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Chapter 1—A Man of Few Hopes

	Miranda Forbes was dead. James Geraghty didn’t flinch. He’d once loved her so much he would’ve burned the world for her. Now he couldn’t be bothered to ask how she died.

	His father’s voice had been hesitant on the phone. “Hello, James.”

	“Dad.” He kept it short, already guessing why he’d called.

	“Miranda is gone. Some sort of car crash.”

	“Oh. Okay.”

	“Sorry.” A pause followed, heavy, and unfinished. “Will you be coming home?”

	“I can’t.” James was lying and not lying. He didn’t want to go, and he couldn’t. This was history he would not revisit. “I’ll call you later. Bye.” James replied before hanging up.

	They hadn’t discussed the funeral as both knew James wouldn’t be going. This was not a sad reminder of lost love. It was the end of a shame-ridden chapter.

	He’d grown up just outside the city, where the well-off fled the noise for manicured gardens and gates. The social circle was narrow, as those who lived there tended to keep their families close. That was where he’d met Miranda.

	She was older, only by a few years, but it had been enough to give her a worldly air. Combined with elegant beauty, he was bewitched by her cosmopolitan presence. 

	James joined the military to fill the hole she left and kept going until it stopped aching. He never bothered with more than fleeting connections. He was done.

	Fourteen years later, she was dead in a freeway pile-up involving a tanker. Local headlines made it sound tragic. James did no more than register it. He had seen and done worse things.

	Discharged to the city, he moved into a long-stay hotel and made only the barest contact with family. It was easier to not face their uneasy concern. That they loved him, he never questioned. He loved them in return, but some experiences create a void that can be impossibly to negotiate.

	 When he registered at the hotel, the clerk gave him an appreciative look. He ignored it. He often ignored the appreciation of others. His preference was to keep others at a distance.

	"How long?" she asked.

	"Don't know."

	He didn’t care, not really. He was always uncomfortable, no matter the place, and that suited James Geraghty.

	"When he finally called home, he fobbed everyone off with half-truths.

	Hello Dad. I'm back for good."

	The other times he’d returned had been brief, sometimes only hours. His family knew James had changed and never asked. His mother still carried the hurt, but she never pressed him. He was grateful for that, for his guilt was a shadow that remained. He phoned to let them know his new circumstances.

	"James!" His father's voice was a mix of relief and happiness. He wanted his son home.

	"I had a little trouble."

	"Not bad, I hope?" The voice dropped, waiting for bad news.

	"Nothing serious. Just need some more treatment. A bit of physio for strength."

	Then his mother came on the line. "When can you come home?" Her voice was anxious, and his chest tightened.

	"Soon as I can."

	Life had made him a liar. James didn’t know when he was going home, or if he ever would.

	Wiping the steam from the bathroom mirror, James looked at the weathered face staring back at him. He had black hair cropped short, and aqua-blue eyes creased from squinting into sun. His most striking feature was the guarded look of a man shaped by danger.

	At six foot tall, the muscled frame beneath his clothes was only glimpsed in passing. The hint of a bicep under a sleeve, the breadth of shoulders filling out a jacket. He stretched his arm as if working out a knot in his shoulder. It had become a reflex, a small concession to the injury that refused to leave him.

	He had barely drawn breath in his new life when the strident jangle of his phone summoned him. He eyed the box vibrating on the dresser with the same wary look he would give hostile terrain. Only his unit and his family knew he was out. Was this someone else calling about Miranda?

	James refused to acknowledge his fear or sorrow. He kept moving forward, reluctant to engage in messy emotion.

	He had no personal life because he didn’t need one. He served his country with loyalty and gave everything to his unit. In his downtime he took what he needed from those who understood the value of transient relationships. He had enough experience to rip any innocence away. Now, he assessed every aspect of his life. People, places, and most importantly motives.

	It was time to move on to a new existence. Life, he believed, was about moving forward and never looking back. That way, the past could never catch up with you.

