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			To all the readers who are as excited for Isaac and Caradine’s story as I was, this is for you.

			And for Nicole. For obvious reasons.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			BOSTON

			TEN YEARS EARLIER

			Julia had already ignored her father’s summons as many times as she could. It was time to go back home or face the consequences.

			Or, knowing her father, both.

			Twenty-two-year-olds about to graduate from college should assert their independence. Or, anyway, that was the excuse she planned to use when he lit into her about it, assuming he was in a mood to listen to excuses. Because he was going to be furious—there was no getting around that.

			No one was suicidal enough to ignore Mickey Sheeran for too long.

			Julia was one of the few people who dared pretend otherwise, and—filled with bravado while safely on campus and protected by university security—she’d decided to prove it.

			She was already feeling sick with regret about that as she turned onto her parents’ street in their unpretentious neighborhood outside of Boston proper, which was filled with the regular Joes her dad claimed he admired as true American heroes. Julia knew that what he really meant by that was that all their neighbors were as in awe of him as they were afraid of him. Just the way he liked it.

			Most people were just plain old afraid of him, Julia included.

			More so the closer she got to the house she’d grown up in and hadn’t been able to leave fast enough. And never seemed to be able to put behind her, whether she lived there or not.

			There wasn’t a single part of her that wanted to go back. Ever. And particularly not when she’d deliberately provoked him.

			Sure, all she’d actually done was ignore a couple of phone messages ordering her to leave her dormitory and come home. But she knew her father would view the delay between the messages he’d left and her appearance as nothing short of traitorous. She was expected to leap to obey him almost before he issued a command, as she well knew. He didn’t care that she had exams. He probably didn’t know she had exams.

			But Julia knew it was foolish to imagine her father was dumb. He wasn’t. It was far more likely that he knew full well it was her exam period and had waited until this, her final semester of college, to force her to take incompletes and fail to graduate. He was nothing if not a master at revenge served cold.

			Mickey hadn’t been on board with the college thing, something he made perfectly clear every time he sneered about Julia’s “ambitions.” He’d also refused to pay for it and had gone ballistic when Julia had found her own loans and a job in a restaurant to help with costs.

			She still thought it was worth the bruises.

			Her sister, Lindsay, was fifteen months younger and had never made it out from under their father’s thumb. She still lived at home, grimly obeying his every command in the respectful silence he demanded, because females were to be seen, never heard.

			She’d even started dating one of Mickey’s younger associates.

			You know where that’s going to lead, Julia had muttered under her breath when she’d been forced to put in an appearance on Easter Sunday. Straight to an entire life exactly like Mom’s. Is that really what you want?

			You’re the only one who thinks there’s another choice, Lindsay had snapped right back, her gaze dark and her mouth set in a mulish line. There’s not.

			Julia had looked across the crowded church, filled with the people who came to Mass one other time each year, and stared at the back of Lindsay’s boyfriend’s head. She wished her gaze could punch holes in him.

			I don’t accept that, she’d said quietly. I refuse to accept that.

			Next to her, her sister had sighed, something weary and practical on her face. Julia had recognized the look. Their mother wore it often. Soon it would start to fade and crack around it turned into beaten-down resignation.

			He’s not a nice guy, but at least it gets me out of the house and away from Dad every now and again, she’d said. That’s not nothing.

			Their brother Jimmy, the meanest of their three older brothers, had turned around from the pew in front of them. He looked more and more like Dad by the day, and the nasty look he’d thrown the two of them had shut them both up. Instantly.

			Sometimes Julia lay in her narrow cot in the dorm, squeezed her eyes shut so tight she expected all her blood vessels to pop, and wished. For something to save her. For some way out. For the limitless, oversized life her college friends had waiting for them, with no boundaries in sight. No rules. Nothing but their imagination to lead them wherever they wanted to go.

			Maybe she’d always known that she wasn’t going to get any of that.

			And maybe her father had been right to oppose her going off to college, because all it was going to do was break her heart. Worse than if she’d been a good girl like Lindsay and done what was expected of her.

			Hopelessness only hurt if you were dumb enough to hope for something different.

			Julia couldn’t remember, now, when she’d first realized that her father was . . . unusual. That he was the reason the other children kept their distance from the Sheeran family. But she could remember, distinctly, the first time she’d Googled her father’s name and found a wealth of information about him. Just right there, online. For anyone to see.

			She’d always known her father was a bad man.

			Still, it was something else to find all those articles detailing the criminal acts he’d been accused of over the course of his long career. She thought sometimes that a good daughter would have been appalled, disbelieving.

			But she’d looked at her father’s mug shot in an article from the front page of the Boston Globe, and she’d believed. She’d known. He was exactly as bad as they claimed he was, and probably worse, and that likely meant she was bad, too. Deep in her blood and bones, no matter what she did.

			Every year they failed to catch him in the act, the bolder and more vicious he became. And the more she accepted that his DNA lived in her, too.

			Because if Julia were as brave as she pretended she was when she was across town on a pretty campus where she could squint her eyes and imagine she was someone else’s daughter, she would have called the FBI herself.

			But she wasn’t brave. She didn’t point the car in some other direction, drive for days, and disappear. Instead, she was obediently driving home to face her father’s rage. And the back of his hand. And whatever other treats he had in store for her.

