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    To Michael


    For asking me to dance.


    It’s turned out to be the dance of a lifetime.


    I love you.


    [image: ]



    To Mom


    For always believing.


    I love you dearly.
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    Prologue


    Never wager unless you control the stakes.


    And she’d thought she held such a strong hand.


    Agnes Grey forced her head against the rattling seat back, clenched the armrests with such force her nails broke. Perspiration soaked her brow, seeping into her eyes, but she refused to cry. She was too old to cry.


    The plane was going down into the water within sight of her home. Homewarm, safe, dry. She’d never see it again.


    Her friend Henry Reid strained to look back, his white knuckles bulging on the wheel as he fought to regain control of the spiraling Cessna, but the fiery plane seemed bent on destruction. Panic flashed through his eyes. “Tighten your belts. Put your head between your knees.”


    His concern was sweet, but it wouldn’t change the outcome. Their fate was set.


    They were going downhard and fast. The other passengers’ terrified expressions said they knew it too. Innocents, every one, Agnes thought, fury on their behalf trumping her own fear. She was the only one on board who knew this catastrophe was no mechanical failure. It was him. She knew it as surely as she knew she’d seen her last sunset.


    A bitter cry tore from her cracked lips. Any semblance of control on her part had been an illusion.


    She’d played her hand, and he’d just called her on it.


    If she hadn’t been so stinking stubborn, if she’d kept her mouth shut and given him what he wanted... But Momma hadn’t raised her like that. She’d done the right thing. She only wished she hadn’t brought the others down with her.


    Managing to crane her neck left, she took in the sight of the loving couple’s hands clasped tight, crying as they whispered frantic words to each other.


    Agnes’s stomach lurched. She’d brought them on this journey, doomed them to a watery tomb.


    At least now he’d be satisfied. She’d be gone. They’d be gone. No one was left to...


    Acid burned up her throat.


    Bailey.
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    Off the coast of Tariuk Island, Alaska


    Cole McKenna left the chaos at the water’s surface for the chaos below. The black water quickly suffocated the floodlights directed down at him from the rescue boats above. Within seconds it was only him, the strobe attached at his waist, and the immense darkness of the sea.


    His heart seemed to beat in time with the strobe’s rhythmic flash.


    Thump. Thump.


    It was amazing the things one heard when surrounded by darkness.


    Thump. Thump.


    Cole checked his depth gauge with his left hand, keeping his right fixed on the lifeline. When diving in depths without any natural light and with no distinguishing landmarks, in an ever-changing current, a few seconds off the line was all it took to get disoriented, and those seconds could mean the difference between life and death.


    Thirty feet.


    Thirty-five.


    “Diver two in the water,” Gage instructed over the comm from topside.


    He was glad he’d have Landon Grainger at his side tonight. He was going to need all the help he could get.


    Sonar had indicated that what remained of Henry Reid’s floatplane tottered on the edge of Outerman’s Ridge, forty feet beneath the surface. He wished the flight manifest had arrived before deployment so they knew how many passengers had been on board. He hated going in blind.


    Forty feet.


    He slipped his external light from his utility belt and switched it on. The Cessna glimmered a murky white in its beam.


    “I’m going off-line,” he alerted topside.


    “Be safe, Cole. Diver three is in the water.”


    Cole swallowed. “Roger that.” He shouldn’t worry any more about Kayden than Landon. As dive captain, he was responsible for every member on the rescue team. He couldn’t allow the fact that Kayden was his sister to affect his decisions. It wouldn’t be fair to the rest of the team or to the victims. But a brother’s innate protective nature always lingered.


    He inhaled, the pressure-demand regulator automatically releasing a puff of oxygenated air into his face mask. The device made him sound like Darth Vader, each breath deliberate and punctuated. His black neoprene dry suit, gloves, and hoses only added to the image.


    The glow in the fuselage had disappeared, but the fact the fire had lasted as long as it had bolstered his hope that there was still air trapped in the craft. He prayed their search tonight would end in rescue and not just recovery.


    Panning his beam along the vessel, he began his inspection at the tailtorn and jaggedand moved along to the cockpit. His breath hitched at the compressed metal. He prayed Henry had been tossed free before the plane nosedived onto the ridge. At least then there was a chance Ginny would have a body to bury.


    “Going off-line,” Landon announced a moment before he was at Cole’s side.


    “Best access is going to be that door,” Cole said.


    “I agree.” Landon pulled the crowbar from the gear bag.


    Kayden joined them, her beam of light bouncing off Cole’s mask before settling on the fuselage.


    “Landon, you’re with me,” he instructed. “Kayden, watch the currents and how this wreckage is moving. Be ready to help lift to the surface.”


    “You got it, boss.”


    Cole wedged the crowbar inside the door’s seam and, bracing against the sidewall, heaved back. Heat rippled through his fingers and up his arms with the exertion. Three minutes later, the door hung open on its hinges.


    A tangle of wires littered the opening. Cole set to work clearing a pathway.


    He checked his dive watch. Five minutes closer to the Golden Hourthe limit for cold-water drowning victims to be revived. Any longer and all hope was lost.


    Not tonight. Not on his watch.


    He gave Landon the go signal and entered the craft behind him, wedging his body through the opening and to the right.


    Landon’s auxiliary light reflected through the water ahead. “I’ve got two. Man and woman. Strapped into their seats, right side.”


    Cole didn’t recognize the couple. In a town Yancey’s size, everyone was a neighbor, so he knew most residents of his town by sight. Flying debris had left the woman with a gash on her face, and the man had taken a hard blow to the temple.


    He turned the torch on his dive watch. Thirty-five minutes since the crash, another fifteen to get them to the surface, another ten to get them to the hospital...


    “We take her out first.” Cole unclipped the seat harness and cleared the woman from her seat. “Kayden, I need you at the door ready for a lift to the surface.”


    “Ready, boss.”


    Cole lifted the woman’s legs as Landon lifted her shoulders. He carefully walked backward, measuring the distance to the opening by the steps he took.


    “Hold here.” He lowered her legs and cautiously wedged himself out of the craft. He leaned back in. “Slowly now.” He eased the woman through the doorway. “She’s out.”


    Cole held her upright as Kayden secured her for transport to the surface. Giving pressurized air to an unconscious drowning victim caused more harm than good. A fast lift to the surface and waiting emergency personnel was the best option.


