
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
    
  





 

 

 


Justice might be satisfying, but revenge is far sweeter.


 


Computer programmer Rachel Portola has a target on her back.
She’s developed a top-secret program and her boss, Justin McKinney wants it and
the millions it will bring on the open market. Even if it means murder.


 


When Rachel’s plane crashes and she and her friends are
forced to hike through the Alaskan wilderness to survive, she thinks the worst
is over. Rachel can finally focus on her attraction to her best friend Claire
and the unexpected love they share. 


 


But Justin’s not giving up. Armed with only her instincts
and a sharp knife, Rachel’s in for the fight of her life to protect what’s
hers. The odds are impossible, the future looks bleak, and with everything that
matters on the line, Rachel’s not letting anything get in her way.



 


Moon Shadow

Brought to you by

[image: logo]

eBooks from Bold Strokes Books, Inc.

http://www.boldstrokesbooks.com

 

 

[image: twitter_logo] [image: facebook_logo]

 

 

eBooks are not transferable. They cannot be sold, shared or
given away as it is an infringement on the copyright of this work.

 

Please respect the rights of the author and do not file
share.


[image: Thank You]


[image: Title Page]


Moon Shadow


© 2020 By Suzie Clarke. All Rights Reserved.


 


ISBN 13: 978-1-63555-585-1


 


This Electronic Original Is Published
By


Bold Strokes Books, Inc.


P.O. Box 249


Valley Falls, NY 12185


 


First Edition: January 2020


 


This is a work of fiction. Names,
characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination
or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead,
business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.


 


This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in
any form without permission.


 


Credits


Editor: Ruth Sternglantz


Production Design: Susan Ramundo


Cover Design By Tammy Seidick


Dedication

 

 

 


For Donna


Who made me laugh when I didn’t want to and left us much too
soon.


Chapter One

 

 

 


Monday, June 21


Juneau, Alaska


 


At 2:29 a.m., the outside temperature at the Juneau International
Airport was forty-nine degrees. The cold air was heavy with the scent of
hemlock and spruce trees standing like a battalion of soldiers at parade rest
just across the shrubby field. The Mechanic walked across the wet tarmac,
picked the lock at hangar number 3, and slid open the gray metal door just
enough to squeeze through. Closing the door behind him, he flipped on his
infrared goggles and headed for the yellow single-engine eight-passenger de
Havilland Otter, tail number 2774. He moved to the front of the plane, lifted
the engine cover, and smiled. This was going to be the easiest two hundred
grand he ever made. He slipped back out of the hangar, carefully closing and
locking the metal door behind him, then made his way back across the field and
down the access road to the black Suzuki motorcycle hidden just inside the
dense tree line. He was already spending the money in his head as he drove past
the private charter hangar on the east side of the airport.


 


* * *


 


Cleveland, Ohio


 


Rain pelted against the conference room window as Rachel Portola
watched the tops of the trees bending from the gale-force winds. The cannonade
of thunder rumbled between the flashes of lightning in the thick
charcoal-colored clouds, the sound vibrating off the walls.


Justin seemed to match the storm as he moved toward her, raising
his voice, slapping his hands on the conference table and leaning in, his
knuckles white as he pushed against the table.


Rachel was sick of it. She had had enough. His attempts at
intimidation were getting ridiculous. He was the division director, acting like
a six-year-old throwing a tantrum because his momma told him to eat his
vegetables. She leaned in, put her hands on the table, and raised her voice. “I
know exactly what the program can do, Justin. I’m the one that redesigned it.
And I’m telling you, you simply can’t reprogram SECO back to its original
configuration.”


She knew the program had global potential to alter how
corporations dealt with secure information, and she knew Justin knew it. SECO
was designed to automatically encase and protect sensitive data within a
computer system in the event of an unauthorized attempt to breach the system,
then trace back to detect the origin of the attempted cyberattack.


The project had been in shambles under Justin, but after two
years of her leadership, SECO—secure environment for computer operations—was
now almost complete, in spite of the fact that the closer she got to final
completion, the more Justin’s emotional outbursts intensified. She saw through
his attempts to sabotage the project. He was a jealous, self-serving tyrant,
who became more unstable as the weeks went by.


He looked down at the table, stood up straight, and shoved the
report back over the table at her. “I think it’s not going to work, but you are
the head design engineer on this project, and it’s going to be your ass when it
all comes crashing down on you.”


She’d give anything to slap that smug look off his face—just
once. “I know the program, Justin. It can handle the changes and do what it’s
designed to do.” She refused to back down, feeling her muscles tense and her
heart rate increase. Sooner or later she knew they would be facing each other
in some sort of major confrontation. It was just a matter of time.


Justin left the room, slamming the door behind him. She couldn’t
tell if he had actually retreated or was just biding his time before changing
his plan of attack.


 


* * *


 


The gray evening overcast continued to brood on the Cleveland
skyline as Justin entered A.J. Henson’s fourth-floor office and closed the door
behind him. He sat down heavily in one of the cushioned armchairs across from
A.J.’s desk and glowered.


He watched as A.J. looked back, lifting his hands in the air.


“What now?” A.J. demanded.


“I thought you said there wouldn’t be any problems with the
switchover,” Justin said.


“I did. She won’t know the difference. All you have to do is
start the sequence by seven tonight.”


Justin folded his arms tightly across his chest and looked at his
wristwatch. “Well, that’s not going to happen. She’s still working, and she
just changed her access code.”


“She’ll leave, relax,” A.J. said, turning his monitor on.


Justin continued to glower, his eyes narrowing as he strained to
look at A.J.’s computer screen. He watched A.J. as he took a deep breath and
swung the computer screen around to him.


“See? She’s off-line. She’ll be out of the building in ten
minutes, and you’ll still have plenty of time to get the new code and start the
sequencing,” said A.J.


“Once she leaves on Friday for her vacation, we can get into the
final sequencing, replace the paperwork and program with the fake ones, and
then I can get the hell out of here. We should hear something about her missing
plane by Saturday afternoon,” said Justin.


A.J. put his hand up. “I don’t want to know the details, Justin.
I gave you what you needed—the rest is your business. I don’t want to see you
in my office again. Stay on your own floor. And don’t think you can intimidate
me with your shark eyes.”


He shifted in his chair when Justin looked back at him. Justin
knew A.J. didn’t want him around him, but he also knew A.J. desperately needed
the money they both would get from stealing the SECO program. He knew A.J.
viewed him as a circling predator waiting for the right moment to attack.
Justin smiled as he heard A.J. breathe out a sigh of relief as he started to
leave his office. He looked back, seeing A.J.’s face moist with nervous sweat
and that his glasses had slipped down to the end of his nose.


