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  To survivors of family betrayal—you are loved and wanted.

Stay with us.
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  Content Warning


The main female character in  Saved by the Pilot is an attempted sexual assault survivor via forced child marriage—a horrific practice that is still too common. This is not a condemnation of arranged marriage among consenting adults—if they are truly in agreement without undue outside pressure. 
This novel also contains:
	Gun violence

	Sex trafficking, attempted sexual violence (unsuccessful, on page) and physical violence (on page)

	An evil enemy; the tone of this novel is darker than Saved by the Airman

	Family betrayal (and found family)

	A strong protective hero

	A determined, capable heroine

	Thrilling wilderness survival

	Closed door scenes



I hope you enjoy!






  
  Chapter one
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Holly Bose strolled the perimeter of the posh hotel ballroom, casting casual glances at the massive mahogany double doors. Her stomach churned, but she maintained her calm, composed, emotionless appearance. The overpowering scent of expensive perfume and cologne mixed with huge floral centerpieces intensified her nausea. But the worst part was being alone in the hostile crowd.  
He’d promised to join her at the dance because if her parents knew she had a boyfriend, they wouldn’t have let her come. But their high school graduation ball was—she glanced at the clock for the four-thousandth time that night—halfway over. Sharp sneers, nasty laughs, and cutting comments shot from the mouths of her classmates and got louder each time she circled the room. She should have remained skeptical and kept turning him down because it seemed their year of dating was an elaborate joke after all.
Her super-rich, elite, and famous classmates would love to see her, the poor scholarship student with the best grades in the class, crash and burn. These petty people called the Bose family “immigrant trash” to her face. Determined to push back, she shoved her heritage in their bigoted faces, wearing her mother’s beautiful red wedding sari to the dance. Ice princess was the nicest of the many names they called her, a title she happily embraced, letting the word spears slide off. Her mother was right—keeping her emotions from showing was a very useful skill.
The ballroom doors whooshed open and a tall, beautiful blonde woman Holly didn’t recognize swept inside. She paused, hip cocked, a seductive and superior smile on her face, wearing a gorgeous gold gown Holly had seen on the Academy Awards red carpet. And she’d accessorized perfectly, clasping Lukas Sevrason’s tuxedo-clad arm.  
Gasps sounded across the room, followed by tinkling laughter. Heads swiveled in synchronization, staring at her. She forced her body to turn away, toward the band, like he didn’t matter. As if she’d known all along. 
But the agony of betrayal and rage tumbled together like knives in a dryer, sharp and piercing. She clenched her teeth, keeping the small serving of cake she’d eaten down. She wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of seeing her pain.
He introduced his date to their classmates surrounding him like adoring fans. As the couple sauntered through the crush, his sardonic smile didn’t waver, and he didn’t cast a single glance her way. 
Holly meant nothing to him. 
She’d been such a fool. Her heart dropped like a rock from the top of the Washington Monument, shattering forever. But she wouldn’t let him or anyone else break her. She took a deep breath, strengthening her spine. 
Holly Bose didn’t belong with these nasty, small-minded, entitled people. She gathered her wrap and walked out the door, head held high. She’d attend the graduation ceremony to please her parents and smear her summa cum laude status in her classmate’s arrogant faces. Then she’d never have to see any of them, especially Lukas Sevrason, ever again. 