    He watched Kayden and the woman disappear into the darkness above, then headed back into the wreckage to rejoin Landon.


    “He’s almost ready to go,” Landon said, kneeling beside the unconscious man. “You want me to lift with him?”


    “Yes. As soon as Kayden is back down, you head up with him.”


    Something bumped into Cole’s back, and he panned his torch around. A flash of movement caught his eye. He moved toward the rear of the fuselage and got kicked.


    Someone was desperately trying to hug a pocket of air in the raised tail of the craft. “I’ve got another oneconscious,” he alerted Landon.


    He stepped on a plane seat, getting as high as he could. A pocket of air, no more than five inches deep, hugged the angled roof of the cabin.


    An icy hand hit his face. This time he grabbed and caught it. He lifted his torch and found a pair of terrified eyes staring back at him. “I’ve got Agnes Grey!” She was standing on the headrest of the last seat, hugging an air pocket barely a hand’s width deep. He yanked his pony bottle from his vest, pulled the release to let the air flow, and wrapped her cold hand around it, guiding it to her mouth. He shoved his mask back and tilted his head to move into the air pocket so she could hear him. “Breathe slowly, and stay as still as you can. I’m going to get you out of here.”


    She nodded in rapid fire as she gulped a deep breath in. Water was lapping against her face, and he wasn’t sure how long she could stay upright in the cold water. Her lips were blue, her skin pallid. She’d moved beyond the last of the seats trying to find the air. Getting her to willingly go underwater to get out of the wreckage was going to be a challenge.


    “You, two other passengers, and Henry the pilot? That’s who I’m looking for? Four people?”


    She reluctantly released the air to reply. “Five. Another passenger went forward to try to help Henry.” She swallowed hard. “I saw his body floating outside after we crashed.”


    “Stay right here. I’ll be right back. I promise you.”


    He waited until she nodded, pushed his mask back over his face, and used the seat’s headrest to propel himself back toward Landon. “Let’s get him outside. Agnes is alert enoughI’m going to try to buddy breathe her out.”


    Landon nodded. They lifted the man clear of the seats and into the aisle. The plane shifted, toppling Cole forward and causing Landon to lose his balance. The pitch of the fuselage rolled another five degrees. “Move!”


    Landon shimmied backward, guiding the man’s legs, while Cole supported his shoulders. A torch lit outside of the plane, its beam sliding across the windows. “Kayden’s back.”


    “How’s it look?”


    Landon disappeared through the door. “Tight, but it’s enough.” Cole eased the man down as Landon guided him out of the plane. “We’re clear.”


    Cole didn’t wait for word they had the man ready to lift; he turned and headed back into the plane for Agnes.


    There was no way to safely put her in front, so he’d have to pull her through the wreckage. And he wouldn’t be able to communicate with her once they moved out of the air pocket. He hoped she didn’t so badly panic he had to knock her out just to get her to safety.


    She was submerged now, fully underwater, her eyes closed, clutching the air canister to her chest.


    He turned his torchlight on her face.


    Her eyes opened, panicked.


    He grasped her wrist and nodded as she in turn grasped his. He motioned they were heading down.


    The plane shifted again.


    He didn’t give her time to react to the threat; he pushed them back through the water as quickly as he could, using the seats to judge the distance. She stayed with him, keeping a death grip on his wrist.


    An ominous groan reverberated through the fuselage. Water vibrated around them. Cole’s gauges swayed with the seat backs.


    “Cole.” Kayden didn’t have to say any more. Her tone said it all.


    The ridge wasn’t going to hold the plane much longer.


    Tugging Agnes, he bolted for the doorway.


    Ten feet.


    Nine.


    Eight.


    “Cole, get out of there!”


    His heart squeezed at the terror in his sister’s voice.


    The tail section lurched forward, metal scraping coral with an eerie rasping as the water-filled fuselage teetered on the brink of darkness. This time it didn’t stop.


    Agnes let go of his wrist and yanked from his hold. Frantically she spun around, her eyes wild in his torchlight.


    He reached for her, but she kicked off a seat, trying to propel herself to the opening. With no light and the plane shifting around them, she propelled straight into the AED storage cabinet.


    Her body went limp, the air canister floating away.


    Cole lunged for her, managing to seize her arm.


    With a roar, the right side of the plane broke off, the outside current swirling in.


    Struggling against the water’s force, he wedged his leg between the seats and used the leverage to pull Agnes back to him.


    “I’m coming in.”


    “Don’t you dare, Kayden. Hold position. That’s an order!”


    He swam down toward the doorway, scraping his air canister on the frame. Keeping Agnes protected as best he could, he scrambled to grab a handhold on the frame.


    Another hand met his. Kayden.


    He wrapped Kayden’s hand around Agnes’s wrist. “She’s unconscious.”


    “I’ve got her!”


    Cole let his sister pull Agnes through the door, and then slid out of the fuselage behind her.


    Kayden got Agnes secure for lift.


    “Head up,” he instructed.


    “You’re right behind us.” It wasn’t a question.


    He gave the thumbs-up signal. The search for Henry and the missing passenger would have to wait until after the wreckage settled. He began his ascent, and as the plane faded from view, he saw it slide off the ridge into the darkness. A sick feeling rolled through his stomach. That had been too close for comfort.


    Concentric circles spread out in ever-increasing rings above, pinpointing the helicopter’s location. At least there was plenty of help above.


    He breached the surface to the whirring of rotary blades.


    Three paramedics crowded the rescue boat’s platform, reaching to help lift Agnes carefully aboard. Cole waited until Agnes and Kayden were clear, then grabbed the ladder.


    Ralph Barnes, Yancey’s fire chief, leaned over to give him a hand with the heavy tanks.


    “Thanks.” Cole took a seat on the gunwale and started stripping off the weight of his gear as rain fell around him.


    Gage hollered over to him, “The support boat is headed back with the other victims. Landon too. You going to call this?”


    Cole nodded. “Get us to shore.”


    Gage waved off the helicopter and headed to the pilothouse. They would reach shore in less time than it would take to transfer Agnes by air.


    Cole watched as the rescue personnel started CPR on Agnes. With all she’d been through, he wasn’t surprised to find her heart had stopped.


    “One one-thousand. Two one-thousand. Come on, Agnes.”


    Kayden sat down beside him. She watched the rescue personnel work. “She’s icy cold. That’s good. She’s got more time,” she murmured, more to herself than to him.