	James was wrong about both his past and about the phone. Someone who knew a great deal was on the other end.

	“Geraghty.”

	It was greeting, query, and answer all in one, so James replied in kind. “Major.”

	His tone held respect for Major Frederick Spokes, one of the good ones. He was an effective soldier and leader, who backed his men. Spokes got straight to the point.

	“Bad luck about it all.”

	James hadn’t expected more. The Major had been overseas when the diagnosis came down. A stray bullet had left James’s shoulder too stiff for full movement. It was just enough to cross the line from optimal to unfit.

	So after fourteen years in the special forces, James Geraghty was home. He had no goals or expectations. He was waiting, but for what?

	“I was wondering if you had plans.”

	Both men spoke in the low, measured tones of those used to giving orders. But James could hear the edge of caution creeping into the Major’s. He had no interest in playing mercenary for a private outfit and doubted the Major would offer this.

	“Nothing urgent.”

	Instead, Spokes cleared his throat uncomfortably as if asking for a personal favour, which in fact he was.

	“My brother has a bit of trouble that needs seeing to.”

	“I see,” he didn’t, but he knew the story would have layers not discussed on the phone.

	“There’s a restaurant called Ventures in town. Let’s meet for lunch, make it one.”

	He was unemployed, but he didn’t need to work yet. Years of smart investment had left him with a comfortable nest egg. What he needed was time. Time to grieve the loss of his career, his past, his life.

	He rubbed his face with weary acceptance. The stubble would have to go before lunch. He owed the Major nothing now, not as a civilian, but the man had earned his respect.

	The man who entered Ventures drew glances from both women and men. James wasn’t stylish, but he was efficient, composed. The kind of masculinity others noticed. His athletic grace offset a face that narrowly missed being handsome.

	He didn’t register the attention. His focus was where it should be, noting exits, assessing space, before seeking out the Major in the crowd.

	It didn’t take long. That silver head caught the light. Spokes had the sculpted face of a tormented artist, not a soldier, but his mind had always been all strategy.

	The Major nodded as James sat down. He was tapping the side of his menu, his signal for discomfort. They ordered without care, as if menus were obstacles to food. James leaned back and waited for him to speak.

	“I have a brother.”

	James stayed quiet. You never rushed a superior, not even a former one.

	“He’s in corporate law. Attached to Barrington Industries. He thinks there is a problem with the family.”

	James watched him closely, his eyes unreadable. Corporate espionage, maybe. A quiet extraction. Something interesting.

	But Spokes cleared his throat and gave him an awkward look, as if this was uncharted territory.

	“He believes someone’s trying to harm Miss Barrington.”

	James frowned. “So call the police.”

	“It’s not that easy,” the Major said, shifting in his seat. “It never is. Since the death of her father, my brother’s been worried. She is, well, unique.”

	James folded his arms. Closing himself off from the conversation. He didn’t do eccentric heiresses.

	Spokes leaned in. “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t trust you. My brother believes this is real, and I believe him.”

	“You want me to check it out? See whether it’s real?”

	Their food arrived. The Major smiled at the waitress, before turning back with stern eyes.

	“It’s not imagined. Things have happened. Roger will explain the details. You will get paid a good amount.”

	James didn’t care about the money, what bothered him was the vagueness of it all. He guessed he was about to be asked to babysit a rich girl who liked attention.

	The name Barrington rang a bell. They were a big corporate identity. James didn’t much more than that. He never knew about the daughter. He wasn’t interested in any of it and stayed because of the Major. 

	They ate in silence, and when the plates were cleared, the Major passed over a card.

	“You need to go immediately. If my brother’s right, she really is in trouble.”

	He could have walked out and never returned. He owed nothing to anyone for James had paid his dues.

	The mention of a rich girl flooded him with memories of Miranda. Her death caught him unawares and now his impervious façade cracked enough for him to think of her. Wicked green eyes, a smile that demanded kisses. He had given her everything, his world, family and even part of his sanity.

