self—cast-iron
pans get hot in the oven.” He quickly transferred the biscuits to a
basket. “Time to eat.”

“Anything I can do?” Gray asked.

“Plates are on the shelf, silverware in the
drawer beside the sink.”

Kav brought the stew pot to the table, and
Gray passed around the plates and utensils. “How many biscuits,
Sis?”

“Half of one.”

“Are you sure? This is good stuff.”

“I’m sure.” Aubree watched as Kav and Gray
dove into the savory stew thick with hearty vegetables. She sampled
a bite. It was rich with flavor and was far better than anything
she’d had in the hospital. She’d barely eaten half of her small
portion when she saw Kav spoon a second serving onto his plate.

“How is it?” he asked.

“Good—better than good,” Gray responded,
pulling another biscuit from the basket. “I’ll take a little more,
please.”

“Aubree?” Kav asked.

“No thank you,” she said, hastily adding,
“but it was good. You could have been a chef.”

Kav eyed her plate. “Well, I must not be much
of a chef if you can leave half uneaten.”

Gray tossed his sister a disapproving frown.
“Not hungry? You know what the doctor said.”

She bristled. “I don’t need a reminder.”

“Well, tell me,” Kav piped up. “It might be
important.”

“Part of getting her strength back and
rebuilding her muscles is plenty of nutritious food.”

“The stew qualifies,” Kav said. And from the
look of her—ashy undertones and hollowed cheeks, she could use
three squares a day.

Nervous and uncomfortable, she rubbed the
back of her neck. “I haven’t been hungry.”

Gray nodded. “Hospital food will do
that.”

Aubree wished Gray hadn’t drawn attention to
her lack of appetite or mentioned the doctor’s instructions. She
didn’t need constant lectures—what to do, what not to do.
Everyone talks at me and about me, but not to me. The
doctor had urged her to eat—threatened her with a feeding tube—and
she did try, but she had no appetite vanished.

Her overall pain was less intense than when
she first woke up in the hospital, but it still wasn’t where she
wanted it to be. The doctor had cautioned her against placing
physical therapy ahead of nutrition. She needed both—nutrition
edging therapy. He’d made her promise to continue the exercises
she’d started during physical therapy. How can I possibly
recuperate in this godforsaken place?

She watched Gray help with the dishes,
listening as Kav talked about the island and the previous resident,
Ole Jed. No details, really. Only that his father was Jed, Sr., who
married a local girl and brought her to Olecaster Island. They had
a son, also named Jed. Jed, Jr. followed in his father’s footsteps
by wedding a girl from Kodiak. They had one son, who left the
island for greener pastures.

“What happened to the grandson?” Gray
asked.

“Died before I showed up,” Kav replied. “All
the Jeds, their wives, and several children who died young are
buried in the cemetery near here.”

“You don’t mind being alone all the time?”
she asked.

With a suggestive wink, Gray dried the last
plate. “Who says he’s alone all the time?”

Kav frowned, moving toward the woodstove.
“You sound like Tec.”

“Even Tec has mellowed, my friend. Happily
married to a beautiful girl.”

“How did he find anyone willing to put up
with him?” he smirked, placing a log inside the woodstove,
listening to the fiery coals sizzling around it.

“He didn’t. It took a proposed land
sale, some Native American mounds, and a gutsy archaeologist to get
him to the altar.”

“Mom says she doesn’t take any guff from
him,” Aubree added, moving gingerly to the sofa. “He tries to mess
with her, but she dishes it right back.”

Kav shut the glass door of the woodstove.
“Next you’ll be telling me they were made for each other.”

Aubree prickled at his mockery. “They were.
We should all be so lucky to have a love like theirs.”

“Larke and Kody haven’t done too shabby
either,” Gray added.

She agreed. “Three children, and they’re
still swoony over each other.”

Gray chuckled. “Swoony? Who uses that word
anymore?”

“Old souls with large vocabularies,” Kav
mused, trying to glimpse the girl he knew was buried inside the
woman he didn’t.

“Swoony’s a good word,” Aubree countered
quietly.

Gray reached over to pat her shoulder. “I’m
not making fun of you, Bree. I’m just using a little brotherly love
to cheer you up.”

She clenched her teeth, weary of everyone
deciding what she needed. “I don’t need cheering up.”

“Honey, you don’t smile or laugh anymore. In
fact, you haven’t been yourself since you woke up in the
hospital.”