      [image: image-placeholder]One year later…
“Holly, your orders are getting cold! Hurry up!”
Holly hustled, loading plates on her tray, and ran to the swinging door. Pushing through, she slowed to a walk, projecting the calm and unhurried poise the Cliff House insisted on. The attitude was second nature—hiding her emotions behind a mask of serene calm was one of her earliest lessons. Serving the six-top table, she checked on all her others. Fortunately, the diners were happy. Back in the kitchen, she stretched her aching back, picked up a dessert, and returned to the dining room, despite her sore feet.
After finishing their long, tough shift, Holly left with her roommate. Cathy, who was usually a golden retriever in human form, groaned. “What a night! Way too many kids at my tables, and all the parents drinking. I hate to think what might be on my skirt right now.” She brushed at the black material. “I should bring a change of clothes with me. That would keep my car seats clean, and I wouldn’t have to go home before I meet Vincent at the bar.” 
While Holly couldn’t wait to collapse on her bed, Cathy only wanted to party with her boyfriend. Hopefully, her tips were better than Holly’s. “I got elderly people tonight. But not nice ones. No, I got crotchety old people who don’t think tipping is important. I’ve got to find a better way to pay for college.”
Cathy jangled her keys. “College is overrated. Come out with me. It’s been ages! There’s a great band later, and I want you to meet my friend Ronnie. I think the two of you might really hit it off.” Cathy smiled with a raised brow, the picture of hope. 
Holly almost groaned but kept it inside. “It’s late, and I have a paper due on Monday. I can’t stay out all night.” She was already burning the candle at both ends; melting the middle was asking for trouble. She had to keep the few scholarships she had.
Cathy pulled the band from her messy bun, shaking her blonde hair loose. “You don’t need to stay out all night. Just come meet Ronnie. Then you can go home and study. Please?”
Holly kept her smile in place, even though she wanted to scowl with a resounding no. Cathy’s boyfriend had too many loser friends and wasn’t far from total loser territory himself. But Cathy was wonderful; she’d helped Holly survive her first weeks in Tacoma, completely lost and bewildered. And Cathy got her the job allowing her to pay for the University of Washington, Tacoma. Plus, Cathy kept loneliness from consuming Holly’s life. She owed Cathy. And maybe Ronnie would be a good guy after all, even if he wouldn’t be gorgeous and rich. But she only needed decent—wealthy and entitled was a recipe for disaster. “Okay. I’ll come for a while, but I really can’t stay long.”
Cathy squealed and hugged her. “You won’t regret it! Let’s go.” 
At home, they showered and dressed, then walked to Cathy’s favorite bar, The Hot Spot. The funky little joint had the best local bands, decently priced beer, and delicious pizza. At the door, metal rock hammered her ears while a cloud of hot cheese and bread aroma made her mouth water. Cathy spotted her boyfriend and sprinted through the crowded tables to jump on his lap. Holly followed, slower. The theater-style lighting reflected off the hardware, decorating Vincent’s face. 
Surprisingly, the man sitting next to them and rolling his eyes didn’t look like most of Cathy’s friends. He had very short blond hair, a decent pair of shoulders, no piercings or obvious tattoos, and a friendly smile. Looks could be deceiving, though—he was obviously checking her out. 
She pasted a friendly, but not too friendly, smile on her face and held out her hand. “Holly. How are you?”
He grinned. “Hey. I’m Ronnie and I’m great now that you’re here.” 
Sitting, Holly didn’t let her grimace show. The pizza better be worth the hassle. “Right. Nice to meet you. What do you do?”  
His chin lifted. “I’m studying computer engineering at UW in Seattle.”
That was surprising and interesting. “Really? I’m trying to get a degree in electrical engineering, but I can’t afford UW.” She could barely afford the satellite campus in Tacoma, and working all the time meant she didn’t have time for side projects to impress scholarship donors.
Ronnie frowned. “Cathy said you’re smart. Don’t you have scholarships?”
She shrugged, slightly offended, even though she shouldn’t be. “I’ve got some, but it’s not enough to pay for Seattle.”
His brows lifted. “If you’re smart enough, you could do what I did—join Rot C.”  
She had to have misunderstood what he said. “Rot C? What’s that?”
He frowned at her. “What rock did you grow up under? You’ve never heard of R-O-T-C?” He spelled out the acronym slowly, like she couldn’t hear or understand.
“No, or I wouldn’t have asked.” She kept a friendly smile pasted on her face, rather than scowling. If there was a way to pay for school, she’d put up with his condescending attitude.
“It stands for Reserve Officer Training Corps. The military pays for college, then you serve as an officer for a few years. I’ll spend five years in the Navy, and I’ll get a huge bonus when I go in because I’m going for nuclear submarine engineering.” He shrugged one shoulder. “After those five years, I can get out or stay. I’m not a huge fan of all the marching and orders, but I’ll put up with it for the money. All the services offer the program.” 
Five years was nothing if she could get college paid for. “Are they full-ride scholarships?” She’d learned to ask a lot of questions—if it was too good to be true, it probably wasn’t real.
He held up his hand and waggled it back and forth. “Some of my friends only have partial scholarships, but if you want to study electrical engineering, your grades are good, and you do good on the test, any of the Services will give you a full ride, no problem.”
“So what’s the catch?” There was always a catch.
He wagged his finger at her. “You are smart. The biggest one, I told you about. You have to stay in the military for four to eight years after you graduate depending on your career specialty. You take ROTC classes during the year, wear a uniform, and do a four-week training course in the summer between your sophomore and junior years.” He grinned. “It’s a pretty sweet deal if you don’t come from money.”
Holly snorted. “I definitely don’t come from money. Thanks, I’ll check it out.” Hopefully, she wasn’t too late, since she was in her sophomore year. She offered Ronnie a real smile, grateful for the information. If she could get in, not only would she pay for college, but she’d have a safe, secure career far from her family and the rich idiots she’d survived in high school. Lukas Sevrason and the rest of them wouldn’t be caught dead in a military uniform. 
Ronnie grinned, scanning her body. “Sure. Want to dance?”