	What stopped him walking away now wasn’t duty or debt. It was the Major. For the first time, the man had said thank you. James recognised the weight behind that. Maybe the brother was right.

	He left, reluctantly, to meet Roger Spokes. Once at the penthouse, the doorman made a hurried phone call before allowing him in. It was luxury that he was unused to, and had never sought out. 

	James didn’t scorn, he merely put it aside and rode in the opulent penthouse elevator without appreciation. If the elevator was a statement of elegance, then the penthouse was the worship to design. 

	Before he knew what had happened he had been ushered through a foyer of marble and crystal into a large living area with a dazzling view of the city. 

	The open-plan space was divided by furniture rather than walls. There was a marble bar, the dining table was set on silk, and a cluster of sofas faced the balcony. Beyond that lay a corridor James guessed led to the bedrooms. 

	The room was dominated by three striking paintings—undeniably the work of real talent, even to the uneducated eye. They were simple pictures, so simple they could have been relegated to the mass production of maudlin prints, and all focused upon a single theme. 

	They were all of a young girl chasing butterflies and each from a different angle, though she stood in the same place. The amazing skill of the artist was something even a world-weary soldier could notice. 

	Each painting showed the same mansion with a small patch of blue drifting from the roof. In one, the girl had dropped her hat and stepped on it without care. Another caught her ribbon trailing behind, creased and knotted from use. In the last, a toy dog watched as she reached for the butterflies, always just beyond her grasp. 

	James took in the room the way he always did, noting entry points, sightlines, possible weak areas. Then he waited.

	The man who crossed the floor could have been the Major’s twin, older by a few years but just as sharp. Same silver hair and the same lean frame. But his gaze didn’t assess James for the damage he could commit, and simply welcomed him.

	“Roger Spokes,” he said, offering a hand. “Thanks for coming.”

	They sat facing each other across the leather sofa. Afternoon light poured over the lawyer’s shoulder, making him look more like a therapist than corporate counsel.

	“As Frederick may have explained, I handle affairs for the Barrington family,” Roger said. His tone was hesitant, like a man about to admit something private.

	James nodded, offering nothing.

	“Aubrey Barrington passed recently. There’s a will. Specific. A transition of control. On paper, it should have gone to his nephew, Witt. But there were concerns.”

	James tilted his head slightly. “Concerns?”

	“Witt has a history, mostly discreet, but dangerous. Despite his claim of reform, Aubrey believed his nature hadn’t changed.”

	Roger paused. His next words came slower.

	“But it was his daughter who troubled him most. Her unusual break from the world. She is an artist.” He said, as if it excused her eccentric behaviour.

	James glanced at the paintings. “She did those?”

	“Yes. Aden Barrington. A respected landscape artist. Rarely paints people. Those are the only ones she’s ever done like this.”

	James looked again at the butterflies, the girl, the dog. The sadness.

	“Her mother died when Aden was ten,” Roger continued. “Fell — or jumped — from the roof. She was still alive when found, but a storm wiped the scene clean. No evidence. No answers.”

	“Suicide?”

	“Her father never believed it. Sandra Barrington was careful, sober, deeply devoted. Nothing about her pointed to a deliberate fall.”

	James folded his arms. “And Aden?.”

	Roger nodded. “She blamed her father and stopped speaking to him. Those paintings are her only comment.”

	“Sounds like a family that needs therapy, not protection.”

	Roger’s eyes sharpened. “This is only background.”

	James said nothing, but something cold crept into him. This wasn’t sounding like a job he wanted.

	“She’s had every treatment money can buy,” Roger went on. “But the diagnosis is always the same. Until she lets go of that belief that her father caused her mother’s death then she will stay in a loop.”

	“What kind of loop?”

	“Behavioural stuff.” Roger replied.

	“What kind of behaviours?” James asked, picturing a shrieking heiress throwing chairs.

	Roger hesitated. “She renames people.”