    Cole squeezed her shoulder. Kayden didn’t handle losing people very wellneither of them did. “I hope so.” He couldn’t do anything for Agnes but hope she could fight for her life one more time. Red lights swirled like beacons from the emergency vehicles on shore, growing closer as the boat neared landfall.


    “You should have held position,” Cole said quietly.


    “And let you go down with the plane? I don’t think so.”


    “Not your call.”


    “You would have done the same, and we both know it,” Kayden replied.


    “Probably, but I would rather not find out.”


    The boat pulled into the dock, and Landon was waiting for them, securing the boat lines as the engine was cut. Cole moved to help the EMTs lift their patient onto a transport board, and then onto land. Through the pouring rain, he watched as they shocked Agnes’s heart in the ambulance and moments later started CPR again. They slammed the ambulance doors. The sirens wailed their departure.


    Cole wiped at the water snaking in rivulets down his face. He was freezing.


    Cole hauled gear over to the town’s fire station, where the rescue crew had storage space.


    The entire crew was family, with the exception of Landon Graingerwho was as close as family. Cole trusted them all, underwater and above it, to accomplish what rescues could be done, and to cope when there was nothing they could do.


    They cleaned and readied the gear for the next call.


    Kayden worked beside Cole in silence.


    Typical Kayden.


    When things hurt she closed ranks, shut everyone else out, but Cole would relentlessly fight his way back in.


    Landon shouldered his duffel bag. “I’m heading over to the station to start the report. NTSB will be here in another couple hours.”


    Cole nodded, not looking forward to the imminent salvage. They would refloat the plane if they could find it again, collect strewn parts, and photograph what they could. The work itself wasn’t the hard partit was knowing lives had been lost that stung. The missing passenger was somewhere on that ridge, and the search for Henry Reid’s body would weigh on the entire team, but it had to be done. Ginny Reid deserved no less.


    The last to leave, Cole exited the fire station and looked up at the sky. It’d gone from dark to pitch-black. At least the rain had simmered to a slow drizzle, though he doubted the reprieve would last long.


    Wind whistled through the empty downtown streets in an eerie cadence. Hunching his shoulders against it, Cole hefted his duffel into his truck. He’d make a quick stop by the hospital to check on Agnes and the two still-unidentified passengersthen swing by the house to talk with Kayden.


    Tariuk Island Regional Medical Center sat at the top of the hill overlooking Main Street. Cole left his truck parked in front of the fire station and walked the distance. He passed the sheriff’s station on the way and ducked his head in, catching Landon as he was finishing up his report.


    Landon lifted his chin in greeting. “I just got off the phone with Ginny Reid.”


    “How’s she doing?”


    “Lousy. Sheriff’s with her now. I think I’ll ride over and see if there’s anything I can do.”


    “Let me know how I can help.”


    “Will do.”


    “Any word on the passengers?”


    “Ginny said when Henry left for Anchorage this afternoon he was planning to pick up a man named” Landon lifted his notepad“Mark Olsen, and Agnes Grey, of course. But when he called her before leaving Anchorage he said two others were added. She didn’t even know their names. Henry said they’d settled up when they got to Yancey.”


    “I’m heading over to check on Agnes. I’ll see if there’s any word on them.”


    The disinfectant smell rubbed Cole wrong, always had. The overhead glare of bad lighting and starchy white walls only compounded his discomfort. The hospital held bad memories, and it looked like that record would remain unbroken.


    Peggy Wilson leaned against the counter, her brow furrowed as she talked on the phone. “I understand that. The insurance card says he needs preauthorization, but how on earth are you supposed to get preauthorization for an emergency?” She sighed, her face reddening.


    She looked up, caught sight of Cole, and covered the receiver with her hand. “I’m sorry. These insurance companies like to drive me insane. What can I do for you?”


    “I came to check on Agnes Grey. She was brought in here”


    “An hour ago.” Peggy’s face fell. “I’m sorry. She didn’t make it.”


    Cole balled his hands at his side. If he’d been faster... stronger...


    “They tried resuscitating her, but it was no use. Her heart just wouldn’t beat.”


    Cole swallowed. “Any word on the couple brought in?”


    Peggy bit her bottom lip. “I’m afraid they didn’t make it either. They were pronounced DOA.”


    He closed his eyes as regret bit deep. “I really thought they had a chance.” Maybe if he’d taken them out in a different order...


    Her thick hand clamped on his. “I’m sorry, sugar.”


    “So am I.”


    He exited through the automatic doors into the crisp, black night, his heart heavy.


    Agnes Grey, gone.


    He headed down the quiet street, past darkened shop windows, past the Russian-American Trading Post, where Agnes lived and worked.


    Yancey wouldn’t be the same without the venerable Lady Grey.


    And Bailey? His step faltered as her beautiful face flashed before him. How would she take the news of her beloved aunt’s passing?
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    The news sent Bailey Craig back in time. She’d heard what Gus said, heard Agnes was dead, but rather than memories of her beloved aunt, it was memories of why she’d left Yancey that flooded her mind. Twelve years elapsed in an instant, and suddenly she was sixteen again....


    The poundinglike little men sledgehammering her skull from the inside outwoke her. So thirsty.


    She opened her mouth to the horrible feel of cotton suffocating her. She didn’t want to open her eyesdidn’t want to see, let alone face, the wreckage of what she’d done again.


    Not again.


    She didn’t have to look over to know he was gone. Though she lay on the floor, at least this time she had a pillow beneath her head and something was draped over hera blanket, her coat? She couldn’t be sure.


    The place was still. No one else was up yet, or they’d all left the night before.


    Where was she? A party. But the details were sketchy, as always. She’d come with Kelly and Beth. Had they left her? Disgusted with her drunken antics again?


    She rose gingerly on her elbows and opened her eyes, her head swimming with the motion, nausea rolling through her stomach like a thirty-foot wave.


    Everything was hazy, dim. She blinked, trying to moisten the contacts dried to her corneas.


    Krista’s dad’s place. That’s where she was. He was away for the weekend.


    The room was dark, except for the glaring sun forcing its way through a slit in the curtains. The bedroom door was shut. She smiled. Perhaps someone else had done something stupid and she wouldn’t be the only one disgraced.


    She flipped the bathroom switch, the fluorescent light crackling as it came to life. She recoiled at the image in the mirror. How far she’d fallen. Mascara smudged beneath her bloodshot eyes. The faint impression of the carpet pattern etched in her skin on the right side of her cheek, her hair misshapen and frozen from the overabundance of hairspray.