“Don’t kid yourself, A.J. You’re already in this up to your fat
ass.”


Justin smelled blood in the water.


 


* * *


 


Tuesday, June 22


 


Rachel’s alarm went off, breaking the relief from what little
sleep she had managed to get. She put the pillow against the headboard and
leaned back, hearing more rain beating against the windows, feeling her head
throb to the rhythm of her heartbeat, another restless night, another night of
disturbing dreams. She reached for the Tylenol on the nightstand and popped two
into her mouth, washing them down with the lukewarm glass of water leftover
from the night before. She was sick of making herself get up, sick of making
herself face another day, and sick of Cleveland. The only thing that made
Cleveland bearable was living near her best friend, Claire Davenport.


She showered, wrapped a towel around herself, and sat down at the
makeup table, flipping on the mirror and rooting through the nest of makeup.
She held up the eyebrow pencil, staring at it as she replayed the argument with
Justin the day before. She knew unless she did something, the situation was
never going to change. She liked her job at Henson Corporation and didn’t want
to leave, but she couldn’t bear the thought of dealing with Justin once the
SECO project ended. She didn’t trust him. She hadn’t told him the project was
essentially done, or that she had embedded a special trigger into the program
that would corrupt any operating system using it, unless the trigger was
disabled by the deactivation code, which only she knew.


When she reached her psychologist’s office, the rain had finally
stopped, but a gray shroud of mist still hung over the morning. The secretary
smiled as Rachel entered the small waiting area.


“Good morning, Ms. Portola. Dr. Montgomery will be ready for you
in just a few minutes.”


Rachel nodded and sat down in one of the blue-cushioned chairs.
Betsy Montgomery had praised her for coming in when she did and said it took
courage. Rachel didn’t know if she had courage; all she knew she had was
progressing insomnia and mental anguish. Her mouth was dry, and her palms were
slightly moist. She didn’t like talking about her life and her feelings, but
somehow it was helping, and she knew it wouldn’t get better unless she faced
what she had to. She could feel her anxiety increase as she stared down at the
carpet, tensing her hands together, sensing it was time.


Betsy opened her office door, stepped out, and greeted Rachel,
motioning for her to come in. They took their usual seats: Betsy in the
wingback chair and Rachel on the overstuffed sofa directly across from her.


Rachel felt her stomach churn as she sat stiffly, forcing herself
to breathe deeply. She didn’t want to go through this emotional roller coaster.
Betsy asked her how she was sleeping.


“A little better, but still not sleeping through the night.”


“Rachel, how are you feeling about Alex this week?”


Rachel shifted in her seat and clasped her hands. “I think I feel
better about him. I regret we were headed for a divorce and that we argued the
day of the car accident. I wish so much the last day could have been different,
but I can’t change any of it. It’s been two years since it happened. I’m sure
time has made a difference, and perhaps because we were on the verge of divorce
and not as close as we once were.”


She began to cry and pulled a tissue out of the box on the table
beside her. “I hate this. I hate that I cry every time I come in here.”


Betsy smiled. “Rachel, think of it as washing the pain away.”


“I miss him.” She looked out the office window. “I ache for his
hugs, his laughter. My arms are empty and…” She stopped herself, unable to bear
the pain, looking down at her hands, unlocking them and slowly rubbing her
palms together. “Alex and I didn’t say good-bye that morning, and then he
walked out the door and I never saw him again. I realize tragedy just happens
and that our argument didn’t have anything to do with the car accident. The
accident wasn’t his fault and there was nothing he could have done to prevent
it. I think I’m finally okay about it, at least more than I have ever been.”


“That’s great progress, Rachel,” Betsy said.


Rachel could feel the other things she knew she needed to talk
about pushing their way to the surface, feelings that would not be denied any
longer, finally clawing their way to the forefront, trying to break out, things
that were causing the recent increased anxiety and depression. They were coming
out in her dreams, especially her feelings about her childhood and Claire. They
seemed to be meshed together, distorted like someone had taken a palette knife
and smeared the colors on a canvas so you could no longer distinguish the tones
or hues.


Betsy stayed quiet, looking at her.


She knew Betsy was waiting for her to talk about what was below
the surface, why she still couldn’t sleep, and what was causing the dreams. Her
knees began to tremble. Fear reached in and wrapped its gnarled claws around
her mind, squeezing like a vise. She clenched her hands and forced herself to
speak, looking down, unable to make eye contact with Betsy. “I feel so much
better about Alex, but there’s more I know I need to talk about.”


Betsy reached over and touched her trembling knees. “Sometimes we
reach an emotional crisis in our life because it’s time for growth, and in the
end, that can be a very positive, healthy thing. The crisis brings a
crossroads, and there is always conflict, anxiety, and pain associated with it
because the unknown comes into play and it’s scary. It’s okay, Rachel, there’s
no hurry. I want you to take your time about this. Don’t rush through this.
What are your fears?”


Rachel thought about the question and then looked intently at
Betsy. “If I say it out loud, then it makes it real. What if I won’t be able to
handle it once it all comes out, or I lose control?”


“Rachel, you have handled it for years. You just need some skills
and a little help to work through it and put it in its proper place. Whatever
happened is in the past. You don’t have to carry it with you—you can let go of
it. And as far as losing control is concerned, it’s highly underrated. Some of
our most important experiences happen when things go south, and we lose
control. Once you work through the feelings of fear you have, you are going to
feel a whole lot better, I promise.”


Rachel swallowed and looked down again. Not making eye contact
somehow made it easier. “My tribal heritage is the most eastern band in
Arizona. I told you a couple of months ago that my mother was Indian, and my
father was white, but what I didn’t tell you was that he was a drunk who abused
her.” Rachel felt like she wanted to vomit. The vivid scenes of her father
beating her mother came into her mind, but she forced herself to continue,
grabbing her knees with both hands. The familiar feelings of self-loathing
forced their way in—she hadn’t done anything about it. She had stood by and
watched, too scared, too weak, too…She forced herself to stop the thoughts.


Betsy leaned forward and said softly, “Deep breaths, Rachel.”


“My mother died when I was nine—supposedly my father found her
out behind our trailer, entangled in the clotheslines. Authorities ruled it an
accident and never investigated any further. They didn’t do anything, not one
thing. It was as if the police, law enforcement, anyone with any kind of
authority just didn’t care. I thought he killed her—and I wanted to kill him.”


She made herself look up, as if facing a reckoning, requiring
herself to take accountability for what she had just said. Meeting Betsy’s soft
blue eyes, seeing comfort and no judgment, she found strength to continue. “My
Native American grandfather pressured my father to put me into foster care, and
a family in Tucson took me in, but I felt like I didn’t belong anywhere.