	James blinked. “That’s it?”

	“It’s a form of control,” Roger said. “Her psychologist believes it’s how she copes with feeling powerless over her mother’s death, and the lack of answers. She doesn’t see people as autonomous. She rewrites them into her own narrative. Gives them names that make sense to her.”

	James let out a quiet breath. “She just changes names?”

	“Yes,” Roger said, almost smiling. “I’m Officer John. No idea why.”

	James raised an eyebrow. “And this is a crisis?”

	“On its own? No. But Witt’s using it. Trying to claim she’s unfit to hold the company.”

	“And?”

	“There’s a clause in the will. If Aden dies within a month, or before full transfer of control, everything defaults to Witt.”

	That got James’s attention.

	“I warned him,” Roger said. “Told him we’d block the challenge. And shortly after that, there was an incident.”

	James sat back. “Let me guess. Car accident.”

	“Minor, thanks to the driver’s skill. Aden was fine. Edward, her driver and bodyguard managed to break his leg.”

	“Convenient timing.”

	“Very. The mechanic later found tampered brake lines. Sloppy work, but the intent was real.”

	Roger leaned in. “From that point, we stopped treating it as paranoia.”

	James folded his arms. “Why not just let Witt have it? Aden’s rich. She’s got her own career. Why bother with boardrooms and quarterly reports?”

	Roger looked tired now. “That was her first instinct too. Walk away. But we explained what Witt would do and she knows what kind of man he really is. She dislikes him with a passion. Once she understood that hundreds of people’s jobs were on the line, she agreed to take responsibility.”

	“So she’s noble as well as eccentric.”

	“She’s not careless or heartless,” Roger said. “Just complicated.”

	James didn’t answer. He was already walking away in his mind. This sounded like a soap opera wrapped in a padded file folder. He’d been in the middle of a family debacle before, and he wasn’t going back.

	If someone wanted you dead, they didn’t mess it up. They did it cleanly, efficiently or through proxy. The rest of this was noise.

	Roger saw the doubt in his face.

	“Edward Wore is a retired homicide detective. He’s not prone to panic. He said this was a deliberate attempt, and I believe him.”

	He paused. “Frederick told me you worked protection for sensitive assets. That’s what Aden is. A valued asset. She needs to stay alive for the next month.”

	He handed James a card. “It’s short term. It’s well paid. You’ll be housed in comfort. The only real hardship is being renamed.”

	James took the card.

	“Think about it,” Roger said. “Despite her quirks, she’s vulnerable. And this is very real.”

	James didn’t answer. He just nodded and left.

	The elevator felt like a release. Emotion had weighed down the room. The messes of wealthy people was his past, not his future. James was not interested.

	He hailed a taxi and rode back to his hotel without a backward glance.

	Aden Barrington could survive without him. At least, that was the plan.

	 


Chapter 2 — A Woman Without Care

	Running his own contracting business enabled his father to move the family to an affluent suburb outside the city. Here, houses sat on large lots, their meticulous gardens maintained by professionals. His family was not wealthy, merely surrounded by it, and they lived as a happy, close-knit unit. Until James brought her into their lives.

	Miranda was a legend long before he met her, dominating their social scene. Her father, the richest and most powerful man in town, cemented her allure. She was a beautiful, enticing being, to both male and female alike.

	“Everyone loves beautiful people,” she told James once. “It makes them feel good to have them around. We make everything better.” She didn’t seem to notice the slip from ‘them’ to ‘we.’ He forgave her, because for him, it was true. She made everything better for him.

	Her capricious nature seemed quirky to those not on the receiving end of her abuse.

	“Just Miranda being Miranda.” The indulgence came from those blinded by beauty and envy. Even the ones too smart to fall for her nonsense, but still enamoured, made excuses. 

	“She can’t help it when everyone’s all over her. She doesn’t even know she’s doing it.”