    She’d taken such care to look good, to be appealing and seductive, and now she just looked sick. She splashed cold water on her face, over and over, scrubbing hard, as if it could wash any of the filth away.


    Hot tears mixed with the frigid water, and she slumped to the ground, too sick to stand, her heart breakingshocked there was anything left to break. The cold floor felt good against her hot skin. She curled up in the fetal position. Not again.


    How did I get here?


    She couldn’t blame anyone else; she’d brought it on herself. If she could just go back, take that first time back. Not have another drink. Insist they go for food before she got too woozy, insist he take her home. But in her drunken stupor she’d ended up with the guy she’d thought she’d wanted, at least for the moment. He was older, more popularsurely it would make her more popular too.


    Of course it hadn’t lasted past morning, and her course had been set.


    There had been so many times she could have turned it around, salvaged her reputation, or at least not made it a thousand times worse, but she always took that next drink, the one to make her feel better, and ended up in the same state so many mornings.


    Cole had no idea how bad she felt. How she wanted to run to him, crying, begging his forgiveness...


    But she knew he wouldn’t accept her apology, not after what she’d done. And she couldn’t lose facethat would be worse than anything, right?


    She was so pathetic.


    “Bailey, are you there?” Gus’s voice pulled her back to the present.


    She blinked hard, wishing away the memories of her youth and the nightmares that accompanied them. “Yeah.” She cleared her throat. “Sorry.”


    “Did you hear what I said?”


    Agnes. Dead.


    “Yeah.” She sank on the edge of the couch, nearly slipping to the floor in the process.


    “She left the Trading Post to you. In fact, she left it all to you. We can go over the details when you get to Yancey.”


    Her throat constricted. “Yancey?”


    “Yes. When you arrive home for the funeral.”


    Home. She’d have to go back. Images of her in high school, curled on that bathroom floor, pounded through her mind.


    “How soon can you leave?” he asked.


    I can’t leave Oregon. Can’t go to Alaska. Fear seized her.


    “Bailey?”


    “Yeah, Gus, I’m here.” She swallowed the bile burning up her throat. “I’ll make arrangements.”


    “Agnes took care of the details on this end, didn’t want to be a burden to anyone, least of all you. You just have to get here.”


    “All right.”


    “It’ll be good to see you again.”


    She nodded, bereft of words, and slipped the phone back in the cradle.


    Yancey, Alaska. She’d planned on never setting foot there again. Now she had no choice. Agnes deserved for her to be there. Agnes deserved so much more. She’d let her aunt down as much as she had herself.
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    Cole pulled in his driveway and glanced over at his sisters’ place. Several lights still shone. Climbing from his truck, he footed it across the open acres of land that separated his cabin from his childhood home, dodging mud puddles and rain. The scent of damp moss hovered like a fog in the cool, dank air.


    Aurora greeted him at the kitchen door.


    He slipped his boots off and knelt to pet the whimpering husky. “How ya doing, girl?”


    The wonderful aroma of chili powder and cumin swirled in the air, and his mouth watered.


    “I saved you some,” Piper called from the dining room.


    He moved through the doorway to greet her. “Thanks.” The search-and-rescue call had come two minutes into their weekly family dinner.


    Piper swiveled from the computer screen, her back to the desk edging the stairs. “I’m guessing it didn’t go well.”


    Cole leaned against the doorframe. “She didn’t talk about it?” He already knew the answer. Kayden kept everything close to the hip.


    Piper shook her head. “Nope. Just headed for the shower.”


    “You know Kayden.... When something hurts, she needs her space. Give her a day and she’ll be back to her annoying self.” He forced a chuckle, but he wasn’t fooling either of them. It was hard making more recoveries than rescues, nine times more to be precise. Being on search-and-rescue detail wasn’t easy, but it was the job they all felt called to do.


    “Do I want to know?” Piper’s eyes held the innocence he loved so much about her.


    “No, but you’re going to hear anyway.” It was inevitable in a town Yancey’s sizesix hundred and three at last count. “Do you want it to come from me?”


    Piper nodded her affirmation, but her eyes pleaded otherwise.


    He exhaled. “It was Henry Reid’s plane. Agnes Grey was on board.”


    “And?” She nibbled her bottom lip.


    “I’m sorry, kid. We didn’t find Henry. Agnes died at the hospital.”


    Her head bent, and Cole moved to stroke her shoulder.


    “Poor Miss Agnes.”


    “I know.” Saying it’d been a rough night didn’t come close.


    Piper wiped her eyes and looked up. “You must be starving. Let me fix you a bowl.”


    He squeezed her shoulder. Always so concerned about others. “I got it.”


    “You sure?”


    “Positive. You finish what you were doing.” He indicated the computer screen. “What are you looking for this time?”


    “A book.”


    “Another mystery?” She’d read thousands.


    “Princess Maksutov’s diary.”


    Cole lifted the lid off the Crockpot and pulled a bowl from the cupboard. “That’s a different title. Who’s that by?” He filled a hefty bowl with chili, topping it off with diced onions and shredded cheddar, then grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge.


    “Princess Sofia Ioannovna Maksutov.”


    Balancing the bowl in one hand and the basket of corn bread in the other, a bottle of water tucked under one arm and a bottle of honey under the other, he made his way back into the dining room, Aurora fast on his heels. “Why would you want some chick’s diary?”


    “It was stolen from the historical society’s display at the library. Poor Mrs. Anderson’s all in a dither.”


    “You don’t say?”


    “She has good cause this time. Someone reached in the display case and stole it.”


    “Stole what?” Gage asked, entering from the kitchen. After returning from guiding a three-day white-water-rafting excursion only to be called in to assist with the night’s rescue, Gage still hadn’t managed to shave, let alone eat.


    Aurora sprung up and bounded toward him, licking his scruffy face as he bent to pet her.


    “I was just telling Cole how someone stole Princess Maksutov’s diary.”


    Gage rumpled his brow. “Who?”


    Cole shrugged.


    “She was the wife of the last Russian governor of Alaska,” Piper explained. “She’s buried in the old Russian cemetery.”


    Gage snagged a piece of corn bread from the basket. “Why would anyone steal Princess Macksue’s diary?”


    “Princess Mak-su-tov.” Piper enunciated each syllable. “And I have a theory.”