  
  Chapter two


[image: image-placeholder]
Holly, nine years later, on vacation, Marcus, Montana 
Holly left the living room of Amy Stone’s Montana house, caution warring with unwarranted hope. Her friend Amy was amazing, but her height, analytical attitude, and military rank made a lot of men uncomfortable. Plus, Amy’s horrible former boss smeared her reputation, calling her a promiscuous troublemaker. But despite that handicap, Amy had recovered and become a true leader. Holly liked to think she and her best friend, Kristen, had helped, both through direct encouragement and by testing Amy’s potential dates. If a man responded to Holly’s looks or Kristen’s blatant advances—and most them did—he was written off forever.
But she was worried. Amy’s behavior was very out of character. She’d invited a stranger to join her while backpacking, and then she brought him home, where the two of them would be alone. Under most circumstances, Amy and Rex were more than capable of fending off an aggressive man, but she seemed to take Sergeant Hall at face value. His story of about a friend who was supposed to pick him up from a remote trailhead in the middle of nowhere, Montana, seemed unlikely. 
However, when Kristen made a play for Sergeant Hall, he’d immediately turned her down, chastising her as a bad friend,  and bluntly answered Holly’s invasive questions, including the fact that he was enlisted. Since Amy was an officer, a romantic relationship between them was forbidden—they’d get kicked out of the Air Force. They claimed a temporary friendship built on necessity, but their mutual attraction was crystal clear. Even though both were fairly reserved, they practically had heart-eyes every time they looked at each other. And that happened constantly. 
Plus, Hall was good looking, confident—and even taller than Amy. It seemed like a match made in heaven, but unless one of them got out of the military, it was a cruel trick. At least it wasn’t deliberate—simply fate.
After using the bathroom, Holly washed her hands. Knowing her luck, Hall’s friend would be just as great—and just as enlisted. She chuckled almost silently. Not that it would matter because Kristen would have any guy twisted around her finger in two seconds. Very few men resisted her charms or tried. Besides, Holly’s life was complex enough without a man. 
Rex barked, and she jumped. Meeting new people, especially men, was never fun. Which made her job, working mostly with men, difficult. But Chris Hall seemed like a legitimately good guy. Surely his friend would be a decent person. She put a polite smile on her face and padded down the short hallway to the living room, and stopped.
No. 
It couldn’t be. Not him.
Holly clamped her open mouth shut and, with immense effort, plastered a polite smile back on her face. Lukas Sevrason was the last person she’d expected in Amy’s living room. Or a friend to anyone not in his social-economic class, or in the military, especially an enlisted man.    
Chris waved his hand toward Amy. “Major Amy Stone, meet Major Luke ‘Revlon’ Sevrason. He’s a pilot with the air refueling wing on Fairchild. That’s Captain Kristen Lake.”  
Major? Lukas Sevrason, the wealthy heir to Sevrason Aerospace, had joined the military? No way. It had to be a prank. But Chris had no reason to play jokes on her; they’d just met. 
Kristen rose, sauntering toward the men. “Well, hello, handsome.” 
Holly wanted to run but kept her feet frozen to the floor. She would NOT make a scene. She waited for Chris to turn to her, then cut him off. “Luke. I’m surprised to see you. Please excuse me.” She spun on her toe and walked up the stairs, letting her feet go faster with each step. Out of sight, she sprinted to the bedroom door, dove inside, and shoved it closed. The bang made her jump; she hadn’t meant to slam the door.
Kristen would know something was wrong; Holly had to regain control. Dropping to the bed, she put her face in the pillow and silently screamed, beating it with her fists. She indulged for five seconds, then sat up, shaking out her hands and relaxing her jaw muscles. Her mother’s lessons were deeply embedded and would pay off again. Never show emotion was rule one and had allowed her to succeed in a male-dominated profession. Ignoring that rule, even with her closest friends, would do her no favors. 
That didn’t keep questions from bombarding her brain. What was Lukas Sevrason doing in the Air Force? He came from money—tons of it. His father had expected him to join the family business after Luke finished college. And that college wasn’t a state school, no, only Harvard would do. He’d planned to major in Business Economics, with a minor in Government Administration. If he didn’t join Sevrason Aerospace, he’d get a law degree, then run for office and steer business to his father’s company. 
And Mr. Sevrason had made it clear that Luke had to find the “right” woman while he was at Harvard. Holly Bose wasn’t acceptable even for a high school fling. Luke needed the American equivalent of royalty—a Kennedy, a Bush—to enhance his political chances. 
Remembering her introduction to Luke’s father made her fists clench with rage again. First, he’d leisurely scanned her head-to-toe and then refused her outstretched hand when Luke announced she was on a scholarship. Luke had glared at his father and pulled her away. Stupid little girl Holly had believed Luke was protecting her. But after dumping her so publicly, she’d reassessed all their interactions. Clearly, Luke was simply falling in line with his father’s plans, removing the undesirable girl from his father’s presence.
Major Lukas Sevrason made no sense. Even with his pedigree and connections, he’d be useless to his father as a line pilot at an air refueling wing in eastern Washington State. Even in the Pentagon, a major would have zero influence. Since he was a major already, he must have entered the military right after four years of college, probably through the ninety-day Officer Training School, rather than ROTC like she had. Between survival and the years before getting a full-ride scholarship, she’d been older than average when she entered active duty. Once again, money smoothed the way. But the idea of Lukas Sevrason as a military pilot still seemed wildly unlikely.
The door opened and Kristen marched in. Holly straightened, smoothing her expression. “What’s wrong? How do you know that guy?” She fanned her face. “He’s hot. Supernova hot. But if he’s a jerk, it doesn’t matter.” 
Holly wasn’t sharing her secret with anyone. Not even her best friend. She shrugged. “I knew him back in high school. You know I was a scholarship kid. He definitely wasn’t. I never expected to see him again, especially in the military. There’s no deep, dark secret.” Kristen’s brows wrinkled in a skeptical expression. Holly got up, grabbing her toiletries to avoid answering more questions. “I’m going to brush my teeth. It’s been a long day.” 
Leaving the door open behind her, she entered the bathroom and prepared for bed. She’d avoid memory lane—it was over and done. She was a successful captain in the Air Force with a great career and steady income, not a poor girl wearing second-hand uniforms and eating homemade lunches, desperate to join the rich kid’s club. She took long, slow, steady breaths, pushing the memories of that foolish girl away. 