			Her throat might be dry with fear and her heart might be pounding, but she was still doing what he wanted. In the end, she always did.

			All things considered, maybe Lindsay’s grim acceptance was the better path. Julia liked to put on a good show, but they were both going to end up in the same place.

			Her stomach was killing her. Knots upon knots.

			She eased her car to the curb and cut the headlights, then forced herself to get out into the cool night air. It was a force of habit to park a ways down the block. There were always flat-eyed men coming and going from the house, and it would go badly for her if she inconvenienced any of them. And Mickey was never satisfied with small displays of strength when bigger ones could cow more people and show off his cruelty to greater effect.

			In his circles, the crueler he was—especially to his own family—the more people feared him. And fear was what made Mickey come alive.

			She leaned against the closed car door and pulled her phone out of her pocket. It was cold enough that she wished she’d worn more than a T-shirt, but there was a part of her that liked the chill that ran along her arms. It would keep her awake. Aware.

			You couldn’t really dodge one of Mickey’s blows, but there were ways of taking it, and falling, that lessened the damage.

			She’d learned that lesson early.

			She pulled up Lindsay’s number and texted her, announcing that she’d parked and was about to walk in to face the music.

			Don’t come in, her sister texted back almost instantly. It’s weird in here.

			A different sort of prickle worked its way down the back of Julia’s neck and started winding down her spine. Her hair felt as if it were standing on end in the breeze, except there wasn’t a breeze.

			I’m coming out, Lindsay texted.

			Julia found herself holding her breath, though she couldn’t have said why. The night felt thick and dark, suddenly, though she could see the streetlights with her own eyes. Something about that caught at her, and she moved away from the nearest pool of light to the shade of a big tree. She stood there, keeping still. She put her back to the trunk, hoping that if anyone were looking, they wouldn’t see her.

			And she tried really hard to convince herself that she was just being paranoid.

			But when her sister appeared out of nowhere and grabbed her arm, she bit her own tongue so hard to keep from screaming that she tasted copper.

			“What are you doing?” she whispered fiercely at Lindsay. “You scared the—”

			“You should go back to your dorm,” Lindsay said, and this time, there was something stark in her gaze. Too much knowledge, maybe. Something unflinching that made the knots inside Julia’s belly sharpen into spikes. “And stay there.”

			And all the things they never talked about directly seemed to swell in the cool spring night. The truths that no one spoke, for fear of what it might unleash. Not just because they were afraid of Mickey and his friends, whom he often called his brothers but treated with far more respect than he gave the members of his actual family, but because acknowledging a thing made it real.

			It had never occurred to Julia before this very moment how deeply and desperately she’d clung to the tattered shreds of her denial.

			She and her sister stared at each other in the inky black shadows of the ominous night, and she couldn’t tell anymore if it was the dark that threatened her, or if it was the truth.

			Whatever was coming, there was no escaping it. Had she always known that? Whether it was this night or another night or twenty years down a road that ended up with her seeing her mother’s tired, fearful face in the mirror, this life she’d been so determined to imagine as a path she could choose had only ever been a downward spiral. To one single destination.

			Sooner or later, they were all going to hell. Or hell was coming for them. It didn’t matter which. She was going to burn either way.

			Julia wanted to throw up.

			But at the same time, a heady sort of giddiness swept over her, and it took her a second to realize what it was. Freedom, of a sort. Or relief, which amounted to the same thing.

			She reached out and laced her fingers through her sister’s, the way she used to do when they were little. Back when it was easier to pretend.

			“Come with me,” she said fiercely.

			And Lindsay looked as if she wanted to cry.

			“It’s too late,” she replied. Her voice was soft. Painful. “He asked me to marry him.”

			“You don’t have to say yes.”

			“I love that you think it matters what I say.”

			“All the more reason to come with me,” Julia said stoutly. “We can figure it out. We can . . . do something.”

			Lindsay’s smile pained Julia, like someone had prized her ribs apart.

			“Julia,” she began.

			But when hell came, it came out of nowhere.

			A bright, hot, terrible flash of horror.

			They were both on the ground, dazed and stunned, and Julia lifted a hand to her temple, where she felt something sticky. But she couldn’t find her way to caring about it much. Something was wrong with her ears, her head. Something was wrong.

			Car alarms were going off up and down the street, there was a siren in the distance, and she couldn’t remember how she’d gotten to the ground. She pulled herself to her hands and knees, grabbing for Lindsay as she went.

			And they knelt there, hugging each other even though it hurt, and stared at the roaring fire where their childhood home had been.

			Their mother. Their brothers. Even their father—

			Julia couldn’t take it in.

			Lindsay made a shocked, low sort of sound, like a sob.

			And somehow, that crystallized things, with a wrenching, vicious jolt inside of Julia. Half panic, half resolve.

			She turned to her sister and took her shoulders in her hands, ignoring the stinging in her palms.

			“This is the other choice, Lindsay,” Julia said, her voice harsh and thick and not her own at all. But she would get used to it. She would grow into it. If she survived. And she had every intention of surviving. “But we have to choose it. Now.”

		

	
		
			One

			The call came in at 2:47 A.M.