    “Shocking.” Gage feigned surprise as he sank down into the chair opposite Cole.


    “What’s shocking?” Kayden asked, padding downstairs in her sweats, her damp hair leaving drip marks on her T-shirt.


    “Piper’s got a theory.” Cole pulled a chair out for his sister.


    Kayden bypassed the chair and leaned against the sideboard instead. “Let’s have it, Nancy Drew.”


    “Very funny.” Piper swiveled back to face the monitor. “I think someone stole it to turn around and sell it.”


    “Would it be worth anything?” Gage asked, slathering his corn bread with honey but somehow managing to get more of it on himself than the bread.


    “Sure. It’s close to a hundred and fifty years old. It had gold filigree on the cover and edging the pages. To certain collectors it might be worth a small fortune. I bet someone stole it and is planning to sell it on eBay.”


    “That wouldn’t exactly be bright.” Cole shook his head as Gage attempted to wipe the honey from his hands with a paper napkin.


    “Please.” Piper rolled her eyes. “We’re talking about someone in Yancey. Not exactly mastermind criminal stock.”


    “True.” Theft in Yancey wasn’t the norma few drifters, the occasional misdirected teen. Cole’s heart sank. Not Jesse. Not this time. He’d been working with Jesse Ryan in youth group for months. He thought the kid had finally turned a significant corner in his life. “Any leads on who might have stolen it?”


    “Sheriff Slidell doesn’t seem very concerned. He had Landon file a report, but I doubt he’ll do much else, which is why I’m scanning eBay and the like. If it comes up for sale, Slidell can track down the seller and we can get it back where it belongs.”


    “I’m sure Slidell will appreciate your efforts,” Gage said, struggling to pull off the tiny bits of napkin stuck to his hands.


    Piper huffed. “He can appreciate all he wants.”


    Cole swallowed a chuckle along with another bite of chili. Piper was adorable when she set her stubborn mind to somethingand the pursuit of justice ranked high on her list.


    He took a swig of water, praying Jesse wasn’t involved. His gang had been responsible for several thefts and much of the vandalism in Yancey in the past year, but Jesse had been straight the past two months. He’d given Cole his word.
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    The man bent at the water’s edge, ignoring the biting rain. They were all gone nowhelicopters, emergency personnel, passengers.


    Tossing a rock in the ocean, he watched it skip erratically atop the choppy waves before sinking into the black depths, just as the plane had.


    One single act had ensured his future.


    His heart had nearly stopped when they’d pulled her from the wreckage, but she’d died in the end.


    He smiled with satisfaction. His problems were over. A few more days and he’d finally get what he deserved.


    Standing, he watched the storm whip across the sea, pounding frothy waves against Tariuk Island’s rock-strewn shore.


    If anyone else got in his way, he’d deal with them as he had the old lady.


    It was his time now.
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    “Are you sure you have to go?” Carrie slumped on the bed, her knee butting against Bailey’s red canvas duffel, now stuffed to the gills with clothes.


    “It’s Agnes. I’m all the family she had.” She shoved a pair of jeans in. Had she already packed jeans? Had she remembered to pack a sweatshirt?


    She sighed, unable to put any serious thought into what she ought to bring. Her mind still swirled with the devastating reality of the news. Agnes was goneand she was going back to Yancey. Gus had called back, letting her know the funeral was set for Tuesday.


    Her stomach churned, and she forced down another saltine.


    “That’s not technically true,” Carrie said.


    “What’s not?”


    “You aren’t her only family member.” Carrie worked on refolding the discarded pile of clothes Bailey had decided not to take.


    “I am for all intents and purposes.” Wrestling with the zipper, Bailey managed to close the bulging duffel, then hefted it over her shoulder, carrying it to the living room. She plopped it on the sofa and turned to look for her book.


    Carrie padded after her. “You don’t think she’ll be there?”


    Bailey’s shoulders dropped. She prayed not. Going home was horrific enough without the added trauma of seeing her mother. “Evelyn was never around while Agnes was alive. Why show up now that she’s dead?”


    “They were sisters.”


    “Family doesn’t exist for my mother.” Bailey found her book and slid it in the duffel’s front pocket. “She lives for no one but herself. Always has. Always will.”


    “Why don’t you let me come with you? I’m sure I could get some time off. You should have someone there with you. Someone other than your mother.”


    Bailey hugged Carrie. “Such a good friend, but you said yourself if you take any more time off, you won’t have a job to come back to.” Which was true, but it wasn’t the main reason Bailey wanted her best friend to stay behind. She’d met Carrie after becoming a Christian. Carrie was part of her new life, not her past, and she needed to keep the two separate.


    “I’m sure if I explain...” Carrie started.


    “Not necessary.” Bailey turned and headed for the kitchen. “I’ve got some Ben and Jerry’s in the freezer I need to finish off before I leave. Wanna help me?”


    Carrie smiled. “Way to change the subject.”


    “Is that a no?”


    “Yeah, right.” Carrie made a beeline for the freezer. “I call dibs on Chunky Monkey.”


    A pint of Chunky Monkey later, Bailey saw Carrie out and then cut the lights. Bone-tired, she crawled into bed, not ready to face what lay ahead.


    Yancey.


    She was going back to Yancey in the morning.


    Tears tumbled down her cheeks.


    Lord, I can’t do this.


    You don’t have a choice, came the soft reply.
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    Lights danced like fireflies against Tariuk Island’s rugged mountains, illuminating the darkness surrounding Bailey.


    A cool breeze riffled through her hair, loosening tiny wisps from her tightly woven bun. She struggled to pin them back in place but gave up and gripped the ferry rail as Yancey came fully into view.


    The lights spread out to reach her, glimmering reflections skimming across the surface of the water, only to be dashed against the ferry’s bow.


    She wanted to run, to bolt the other way, but the ferry stayed its course. It was drawing her in, pulling her on a path she didn’t want to travel.


    Can’t breathe.


    She forced herself to swallow a gulp of air. Tears smarted her eyes. She wouldn’t cryshe’d promised herself.


    It didn’t matter what they thought. What he thought. She was a different person.


    The crisp sea air splattered her face like a blanket of reality. Who was she kidding? In their minds she’d forever be Easy Lay Bay. The passing years, a doctorate, and all her streamlined suits weren’t going to sway their opinion of hertruth was, there were days she still had to convince herself.