She wasn’t going back to those awful days, especially not for Luke Sevrason. Even if he had grown from good-looking into a truly gorgeous man. His shockingly green eyes hadn’t changed, but the planes of his face had sharpened and his severe military hair cut enhanced his features. His tall, lean runner’s body had filled out, stretching the shoulders of his designer polo shirt, and his legs below the khaki short were strong and muscular. 
But his mouthwatering model-like looks were a wrapper, a pretty shell—the inside was rotten.
Luke Sevrason and his kind weren’t part of her life. Amy couldn’t have a relationship with Chris, so there was no reason she’d ever have to see him again. Holly could shove him back into the dusty recesses of her memories, where he belonged. On the trash heap with the rest of her old life.
[image: image-placeholder]
Luke strangled his steering wheel, leaving his best friend and the small house behind, even as he longed to turn around. Holly Bose had drawn him like a magnet back in high school, but as an adult, her unexpected appearance struck him like lightning. For years, he had tried not to think about her, knowing she’d been married off by her family. But every woman he dated came up short in comparison, so he could never truly forget her. 
Obviously, the marriage hadn’t happened, or she’d gotten divorced. He’d never considered she’d end up in the Air Force. But then, few could believe he’d joined either.  
So many questions and thoughts churned in his head that it was basically impossible to think. And then there were the visuals. She’d been stunning in high school, but as an adult? He really couldn’t think of the right term. Absolutely drop-dead gorgeous, beautiful, exquisite—none of the terms did her justice. If she didn’t get married, then why wasn’t she in Hollywood? Or New York City on a runway? 
She was too short to be a model, but still, she’d be incredible on a stage. Her petite, sexy body, her soft caramel skin, deep brown hair cut in a shiny, thick cap framing her big, slightly tilted velvet brown eyes in a rounded oval face all came together to stun him senseless. And the voice of an angel too. All of that, along with her natural poise, would shine so brightly on a screen. 
As he kept driving, he gradually recovered from the shock and awe—and got his body’s reaction under control. Then he realized—her supposed marriage was another Machiavellian scheme created by his father. One more lie in the long list of them, one more attempt to twist Luke into his mold. Luke snorted. That wasn’t going to happen, and the sooner Daddy Dearest figured that out, the better.
As he neared his family’s “Montana cabin”—and wasn’t that a ridiculous misnomer for the huge timber-framed mansion—he forced his questions, wants, and needs to take a back seat, just as if he was on a mission in his jet. All that mattered right now was his half-sister, Susan. To get through this latest medical crisis, she needed caring, considerate parents. If only one of them was there, poor Susan would be ignored, as usual. But with both of them present, they’d compete for her attention. And if that took selling Father a bucket of prop wash, that’s what he’d do. She wouldn’t suffer the way he had.
[image: image-placeholder]
With Sevrason gone, Holly enjoyed her too-short Montana vacation with Kristen and Amy. Chris was supportive, kind, and unusually tolerant of Kristen’s over-the-top plans and mannerisms. But that didn’t change the fact that Amy and Chris were headed for heartbreak or career suicide. And Amy could protest all she wanted, but despite all the trouble she’d had, she loved being an Air Force officer.  
Holly understood; she loved her career, too. But she’d never, ever give up her occupation for a man. She’d rather deal with heartbreak because she knew how to survive that. She tried to convince Amy that was true, but as they drove away, Holly was pretty sure her warnings had fallen on deaf ears. 
Kristen smirked at her from the driver’s seat. “No deep, dark secrets, huh? Still doesn’t look that way to me.” She was determined to get the full story, and she had a seventeen-hour drive to do it in.  
“Really, Kristen. I knew Sevrason back in high school. His father owns Sevrason Aerospace.” Holly shrugged deliberately. “I was a scholarship kid. I knew him, but not well.” And that was truer than her high school heart wanted to admit. “I never thought he’d go into the military, not in a thousand years. Why would he? He’s rich.” Calm, cool, collected. She repeated it like a mantra. Her stomach spun like a tilt-a-whirl, but there was no reason to show it.
“Interesting.” Kristen pursed her bright red lips. “I’ve heard of Sevrason Aerospace but never worked with them on a contract. I wonder if they’re playing a long game?”
Holly considered the idea. “That makes more sense than anything I could think of. The son makes general and gets to know all the important people, pushing them towards the company, but he’s not in a direct position to influence a contract. It might work.” 
“That’s a long time to wait and kind of risky.” Kristen shrugged. “Luke’s a pilot, plus smart and gorgeous. But he’s not a fighter pilot, which I believe is Sevrason Aerospace’s main customer base. Even with all his advantages, there’s no guarantee he’d make general or have any influence over those contracts.”
“But let’s face it, looks matter.” Holly sniffed, half amused, half annoyed. “We know that.” 
“Sure do. A good-looking guy has a better chance at everything than an ugly one. And there’s no downside for men like there is for us.” Kristen snorted. “A handsome guy has to prove he’s stupid, where a beautiful woman is assumed to be dumb.” She mockingly fluffed her blonde hair. “Although we’ve both used that to our advantage more than once.” 
Holly held out her fist, and Kristen bumped it. “You bet we have, and we will again.” There’d been more than one contractor shocked by her analysis of whatever they were selling. She enjoyed being underestimated but hated the almost-constant leering and unwanted advances. 
“I’m worried, though.” Kristen twisted her hands on the wheel.
Incredulous, Holly turned in her seat. “About Luke? Why?”
Without looking away from the road, Kristen smacked Holly’s thigh. “No.” She shook her head. “You’re thinking a lot about this guy, no matter what you say. Anyway, I’m worried about Amy.” She emphasized the name.
Holly let Kristen’s comment about her go. She’d done it to get a rise, but Amy was the important person. “I am too. She can say they’re just friends all she wants, but she’s got it bad.” 
Kristen nodded, her face unusually glum. “She does, and it’s nothing but trouble. She’s had enough of that with the Air Force. A relationship with an enlisted man, no matter how hot, thoughtful, and kind, is a death knell for her career. And Amy doesn’t hide anything well, we both know that.” 
“Yeah.” Holly couldn’t agree more. “But I don’t know what we can do about it, other than support her when she sets off the mines and blows up her life. Because it will happen.” 
Kristen nodded but didn’t say anything more, letting Holly stew about Amy’s issues. But it wasn’t long before Holly remembered how badly her life had gone after Luke dumped her so cruelly. There was only one conclusion. Men were trouble.
But dwelling on the past was stupid, and she wasn’t. She lifted her phone. “How about a podcast? I downloaded a couple.” 
“Excellent idea.” Kristen smiled. “No reason for us to be all gloomy about something that hasn’t happened.” 
Holly hit play, and the comedian’s distinctive voice filled the car. But despite that, Holly had to keep bringing her attention back to the podcast and away from the memory of piercing green eyes. 