“Six months after my mother died, my father died. He was hunting
on the reservation with my mother’s family up in the mountains and slipped and
fell over a cliff. I know now my grandfather and uncles avenged my mother.
Nothing was ever said to me, and no one ever spoke about it. We had his funeral
and moved on. I was glad he was dead. I spent my summers with my grandfather on
the reservation. I found acceptance and comfort in the mountains and with my
grandfather. He taught me how to defend myself, fish, hunt, and live off the
land. I became skilled at survival and would go off for days by myself. My
grandfather often told me I was the most skilled of all The People. He died
four summers later, and I never returned to the reservation. My foster family
and tribal leaders encouraged me to go back, but I couldn’t face going there
without being with my grandfather. He was all I had left.” She paused, tears
flowing down her face. “I convinced myself I didn’t need to talk to anyone
about what happened in my childhood, even though I continued to have nightmares
and occasionally had to fight off panic attacks.”


And now she was finally ready to talk about the living. She took
a breath, gasping for air as if coming up out of the water after someone had
held her down until her lungs would explode. She wiped her tears and looked
straight at Betsy, pressing into the floor with the toes of her high heels, as
though backing onto the edge of a cliff, determined to push herself off. “I met
Claire Davenport in our sophomore year of college when Claire transferred to
Arizona State from back east. She saved my life that year. I had been drinking
pretty heavily for a couple of years. I suppose trying to cope with all the
things in my life. It got to the point where I was almost ready to drop out of
school, but Claire stood by me, helped me get control, and helped me stop
drinking.” Rachel’s fingers tightened into her thighs. She hesitated, stumbling
to find the words. Fear was surfacing again, grabbing ahold of her and dragging
her over the cliff and down into that murky emotional pit. She could feel
herself trembling and her voice weakening, but she forced herself to go on.
“Lately, I’ve been having dreams about Claire. One in particular I’ve had more
than twice. Claire and I are in a room. There are people off in the distance,
mingling, talking, and standing around. She is ready to leave, and I want to go
with her, but I can’t find my purse. Every time I think I know where it is,
when I go to get it, it’s gone. She starts to leave, and I panic. I want
desperately to go with her, but I can’t leave because I can’t find my purse,
and then the dream ends.”


“Recurring dreams are often significant, Rachel. What do you
think the dream means?”


Tears began to flow again. Shaking her head, Rachel put her hand
up to her mouth and then repositioned herself on the sofa. She looked down at
her skirt. Silence filled the room like a ghost at a séance. She took a deep
full breath and pulled another tissue from the box, wiped her tears, placed her
hands in her lap, looked at Betsy for a long moment—and then broke down and
sobbed.


Betsy moved beside her on the sofa and placed her hand over hers.
They sat in silence until Rachel regained her composure. They talked about
survivor’s guilt and the tendency of children to blame themselves—the if-only
syndrome. If only I had
screamed louder. If only I had told someone sooner. If only I had done
something more or something different.


Rachel scheduled another appointment for two weeks and walked out
of Betsy’s office, beginning to feel a relief from despair, seeing a light at
the end of a tunnel and finally feeling like it wasn’t a train coming straight
at her. She drove to work, fighting the morning traffic.


Chapter Two

 

 

 


Justin couldn’t eat breakfast. His hands shook slightly, he
felt nauseated, and he had a pounding headache. The dreams were back, the vivid
memories, which lingered like a plate full of unwanted stinking fish someone
shoved in his face and insisted, Here,
eat this. He tried to push it out, but it was there now. He was ten
years old and on the playground at school. The other boy on the swing wouldn’t
stop swinging and give him a turn. Justin got mad and told him his turn was
over. The boy laughed at him, but finally stopped and got off the swing. As he
started to walk away, Justin grabbed the swing and brought it toward himself,
drawing the swing higher, and then suddenly pushed it forward as hard as he
could toward the boy, striking him at the base of his skull, catching the swing
as it returned. The boy fell quiet and was still. Justin screamed at the boy to
get up, but he wouldn’t. He just lay there like one of the mannequins at the
clothes store. The teacher came, and then more adults. The ambulance came, and
two men put a cover over the body, then took it away. Justin’s parents cried
but not one tear from Justin.


They moved to Cleveland. A year later his parents bought him a
brown Labrador puppy to play with, but he thought it was funny when he woke the
dog up every time he found him sleeping, and the dog would jump or whimper. He
took it for a walk one evening and threw it over a cliff, hearing an odd thump when
it hit the rocks below. Later that evening, when he came back without the dog,
he told his mother the dog ran off and he couldn’t find it. He didn’t have any
more animals.


He didn’t like to date, but in his senior year in high school he
began enjoying prostitutes, and then in college any extra money he could get
was spent on prostitutes and gambling.


He graduated from Cleveland State University with a master’s
degree in computer engineering, and then spent three years in low-level jobs
and five years at a programing job in Detroit. Detroit…he immediately pushed
hard to get rid of the memory of that dark, cold winter night in January. He
could feel the warmth of her body as he put his hand around her neck and
squeezed. He felt her struggle to breathe as she gasped. She was a
prostitute—no one even missed her, just a couple of paragraphs in the local
paper that her body had been found in the alley next to her apartment where he
had dragged her.


He landed a job at the Henson Corporation back in Cleveland. He
liked it and thought he was doing well working his way up the ladder, but then
Rachel Portola arrived and everything went downhill. He hated that bitch. She
ruined everything he had going for himself, everything he had worked for. A.J.
Henson thought more of her, the employees in his division started going to her
when there were problems, and before he knew it, she was taking over the SECO
project. It was the last degradation he could take. He decided he needed to get
rid of her and thought for a long time about the best way to do it, but then
realized, once she made the breakthrough on SECO, he could get a twofer—he
could get rid of her and steal the SECO project. The program was worth at least
$300 million to any major corporation in the world—she had no idea how much it
was worth.


He tried to get into the program four different times but
couldn’t get through her firewalls or security protocols. He knew he needed
help, so he watched A.J. for months until he found his weaknesses. He found out
he liked to take some of the company’s income and invest it before he reported
it, and then put the money back, keeping the interest from the investments. He
also found out A.J. had two offshore accounts he didn’t report or pay the taxes
he should have paid. All of that information had been very valuable when he
approached A.J. six months ago. Justin needed A.J.’s money and his
international connections, and he was going to give them to him or suffer the
consequences. Andrew J. Henson, good ol’ A.J., caved like a cheap canvas tent
in a gust of wind.


