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      18 months earlier- October 3

      

      Jake hid in the shadows, waiting for his target to show. He wanted this to end tonight.

      He was tired of living in the shadows, and he was ready to go home. He could never truly return to the life he had before. He was going to try, at least for a little while.

      He wondered how his dad was holding up, and if Avery was still keeping Caitlin safe. At first, he thought he wasn’t being given any information because there was nothing to tell. Now, he wondered if they didn’t tell him anything because they had no intention of allowing him to return to his life.

      He shifted even further into his hiding spot as headlights approached, almost giving away his position.

      “Confirm target,” Jake whispered into the darkness as he screwed the silencer into place in quick, silent motions.

      A voice sounded in his earpiece. “Target confirmed.”

      When footsteps sounded on the walkway next to him, he stepped out into the path of a man who could have been his twin.

      “Eugene Salvador?” Jake tried to project friendliness with only his voice.

      The man looked around warily, confusion written in the lines of his face. “Yeah. Who wants to know?”

      Jake raised his gun and pointed it at Salvador’s head. His voice took on a hard edge. “Your replacement.”
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      March 30th

      It was empty in his apartment, except for a few pieces of borrowed furniture. It didn’t come close to the emptiness Jake Lewis felt inside. He died two years ago today, and so, as goes with dying, he lost everything he once possessed in life. How foolish we can be in life when driven by righteousness. He’d been home for a year and was slowly getting back the things he lost. More importantly, he was getting back the people he lost.

      He was now Jackson Cook, Avery Cook’s long lost brother from Texas, or he would be, as soon as he could shed the undercover identity he was currently using. His best friend, Avery, had no family that could or would dispute the claim. The situation was perfect, so long as he stayed away from all of his old haunts. He counted it a small price to pay in order to be with the people he loved the most.

      Glancing toward the clock, he checked the time for what felt like the thousandth time in the past few hours. He only needed to wait another very long hour before he could leave to join his dad. He would also be joining Avery, Caitlin, and his son for two weeks at the cabin in the mountains. They had met there a couple of times since his miraculous return from the dead. Even though it was where he was attacked, and then left for dead, it was still the only place he could call home.

      He was waiting until an hour before sunrise to leave. It was the time when most people were sleeping, and when he would have the easiest time sneaking away. He didn’t sleep anymore and had seen way too many sunrises over the last several months. The nightmares came often. The faces of the dead stayed and came to haunt him in him sleep.

      Would he ever stop being Eugene Salvador? He might never get to be Jake Lewis again, but he wanted to have the feeling of normalcy back. When the time came to leave, he circled the block twice, making several quick turns to make sure he wasn’t being followed. He saw the cars belonging to the agents who were watching his apartment, but they were the only ones. Once he was sure there wasn’t anyone tailing him, he headed toward the cabin.

      

      Autumn Prescott reported on the Salvador case until the very end. She witnessed the drama of the courtroom, and watched as Richora Salvador was sentenced to death. She desperately wanted to interview the man responsible for his capture, but was blocked at every turn. Even her editor strongly suggested she stop all efforts to find out who he was. The only thing she knew for sure was the man claiming to be Eugene Salvador wasn’t. Even though that was what the press had been led to believe, she knew better.

      She had known Eugene when she was a child, and he had been a nasty piece of work. As with most of the men in his family, he originally trained as KGB. They started a family business of men for hire. They were willing to do anything for the right price, even kill. They were terrorists and, in fact, had hired out to those who would see America destroyed by any means possible. Mostly they were hired thugs and hit men.

      The man in that courtroom who used Eugene’s name was none of those things. Evil is something people have in the depth of their eyes. Evil wasn’t in his. He held no real relevance to the trial other than leading to Richora’s capture, so it didn’t seem to matter to anyone else but her that he wasn’t who he claimed to be. His real name didn’t matter to her either, with the exception of needing it to track him down. He could call himself the Pope for all she cared, so long as she could interview him about the things he had seen while inside the Salvador fold.

      It came as a surprise when she stumbled across the information she needed by accident. She had been doing some research for an interest piece and had run across an old newspaper article about the murder of a private detective in Tennessee. The story was very interesting and was written by someone with obvious talent. However, as interesting as the article had been, it was the picture of the man who was killed that caught Autumn’s attention. She stared at that face across the courtroom for several months. He had no more died two years ago than she had. Checking the name printed under the picture, she tested it out on her tongue. “Jake Lewis.”

      Armed with a name, Autumn surfed the net and searched for anything associated with that name, but the more she searched the more confused she became. There was a great deal of contradicting information. She found one small article about his funeral, and some digging unearthed a death certificate, but that was it. There was no autopsy report, and after a year in court, his property did not end up going to his family, but to one Jackson Cook. It was all very strange and stank to high heaven. She would find one thing, and then find something else saying the opposite.

      A few hours later, she was armed with all the information she needed to approach her boss about doing the story. What a feather in my cap this will be, Autumn thought excitedly.