  
  Chapter three
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Three weeks after they’d returned from their Montana vacation, Holly met Kristen for lunch at the Space Force headquarters cafeteria in Colorado Springs. The food wasn’t bad, but the view sold it. The wall of windows revealed the majestic Front Range and Pike’s Peak. Snowy mountains glistened in the blue sky, framed by the sleek silver and blue of the building. She and Kristen were trying to catch up; eating in the building saved them a lot of time. And Amy could join them on video, too. 
Amy grinned and waved from Kristen’s phone. After they shared the latest in their lives, Amy held up her hand. “Before I forget, I’ve got big news and a favor to ask.” 
She rarely asked for anything, so Holly didn’t hesitate. “Just let me know and I’ll do it.”
Kristen waggled her brows. “Hopefully, it involves a handsome, single man.” 
Amy smiled at Kristen but sobered when she glanced at Holly. “You’re in luck, Kristen. I’m sure you remember Chris’s friend, Lukas Sevrason? Luke’s just been assigned to the 13th Air Operations Squadron. It’s an Air Force unit that supports the Army, located on Fort Carson. I’m sure he’d appreciate a tour of the area and help finding a house.”
The food in Holly’s stomach solidified into an indigestible lump, and she pushed her tray away. Luke living in Colorado Springs was a disaster waiting to happen. “He’s all yours, Kristen.” 
Kristen flashed a frown at her. “Yeah, right.” She returned to Amy. “But I am happy to help. Especially a pilot on an Army post. That’s going to be a difficult transition.” 
“Maybe. I guess Luke’s deployed with the Army before. That’s why he got selected. Plus, he volunteered for the position to avoid his father.” Amy shrugged. “He wouldn’t say anything more about that, but I guess his dad has pressured him to move to the Pentagon so he can help Sevrason Aerospace. Like a major or even a lieutenant colonel has any clout there.” Amy smirked. “Speaking of colonels, Kristen, there’s one sitting behind you, glaring. It’s kind of shocking. Don’t you have all the male officers in the building twisted around your little finger?”
Kristen turned and wiggled her fingers at the lieutenant colonel sitting near the exit. When she smiled and batted her eyes, his glower deepened. “That’s Colonel Lee. He’s the intelligence division commander—I’ve worked with his people on a couple of projects. And when the husband of a friend got injured downrange, he was super helpful with status and updates.”
Holly also smiled at Colonel Lee and got a sharp nod, but he returned his gaze to Kristen quickly. “I think he might be a fan, Kristen, but maybe he doesn’t want to acknowledge it?”
“Maybe.” Kristen shrugged. “Plenty of fish in the sea. This one is too senior for me, anyway.” 
Kristen’s nonchalance fell a little flat. But she was right—a captain dating a lieutenant colonel, even well outside of her chain of command, was a stretch. And Colonel Lee was a commander—he had to exceed the standards. 
Amy tilted her head. “True, but that’s never stopped you. Hey, Wiz is calling. I’ve got to go. Stay safe out there while you’re having fun without me.” 
Holly smiled. “Have some fun yourself!” 
Kristen laughed. “With that hot man coming home every night, she’s got all the fun she can handle.” She waved her hand in front of her face. “But don’t worry about us. Holly’s taking the group mom role seriously.” 
Amy ended the call. Kristen stood and looked down at Holly. “I’ll see you Friday night for dinner and drinks, right?” 
“Sure. Wherever you want.” She’d enjoy time with her friends before Luke showed up and ruined everything.
“I’ll text you. Good luck with your presentation.” Kristen headed toward Colonel Lee’s table, but he’d already gotten up to leave.
“Okay.” Following Kristen out, Holly returned to her cubicle, lost in thought. Her minimal social life was about to come to a screeching halt. She’d hung out with Kristen since their first duty assignment together, but if Luke became part of their group, she’d have to find new friends. 
She plopped into her chair and scowled at her blank computer screen. No, she couldn’t accept that. Luke wasn’t taking anything else from her. She was keeping Kristen, Amy, and Chris. In a group setting, Luke would get polite responses only if absolutely necessary. He didn’t deserve even that, but she wouldn’t make everyone uncomfortable. And if that made their conversation awkward now and then, she was sure Kristen and Amy would forgive her. That’s what friends did.