His temples throbbed. It was practically done anyway, so why
worry about it now? The arrangements were already set in motion. He was the one
with the power now, not that half-breed, self-righteous, skinny bitch. He was
the one who should have gotten credit for the project in the first place. He
knew within six months of her starting the project that she would get past what
the others couldn’t. All he had to do was sit back patiently, watching, waiting
for the right time, and then he discovered her vacation plans. Rachel had made
the arrangements, through the corporate travel agent Lisa Alexander, to take a
six-day vacation with three of her friends near Sitka, Alaska. Justin frowned,
thinking about Lisa. The sex hadn’t been worth it, and he’d had to pay a lot of
money to get the travel information.


He doubled down on the arrangements to assure Rachel’s plane
would not make it to Fauler’s Landing. The charter pilot for their trip to
Sitka took a $21,000 bribe, agreeing to fly an unscheduled flight path to pick
up some illegal Alaskan artifacts—at least that’s what he was told.


The real expense, his ace in the hole, was The Mechanic. A.J.
gave Justin the name of an Asian contact who gave him The Mechanic’s phone
number. They arranged a meeting at a Cleveland Indians home game. Justin felt
confident this guy could get the job done. He guaranteed his work and assured
Justin the plane would crash. Justin had to pay him $200,000 in advance. Giving
him the money before the job was done was not something Justin wanted to do,
but that was the risk of doing business. If they survived the crash, search and
rescue would never find the four women because they would be looking in the
area of the scheduled flight path, not the one the plane actually flew.


Justin thought it wasn’t that hard to have someone killed, a lot
easier than killing them yourself. You made plans, made some calls, paid some
money, and it was done. He felt bad other people would die because of Rachel
Portola, but it wasn’t his fault. That’s just the way it turned out. She was
the one who chose the vacation, not him, and she chose to go with her friends.
It was the only way he could get rid of her—that was just the way it was.


He grabbed a cup from the overhead cupboard and waited for the
coffee to finish.


 


* * *


 


The weather finally cleared in late evening. Rachel stood with
her arms folded, looking out her third-floor corner office window, watching the
sun’s evening glow break through the lighter gray and lavender clouds just to
the southwest. She felt emotionally and physically exhausted from the morning’s
session with Betsy, but she felt better.


SECO was essentially completed. She would give the final plans to
her secretary tomorrow, and she was confident she’d be able to leave the
company soon. The program development was exciting, she liked her job, but it
just wasn’t worth what she had to go through to constantly deal with Justin.
The only real thing holding her in Ohio now was Claire.


She sighed heavily as she surveyed the skyline again. She missed
the West and needed sunshine, certainly more than Cleveland could offer. She
could see her own reflection in the tinted glass as the sun began to set.
Tonight, she didn’t look thirty-three. Tonight, she looked tired, worn out, and
drained. She stood staring down at the streets below, bulging with cars and
people. Something had to change—she couldn’t live like this much longer.


 


* * *


 


Wednesday, June 23


 


Rachel met Claire in late afternoon at the Huntington Golf Club
for their weekly round of golf. Claire grew more concerned as Rachel told her
she thought Justin was slowly losing his grip on reality.


“He gives me the creeps, Claire. I’m not kidding. I wouldn’t be
surprised to see him show up one day at work with an automatic weapon and start
shooting anyone he saw.”


“Rachel, you have years of training and experience as a
survivalist and in self-defense, and you could take him out in a physical
altercation in a New York minute, but you have to tell someone what’s going
on.”


“Who? No one ever does anything about it. I have complained to
Andrew many times, but I get no response, and to go to the police would just be
a total waste of time. I can take care of myself.”


“Not against an automatic weapon, you can’t.” Claire frowned.


The sun finally broke through the clouds as Claire watched Rachel
tee off the par four hole, slicing the ball again, landing it about four yards
in front of the second sand trap.


“A bold strategy there, Ms. Portola,” Claire said, laughing,
barely able to see Rachel’s ball.


Rachel smiled, but Claire could see the deep stress in her face.


“How’d the therapy session go?” Claire asked.


“Good—hard, but good. I feel better. It’s helping.”


Claire stepped up to the tee, set her ball up, and took her two
slow practice swings, eyeing the fairway like she always did. She looked at
Rachel and then back to the fairway. “Rach, why don’t you just leave the
company? Justin is an ass and he makes me nervous for you. Besides, you’re too
valuable to be stuffed away in that shitty environment.” She reset her
position, took a full swing, and drove the ball straight down the middle of the
fairway 226 yards, ending up about 50 yards farther than Rachel, with a
straight shot 125 yards into the green.


Rachel’s mouth dropped open. “Why don’t you hit the ball,
Claire?”


Claire smiled and moved up to Rachel, putting her arm around her
as they walked toward the golf cart, instantly feeling the rich, warm comfort
of being close to her. “It’s not good for you, Rachel. I mean it—why don’t you
leave? You’ve been through so much. You don’t need this crap in your life.”


Claire felt suddenly overwhelmed at the thought of Rachel not
living close to her. She couldn’t imagine her life without Rachel in it but
wanted what was best for her, and she knew Rachel wasn’t happy living in
Cleveland. She looked at Rachel, thinking perhaps it was the best thing for
both of them if Rachel moved away. It seemed like the closer they were, the
more complicated their relationship became, but the thought of Rachel not being
close by was almost unbearable. They had been there for each other through
death, divorce, and everything in between.


She stopped the cart even with Rachel’s ball, watching Rachel as
she slowly got out. Graceful and athletic, Rachel was a shade taller than her
own five foot seven. “You know, Rachel, we wear the same size, but you somehow
always manage to look better in your clothes than I do in mine.”


Rachel walked by and touched her face. “Claire, that’s so not
true. You are gorgeous.”


When Rachel touched her and looked into her eyes, Claire felt the
familiar emotions of need and desire and want stirring deep within her. She
continued to watch Rachel walk to her ball and then stare at it for a long
time, as if deep in thought. “Hey, Rach, you have to hit the ball to get it to
move,” Claire teased.


Rachel smiled and looked back at her. “I can’t wait to get away
from here. Any chance you three are going to change your minds, and we’re going
to Hawaii or Tahiti instead of Alaska?”


“No chance,” Claire said, laughing. “It’s going to be
great—you’ll see. Spa every day, massages, walks, anything you want to eat,
fire at night. No sweating in the hot sun. When you get into that Jacuzzi, you
are going to feel like a hot-fudge sundae—cold on the outside and warm on the
inside. You’ll love it. I’m going to win you over about it, and you’re going to
feel bad about dragging your feet.”


“Have you heard from Sarah and Tilly?” Rachel asked.


“Yes, I talked to them last night. They’ll meet us at Cleveland
Hopkins.”