			Isaac Gentry wasn’t asleep because Isaac rarely slept, especially when Alaska Force was running active missions.

			And Alaska Force always had active missions.

			As the owner and leader of the most elite group of ex–special forces operatives in the world—the kind of individuals who didn’t think it was particularly heroic to save the world, because it was simply their job, in and out of active military service—Isaac had long since accepted that monitoring ongoing situations came with the territory. His cabin in Fool’s Cove, a remote and hard-to-reach spot on the back side of a distant, isolated island in the Alaskan Panhandle, was outfitted with enough tech to track his people wherever they found themselves on the globe.

			“Report,” he said into his comm unit by way of an answer, the way he always did when a member of his team called in.

			“There’s a fire,” Griffin Cisneros, known ice man and almost supernaturally self-possessed marine sniper, belted out. Sounding in no way self-possessed or icy or really like himself at all.

			Isaac’s gut twisted. Because Griffin wasn’t on a mission. Griffin was supposed to be at home in his cute little house on the other side of the island in picturesque Grizzly Harbor, tucked up with his woman and enjoying the relatively mild June weather.

			“Report,” he said again, though he already knew it was going to be bad. And worse, local. “Is it happening again?”

			The tiny fishing village of Grizzly Harbor was supposed to be too far away from anything to attract attention. It was on a small island in a little-traveled part of Southeast Alaska’s Inside Passage, where nothing ever happened. Something Isaac knew personally and well, having grown up here.

			But the past couple of years there’d been a little too much excitement in the middle of nowhere. It had even drawn down the attention of the Alaska State Troopers, who’d needed convincing that Alaska Force were the good guys. There’d been deaths, a mad preacher with a boatload of explosives, actual deployed explosives onshore and off, two kidnappings and a cult, plus acts of criminal mischief ranging from annoying to life-threatening.

			Not exactly what Isaac had in mind. He’d chosen Grizzly Harbor as his base when he’d started Alaska Force because the only danger around was the great Alaskan wilderness and weather. He’d imagined it would serve as an excellent barrier between Alaska Force and the rest of the world, because that was what the great and glorious state of Alaska did by virtue of its location. Alaska was the Last Frontier and the ultimate geographic cure.

			All outside shenanigans were supposed to be over now, six months after the last bout of excitement that had involved a high-stakes helicopter rescue of a boat on the cold Alaskan seas. On Christmas Day.

			But he let that go. If it wasn’t over, they’d handle it. That was what Alaska Force did.

			“Isaac.”

			Once again, Griffin sounded completely unlike himself. It might have been terrifying if Isaac had been in possession of all the necessary information and could allow himself a response. Until then, he couldn’t let himself react.

			But when his border collie, Horatio, sat up from his bed in front of the fire and whined softly, Isaac suspected that maybe he was already reacting.

			“Isaac. It’s Caradine. Her place . . . the Water’s Edge Café blew up.”

			Everything inside Isaac stopped.

			Dead.

			But he was entirely too well trained to surrender to it. Or to blank out or freeze as worst-case scenarios swamped him, one after the next, each more horrible than the last.

			Griffin made a sound. It took Isaac a moment to understand it was his name.

			“I’m on my way,” he said, and he sounded calm. Controlled and even, as befitted a man of his rank and position.

			Good to know he could still make that happen when the world was ending.

			Might have already ended, with him sitting out here monitoring things he didn’t care about across the planet while she—

			But he locked that line of thought down, hard.

			He went wide on the comm unit, barking out orders and rousing anyone who was on the island instead of out on a job. He was already moving, shoving his feet into his boots and then tossing himself out into the late-night blue of the June night. He was glad he was from Southeast Alaska, where the summer nights weren’t that full-on white midnight sun they got farther north, because the eerie half-light was more than enough to make him feel restless.

			Though possibly that wasn’t what was clawing at him tonight.

			The helicopter was already waiting for him when he made it to the launchpad, a ten-minute hike up from his family’s former fishing lodge, which currently served as Alaska Force’s base of operations. Tonight Isaac made the climb in approximately three minutes.

			He nodded at Rory, the former Green Beret who was piloting tonight, and he was distantly aware that there were other people in the helicopter, but he didn’t speak.

			Instead, he stared out at the dark, inky water and the lights from the lodge and the cabins as they rose into the air over Fool’s Cove. And he tried to keep his head productively blank, the way he always did before a mission. Free of his personal thoughts, open to focus on what cropped up.

			But all he could see was her face. Caradine’s face.

			He had to grit his teeth to make himself stop. And all told, twenty minutes elapsed between Griffin’s initial call and Isaac’s arrival in Grizzly Harbor, but to Isaac every minute was a lifetime.

			Rory set down near the docks, where there was a stretch of even ground when the tide was low. Isaac knew he’d jumped out when his boots hit the ground, but his focus was already up the hill, into the cluster of buildings that made up the village, and the knot of people and smoke where Caradine’s café was supposed to be.

			Then he was moving automatically, trying to assess the damage as he went. The fire looked to be contained to the lower part of the building where the café was. Not the living quarters up above, which was something. Then again, he couldn’t see what had happened around back.

			He had a flash of her, dark eyebrows raised and that belligerent I dare you look on her face—

			But he couldn’t.