Sighing, Aubree looked toward the woodstove,
the fresh fire licking about the log. “You should try being
dead.”

“That’s temporary.”

“Those are two words I’m sick of
hearing.”

Gray’s mouth flattened. “Then I’ll keep
saying them until you believe them. You’ll be here only as long as
it takes to arrest those responsible.”

More vague answers. “How long will it take?
Weeks? Months?” When a simple reply wasn’t forthcoming, she
frowned, her mouth flattening. “You don’t know, do you?”

There was a long, uncomfortable pause.
“No.”

The sound of an approaching helicopter halted
their conversation, cutting the silence, and they all looked
up.

“Your ride?” Kav asked.

“Too soon, as usual.” Gray stood, putting on
his jacket.

Leaning heavily on the cane, Aubree rose, her
heart in her throat. “Don’t go.”

“I have to.” He gave her a gentle hug. “I’ve
got a job, and they expect me back the day after tomorrow. I can’t
do anything out of the ordinary. You’ll be fine with Kav, I
promise.”

“Don’t leave me here,” she whispered, tears
gathering in her eyes as panic bubbled beneath the surface. “Take
me with you. I can stay with Emmy in Paris.”

“That’s not an option.”

“She wouldn’t mind, really. I need to
work.”

Gray looked at Kav. “Would you give us a
minute?”

“Sure.” Kav grabbed his rifle, opened the
door, and stepped outside, pulling the door shut.

Gray rested his hands on his sister’s
shoulders. “You can’t go back to Paris,” he told her. “Not
yet.”

“Then take me to your house,” she pleaded,
her words a breathless rush. “I’ll hide—I’ll never step
outside—I’ll be as quiet as a mouse, I swear.”

Gray’s hands settled on her shoulders. “You
can’t do that either. I was under orders to get you out of Europe
altogether. Those orders stand.”

“No . . . no . . .” Her fingers curled around
his jacket lapel. “Don’t leave me here. Please, Gray. You’re wrong.
No matter where I am, I won’t be safe. They’ll find me.”

He wrapped his arms around her, murmuring
tenderly but firmly in her ear. “You’ll be safe with Kav, I
promise. Trust me.”

“But he doesn’t want me here,” she whispered
in agony. “He said it himself—find someone else.”

He shook his head. “We surprised him, that’s
all. If he didn’t want you here, don’t you think he’d have said so
in the bluntest of terms?”

Tears slipped down her cheeks. “But he’s not
the same. He won’t look out for me the way you do. You’re my
brother. Please don’t leave me here.”

“I agree. He’s changed, but so have you. He
was right to be cautious until he had all the facts.”

She brushed the wetness from her cheeks,
desperate to leave with him. “What if they come here? What if they
find me?”

Gray spoke with absolute conviction. “It’s
Kav’s job to make sure they don’t finish what they started.”

She began to cry in earnest. “I don’t want to
stay,” she objected. “He won’t understand why I’m afraid all the
time. He’s not you.”

“Oh, Bree,” he whispered, wracked with guilt.
He kissed the top of her head. “I don’t want to leave you. I’d give
anything to be your protector, but Kav has something I don’t.”

“What’s that?”

“Time,” Gray said, using his thumbs to wipe
away the tears that continued to roll down her cheeks. He picked up
his hat and briefcase and walked out the door. Aubree followed,
hobbling without her cane. “Listen to the man, okay? If he tells
you to duck . . . duck.” He pointed his finger at her. “Behave
yourself. I love you.”

“I love you, too,” she choked out.

He turned to Kav, shaking his hand. “It
didn’t happen under ideal conditions, but it was good seeing you
again.”

“Same here.”

“If something goes wrong—” he started,
broaching the unthinkable.

“It won’t.”

“Any message for your family?”

“No.”

“Didn’t think so.”

The sun was tipping westward but was far from
setting as Aubree watched Gray walk the path toward the helicopter
in the distance. The rotor was spinning, the pilot waiting for him
to climb in. Just before he made the final dash under the whirling
blades, he looked back and waved.

Feeling sick to the core, she returned his
gesture, every fiber of her being shouting for him to change his
mind, to let her leave with him. How she wished she could run to
him and convince him it wasn’t necessary for her to stay in Alaska!
Kav didn’t want her here, upsetting his life. And frankly, she
didn’t want that either.

The helicopter rose, her heart ascending with
it. Swallowing back the irrational fear of
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