Rachel set up her angle, changed her club to a five-wood tight
lie, and nailed the ball up over the maple tree, bouncing twelve yards in front
of the green, and rolling onto the green about seven feet from the pin.


“Nice recovery, Rachel,” Claire yelled back as she walked to her
ball. “Time for trash talk,” she said under her breath.


Claire stopped the cart even with the next tee box.


“Claire, are you sure Fauler’s Landing in Sitka is where we
should be going? Tahiti is a much better climate.”


Claire laughed. “Yes, Rachel, I’m sure. I haven’t had a real
break in almost a year. I need this so badly. I know Sarah, Tilly, and I talked
you into this, and I know you caved in to peer pressure, but honestly, you’re
going to like this. It’s just what you need.”


It had taken six months to coordinate all their schedules. Her
pottery business kept her busy, making it hard for her to take time off. Rachel
was always working long hours. Tilly’s calendar was the hardest because she was
booked solid. Matilda Ruth Evans—Tilly—was singing at one of the clubs in
downtown Cleveland and was also traveling back and forth to Chicago and Las
Vegas. Sarah’s schedule was the easiest because it was routine, three
twelve-hour shifts per week at Cleveland Metro Hospital as a surgical nurse.
Her husband Ricky said he and their fourteen-year-old son Tommy would hang out
and have some guy time for a few days while she went.


She’d been friends with Sarah and Tilly since she was nine and
her family moved from Syracuse, New York, to the Cleveland area. Rachel had
become friends with Sarah and Tilly through Claire’s friendship, and they all
did things together, especially since Rachel had moved to Cleveland for her
job. They were not able to get together as often as they would have liked
because of everyone’s busy lives, but they decided they needed this vacation
and were excited to get to spend it together and take the time to relax.


Claire was ready to talk to Rachel about how she felt about her,
and although Rachel had never discussed her feelings, Claire sensed her need
also, but she knew Rachel needed time. She was emotionally vulnerable right
now, and Claire didn’t want to push her or add any stress to her life. She
hoped this vacation was the opportunity they both needed. She felt the growing
attraction between them getting stronger. She wanted to get it settled between
them, even though she was afraid she might lose Rachel’s friendship and
companionship. Rachel’s friendship was everything to her, and she desperately
needed her in her life.


Chapter Three

 

 

 


Saturday, June 26


 


The Mechanic reentered hangar number 3 at two a.m., feeling his
heart rate and breathing increase. Go time, and he always loved the challenge
of the job.


“Come to Papa,” he whispered when he saw the de Havilland.


He sat the small tool bag down on the cement floor beside the
airplane and slipped off his leather gloves, eyeing the plane. He used his bare
hands—no gloves. He enjoyed the feel of his touch on the engine and wires,
knowing he was controlling the plane and its passengers’ destinies. He knew
there were increased risks because he didn’t wear gloves when he worked, but if
he wore gloves, where would the challenge be? And besides that, it would take
all the fun out of it. He methodically and skillfully manipulated the yellow
plane’s engine and wiring, then replaced the cover, carefully wiped his
fingerprints, put his gloves back on, picked up the small bag of tools, and
left the hangar.


He knew the CIA had a dossier on him, but he also knew they
didn’t have very much, and frankly, he just didn’t care. They were idiots,
pencil pushers who were obsessed with evidence or uptight jocks that would
blunder any crime scene to make a name for themselves.


Unfortunately, in spite of their inept investigations at any
given crime scene, they were able to recover enough of his blood to map his
DNA, but that was the only physical evidence they had of him. They only got it
because he ripped up his knuckle on a jagged engine bolt when he rigged an
EC120 four-passenger helicopter engine to fail twenty minutes after takeoff,
killing the pilot and all three of the South Korean corporate executives
onboard. It had been one of his best jobs; unfortunately, it was also the only
job that produced any physical evidence against him.


He again retraced his path, making his way back to the
motorcycle—another quality job completed.


 


* * *


 


Rachel, Claire, Sarah, and Tilly flew into Juneau and spent
Friday night in their hotel rooms, too exhausted to go out. They took off
Saturday morning in the eight-passenger yellow single-engine de Havilland DHC-3
Otter, tail number 2774.


Jimmy Davis, the pilot, turned to talk to the women ten minutes
after takeoff. Rachel thought he acted nervous. He informed them he had to make
a stop but would get them to Sitka with only about a two-hour delay. What could
they do? They were already in the plane and flying.


One and a half hours into the flight, Rachel suddenly heard an
odd sound in the engine. Claire, who was seated by a window across the aisle
and to the left of Rachel, sat bolt upright.


“Rachel!” she yelled out, squeezing the right armrest in a grip
so tight, her tendons stood out beneath her skin.


Rachel immediately heard the fear in her voice and felt the
change in the motion of the plane as the engine sputtered several times. She
grabbed the left armrest to steady herself as the engine suddenly cut out,
sending the plane into a dive, listing right, forcing a collective gasp from everyone
on the plane, including Frank Nash, the male passenger in the front seat next
to the pilot. The yellow de Havilland’s engine
revved and the plane banked deeply to the right, continuing off course
for several more minutes as the pilot desperately tried to get the plane under
control. Rachel heard Sarah shout into her cell phone, “Call Ricky,” and then
heard her cuss.


The engine began to run smoothly again in what seemed like
minutes but was actually only three seconds. Everyone gasped in relief. Rachel hesitantly
glanced out the small window on her right, seeing the rugged Alaskan mountain
range getting alarmingly closer. As the plane gained altitude and leveled off,
the engine suddenly began to sputter again.


Rachel clutched the armrest, looked over at Claire, and then
watched as the pilot made three more quick futile attempts to correct the
problem, but then the engine began to sputter more rapidly. More altitude was
lost, and Rachel knew it was only a matter of seconds before the plane went
down.


Rachel looked over at Claire. Claire turned toward her, her
tear-filled eyes fixed on her.


“Rachel,” Claire said, barely audible.


Rachel saw Tilly out of the corner of her eye as Tilly screamed,
clasped her hands together, and called out, “Oh God, help us.”


Rachel wanted to get to Claire, but they were out of time.


Sarah cried out for her husband one last time into her cell
phone.


Jimmy ordered them to pull their seat belts as tight as they
could. More precious seconds went by, then suddenly, the engine cut out completely,
immediately sending the plane into a dive, dropping the plane closer to the
foreboding mountain range. He shouted for everyone to hang on as Frank spat out
foul curse words, demanding Jimmy get the plane under control.