			He couldn’t go there until he knew, one way or the other.

			And he was trained for this. He was trained to gather information first, then react.

			No matter the circumstances.

			Isaac realized he’d been running when he stopped. He’d reached the semicircle of villagers and Alaska Force members who’d formed a perimeter around the fire. All were engaged in fighting what looked like the last of it, some of them half-dressed or in their pajamas, because this really was the middle of nowhere. If they didn’t put the fire out, it could sweep through the whole town.

			That was when he realized he’d showed up in nothing but the T-shirt and cargo pants he’d been wearing while not sleeping back in his cabin. Not exactly his tactical best.

			Isaac nodded at the Grizzly Harbor residents he knew, which was most of them. His brain filed away the rest into a mental file marked SUMMER TOURISTS. But when his gaze found Griffin, it stayed on him. Hard.

			He didn’t ask the question.

			“It’s a garden-variety Molotov cocktail,” Griffin told Isaac immediately when he came over to him, sounding cold and assessing again. Which was precisely how Isaac wanted his favorite sniper. “It went through the front window of the café. And it was a weak one, because all it did was blow out the windows and make a mess of the front room. The structure appears sound, and the living quarters upstairs are undamaged.”

			“Undamaged,” Isaac repeated, while everything in him that had stopped still clicked over, an engine starting up again. His heart, maybe.

			“But empty.”

			“Empty?” There was a thud inside him, like a mortar shell hitting its target, but he refused to acknowledge it. “Signs of a struggle?”

			“None.” Isaac recognized the voice before he glanced to the side to find Jonas Crow had materialized from the ether, or the night itself. Because Isaac hadn’t seen him in his initial sweep of the area. As one of the few men still alive who knew exactly what Jonas had done in the service, Isaac shouldn’t have been surprised that the man still managed to make like a ghost. Yet he always was. “If I had to guess, my take would be that there was an attempt to flush her out, but she didn’t go down the back stairs. There are tracks leading away from that side window, but they disappear at the hot springs. One set of tracks, moving fast.”

			Isaac tried to take the information in, and everything it meant, but he was stuck on the most critical part. She was alive.

			She was alive.

			“This is good news, right?” Rory asked, on Isaac’s six.

			Former SEAL Blue Hendricks, who had caught the helicopter with Isaac, was closer to the fire perimeter. He shook his head. “Caradine in the woods? I don’t see it. She doesn’t even like the hot springs.”

			“She likes them fine,” Isaac retorted without thinking.

			It was a measure of how completely he’d lost his cool tonight. Since when did he show his hand? Since when did he fail to think everything through and strategize before speaking? He needed to pull himself together.

			Meanwhile, he thanked whatever deities still bothered to check in on a man like him that Templeton Cross—his best friend and brother since they’d survived the six-month hellscape called the Operator Qualification Course for what was known in some circles as Delta Force—wasn’t around to witness his slip. Isaac could hear Templeton’s booming laugh anyway, the way he was sure he would in real time once Templeton heard what Isaac had inadvertently admitted.

			Someone was probably texting him right now to tell him.

			She’s alive, Isaac reminded himself as the silence dragged on around him, because no one dared actually get in his face. Jonas could have, but wouldn’t. That was Templeton’s job.

			He concentrated on the fact they hadn’t found her body and not the fact he’d just contributed to the endless gossip concerning what was or wasn’t happening between him and Caradine. She was alive. She’d understood what was happening and extricated herself from the situation. Then she’d taken off.

			And had yet to return, though the fire looked contained and most of the village was milling around on the wooden boardwalks that served as streets.

			That told him a whole lot.

			Isaac scanned the scene. The one official firefighter in the village, Chris Tanaka, was barking out orders to the rest. Most of whom he’d trained at one point or another, whether they were part of the official crew or not. No one wanted Grizzly Harbor, with its boardwalks and huddled-together houses, to go up in flames. Their one truck, parked on an angle in front of the blackened, smoky front of the café, pumped water up from the harbor while a few men were supplementing with buckets. The fire was down to a smolder now, which supported Griffin’s theory that it had been a weak firebomb in the first place. It had been about damage, not death.

			Which meant Jonas was right, too. They’d been trying to flush her out.

			He had a flash of her then, bright and hot, lighting up all the parts of him that had stopped still when he’d gotten that call. Caradine Scott, mouthy and bad-tempered and beautiful. Prickly and stubborn and wedged deep beneath his skin since the day she’d arrived here. That chipped black nail polish she always had on her fingernails. Those too-blue eyes. The baggy clothes she wore, like that could fool anyone into overlooking her toned, fit body beneath. Her astonishingly good cooking, which he’d told her once was basically her true heart on display.

			That had been the first time she’d thrown him out of the Water’s Edge Café. It wasn’t the last time. Not to mention the many times she’d thrown him out of her bed upstairs, too, then slammed the door in his face—and locked it—in case he’d missed her point.

			He felt that mortar shell hit him again. Artillery fire rained down inside him, pummeling him.

			Isaac had seen her scowl at him a thousand times. He’d kissed her silly. He’d even made her laugh—though she’d told him he was mistaken and it had simply been a coughing fit gone wrong. He’d seen her stare down drunken locals three times her size, and he’d seen her intimidate tourists with a single arched brow.