	Miranda did know. She did it deliberately. She used people up and threw them away without a backward glance. Those who suffered her negative attention saw her as a devil. Miranda had discovered that beauty opened doors, wealth more, and power opened all of them.

	With no one to challenge her, she used her power to control and manipulate everyone around her. She took what she wanted, and what she wanted was James.

	They met at a party. He entered, good-looking, vibrant with life. Seeing Miranda across the room, he nudged his friend.

	“Who’s that?”

	“Miranda Forbes.” The friend gave him a cautious look, but that was the extent of the warning. They were too young to understand the influence of an older woman. For Miranda was no impressionable teen. She laughed and threw James a confronting glance, as if to ask: what are you looking at?

	He was beside her in seconds. “Hey there.” He was eighteen, still full of dreams and as graceful as a friendly puppy—fodder to a woman who knew her own value.

	She pretended not to hear. Humiliated, he went to leave, but she laid her dainty fingers on his arm. “Hey there, back.”

	James smiled, his aqua eyes gleaming with desire. This was the beginning of a fateful relationship. She was the coveted prize, above the ordinary, and Miranda ensured he knew this. Youth and ignorance guided his reasoning into stupidity.

	She would often tell him, “You don’t want to go there. It’s not our sort of place,” implying they were special, above teenage hangouts. If he wanted to do something with friends she would admonish, “You don’t want to canoe on the lake. It’s so dirty. What if you fell in? Remember that girl who got that skin thing from falling in the lake?”

	There was no girl, no skin thing. It was Miranda controlling every aspect of his life. She isolated him from friends, pastimes, even family. She became his whole existence. He stopped returning calls, skipped the usual football matches. At first his friends joked about it, but when he ghosted two birthdays in a row, they stopped asking

	When he refused to comply, she would put on a hurt air, her beautiful green eyes glowing with unshed tears.

	“Why are you so mean? I only want the best for you. Daddy has so many contacts and thinks a lot of you. We just want you to be happy. Someone like you is meant for business.”

	James didn’t take the veiled insult against his family lightly. “Are you saying my family’s not good enough?”

	He considered his father a great contractor and one her father would call on in a heartbeat. James viewed his father’s profession as a skill, the same as a doctor or lawyer. Her suggestion grated. She covered quickly.

	“That’s not what I meant at all.” Her eyes wide, she looked up at him with an earnest expression. “It’s that you have a mind that understands business. People think it’s all about shifting money or product around, but it’s about understanding the marketplace, and you do that so well.”

	She wrapped herself around him, and in seconds they were in her bed, lost in their usual passion. He didn’t understand how she used his vanity, and sex, to control his thoughts. It took James years to recognize he’d been manipulated by a consummate liar.

	He loved her with the kind of reckless abandon only a first love could afford. Concerned by their intense connection, her father had tried to separate them.

	“We can elope,” he said, jumping on the bed. Life was full of opportunities to one yet to experience it. “I’ll join the army. We’ll see the world.”

	“I can’t do that!” she laughed. “It would break Daddy’s heart.”

	He believed her, until she proved otherwise. James woke up one day and saw his love through the lens of truth. The reality was a brutal awakening, one he did not handle well. Believing absence was the solution, he told her he was going to join the military. What he couldn’t predict was her supercilious scorn and utterly merciless heart.

	She found him packing. “What are you doing?” she scoffed. “I won’t wait if you go.”

	The threat was real.

	He turned to her, his eyes no longer clouded by infatuation. “Miranda, I don’t care what you do. Just leave me out of it!”

	Her retaliation was swift. She found a new victim, someone who worshipped the elegant, wealthy beauty. Someone she tormented beyond reason.

	The girl wasn’t built for that kind of pressure. Miranda needled her, pushed her, then pulled her back in—like it was a game. One morning they found her in the laundry. No note. Just done. She wasn’t a kid. Just young enough to think someone like Miranda mattered. People muttered, then moved on. Someone had to wear it, and it wasn’t going to be her.