“I’m going to send a Mayday,” Jimmy shouted, but just as he
touched the button to activate the microphone, the plane veered to the left,
barely missing the crest of a large grouping of pine trees at the top of the
mountain range. He managed to get the plane into a glide path as it dropped
lower, but the front dropped too quickly, striking treetops, shearing the right
wing, and bringing the plane down into the mountain range.


The last thing Rachel was conscious of was being thrown forward
to her right against the side of the arm of the seat as she caught a glimpse of
Sarah’s shoulders being thrown forward toward the back of the pilot’s seat.


 


* * *


 


In the distance Rachel heard the faint muffled voice of someone
but couldn’t make out who was calling her name from far away. Claire?


“Rachel, Rach, wake up. Oh God, wake up.”


Rachel heard Claire calling to her. She felt the pressure and
sound of wind rushing through her ears and heard herself moan as she regained
consciousness. The right side of her body felt like someone stuck her with a
red-hot poker and then rammed it further up into her side; searing pain and
nausea swept over her as she struggled to breathe. Finally becoming fully aware
of her surroundings, she looked over at Claire to her left, facing her. Claire
was slumped in the seat, blood running down her face from the deep gash on the
left side of her head, near her hairline. Rachel could tell Claire’s left hand
was broken by the way she was holding it.


Claire called out again, “Rachel?”


Rachel labored to speak. “I think my ribs are broken. What about
you?”


“I think I’m okay, but I’m not sure. I can’t see Sarah and Tilly.
Where are they?” Claire asked.


“Do you think anything else is broken besides your hand?” Rachel
asked, watching Claire frantically search the cabin for Sarah and Tilly.


Claire winced as she moved her broken hand, resting it in her
other hand. “I don’t think so. I just hurt all over and my head hurts.”


A haze of dust covered the inside of the plane as the smell of
fuel, dirt, metal, and burnt rubber filled the air. From what Rachel could tell
from her seat, looking out the windows, the plane had wedged itself between
boulders when it finally came to a stop. The front end was obliterated; both
wings were sheared off except for about a three-foot section on the right side,
and the body of the plane was tilted slightly up and to the right.


“Claire.” The hot searing pain surged up into Rachel’s side as
she tried to speak louder to get Claire’s attention. “Claire, take that neck
pillow down there on the floor and press it against your head. You have a bad
cut on the left side of your head.”


Rachel unbuckled her seat belt, painfully lifted herself up, and
moved to Claire’s seat, helping her unbuckle her seat belt. “I smell fuel,
Claire. We have to get out of the plane.”


Once Rachel stood up, she could see Sarah and Tilly. They were
alive. Sarah was moving to try to get out of her seat to help Tilly, whose
right upper thigh was covered in blood.


“Sarah and Tilly made it,” Rachel told Claire, supporting herself
on the back of the seats and struggling two seats forward toward them.


Rachel could see the blood where Claire had been thrown forward
and left, hitting the window frame with the left side of her head. Tilly, who
was seated in front directly behind Frank, had also been thrown forward. The
pilot’s seat belt and harness anchor had been severed by a piece of metal from
the plane, which threw him into the left side of the plane’s windshield,
probably breaking his neck and killing him on impact. Frank had been thrown
into the instrument panel.


Deep searing pain shot through Rachel’s right side again and up
into her chest. She could see Frank pinned in the copilot’s seat. He was lying
against the upper right side of the plane still cussing, groaning, and pleading
for the women not to leave him and help him get out. His coat was unzipped, and
his torn light blue shirt and the top part of his tan pants were soaked in
bright red blood. A large piece of what looked like yellow painted metal trim
from the plane’s dash was impaled in the lower left part of his abdomen.


She continued to make her way forward toward Tilly, Sarah, and
the two men, trying to catch her breath and speak in spite of the pain in her
ribs.


“We have to get out of here—fuel is all over,” she told Sarah.


Sarah looked up but didn’t speak.


“Where are you hurt?” Rachel asked.


Sarah looked into the cockpit and then to Rachel, holding her
thigh. “My left thigh has a big gash, it’s hard to breathe, but I don’t think
anything is broken.”


Rachel looked down at Sarah’s face. “I think your nose is
broken.”


Sarah gently moved her hand to her face and felt her nose. “Tilly
has some deep cuts in her right arm and leg. She’s pretty beat up, but I think
I can get the bleeding slowed down,” she said.


Sarah grabbed her scarf from her coat, went to Tilly, and wrapped
the scarf tightly around Tilly’s right thigh as Tilly fumbled to unlock her
seat belt.


Frank moaned again, cussing.


Rachel painfully continued to inch her way forward toward him.
Sarah caught her attention, shaking her head slowly, looking over at the dead
pilot and then back to Frank. Sarah’s meaning was clear. If Frank didn’t die
before Rachel could reach him, he soon would. Rachel made her way to the
injured man and lifted his torn shirt, pulling it away from the metal so she
could see more clearly.


Frank looked up with desperate panic and fear, grabbing Rachel’s
right arm. She winced and gritted her teeth as the pain shot up through her
arm.


“I’m on fire,” he gasped.


Rachel tried to move closer to him. His right leg was pinned
under the middle of the console and under what was left of the radio panel. She
could see into the muscle and the pieces of bone from his badly fractured leg,
but it was obvious the injury in his abdomen was the one that was fatal. It was
just a matter of seconds now before he bled out. Sarah was the nurse, but she
was busy trying to control the bleeding in Tilly’s leg and stop the bleeding in
her own leg. Rachel tried not to react to what she saw.


Trying to comfort him and do what she could, she reached out and
touched his shoulder. “It’s okay. We aren’t leaving you. We’re here. You aren’t
alone.” Rachel knew she was saying her last words to this dying man she didn’t
know.


He tightened his grip on her arm and the pain surged again up
through her body. It was then she saw the blood dripping down her right forearm
and the large jagged cut about three inches long near her elbow. As she looked
back at Frank, his eyes lost focus and he began to choke, blood spewing from
his mouth as he tried desperately to speak, but his words were inaudible,
making only a gurgling sound. He struggled to inhale, but then suddenly exhaled
and stopped breathing. She watched helplessly as the color quickly drained from
his face. His hand, which was still clinging to her forearm, suddenly relaxed.
She gently took his hand from her arm and put it in his lap. A hot flood of
tears filled her eyes as she tried to see her way back to Claire. She wanted to
cry. She needed to cry but knew she couldn’t, not now. She quickly wiped the
tears from her eyes with the back of her left hand and gritted her teeth. Stay focused, stay focused.
She inched her way back toward Claire as another surge of pain shot through her
side. She could feel her heartbeat in her throat and felt herself weaken as she
staggered and began to pass out. She felt Sarah grab her and guide her down
onto one of the cushioned seats.