      [image: image-placeholder]Three months later
Holly and Kristen entered Old Chicago’s, the classic downtown pizza joint in Colorado Springs. The scents of yeasty bread, toasted cheese, and sharp hops wafted on the air, while the bedlam of a hundred different conversations assaulted her ears. The restaurant served a mix of trendy influencers, college students, and military members all looking for a good time while drinking an around-the-world beer tour. They wound through the crowd toward tables in the back, Holly dragging her feet in Kristen’s wake. She couldn’t wait to see Amy and Chris again, but Luke would be there, too.
Kristen pointed. “Hey, there they are. Looks like they saved us a prime spot. Good thing they’re both tall, or I’d have missed them.” 
Too bad. If Kristen hadn’t seen them, Holly wouldn’t have to deal with Luke. When they arrived, Amy bounced on her toes, her arms open wide. Kristen squealed and hugged her, then pulled Holly in, too. “I missed you two!” 
“Missed you, too.” Kristen grinned. “Holly’s more fun when she’s not designated driver.” 
Holly ignored her. “I wish we lived closer.” Amy was more of a sister than her blood sisters, by a long shot. 
“Yeah, me too.” Amy’s nose wrinkled. “But C Springs is too crowded for me. I like Spokane, but Montana is even better.” 
Chris tugged Amy into the semi-circular booth next to him. “Won’t be long before Montana is home full time.” 
Amy leaned into Chris. “And I can’t wait.” 
Despite Holly’s best effort, Luke sat next to her—the very last place she wanted to be. She scooted closer to Kristen, but Luke’s muscular shoulder pressed into hers. His addictive scent, a peppery citrus underlaid with sharp cedar, made her remember all the stolen moments they’d had. But those days were long gone. He’d stolen much more than moments.
Amy waved her hand across the table. “You can all visit us and we’ll hike, float the river, fish, and do all the fun things. Or ski in the winter. Erin and Ryan, our friends in Marcus who own Coffee and Cars, promised to show us the best runs. The local ski hill is way less expensive than Colorado.” 
“We should plan a ski and board trip for this winter.” Luke sipped his dark beer. “But maybe here in Colorado on a holiday weekend so we don’t have to take leave.” He motioned to Holly and Kristen. “Although that means you’d have to, Chris.” 
He shrugged. “A little less terminal leave won’t kill me.” 
Everyone pulled out a phone and looked at their calendars. Holly sipped her water. No matter how much she loved to ski, she wasn’t going—an evening was fine, but overnights were out. No way she’d spend that much time with Luke. 
The server came, and they ordered drinks and pizza. Calendar discussions continued as the drinks arrived. 
Chris tapped his phone. “The middle of February looks pretty good for me and Amy. It might be cold, but that’s okay. We can always do a run, go have a drink, do a run, right?” 
“Perfect.” Kristen fluffed her hair. “I’m more of a ski bunny, anyway.”
“Yeah, right.” Amy shook her head. “If by bunny you mean hare, screaming down the mountain at warp speed.” She faced Holly, her brows wrinkling. “Holly, you haven’t said anything. Don’t you want to come? You love skiing.”
Holly forced a smile. “Sure, I’ll come. Count me in. It’s just that my schedule is pretty open right now. I can go whenever.” And the week before, she’d get a cold or schedule a meeting in DC. Better to lose money than live with Luke.  
“Luke, I’m assuming we can’t sneak under the radar and use one of your family homes, right?” Chris asked.
Holly didn’t roll her eyes, but she wanted to. Poor rich boy with all those vacation spots to pick from. 
“No, sorry.” Luke grimaced. “I don’t want to run into Daddy Dearest. Now that my original eight-year commitment is up, he’s been sending emails and leaving me phone messages non-stop about returning to DC.” He scowled. 
Chris chuckled. “Doesn’t he know you’ve added a year’s commitment by accepting the new assignment?”
Luke grinned, a sharp, predatory grin. “He doesn’t even know I’ve moved. And the leadership back at the squadron agreed not to volunteer anything if he calls. I leaned hard on the possible conflict of interest. Plus, they’re grateful. They’ve been trying to fill my position with the Army for a year. Besides, he’s not on my emergency notification lists or life insurance—so he has no legal right to know anything about me.”
Kristen whispered in Holly’s ear. “Wow, I can’t imagine cutting ties to my family like that, can you?” 
Holly smiled, hoping it looked genuine, but pain stabbed her through the heart. “Will you all excuse me? I need the restroom.” 
Luke let her out of the booth. She pushed her way across the jammed room to the bathroom. Being short made crowds even worse, and the chatter was deafening. She finally made it, closed the stall door behind her, and held back a sob. Kristen hadn’t meant to hurt her; she didn’t know Holly had left her family behind a long time ago. Sometimes, being with friends made her feel even more alone. 
Odd that Luke was in the same boat. In high school, Luke had been respectful and obedient to his father, except when it came to her. But in the end, he’d obviously given her up without regret. No wonder he’d agreed to keep their relationship secret. Her tears dried and her fists clenched.
But something must have come between Luke and his father during college, or he wouldn’t have joined the Air Force. Back in high school, Luke had planned to get his degree and work his way up at Sevrason Analytics, his father’s very successful defense lobbying firm. Or go to work for a competitor. 
Holly snorted. More than likely, he’d decided flying would be more fun. He got control of his trust fund after college graduation, so he didn’t have to live on a military salary. Why work in a boring office when zooming through the sky was an option? 