    The ferry docked beside a silent marina. She’d chosen the last of the day, hoping the streets would be deserted, praying she could slip into town unnoticed and stay out of sight until the funeral. Then it was just a matter of getting Agnes’s stuff in order and hightailing it back to Oregon.


    Clutching her bag, she ambled down the gangplank, the cool night air biting at her tearstained cheeks.


    “Bailey, is that you?”


    She froze midstride.


    Gus Holbrook hobbled forward. In the dimness of the dock lights he looked much as he had a decade ago. A few more gray hairs poking out of his weathered ball cap, perhaps, but it was still the same old Gus.


    She wiped her face with the back of her hand and struggled to compose herself.


    “Let me get that for you.” He reached for her bag.


    She tightened her grip on the strap. “I’ve got it.”


    “Suit yourself. Truck’s over here.” He gestured to his rusted orange pickup. It was hard to believe the old thing still ran.


    “That’s kind of you, Gus, but I can walk.” She didn’t like being dependent on others, especially not in Yancey.


    “Nonsense.” Gus harrumphed. “I’m not leaving till you climb in that cab, young lady.”


    She sighed. She didn’t want to hurt his feelings. He’d always been kind to herone of the few. She bit her bottom lip. It would get her through town faster. “All right, Gus. Thanks.”


    His craggy face lit with a smile.


    She held her bag on her lap as they started the short drive from the docks to town.


    Nestled between the ocean and the mountains, Yancey was viewed as an idyllic island village by the numerous tourists that flooded its shores every cruise season, but to her it symbolized only regret and shame.


    She stared out the windows, amazed at how little had changed in the ten years she’d been gone. The library remained in the refurbished Russian farmhouse at the top of Main Street, setting the tone of a town steeped in history.


    Turning right on Main Street, they passed the same shops she’d frequented as a teenJenkins’ Flower and Fudgery, the General Store, Baranov Books. But it was the store next to Baranov’s that caught her eye. Last Frontier Adventures was painted in bold blue over the entrance to what had once been Ben’s Bait and Tacklethe shop Cole McKenna’s family owned. She was dying to ask Gus what happenedhad they sold, changed location?but she couldn’t allow herself to go there, couldn’t spend her first night in town asking questions about Cole McKenna.


    The shop was dark, but the streetlamps illuminated the posters lining the front bay windowsimages of people white-water rafting, rock climbing, and scuba diving. Beneath the pictures sat a display of equipment needed for each endeavor. A pair of flippers tugged at her heart. Cole had taught her to dive.


    She closed her eyes, and images of that day flashed through her mindacclimating to the sensation of breathing through a mouthpiece, sharing the rush of going beyond natural limits to a hidden world beneath the ocean’s surface with the boy she loved.


    “Funeral’s set for ten on Tuesday at New Creation.” Gus broke through her memories.


    Again she swiped moisture from her eyes. In town less than a half hour and she’d cried twice. She was pathetic.


    “We can go over the will Wednesday afternoon, if that suits.”


    It was hard to believe Agnes was gone. The woman had seemed invincible. “That’ll be fine,” she said, working to keep her voice even, to show no hint of the sadness barreling through her.


    They passed the town square. Blue ribbons and glittered signs posted throughout signaled the upcoming Summer Festival and Bailey winced. She’d made one of her numerous and more infamous mistakes with Tom Murphy behind the dunking booth.


    Her stomach lurched.


    This is too hard. Too painful.


    “You’ll have to stop by the diner tomorrow. I’ll make you a hearty breakfast to kick off your first day back home.”


    She wasn’t home. Yancey could never be home. “Still got the diner?”


    “Yep. It was Martha’s dream. After she passed... well, I couldn’t just close it. I’m sure people think it’s odd after all these years, but I can’t bring myself to give it up.”


    “A lawyer owning a diner. I suppose that’s not so unusual.”


    He chuckled. “I suppose not. Life in a tourist towneveryone plays a variety of roles.” He looked over, studying her in the gleam of Main Street’s lone stoplight. “Speaking of roles... I imagine it’ll take you a while to sort out the shop and decide what you want to do.”


    She steeled herself for Gus’s displeasure. “I’ve already decided.”


    The light turned green, but Gus didn’t move. “You have?”


    “Yes. The light...” she said, gesturing toward it as green reflected across their faces.


    Gus accelerated, the old truck clunking and sputtering. “You were saying...”


    “I’ve decided to sell.”


    “You’re selling the Post?” Sadness rang in his tone, but not surprise.


    Bailey shifted from the window, a cool draft seeping through the worn-out sealing. “I want to find a buyer who will agree to keep it the Russian-American Trading Post.”


    Much as Gus couldn’t destroy Martha’s dream, she wouldn’t destroy Agnes’s by closing the shop, but she couldn’t stay in Yancey. Finding a buyer was her only option.


    “That’s not exactly going to be easy. The Post was Agnes’s baby. It’ll be impossible to find someone who’ll love the place the way she did.”


    “Perhaps, but as long as the buyer keeps it the Trading Post, it’ll be fine.” She’d know she’d done right by Agnes. “Can you put out the word? Try and think of someone who’d be a good fit?” Surely someone else in town shared Agnes’s love for Russian history. She did. There had to be more than two of them.


    Gus pulled to a stop in front of the Post and cut the engine. It took the truck another moment to respond and stop gurgling. “I’ll see what I can do.”


    “Thanks.”


    He inhaled. “I had hoped...”


    She arched a brow.


    He shrugged. “... that maybe after you’d spent a few days you’d decide to stay.”


    “That’s sweet, Gus, really, but impossible.”


    A weary smile spread across his wrinkled face. “Nothing’s impossible...”


    “With God,” she finished Agnes’s favorite saying.


    Her chest tightened. Even God couldn’t fix her past.


    “I think you’ll find the place hasn’t changed much,” he said as he hefted himself from the cab.


    Small towns never did.


    He lumbered around to her side and opened the door, the hinges creaking with age. “We managed to talk Agnes into letting us repaint the place last year.”


    She stepped from the truck and nearly lost her footing. The two-story white panel shop with apartment overhead knocked her back thirteen years, all the feelings of an abandoned fifteen-year-old girl crashing over her anew.


    Her mother’s excuses for dumping her off resounded in her mind as she stared at the white lace curtains framing the oversized shop window. It was too dark to see the items on display, but the arrangement remained simple.