“Easy, Rachel, take a second, it’s okay. Breathe as deeply as you
can,” Sarah told her.


Rachel focused on Sarah’s voice as she stared off into the
opening on the right side of the plane. All she could see were rocks and trees
and pain. She looked down at her right arm and saw more blood dripping from the
jagged, fleshy wound. “Where’s my carry-on bag?” she asked, looking back toward
Claire.


She told Sarah that Claire had a broken hand and a bad cut on the
side of her head. “I think my ribs are broken,” she said.


Sarah patted Rachel’s left knee. “We’re alive. God knows I don’t
know how, but we’re alive.”


“We have got to get out of here, Sarah. Grab what you can, and
let’s get out and find a safe place,” Rachel said.


Sarah looked down at Rachel’s arm and then over again at Tilly.
“I agree, but we need to get ourselves together a little more. It’s okay. We
have a few minutes. We need to get something around your arm to slow the
bleeding.”


Sarah made Rachel stay seated as she pulled herself up and moved
back to Claire. The overwhelming pungent smell of fuel from what was left of
the plane’s wing was nauseating and filled the plane.


Rachel sat motionless and watched as Sarah helped Claire.


“We’ve got to get out, Claire,” Sarah told her.


Claire nodded and struggled to get out of her seat. “My head is
pounding and I feel dizzy.” She threw the bloody pillow down on the floor,
pulled herself up by grabbing the back of the seat with her right hand, but
cried out in pain. “My hand. I can’t, Sarah,” she said, starting to collapse.


Sarah grabbed her with her right arm, supporting her body. “Come
on, Claire, you can do this, push with your legs.”


They staggered together the short distance to the front of the
plane. Sarah helped her sit down on part of Tilly’s seat, then went back,
grabbed Rachel’s scarf from her coat on the floor, and brought it back, placing
it around Rachel’s arm and instructing her to hold it there.


Rachel regained some of her strength and painfully made her way
just a few steps behind the last row of seats to find her carry-on bag,
Claire’s bag, and the emergency bag from the plane. She brought the emergency
bag forward, setting it down next to Sarah, then looked over at Claire, who
looked pale and weak.


Sarah opened up the bag, reached for a package of gauze pads,
ripped two open, and forced them into Claire’s trembling right hand, guiding
her hand up to her bloody temple.


“Hold that on your head, Claire,” Sarah instructed.


Sarah then moved back to Tilly and told her to put pressure on
the gash on her right upper arm. “Firm pressure, Tilly, as much as you can.”
She opened one of the elastic wraps and rewrapped Tilly’s leg tightly. “We’ll
deal with your leg when we are out of the plane,” Sarah told her.


Tilly nodded in agreement as she tried to wipe her auburn hair
away from her face with the back of her shaking hand. Sarah reached over and
brushed her hair out of her face, then touched her shoulder. “Hang on, Till.”


Rachel inched her way to the back of the plane again, grabbing
more of the carry-on bags and bringing them forward. She sat down on one of the
cushioned seats, peering into the pilot’s area. The radio was in pieces—no
lights, no power, and no sources of communication. In desperation, she looked
at Sarah, who was leaning up against the back of what was left of the copilot’s
seat. They made eye contact but didn’t speak. They all stared off at a fixed
point in front of them, silent and in shock.


Rachel finally spoke. “We have to get out of the plane. Once we
get out, we’ll find a place and do what we have to do medically, and then find
shelter as soon as we can.”


Sarah nodded in agreement. “We have plenty of daylight left, but
once it’s dark we can’t risk going anywhere because it’s too dangerous.”


“I agree,” Rachel said. “But you know, Sarah, once we leave, if
we can’t find shelter, we’ll be out in the open and exposed.”


Tilly quickly spoke up. “I can’t stay in here, not with those two
bodies. I just can’t.” She put her hands to her face and began to cry.


“Tilly,” Rachel said firmly, “I get it, but I’m just saying it
may be worse outside.”


Tilly looked up at her and stopped crying. They were silent again
for what seemed like a long time, just staring out the jagged open hole in the
plane as the sunlight streamed in and dust particles floated in the air above
Frank’s blood-soaked body.


Chapter Four

 

 

 


Making their way out of the plane, they lowered the items
they could carry and helped each other safely down to the ground. They found a
level spot about a hundred yards east of the plane near some large boulders.


Dealing with the injuries fell to Sarah since she was a surgical
nurse. Once triage of the injuries was made, she decided she could do simple
interrupted sutures with only a couple of deep sutures on some of the wounds.
She had assisted many times in surgery but had never closed a wound, and she
knew the others expected her to do it, even though she had never sutured
before. The other main problem would be making sure the wounds were cleansed
first to prevent infection as much as possible. She anxiously looked at the
others. How would she do this? And if she didn’t do it, how would any of them
survive? She breathed deeply and put her hand to her mouth, overwhelmed.


Rachel limped over to her. “I can’t imagine the pressure you’re
feeling, Sarah, but I want you to know we are with you. All you have to do is
the best you can. No matter what you do, it’s got to be better than our
situation is now. Don’t apologize for anything that happens because whatever
you can do will have to be enough. What can we do to make this easier for you?”


Sarah could feel doubt and fear building up in the pit of her
stomach as she tried to hold back her tears. “We’re all in it now, Rachel. We
can’t let anything break us apart. If we do, we won’t make it.”


Rachel said through tears, “I know. It’s going to take everything
we have.”


They stood together for a few moments as Sarah pulled herself
together, and then they made their way to Tilly and Claire.


We’re alive,
Sarah thought. She thought about her husband Ricky and their fourteen-year-old
son Tommy. She willed a mental message to them.  I am here and alive.


She forced herself to not think about anything else except what
had to be done immediately. She looked slowly at each of the others and then
gave instructions to the three of them. “Tilly first. Her leg wound is the
worst, and she needs time to recover so she can help with my leg. After Tilly,
you Claire, then me, and then Rachel.”


They nodded in agreement.


Sarah looked at the surrounding terrain. There was nothing but
rocks, boulders, and trees, so many trees. The outside temperature felt like it
was around sixty degrees, and there was a clear blue sky and sunshine, with
only a slight breeze.


She looked back to the other women. “We’ll need all the water we
can get to clean up the wounds before I suture. We have to minimize the
possibility of infection and the best way to do that is to prevent it. I will
probably need two bottles of water for each wound. I’ll try to use as little as
possible, but we have to be so careful. All of us have pretty clean cuts with
no debris in the wounds, and that will help. We have about twenty-four bottles
of water, plus I have one in my travel bag.”


Claire and Tilly said they each had one in their travel bags too.