But Luke’s rich-kid problems weren’t hers. Avoiding him was the issue. She washed her hands and checked her makeup, reinforcing her cheerfully bland expression. Leaving the bathroom, she narrowly avoided colliding with a man standing outside the door. She stepped aside. “Excuse me.”  
Hands clenched her upper arms, spinning her to face an angry stranger. The man looked a lot like her Uncle Raj, with deep-set dark brown eyes topped by thick, black brows, his glare carving deep lines into his umber skin. The stench of unfiltered cigarettes made her choke. “Holiday Bose. I’ve finally found you.”
Holly twisted, trying to break his grip. “Who are you?” Not that it mattered. She didn’t let anyone manhandle her. Not after she left home. She brought her right leg back, ready to kick him between the legs.
His lip curled. “You should recognize me. You were signed, sealed, and supposed to be delivered as my wife.” One hand reached for her chin.
She spun out and away. “Keep your hands off of me, or I’m calling the cops!”  
The man stepped to the side, an ugly sneer on his face. “Now that I’ve finally found you, I’ll get what I paid for, one way or another. You’ll regret running for the rest of your life.” 
“Don’t threaten my friend!” Amy loomed over the man, raising her fists. Holly jumped; she’d been so focused on the stranger, she hadn’t seen Amy. Amy’s voice was ice cold. “I’ve killed one would-be rapist. Do you want to be next?”
The man held up a hand. “Do not speak to me. Women should know their place.” Without looking at Amy, the man turned and walked away.
Holly stared at the man’s back until he disappeared. She jumped again when Amy put an arm around her shoulder, pulling her through the crowd. “Come on, we’re getting out of here.”
She shook violently, hanging on to Amy, terror and anger clouding her thoughts. At the table, Amy leaned forward. “Are any of you carrying a weapon?” 
“Not in a bar.” Luke leaped to his feet, standing on Holly’s other side, facing the crowd. “What happened?” Kristen and Chris joined them, crowding close. 
“Some guy just threatened Holly. Kristen, can you run down the bill and get some to-go boxes? We’ll get her to the car.” Amy tugged Holly around to face the door. Luke got in front of them, head turning back and forth while Amy and Chris bracketed her, walking her outside. 
At her Subaru, Amy pushed her into the back seat. Luke squeezed into the seat nearest the bar, his back pressing into her shoulder as he searched out the window. Chris reached under the car’s front seat, pulling out a semi-automatic handgun. He remained standing at the driver’s side door until Kristen joined them, hands full of pizza boxes. She got in next to Holly, handing her a few of the boxes. The warmth melted some of her icy disbelief.
Amy joined Chris. “I’ll drive, you guard. Where to?” 
Luke said, “My place. It’s close; just a few blocks away.” He gave Any directions while watching out the windows. 
Holly looked at her pizza boxes on her lap, stunned and incredulous. She should have been safe after all these years. What were the odds of discovery at a bar in a town half a country away from home?
The car stopped on a tree-lined side street next to a huge Western Victorian. Christmas lights twinkled from the eaves, and bright garlands wrapped the graceful porches. Luke got out. “I’ve got the top floor. Straight up the stairs. Wait here until I’m armed.” He sprinted away, opened the door, and reappeared with a weapon in his hand before Holly could slide off the seat. 
Amy took the pizza from her. “Come on, let’s go.” She led the way up the stairs, and they squeezed past Luke, entering a large living area with dark leather sofas and an enormous screen filling the one solid wall. Modern shades hid the windows surrounding them. Doorways led to a kitchen and a hall. The apartment was graceful and gorgeous, but modernized enough to live in. Holly hadn’t even looked in Old Colorado City, knowing everything was well out of her price range.
After Chris entered, Luke locked the door. “Have a seat. I’ll grab plates, glasses, and drinks.” He entered the kitchen, Kristen on his heels.
“Holly, are you okay?” Amy bent, frowning in her face.
She shuddered the encounter away. She had to regain control. Nothing had actually happened; she was fine. “I’m fine, thanks. Let’s have pizza. We don’t want it to get cold. There’s nothing to worry about.” She plopped into the nearest chair, unable to hold back a shiver from the cold leather. 
Luke and Kristen returned, bearing beer, soda, water, plates, and silverware. Amy and Kristen distributed slices. Chris and Luke placed their guns on the coffee table, glancing at the door. 
Holly accepted a plate and took a bite. But the pizza was dust in her mouth. She set the plate on the coffee table and rubbed her sweaty palms on her jeans. Both hands shook, and she gripped her knees so it wouldn’t show. Her friends exchanged speaking looks.
After a few bites, Amy put her plate down. “Holly, you’ve never said anything about your family or your past, and I’ve never asked. It wasn’t my business if you didn’t want to share.” 
Of course, it would be Amy. She never hesitated to do the right thing. Holly gripped her legs hard enough to bruise.
Amy took Holly’s right hand, squeezing gently. “But now, I think you’re going to have to explain why that man said he would get what he paid for and that you’d regret it. Was that your father?”
Holly laughed, but despair dropped her heart into her stomach like a piece of space junk sucked into Earth’s gravity. She absolutely did not want to talk about her family, but there was no way they’d leave without knowing the story. Making up a believable tale on the fly was beyond her, too. She sucked in a big breath. Her friends wouldn’t laugh or abandon her. Luke might, but he wasn’t a friend. “No, he’s definitely not my father. I’ve never seen him before and I don’t remember his name. But I can guess who he is from what he said.”  