    Her gaze traveled up to the apartment windows overhead. The same white eyelet curtains hung behind two lit electric candles.


    “The candles,” she murmured, her breath catching in her throat.


    Gus stared up at them, his eyes misting. “Main Street didn’t seem right without them lit.”


    She nodded, fighting back tears. She wasn’t the only one hurting. Gus had carried a torch for Agnes as far back as Bailey could remember. He’d lost his wife years ago, and as far as she knew, Agnes had been the only woman to catch his eye since. It was all very sweet and innocent. From her and Agnes’s frequent phone conversations, Bailey knew the two had still sat beside each other every Sunday and Wednesday night at church and shared supper most Sunday afternoons. No whirlwind romance, by any means, but a deep abiding friendship and, Bailey believed, love.


    Gus cleared his throat. “The sign’s new.”


    “Oh?” She glanced up at the oval-shaped burgundy sign with raised gold lettering that read Russian-American Trading Post and then back at Gus, confused. “It looks the same.”


    Gus let out a strangled chuckle. “She agreed to let us get her a new sign if it was identical to the original. Dale Green had to make it from scratch. Took him three times to get the color exactly right.” He shook his head. “Gal was so headstrong.” He turned his head and sniffed.


    Bailey remained rooted in place. Should I say something?


    She reached out her hand and promptly drew it back again.


    Gus fumbled with the keys. “I think you’ll find everything in good working order.”


    He opened the door and switched on the lights.


    Bailey remained fixed in the entry.


    Crowded pine bookcases and file cabinets flanked one wall; items on display for sale in a glass-enclosed case flanked the other.


    Agnes’s worktable commanded the center of the room, a chair on either sideone for Agnes and one for her.


    Her heart hammered in her throat.


    Gus gestured to the stacks of files covering every inch of the workspace. “She must have been in the middle of sorting files when...” He pulled off his cap and clutched it in his arthritic hands. “Some of the gals from church put some food in the icebox for you when they heard you were coming.”


    She wondered how long it had taken for the news of her pending arrival to filter through towna day? More likely, a few hours.


    She nodded, fighting to stall the tears. She remembered those womentheir admonishing glances, their hushed whispers.


    Her stomach quivered.


    A shadow scampered across the floor, followed by mewing.


    She looked to Gus and he smiled.


    “Is it... ?”


    Butterscotch poked his head around the stairwell.


    Bailey bent, signaling for him to come. “Hey, Scotch.” She held out her arms.


    The cat mewed and sniffed the air tentatively.


    “It’s Bay,” she whispered, and he darted into her arms, purring.


    He was soft and warm and every bit as cuddly as she remembered. “How you doing, old friend?” She rubbed the silky fur between Butterscotch’s ears, and he purred.


    “I stop by every day and feed him. Tried taking him to my place, but that foolish cat would have none of it. Bolted out the door every chance hegot.”


    “I’ll take care of him.”


    “Sure looks happy to see you.”


    “Yeah, I suppose he does.”


    “He isn’t the only one. It’s good to have you home, girl. Agnes would be so happy.”


    Bailey swallowed. She only wished they’d had more time.


    “Well, it’s late.” Gus sighed. “I should get out of your way and let you get some shut-eye.”


    “Thanks for the ride.”


    “Don’t mention it. If you need anything...”


    “I know who to call.”


    She locked the door behind him and, cradling Butterscotch in her arms, climbed the stairs to the apartment overhead.


    The soft glow of the candles illuminated the cozy living space. A half-done puzzle of Big Ben covered the small table, an empty tea-stained mug resting beside it.


    Butterscotch meowed.


    Biting back tears, she turned to the bedroom she’d called home for a handful of years and flipped on the light.


    The same pink, ruffled comforter lined the bed, the same half-empty perfume bottles and jewelry boxes lined the dresser. She trailed her hand along the items, her fingers stilling on the gilded-silver-and-enamel music box.


    She lifted it and sank onto the edge of the bed. Butterscotch curled up beside her. With a shaky breath, she opened the lid and Tchaikovsky’s theme from Swan Lake spilled out.


    Tears budded in her eyes. A gift from Agnes her first night in Yancey.


    Nestled inside lay the locket Cole had given her. She remembered that day, that moment, as if it were yesterday. The warmth of the sun after a day spent diving, the sand between her toes, the look in his eyesfull of hope and anticipationas he’d presented it to her, his hands sure as he placed it around her neck.


    Tears tumbled down her cheeks. Two gifts from the two people she’d loved in Yancey. And now she’d lost them both.
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    Slipping off his dive mask, Cole swallowed a gulp of sea air. The sun’s rays penetrated his dry suit, its warmth radiating along his cool skin.


    Landon sank down beside him, tossing him a Gatorade and a granolabar.


    “Thanks.” Cole stretched out, his body aching from the day’s heavy labor. Fortunately, all that remained was harnessing and refloating the fuselage. Henry Reid’s body had been retrieved, leaving only Mark Olsen’s unrecovered. Cole hated leaving a man behind.


    Landon angled his head back and shut his eyes.


    “Don’t get too comfortable,” Cole instructed. They’d be heading back down soon.


    Deputies Tom Murphy and David Thoreau chuckled voraciously at the boat’s bow. What they found so funny about today’s events eluded Cole.


    “She looked great. And still single,” Tom said.


    “Maybe you should drop by, offer to take her out for a drink.”


    “We know where that’ll lead.”


    Thoreau nudged Tom. “Exactly. Come on, you know us married guys have to live vicariously through those of you who haven’t been taken prisoner yet.”


    “I’ll see what I can do.”


    “Details, my man. That’s all I’m asking for.”


    Landon tossed his empty Gatorade bottle in the waste bucket. “What are you two jabbering about?”


    Tom lifted his chin. “Haven’t you heard? Easy Lay Bay’s back in town.”


    Cole’s jaw flexed. “Don’t call her that.”


    Tom and Thoreau exchanged a knowing glance.


    “Why not?” Tom hopped down from the bow and swaggered toward Cole. “Oh, that’s right. I forgot. You two had a thing way back when.”


    Tom’s tone and choice of words made what he and Bailey had shared seem dirty, when it was far from it. Or at least he’d believed so until she’d broken his heart and never looked back. “We were friends.”


    “Friends?” Tom tilted his head in Thoreau’s direction. “Well, we all know how friendly Bailey could be.”


    Cole crushed the empty Gatorade bottle in his fist. “It wasn’t like that.”