      She gathered up her information and headed to the office of her boss, Mike Clantz. She waved to several of her co-workers as she passed. Most were talking on their phones, following up leads for their next stories. She stopped outside Mike’s office and knocked on his already open door. He looked up and waved her in. Mike was in his fifties with slightly graying hair. He was a stocky man with shrewd eyes, but always ready with a smile. He was also a hard ass, and she felt a great deal of respect for him.

      “What can I help you with?” he asked in a clipped voice in no way dampened Autumn’s mood.

      Wasting no time, she got straight to the point. “I found him.”

      Mike didn’t even pretend to misunderstand her. “I’ve told you ‘no’ several times already, and that answer still stands.”

      Autumn pulled herself up to all of her five-foot-two height before arguing her case. “This could make my career, Mike. You know how long I’ve wanted this. You have to let me have this story. If I found him, anyone can, and I’ve worked hard for this story. I deserve to have this break.” Not to mention some peace on a personal level, but she kept that part to herself.

      Mike leaned back in his chair. He stretched his long legs out in front of him and placed his hands behind his head. His eyes softened as he looked her over.

      “It’s not about what you deserve. I know you are a hell of a worker, but we’ve been getting pressure not to publish anything on this guy.”

      That managed to peak her interest. “What kind of pressure?”

      “Oh, threats of prosecution, the usual stuff.” He tried to keep the answer nonchalant.

      She was outraged. “What do you mean, ‘threats of prosecution’? This is the United States of America. What happened to freedom of the press?”

      Mike sat forward abruptly. “You can’t honestly be that naïve. I wonder if you have even thought about what happened to the real Eugene Salvador. If this guy has been walking around wearing his face and using his name, then where’s the real one? Or did you only want insight on the inside the Salvador operation?”

      A chill crept up Autumn’s spine. She hadn’t ever thought about it. She almost didn’t want the answer, but she couldn’t stop herself from asking. “What do you think happened to him?”

      “Honestly? I think this guy took him out, then took his place. You and I both know there are people placed all over this world whose sole job is to do whatever it takes to ensure America remains a safe place to live. Whatever it takes.” He emphasized his last words by hitting the top of his desk.

      Autumn thought about everything Mike told her. She sat down in the chair across from his desk. “So, you think he’s what? CIA, FBI, military?”

      “I think he’s probably a ghost.”

      Autumn sat back hard in the chair, stunned. She found the article about his murder. Is that what the government was doing, faking people’s deaths so they could use them in the fight against terrorism? If it was true, she wanted this story more than ever.

      Mike saw the look on her face. “No! I’m serious, Autumn. If I find out you’ve gone anywhere near this story, I’ll have no choice but to let you go.”

      Autumn left smiling sweetly, putting on her best disappointed-but-accepting face, thinking how thankful she was she had some vacation time built up.

      Back at her desk, she put the file on Jake Lewis in her briefcase, furiously making plans in her mind for the upcoming trip. She’d have to call in, so Mike hopefully wouldn’t become too suspicious. It was only about a four-hour drive from South Carolina to the mountains of Tennessee. She would have to rent a car, since hers probably wouldn’t make it over the state line. It never entered her mind she could be putting herself and her career into danger. She was like a dog with a bone when it came to a good story, and Jake Lewis didn’t stand a chance.

      

      Jackson arrived at the cabin last. He spent a minute looking around. It was a beautiful cabin, and the thing he was most proud to own. Of course, his dad owned half of it, but that didn’t matter. There was enough room here for everyone. It was nestled on a hill, so you were on the upper floor when you came in through the front door. The upper level consisted of a large living area, with a master suite on each side. The center of the room boasted a large stone fireplace, which was the focal point of the room. Each master suite had its own bathroom with a two-person Jacuzzi tub. A stairway led to the lower level, and the floor plan downstairs was basically the same as the upper level, except the living space was separated into two rooms. One-half was the kitchen-dining area, and the other was a game room with a pool table, dartboard, etc. The bedrooms on that level were the same as the upper ones, each having a king-sized bed and a spectacular view. This was his little piece of heaven, and he was thinking seriously about moving here when this job was finished.

      He found everyone in the backyard, getting ready to cook out. Avery was stationed at the grill, and Avery’s wife, Caitlin, was bustling around, setting the table. His father, Charles, was leaned back in a chair, watching Jacob play in the grass nearby. His heart twisted when Caitlin raised her head and flashed him a bright smile. It happened to him each time he saw her, no matter how hard he prayed it would dull with time. He called out his greetings, and then moved to help her.

      Avery waved his spatula at him in acknowledgment. Jacob toddled over, holding out his sticky arms, wanting him to pick him up. Jackson snatched him up, twirling him around, until Jacob let out a loud squeal and clutched his neck. After setting him back on his feet, he placed a loud smacking kiss on his cheek, and Jacob stumbled back over to Charles.

      “How was your trip up here?”

      He gave a small shrug of his shoulders. “Peaceful.” He removed the plates Caitlin carried from her hands and placed them on the table.

      He looked around the backyard, and a small smile formed on his lips. Every time he came here, he thought of the shooting lesson he had given her right in this spot. He mentally shook himself. She was madly in love with Avery now, and they belonged together. His heart had a hard time accepting it sometimes, but pining wouldn’t change the facts.