			What he couldn’t imagine Caradine doing, ever, was running scared.

			The very idea made him want to tear apart the world with his own two hands.

			“I want to know who threw the bomb,” Isaac said tersely to the suspiciously silent group around him. “Now. And then I want to know why, once again, people are rolling up into Grizzly Harbor and getting bomb-happy without us seeing them coming. I thought we were done with this.”

			“On it, boss,” Blue said, in a way that had Isaac looking at him sharply. Sure enough, the ex-SEAL was exchanging a glance with Griffin that Isaac knew was as good as that text to Templeton.

			He ignored that, too, because he could. Because Templeton wasn’t here. Templeton was tending to his family issues in the Lower 48 and wasn’t on hand to call Isaac out.

			That meant Isaac could deliver another spate of orders without receiving so much as a raised eyebrow in return. Once he was done, he turned away, realizing as he did that Alaska Force was one thing. His fellow citizens, friends, and neighbors were another.

			And it took him more effort than it should have to pull out that genial smile he usually wore for the public.

			“You keep bringing your messes into this town, Isaac,” growled Otis Taggert, who ran the Bait & Tackle. He’d always made his dislike of the Gentry family well known, even way back when Isaac had been a kid here. Whether he disliked Isaac personally or lumped him in with Gentrys past was hard to figure. And tonight, Isaac cared even less than usual. “Where’s it going to end?”

			“Thanks for your concern, Otis,” Isaac replied, managing to keep his voice amiable. He couldn’t say the same about his expression. “It looks like Caradine made it out.”

			The scrum of locals got a little loud at that obvious slap, but Isaac didn’t take it back. Neither did the older man. And Isaac had to order himself to shift his weight, get out of a fighting stance, and run a hand over his face like he was a mere mortal instead of a highly trained piece of weaponry meant for war, not social interactions like these.

			“Hero status can only go so far,” Otis said, not even pretending to keep it beneath his breath.

			“I never pretended to be a hero,” Isaac retorted, another clue that he was maybe not operating on all cylinders, the way he would have been if this hadn’t involved Caradine. Since he’d been confounding Otis with a bland smile and no reaction for years now. “But I am a resident and a local business owner. So maybe don’t talk to me like I’m the enemy.”

			“Gentrys have been here since the gold rush,” Madeleine Yazzie chimed in then, her red beehive trembling the way it usually did, even if tonight she was in her pajamas. Next to her, her on-again, off-again husband, Jaco, stood with his arms crossed, his usually dour expression aimed directly at the Bait & Tackle owner. “They weren’t Johnny-come-latelies like you, Otis, swanning in and acting like you own the place.”

			“It’s not a competition,” old Ernie Tatlelik growled.

			“It is to Otis,” Nellie Oberlin retorted in the same brisk voice she used to keep the rowdy patrons in line at the Fairweather, the only bar in town.

			“If you’ll excuse me, I thought maybe I’d go look for Caradine,” Isaac heard himself say with far too much edginess and not enough of that boy next door, aw shucks thing he’d been cultivating since moving back here. Something he’d probably regret when he recovered from this night and that call. But he’d worry about that when he found her. “Who’s missing? In case that part wasn’t clear.”

			“You’re too much like your uncle Theo,” Otis complained, glaring at him as if he’d said he was off to take a nap. “Always more important than everyone else in the room.”

			“What room is that, Otis?” Madeleine snapped at him. “That tiny little cabin in the woods where Theo lives, all alone, with nothing but his thoughts? Or that store of yours where you hold court over a kingdom of worms and flies?”

			And as they all started sniping at one another the way only people with usually buried small-town grudges could, Isaac melted away, skirting around the destroyed café. He took a look at that side window and the tracks in the dirt two stories beneath it. Then he headed for the path that wound up the hill, leading away from town. Toward the hot springs where Jonas had lost Caradine’s trail.

			As if summoned by the thought of him—which wasn’t outside the realm of the possible—Jonas materialized beside Isaac.

			“Are you okay?” he asked. As if the question pained him.

			And later, maybe, Isaac would think about the state he must have been in for his brother-in-arms to ask him a question like that. When they’d been neck-deep in just about every slice of hell this planet had to offer and Jonas had never inquired into his well-being. Because he’d always assumed that Isaac had himself handled.

			Isaac didn’t respond.

			Jonas nodded, as if that was answer enough.

			“Rory located a boat out in the sound,” he said instead, his voice sounding the way it always did. Dark and rusty. “No sign of Caradine, but we have eyes on her perpetrators.”

			Isaac jerked his chin to indicate he’d heard. Inside him, the artillery fire shifted, turning into something like an earthquake.

			He had another flash of her, naked and smiling, her clever face alight with mockery aimed straight at him. Listen up, Gentry, she’d said, with all that scornful haughtiness only she could make so hot. If you can’t pull it together, I’ll throw you out in the cold.

			That had been their first night together.

			Your problem, she’d told him a long time later, is that you like it when I’m mean to you.

			But he’d been inside her, the only time she let him talk to her, and he’d pressed his advantage, the only way he could, until she’d shuddered and come apart.

			Your problem, he’d replied, his mouth at her ear, is you don’t want to be.