She swallowed heavily and then took a drink of water. Hopefully, she’d get through this without breaking down. “At the end of high school, I ran away from home. My mom dropped me off for the graduation ceremony, but instead of filing into the auditorium with everyone else, I ditched my gown and got on a bus. I went to a women’s shelter across town.” Her mouth drying, she sipped more water. Right before the ceremony, her father demanded her presence in his office. Since that never happened unless she was in trouble, and she’d behaved perfectly for the last year, she’d thought he was congratulating her on graduating. Instead, he’d shoved a pen in her hand and told her to sign a marriage contract or she’d never leave the house again. “My father arranged a marriage to a man I’d never met.” She shuddered, then controlled her reaction. She had to remain calm. “My father had received the bride price already. The wedding was supposed to happen the next day. I’d thought all the preparations were for one of my sisters, but no. It was me.”
Curses flew, but Amy held up her hand. “You’d never even met the guy?” 
Her friend’s incredulous fury made it easier to continue. “No. It’s normal in my family. My grandparents were from the old country. Marriages are arranged. There’s no romance or love. It’s a way to bind families for political and monetary gain. My sisters and cousins think it’s great—they didn’t have to deal with dating and Mother made sure the men were appropriate. It seemed to work out for them. Mostly.” She grimaced. Her sisters’ husbands were just as old-fashioned as her father, but they had treated their wives decently. “But my mother got breast cancer at the beginning of my senior year. Treatment cost a lot of money, and she had to focus on herself. I’m sure Mother thought that the smart youngest daughter was at an expensive American school, and making connections, so she’d be fine.” Holly shrugged. Mother had never been particularly demonstrative, and the cancer made her a shadow of her former self. 
She stood and walked to the windows, unable to face her friends. “I signed a formal contract. I knew the name on that document. His previous wife had been abused, and even though the family tried to cover it up, she’d committed suicide. I’d learned a lot more than my father realized at school, and I wasn’t going to be sold into slavery to a monster.” She looked at the ceiling for a moment to keep from screaming, then made herself continue. “For the graduation ceremony, I wore half of my dowry—the traditional gold chains. Just before we left, I stole my father’s copy of the contract.” She moved the shades to peek outside, but all she saw was her father’s study and the ornate walnut desk containing her doom—and salvation. “I got away and got some cash from selling the dowry. I was still under age, so I ended up in the foster system. But the women’s shelter helped me file a sealed emancipation case so I wouldn’t be legally under my father and mother’s control. Since I got away before the marriage, the state investigators said child abuse charges probably wouldn’t stick. But the contract is a part of the official court record and the main reason the judge ruled in my favor. The prosecution wanted to file charges against my father and husband-to-be, but I refused to testify—I just wanted to leave. The shelter helped me move across the country. I know that my family probably suffered because I broke the contract, but that’s why I left half of my dowry.”
“Your family deserves to suffer. They tried to sell you!” Luke’s hands were clenched, his face white, and his jaw was so tight she wondered if he’d grind his teeth to dust. 
She shrugged and turned away. His fury was too late. And fake. He didn’t care about her. “They see it as giving an unruly, over-educated daughter a stable man to guide her into her proper role in life. And I’m pretty sure they needed the money after my mother’s bills.”
Kristen threw her hands up, then let them drop into her lap. “I can’t believe things like that still happen in America!” 
Holly shook her head. Kristen was sheltered. “Arranged marriages are nothing, even ones that twist the traditional monetary exchanges into outright sale. Thousands of girls and boys are taken, bought and sold by traffickers in this country, both Americans and kids from overseas. It happens all the time. People just don’t want to believe it. And I’m sure you’ve heard of honor killings? Those don’t just happen in foreign countries; they happen here too. We’re just better at tracking down the killers and prosecuting them, if someone reports it, which doesn’t happen very often.” The community-wide pressure to keep quiet was immense.
“There’s not much we can do about the past, or all those other people, right now. But we can do plenty to make sure nothing happens to you.” Amy joined her, taking her hand and tugging her back to the sofa. “You’ll be coming to the range this weekend with me and Chris. Get some practice with a firearm. You’ll stay with Kristen until we figure out who this guy is, where he lives, and if he’s really a threat. And you’ll be making a formal report of a threat, with me to back you up, so





OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/91f6cd7e-800f-441e-8012-91a9ca203b94.png
LUKE





OEBPS/images/ffdd4143-dcae-4e88-8519-687821951b57.png
HoLLy






OEBPS/images/61f3d906-ebdb-465b-8d56-c4b42909a5a9.jpeg





OEBPS/images/74057098-aa22-4b42-b075-fa7974bd147a.png
HoLLy






OEBPS/images/3154b373-858d-42dc-9576-21667e9a43c2.png
QX

o X

o X