      As if sensing his thoughts, Avery came up behind Caitlin and wrapped his arms around her. “Are we still on for our fishing trip?”

      Jackson felt exposed under Avery’s stare, and he wondered momentarily if Avery could sense his true feelings for his wife. He dismissed that thought. “I’ve been looking forward to it all week. I could use the quiet.”

      He looked away, searching for a safe subject, one which would allow him to talk to Caitlin without feeling guilty. His eyes landed on Jacob. “How are you enjoying being a stay-at-home mom?”

      Caitlin beamed at him. “I love it. The short period of time I worked after Jacob was born almost killed me. It broke my heart every time I had to leave him, even though it was Charles watching him.”

      Avery reached past her and grabbed a handful of chips. “I couldn’t understand why she was making herself miserable. We didn’t need the money. She wasn’t hard to convince once I pointed it out, and I like knowing she’ll be there for our kids.”

      Jackson was about to question the plural in that sentence, when his dad cut in, obviously unable to hold it in any longer. “Yep, Caitlin and Avery are going to make me a grandfather all over again. I can’t wait. Pretty soon there will be kids running all over the place.”

      Jackson’s eyes snapped to Caitlin’s stomach and he raised his eyebrows in question. At Caitlin’s nod, he rounded the table and pulled her into a hug. He hugged Avery next. “Congratulations. I’m so happy for y’all.” And for the most part it was true, but there was a small part of him felt raw and exposed. He was ashamed of the jealousy went through him. He pasted a smile on his face and decided he would try harder to be the friend they deserved.

      

      It had taken Autumn two days to get everything together for her trip. Once on the road, she made several wrong turns and stopped for directions twice, but she was sure she was at the right address now. There were three vehicles in the driveway: a red GTO, a black Navigator, and a huge Dodge truck.

      She knocked on the front door for several minutes, but received no response. “There has to be someone here with all these vehicles here.”

      When the sound of laughter drifted around the side of the cabin, she turned toward the sound and followed it. When she reached the back of the cabin, she couldn’t stop the burst of laughter that escaped her. There was a blond giant of a man armed with a garden hose, a beautiful woman with long blonde hair armed with water balloons, an older man holding a water gun in each hand, and the sexiest man she’d ever seen holding a toddler up as a shield, while calling taunts out to the others.

      At the sound of her laughter, they all froze and turned in unison in her direction. She knew there was no turning back now so, squaring her shoulders, she walked over to them. “I’m sorry. I’ve been knocking for a while now and when I heard all the noise, I decided I’d check back here. I’m looking for Jake Lewis.”

      The man who had been using the little boy as a shield put him on his hip and stepped forward.

      “I’m sorry, but Jake Lewis died two years ago. I’m Jackson Cook. Who might you be?”

      Gone was the shaggy hair and beard— as a matter of fact, his head was shaved completely bald, but this was definitely the same man who had been at the Salvador trial. She looked back and forth between him and the child. She didn’t remember reading anything about him having a son, and she felt a moment of disappointment he might be married. She mentally shook herself. Everyone was looking at her expectantly. She decided to forego arguing about his name.

      “I’m Autumn Prescott and I work for the Tribune.” She gave the toddler a little wave, then asked, “Is this your son?”

      Jackson visibly tensed and his voice hardened. “I’ve never heard of the Tribune, but if you’re here to ask questions about Chase Freedman, then you’re beating a dead horse.”

      Autumn rushed to correct him. “No. The Tribune is a newspaper based in South Carolina, and I’m here to ask about Eugene Salvador.”

      His features seemed to sharpen, and the blond giant stepped forward, taking the little boy from his grasp. As a group, all the others headed inside.

      “I’m sorry you came all this way, but I’ve never heard that name.” Jackson made a move to follow the others inside.

      “Well, hell,” Autumn mumbled, and went after him

      “I read the newspaper article that said Jake Lewis died two years ago, but you have an uncanny resemblance to him,” she threw at his back.

      Jackson looked back over his shoulder. “I have one of those faces.”

      Autumn continued as if he hadn’t said anything. “His death conveniently coincided with the return of Eugene Salvador, who had not been seen in public in years. Who also happens to look extraordinarily like you.”

      Jackson made a quick turn, heading for the shed instead of the cabin, and Autumn followed him inside. Swinging around, he pushed her up against the wall. He placed an arm on either side of her head and boxed her in. She was ashamed to admit her stomach did a girlie little flip, but she ruthlessly stamped it down. That was probably the man’s wife and child out there, for God’s sake.

      He spoke through clenched teeth. “How dare you come anywhere near me or my family?”

      Autumn was starting to feel a bit intimidated. He was a foot taller than she was, and his amber-colored eyes unnerved her more than she’d ever admit, even under the threat of torture. She focused on his collarbone instead and kept her voice steady. “If I found you, anyone can.”

      Jackson dropped his arms and stepped back. “You didn’t find anything, Ms. Prescott.”
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