			He’d believed that until tonight.

			“Keep me informed,” he told Jonas, who nodded again, then vanished.

			Isaac kept going. He took the trail out of town, and he didn’t look over at the house he’d grown up in, because he didn’t torture himself like that anymore. He’d been a commissioned marine officer. Then he’d been Force Recon. And then he’d gone deep into a far darker hell. If he started counting up ghosts, he’d be too haunted to take a breath.

			Caradine had taken care of haunting him for years now.

			He listened to Blue’s conversation with the hired guns Rory had rounded up over his comm unit and wasn’t surprised the two of them had nothing productive to say about who had contracted them. Only that it had happened in Juneau.

			And when Jonas returned and started trailing him again, he was aware of it by the prickle on the back of his neck—but that was the beauty of his silent, infinitely lethal friend. Jonas was never going to feel the need to make idle conversation.

			Together, they followed Caradine’s tracks to the collection of little huts that functioned as the community baths and sauna, taking advantage of the island’s natural hot springs. Beyond the hot springs, the trail wound out toward the far point of Grizzly Harbor proper. Isaac stood there, ignoring interior mortar shells and tectonic shifts alike. He was aware that he was holding himself funny, stiff and furious as he glared out at what he could see of the trail in the strange summer night.

			“She jumped out her side window.” It wasn’t a question.

			Jonas made an affirmative noise. “She climbed down. Fast.”

			Isaac nodded, because that was how he’d interpreted the tracks, too. Enough of a depression in the dirt beneath the window to suggest a jump from a height, but not too much of one, and then she’d taken off running. Until she got here. The baths were a great place to switch out whatever shoes she’d been wearing, he figured. For a pair of hiking boots, maybe, that looked like every other shoe impression in the dirt trail.

			It was June. There were a lot of tracks on the island’s most accessible trail. Tourists and locals alike, this time of year.

			He could picture Caradine here too easily. And as he did, separate threads he’d gone out of his way not to knit together braided up tight.

			He saw her face perfectly, as if she were standing before him with her arms crossed belligerently, the way she liked to do. That smirk that drove him wild. The cool, challenging way she stared him down, as if he’d never torn her up and never would again, when they both knew better.

			Isaac was done being haunted.

			It was time to drag the ghost that was Caradine Scott out into the light, no matter what happened.

			“You have command,” he told Jonas shortly. “If I’m not back before Templeton, you can argue it out with him.”

			“I don’t argue,” Jonas replied coolly. He paused. “Are you thinking she hired those fools?”

			“Caradine doesn’t suffer fools, Jonas. I doubt she’d hire a couple.”

			Isaac stared down the trail. Follow it long enough up into the trees that covered the side of the mountain, and it branched out. The official trail carried on toward the summit of what the locals called Hard Ass Pass and were rarely dumb enough to test, because it got dangerous, fast, up there. Other paths wound around as they pleased. Many led out to the farthest, most off-grid homesteads and cabins.

			Like the one where Isaac’s grumpy, people-hating uncle Theo lived. With his thoughts, like Madeleine had said. That, and his own personal arsenal.

			Isaac highly doubted Caradine had headed there.

			But beyond the various, little-traveled trails that led to all the survivalist enthusiasts who called this island home was another path that dead-ended in a tiny inlet. Where Theo and some of the other locals who preferred not to deal with people in town—or having agents of the man, like the Grizzly Harbor harbormaster, knowing their business—kept their boats.

			If Isaac was going to sneak out of Grizzly Harbor and then off the island, without being seen and without access to the various toys he had at his disposal thanks to Alaska Force, that was how he’d do it.

			He’d steal a boat, but unlike the idiots who’d thrown that pipe bomb through Caradine’s window, he wouldn’t hit the open water. He’d stick to the rugged coast, find a hidden cove on a neighboring island, and hunker down until daylight. When there would be enough fishing vessels out there that it was worth the gamble that Alaska Force wouldn’t catch him before he made it to a better boat. Like the Alaska Marine Highway ferry that could take him out of here and all the way down to the Lower 48, if he liked.

			“I don’t think Caradine lit her own restaurant on fire,” he said to Jonas now. “But she sure was prepared for it to happen. Practiced for it, even, if that climb down two stories is any indication.”

			“Looks that way.”

			And those threads braided up tight inside him seemed to ignite.

			There were the things he knew about her. The things he’d long suspected. This long, maddening dance of theirs had already gone on for what felt to him like too many lifetimes.

			“Bring her back safe,” Jonas said gruffly when Isaac started down the trail to confirm his first set of suspicions.

			“I will,” Isaac promised him.

			He’d bring her back, all right.

			But how safe she stayed while he did it was going to be entirely up to her.

			Because as far as Isaac was concerned, it was high time for an overdue reckoning.

		

	
		
			Two

			Running for her life was a lot like riding a bicycle.

			It came back to her that easily. Like muscle memory the moment she heard the noise outside that night. The unmistakable sound of breaking glass followed by the ominous rush of flames igniting.

			She’d been asleep, then awake and alert in an instant. She knew exactly what she had to do.

			What she’d always known she would have to do, sooner or later.