    “Then you must have been the only one she wasn’t like that with.”


    Cole stood and grabbed his gear. He was too old for childish games. “If Bailey’s back in town, it’s for her aunt’s funeral. Show some respect.”


    To his astonishment Tom let it drop, and Cole returned to the water, hoping to drown all thoughts of Bailey Craig in its depths. In a few days she’d be gone and he could go back to pretending she didn’t exist.


    Cole sat at the stern, bone-tired and ready to be back on shore.


    They’d floated the plane successfully and the wreckage was being towed back to shore by their support vessel a few leagues ahead of them. Retrieving wreckage wasn’t his favorite job, but it was a necessary one, and since he was the most qualified diver on Tariuk Island, his help was needed.


    That’s the way things worked in a small town, at least how they worked in his town. Everyone helped outwhether it was volunteering with search and rescue, assisting in towing disabled vessels to shore, or running a booth at the Summer Festival.


    His parents had fostered a love of service in him and his siblings since they were young.


    “Work hard. Serve diligently. Do something you love.” His father’s wisdom had blessed him well. He and his siblings worked hardrunning shore excursions for cruise liners docking in Yancey, facilitating corporate retreats, anything that allowed them to run a business they believed in while performing jobs they loved.


    He sank back to enjoy the remainder of the trip to shore. The ship was quiet for a change, and he’d swapped his dry suit for a pair of sweats and T-shirt.


    Water lapped rhythmically against the hull, and a crisp breeze floated over the bow with each dip. The sun, lowering toward the horizon, pulled the warmth of the air with it. He was ready for a hot shower and a hearty meal.


    An enormous beam trawler muddled past, hauling its day’s catch to shore. Their vessel, miniscule in comparison, bobbed in its wake. The fresh scent of shrimp mingled with the salty sea air, reminding Cole of family fish fries on the beach.


    “Deputy Grainger,” Fred hollered from the wheelhouse.


    Landon got to his feet. “Yep?”


    “Call for you on the radio. Sheriff Slidell.”


    A minute later, the boat banked hard starboard, nearly knocking Cole from his perch.


    Landon emerged from the cabin. “Emergency call from a trawler. We’re closest.”


    Cole sighed. The day was about to get even longer.


    Alaskan Dreams, a seventy-foot privately owned trawler, sat anchored twenty miles off Tariuk Island’s shore, its fishing net strung high.


    As their boat buffeted against the trawler’s side, Cole’s gaze narrowed on the net. Something was caught with the fish.


    He squinted and felt the blood drain from his face. A diver’s body hung among the wriggling pollock.


    Sid, the captain and owner of Alaskan Dreams, met them as they climbed aboard, his white captain’s cap clutched tight in his fists, his knuckles the same shade as the battered material.


    Cole’s gaze traveled back to the diver. Long blond hair trailed from her mask, the strands ensnared in the thick orange netting. Nausea rumbled in his gut as Bailey’s sweet face flashed through his mind. No. It couldn’t be. She was just on his mind because of Agnes’s passing. It couldn’t be her.


    “We thought it best to leave everything” Sid’s voice cracked. “To leave the lass as we found her.” He shuffled his feet, his eyes averted from the victim. “Some of the men thought we ought to cut her free, but”


    “You did good, Sid.” Landon clapped a reassuring hand on the elderly man’s back. “You did the right thing.”


    Sid nodded, a flicker of relief easing the ache on his weathered brow.


    Landon pulled out his notepad. “I’m going to need some information.”


    Pat Wharton, one of the deckhands, leaned against the rail beside Cole while Landon and Sid conversed in the wheelhouse.


    “I’ve heard tales of nets dredging up the dead,” Pat said, his coloring green. “I’ve just never seen it myself.”


    Unfortunately, working dive rescue, Cole had seen the sea give up more than its fair share of the dead, and contrary to popular opinion, it never got easier.


    The pungent odor of pollock and decomposition hung thick in the air, the sea unable to wash away the stench.


    Time passed slow as molasses and fast as a firecracker, bringing with it the distinct sensation of crisis and all its distorting properties. The need to respond, to be of help, nearly suffocated Cole. He dealt better in action. Standing on the sidelines was quickly bringing him to his knees.


    What if it was Bailey captured in the net? He fought the suffocating urge to race to it, to tear her free, but there was protocol to follow, rules of investigation to adhere to. It couldn’t be Bailey. His mind was playing tricks on him. He needed to wait, to be patient. If only his heart would stop racing.


    After what seemed an eternity, Landon ordered the net released.


    Hundreds of speckled fish wriggled across the deck, their mouths opening and closing, their gills desperate for oxygen.


    “They’ll all have to be tossed back into the sea,” Sid said, and the truth of it washed over the crew’s facestheir day’s work gone in the blink of an eye.


    The renewed scent of pollock blanketed the air, clinging like a thick, soupy fog to the fibers of their clothes.


    Landon knelt at the base of the net. “Cole, give me a hand.”


    Finally he could be of some use. He rushed forward, afraid of what he might find, yet feeling foolish for even thinking it.


    “Her body’s caught in the cod end of the gear. We’ll need to cut her loose.”


    Cole squatted beside Landon while Tom and Thoreau looked on. For once the two remained silent.


    Painstakingly, they worked to free her from the thick orange netting, and then Landon took another round of photographs before removing her mask.


    Cole’s chest tightened, and he released a shaky expulsion of air. It wasn’t Bailey, wasn’t anyone he knew, but the fact brought him little relief. She was young. No older than Piper.


    Her eyes, a faint blue surrounded by cloudy white, stared up at him.


    Landon called for Tom and Thoreau to bring the body bag, and Cole remained ready to help lift her into it.


    “On three,” Landon instructed.


    Cole nodded.


    “One, two, three.”


    They lifted and the woman’s gear shifted, her air tank swinging loose.


    Tom bent and retrieved it.


    Cole and Landon placed her gently in the bag, then stood.


    “We’ll need Cole to check the gear,” Landon began, as he had so many times before.


    A strange smile curled on Tom’s lips. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


    Landon cocked his head. “Why not? We always use Cole to check the equipment in this type of case.”


    Tom shifted the tank so the writing faced them. “Not when it’s his own equipment.”


    Cole gaped at the yellow lettering stamped across the tankLast Frontier Adventures. He took a staggering step back.


    She’d rented her equipment from his shop.
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