	His parents knew the truth, and they also knew money would protect Miranda. James would be left holding the blame. Plans were made, and James left. His mother wept as their family cracked. His father took him aside.

	“She has everything. You’ve got nothing. Her father will pin this on you. Let them deal with it.”

	James had fought to stay, but one moment with Miranda changed that.

	“Why did you do this to her?” His voice cracked in despair.

	Miranda was unrepentant. “I don’t see how this is my problem. She was mentally ill and needed treatment. How can I be blamed for her crazy behaviour?”

	That was classic Miranda, shifting blame and ignoring consequences. His parents were right about the outcome. Her father brokered her escape, a trip elsewhere. The girl’s father, once just a minor official, soon received a promotion.

	She did the unimaginable, and he let it happen. His legacy was shame, and James never saw her again.

	When he visited, he was careful to stay away. His younger brother Marty would update him.

	“She’s got a new boyfriend. He took her away on his yacht.” He watched his brother carefully.

	James gave a brittle laugh. “Marty, the world is a lot bigger than this place. She doesn’t even rate.”

	That was the last time the family commented. Friends, before they fell by the wayside, also stopped bothering. If Miranda knew his lack of interest, she never showed. The town remained the same, until news of her car being smashed by a tanker.

	The funeral was held somewhere in the city, at least according to gossip. No one expected the very rich Mr. Forbes to bother with local interest. Then again, by then Miranda had lost more friends than just James. Her reputation never recovered from the scandal, and she found greener pastures elsewhere.

	James didn’t join the military to serve, he joined to vanish. After Miranda, there wasn’t much to stay for.

	 At first, he wrote, homesick and sad. His mother wrote back, keeping the connection to his world alive.  Now and then his father would add a comment in her letters. His youngest brother drew pictures of his vision of military life and complained about lack of cake.

	His replies became sparser as his new life occupied his time. Danger formed bonds until his unit became his new family. Each leave had the others ask about his plans.

	“Geraghty! What you up to? Going back to your girl?”

	The asker had a freckled face and looked more like a kid than a fellow soldier. James scowled, as that was their communication. “Not yours.” He shut it down. 

	He had been seen once with what the others called his girl. She flashed a pleased smile at the description. James had not. His view of their relationship was that of a good time had by all. Nothing serious, or concrete. He didn’t want a girl. Though was happy to enjoy a physical relationship he thought not saying anything meant it had no foundation.

	James was wrong again, about women, his relationship, his own honesty.

	Running from memories, James was not interested beyond the moment. He was not about to give anything to anyone. Miranda had stripped him of the bubble of innocence youth enjoyed. Now, he saw consequences and so chose temporary intimate encounters. That was until he met Cora.

	Invited to celebrate the engagement of a comrade, he attended because he wanted to show support. He went because the unit went. It was an engagement party for a fellow soldier, and showing up was part of the code.
You had each other’s backs, even at happy social events. James wasn’t looking for company. He stood off to the side, drink in hand, watching the others mingle.

	Observant as ever, he saw the pretty girl noticing him from across the yard. After a few hours, she crossed the garden to chat. Shiny brown hair brushed her shoulders, and dark brown eyes full of life and energy met his. 

	“Hi, I’m Cora. How do you know Arlo?” 

	It was obvious how he did. They all sported the same haircuts and stance, but a conversation had to start somewhere.
She continued, “You looked like you were trying to blend in with the fence. Thought I’d come rescue you.” 

	“James,” he replied, smiling despite himself. “How do you know Arlo?” 

	She gave him a cheeky grin. “I’m a bridesmaid-to-be. The bride’s my cousin, so I’m the obligatory family member.”

	He liked her. She was bright, funny and pretty in her own unique way. She talked with confidence and after years of being withdrawn, he enjoyed the interaction.

	By the end of the party they had exchanged numbers, and he intended to delete hers, but for some reason didn’t. Strangely, she never called him either. He left it to an impulsive moment they both regretted.