			Even if this time, she’d gotten complacent. She’d let herself imagine that she could be Caradine Scott forever. She’d started thinking of herself as Caradine and had assured herself that was a good thing. That she was well and truly in character. That it would be that much easier to hide the more fully she embraced her made-up life.

			She’d done a lot more than embrace it—but Caradine couldn’t let herself think about Isaac Gentry. Not now, while her world was literally on fire. Again. When she’d known better all along. From her very first night in Grizzly Harbor, when she’d walked down what passed for a road in the most remote and unlikely place that she’d been able to find, located the only bar on the island, and seen him.

			Only him, though the bar had been full of locals making merry on that chilly fall night.

			Caradine’s breath still deserted her in a rush every time she remembered it. Even now, in these crucial moments, when she should have been focused on other things. Like staying alive.

			She’d pushed open the heavy door to the Fairweather, then found her way in out of the cold. And she’d gotten tangled up in Isaac Gentry when he looked up from the bar as surely as if he’d set a trap for her.

			His gray eyes had found hers and held, like he’d been waiting for her all along.

			And she’d known better. She’d always known how her time in Alaska—or anywhere, forever, until they finally caught her the way she knew they would—would end.

			“It was always going to be exactly like this,” she muttered at herself as she rolled out of her bed.

			Caradine was all too aware of what she needed to do now, no matter how gray Isaac Gentry’s freaking eyes were.

			His eyes never should have mattered in the first place.

			She took nothing but the bag she kept packed and ready for precisely this purpose. She’d practiced a hundred times a year, at least. More, probably. The getting out of bed at the first sound, no matter when she’d gotten in it. The dressing in deliberate layers for any weather in less than ten seconds. Then out the window immediately, scrabbling down the side of her house the way she’d also practiced. Over and over again, night and day, in all kinds of weather and regardless of whether she felt like it, making use of the fact the café stood over the boardwalk and the water, but the rest of the building was set back into the hill. And though the town was built on an incline, there was nothing directly behind her.

			That meant that no one could happen by and see who was at her back stairs. Or how many times she climbed out of her side window. A person would have to deliberately walk around to the back of the building to see her, and no one did. This was Alaska, where people respected one another’s privacy. Because that privacy often came heavily armed.

			It was nice that it was summer, she thought, as she hit the ground twenty seconds after waking up. Cool, but not cold, and that weird almost-light she’d never quite gotten used to. She froze when she landed and assessed the situation. Half hoping it had been nothing but another bad dream—but no, she could see the glow of a real, honest-to-God fire flickering in the gloom, from the front of the restaurant.

			There was no time to mourn her life here. There was no time to grieve for what she was losing in those flames.

			It was never your life in the first place, she reminded herself fiercely. Not out loud, because she had to assume that whoever had started the fire was still here. Waiting for her to reveal herself.

			She executed her plan, the way she’d practiced and plotted so many times. She slunk up the hill, trying to blend in with the shadows and make as little noise as possible, then caught the trail out to the community hot springs. She changed her shoes when she hit the cabin that made the hot springs accessible and comfortable all year round, grabbing the hiking boots she kept there for precisely this purpose, then kept going.

			And she didn’t look back.

			She told herself she didn’t want to look back, because the next step was all that mattered.

			Caradine had worked out a lot of contingency plans over the years. If they came when it was winter and too cold to risk prolonged exposure outside. If an assailant broke into her apartment and attacked her, leaving her injured but still needing to disappear. If they got the drop on her and incapacitated her. If they reverted to type and used a fire—either meant to lure her out or meant to kill her.

			They’d gone with the fire. Downstairs, in the middle of the night. That suggested they wanted to give her the chance to live long enough to be killed in a more personally upsetting fashion. And they weren’t chasing her out of town now, meaning whoever had started the fire probably figured she was still inside. They’d have to look for her body before they decided to look for her, and she could use that.

			She would use everything she had, the way she always did.

			The minute she was in the woods again on the trail that led away from town, she ran. Flat out. And she was grateful that she’d trained so hard all this time. So relentlessly, year after year, without any contact, because she’d known that sooner or later, it would come to this.

			It would have been so easy to get soft. To let herself imagine she was safe, here on a faraway island with its very own collection of commandos. To shift over into complacency about this, too.

			That was what they’d been banking on. Caradine had no doubt.

			A brutal and vertical forty-five minutes after she’d been woken up by the sound of shattering glass, Caradine made it to the inlet she’d found by accident her first year in Grizzly Harbor. When she’d done the same hike at a reasonable pace and it had taken hours. She was more breathless than she liked, sure, but that was as much to do with adrenaline-fueled trail running in the half dark as it was the fact she’d heard the Alaska Force helicopter overhead.

			Another thing she couldn’t let herself focus on. Not now.

			Not until she found a place she could hole up in, assess the scope of the damage, then figure out her next steps. Caradine knew there was no point succumbing to emotion when she couldn’t contain it—and when she couldn’t tell if she was blundering into a wider trap.

			And maybe by that time she could forget that when she’d heard the helicopter overhead, her first reaction had been relief. As if they were coming to save her.

			As if she could be saved.