	Then it happened, James got bored. Picking up his phone he flicked through until he saw Cora. The memory of shiny brown hair and a laughing face had him leave the safety of the withdrawn life. He pressed her number.

	“Hey Cora. I don’t know if you remember me, it’s James from Arlo’s engagement.””

	The small silence had him dip. It had been two years since he had reached out. Before, it had never been the same woman twice.  

	“James!” The warmth in her voice put his fears to bed. “Nice to hear from you. How’s life been?”

	Her ordinary conversation relaxed him and before he knew it dinner plans had been made. She kept the conversation moving, lively, smart, pretty, James relaxed, and let everything flow until they were in bed. He thought he was keeping this casual, not becoming involved, he thought this right until the end.

	It started with him finding her during leave, then moved to missing each other in between. She was a good ear as he bounced frustrations off her.

	“I have to do some training, so I’ll be gone for a bit.”  In the gap he waited for the complaint, or something that girls of the other blokes did. 

	Instead he got support. “Are you looking forward to it?”

	He almost laughed. “Yes and no. It’s going to be hard work. That always costs.”

	She eased him with her wry take on life, but so engrossed in his own emotional injury James couldn’t see how much he was leaning on her comfort.

	He was good at routine, good at orders, good at keeping things buried. After a few months Cora did the logical. She tried to get closer. “You’ve got that look,” she told him one night, brushing his hand. “Like someone rewound you too far and forgot where you started.” 

	His skin tingled at her words. Cora was getting too close. It only took the others to call her his girl for James to close down. When they went on manoeuvres, he ghosted her. 

	He didn’t block or delete her. He simply was not there. A few weeks later Arlo found him alone.

	“What’s up with you and Cora?” He had the same brown eyes and James could barely meet them.

	“Nothing, it was a bit of fun that’s all.”

	Arlo’s face hardened. “This is family man. You don’t treat my family like this. Call her and end it.”

	Shame, once again, was his companion. Cora had been a salve for a wounded soul. He didn’t miss her exactly. What he missed was how she saw the damage, and stayed anyway. She never asked him to be fixed. Just present.   

	Once again, he was the bastard that let something happen. That’s when James closed down from it all. Life was a transient moment from then.

	Visits to home lessened over the years. The divergence between his life and theirs was now a gulf that words could not cross.

	 His mother kept writing cheerful letters, as if they could draw her son back to her. His father kept offering him jobs in the family business. His brother still loved him, but they had no conversation. He never had answers for their queries about his life. 

	Just the sense that Miranda had taken something from him and the military helped him forget and enabled him to ignore the rest of the world. He was not serving as much as hiding out.

	Lying in bed with nothing to do but think, he wondered if Miranda broke him for good. He had gained skills, some of them deadly, but none where he needed them. In life, James was a failure. He was impenetrable instead of healing.

	He saw what he was, but didn’t confront it. The hero he’d once imagined becoming, the one who would rise above what Miranda had done, never came to be. Instead, he became the man who turned away. So James locked himself away. That was how he coped.

	Just be done with it, he told himself. But walking away doesn’t make things right.
He didn’t join to serve. He joined to disappear. Facing the past takes more than distance, and he’d only ever managed that. He wasn’t healed, he was absent. If that made it easier, the guilt wouldn’t still be there. He didn’t mean to hurt anyone, yet he had. That was why he kept moving. Not to forget, but to avoid what stayed behind.

	 


Chapter 3—Intrusion

	Aden had moved from the safety of her loft into the thick branches of an old tree with a commanding view of the main house. She hadn’t climbed a tree since she was a girl, and she liked it—the height, the solitude, the pleasure of behaving exactly as she pleased.

	“No catching me,” she said to no one at all.

	She wasn’t worried. Big and Little Bob would do no more than chuckle and wave as they went about their work. It was the fussing and puffing of Mrs. Devane that would be the real problem. The housekeeper had known Aden since childhood. She took pride in her position and accepted impertinence from no one.
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