			She climbed down the sharp ravine and found a boat that looked like the one she’d practiced on, pretending for years that she truly wanted to learn how to fish and wasn’t scoping out escape routes. She checked the fuel gauge, started it up, and headed out fast. Straight out across the choppy water to the neighboring island she’d explored years ago. She left the boat in another isolated cove, nicely tied up so it would find its way back to its owner eventually, once someone stumbled upon it—but not soon. Then she set out on another grueling trail run into more dense, wet woods, too aware that she had two sets of highly motivated individuals after her now.

			One set wanted to kill her—if not today, eventually. The other was Isaac and his friends, and that wasn’t much better.

			Because he’d want to save her.

			And that was the one thing no one could do.

			She hadn’t looked back. She’d left her café burning and she’d loved that place, against her better judgment. She didn’t have time to think about Isaac Gentry or his hero complex. Or the way he said her name.

			“It isn’t your name,” she snapped at herself, alone in the woods on a cold island with only the wild, unsettled sea below to hear her. “You picked two surnames out of a phone book in Sioux City five years ago.”

			But she couldn’t seem to dislodge the weight of it from her chest. The name. The life.

			And if something yawned open inside of her, hollow and raw like an ache, she would ignore it. Eventually, she knew from experience, she could make herself ignore anything.

			It took her well into the morning to hike to the outskirts of the main village on the island. Caradine knew the town, having visited a number of times over the years—also supposedly because she was so interested in fishing. And she had her first stroke of luck, because it was ferry day. She didn’t have to camp out in the woods for half a week to wait for the ferry to Juneau to come or, in a pinch, steal another boat and hope the Troopers—or, worse, Alaska Force—didn’t run her to ground out in the channel.

			When she walked on board the Alaska Marine Highway vessel later that same morning, she no longer looked much like Caradine Scott, famously grumpy owner and proprietor of the Water’s Edge Café over in Grizzly Harbor. She’d pulled out the first of her two carefully selected wigs, this one blond, and styled it into two cute braids. Something Caradine would never, ever do, because Caradine was never, ever cute. She mimicked her friend—not her friend, she corrected herself sternly, because she didn’t have friends when her life was a lie—Mariah McKenna’s thick Southern accent as she smiled and blessed hearts all the way to Juneau and then down to Bellingham.

			Where, thirty-eight hours later, she dropped the Southern accent, exchanged the blond hair for bright pink, and used cash to buy a junky car from a used-car lot.

			It turned out that driving was another thing that came back to a person, even if they hadn’t done it in a while. Because there were no real roads in Grizzly Harbor, so there was no need for cars. People came over in them on the ferries, then left them parked down at the bottom of town.

			“Stop thinking about Grizzly Harbor,” she ordered herself, her voice loud in the car as she drove it out of Bellingham, then south to Seattle, where she headed west.

			She drove until she reached Spokane, then found a motel there. Inside the room that smelled too strongly of cleaning fluid, she readied herself for a war and . . . waited.

			But no one showed up.

			No one burst through the door to confront her, or worse, kill her. She curled up on top of the thin, scratchy motel bedspread, ordered herself not to think too hard about the hygiene in a place she wouldn’t want to look at in any bright light, and tried to sleep.

			It was a fitful, restless night. Caradine got to work on ignoring things when she woke up with moisture on her cheeks. And again in the shower, where a casual observer might have suggested she was sobbing.

			But she didn’t sob. Because she wasn’t observed, so it didn’t happen. She hadn’t let herself cry in a long while, maybe a whole decade, and this was no time to start.

			“You had five years,” she reminded herself once she crept back out to her car and started it up while it was still dark. “That’s a lifetime. And it’s much better than before.”

			But before was another thing she didn’t like to think about. All that running. The panic. That first month, scrabbling to make money and find food, then another middle-of-the-night race to get away. Another few months somewhere new, then the terror of a potentially familiar face in a crowd.

			The near-disaster in Phoenix that she still didn’t know how she’d survived.

			Five years in one place had been a gift. Wishing she could have had more than that was greedy.

			Caradine twisted her hair up wet and shoved it beneath a trucker hat that dwarfed her face, added knockoff Ray-Bans she’d found in a truck stop, and drove south. Out of the cities where people gathered and watched and made calls back East. Into the country, where there were more cows and fields than curious human eyes.

			She wound her way through the undulating hills of eastern Washington, then down into Oregon. She crossed the Columbia River and kept on south, following a twisty road that cut down the heart of Central Oregon. Hours later, she found herself crossing the high desert of southeastern Oregon, eventually dipping down into Nevada. Once she hit I-80, she kept going east all the way to Salt Lake City.

			Caradine stopped only for gas and more caffeine, as much sugar as she could consume, and let that same adrenaline keep her going out there on one deserted highway after another. She kept heading south and east, through Albuquerque and on through Lubbock, Texas.

			Some forty or so hours after she’d left Spokane and still hadn’t seen anyone coming for her, she bought a cell phone from a convenience store in Galveston, Texas. She punched in a number she knew by heart and waited to get kicked into voice mail. She typed in the code and held her breath—but there was no message.

			No message didn’t necessarily mean anything.

			Then again, it could mean the worst had already happened.

			By this point, Caradine was rocking her blond wig again. She’d taken the time to curl her hair, Texas style, in a truck stop near Waco with a water bottle and a hand dryer. And she’d traded one junker car for another in Houston. Still, she felt ridiculously
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