“Each of us will drink a full bottle now. I need everyone
hydrated as much as possible, but we are limited and have to stretch out the
water. We will need it especially for today and tomorrow, and we’ll need
bottles for wound care. Agreed?”


They nodded in agreement. Rachel reached down, opened a bottle of
water, and put it in Claire’s hand. Tilly reached into her own travel bag and
pulled out a bottle of pills, holding it up toward Sarah.


“Oxycodone, a full bottle. For my back pain. Take them,” Tilly
said.


Sarah nodded then spoke again. “Tilly, take two of these pain
pills right now. I am going to wait fifteen minutes, and then I’m going to
suture your leg and arm. Drink the entire bottle of water, but slowly.”


Rachel handed a bottle of water to Tilly as Sarah handed her two
of the oxycodone pills. Tilly popped both of the pills into her mouth and
forced them down with the water.


Sarah saw the anxious expression on Tilly’s face as she looked up
at her.


“I need my back brace from my carry-on, Sarah,” Tilly said.


Sarah looked down and put her hand on Tilly’s shoulder. “I’ll get
it for you and help you get it on.”


Sarah knew Tilly had agreed to come on the vacation so she could
relax, soak in the hot tub, and get a massage every day, and she knew the
doctors cautioned Tilly against any unnecessary back stress. When they were
fourteen, she, Tilly, and two other friends were riding their bikes in the
neighborhood. A neighbor’s dog ran out in front of Tilly, and when she hit it,
the bike flipped, throwing her into the air, landing her on her back. She had
three surgeries in just as many years to correct the spinal fracture and
displaced lumbar discs. She worked out as much as she could to keep her stomach
and back muscles strong, not just because of her injury, but also because she
needed the muscle strength for singing.


Sarah used the boulder behind Tilly for support as she worked her
way down to the ground on Tilly’s right side. She helped her get the back brace
on, gathered the supplies she needed, and then positioned Tilly’s right leg so
she could easily do what had to be done.


“Tilly, lock your hands together and put them in your lap,” Sarah
instructed.


Rachel slowly lowered herself into position, grimacing as she
straddled Tilly’s right leg, down by her ankle.


Tilly looked up at Sarah. “The pain in my back and leg is feeling
a little better, but I wish I had a drink.”


Sarah smiled as she reached over to the pilot’s flight bag and
pulled out the bottle of Jack Daniel’s she had seen earlier. Tilly’s face lit
up.


“I forgot to tell you, Till, whiskey and pain pills don’t mix,
sorry about your luck.” Sarah laughed as she opened the seal, unscrewed the
cap, and took a big swig of whiskey. “Whew,” she gasped as she took a deep
breath. She patted Tilly’s hand and placed the bottle back into the bag.


“Damn you,” Tilly said, pointing her finger at her, and then
cupping Sarah’s face in her hands and looking at her. “Do what you have to do,
Sarah.”


Sarah saw Tilly’s tears as she wiped her own eyes. She folded a
clean pair of slacks she had gotten from her carry-on bag and placed them down
beside her. She then reached into the emergency bag, ripped open two packs of
gauze and carefully placed it on the slacks, laying the hemostat, needle,
dental floss, and scissors onto the gauze.


Tilly laughed when she saw the dental floss. “Is that the best
you can do? I hope it’s not mint floss,” she quipped.


Sarah laughed as she got the bottle of pure alcohol from the kit
and poured it over the items, letting them air dry. She opened the mess kit
they had found in one of the men’s carry bags in the plane, poured a mixture of
water and alcohol in it, washed her hands the best she could with liquid soap
from her carry-on bag, and then rinsed with water. She then put her hands into
the mixture of alcohol and water, rubbing them gently together for a few
minutes. In her mind she reviewed the surgical procedure she had seen at least
a hundred times: over, under, twist, back, cross, knot, cut.


Fortunately, Tilly’s wound was fairly straight and didn’t need to
be altered for the suture line to be even. “Okay, Tilly, I have to clean that
cut before I can suture, but it’s going to hurt. I’m so sorry.”


Sarah cried as she poured the water into the wound. Tilly
screamed out, crying, but kept her hands squeezed together and locked into
position. Sarah started the sutures in the middle of the leg wound, blood
oozing out as the needle and thin dental floss punctured the flesh.


Tilly screamed out again through gritted teeth. “Son of a…damn
it, that hurts.”


“You’ve got to relax, Tilly,” Sarah told her. “The tenser you
are, the more it will hurt. Try to concentrate on your breathing. Deep and
slow, Tilly.”


Rachel gently rubbed Tilly’s leg muscles, trying to help her
relax.


As best she could, Sarah made five sutures deeper inside the
wound to help prevent gaping and decrease the pressure on the outside suture
line. It was a deep wound. The thigh needed eighteen sutures outside—it was
going to leave an ugly scar. Once the thigh was sutured, Sarah used half of the
remaining water mixed with a little alcohol to clean up the leg. Tilly cringed
from the sting of the alcohol, but Sarah saw the relief in her face as she
applied the antibiotic ointment to the suture line and wrapped the leg. Tilly
stopped crying twenty minutes before Sarah completed the sutures in her arm.
Sarah instructed Rachel to give Claire two of the oxycodone when she was almost
finished with Tilly’s arm.


Sarah patted Tilly’s shoulder and told her to rest, helping her
lean back as Tilly tried to get comfortable on the beautiful Italian
camel-colored cashmere coat she’d bought three days earlier for five thousand
dollars. Sarah knew it made Tilly heartsick because she had saved two years to
get the coat.


Tilly looked up at Sarah with a half smile but with more tears.
“I’m alive and the coat will keep me warm and comfortable.”


 


* * *


 


Rachel tossed the phones down onto one of the men’s bags. “I’ve
tried all the cell phones, but none of them are working.”


Sarah nodded. “I’m not surprised.” She looked up at Rachel. “I
have to be careful not to run out of the pure alcohol. I can use the whiskey
for sanitizing but only as a backup.” She moved to Claire. “I know you’re
anxious, Claire, but the good news is, even though a head wound may bleed a
lot, there aren’t as many nerves under the skin. But no matter what, this is
going to hurt, and there isn’t anything I can do but get it over with as fast
as I can. You ready?”


Claire began to cry but she nodded quickly in agreement as her
hands shook slightly and her voice quivered. “I’m so afraid, but go ahead,
Sarah, just do it.”


Claire stared as Rachel took the water bottle from her hand and
reached for one of the long brown leather belts they had removed from the dead
men’s pants. Rachel patted Claire’s leg and pulled Claire’s right knee up so
her foot was flat on the ground. She then wrapped the belt around Claire’s
right leg, slipped her right hand up to her forearm into the loop, and then
tightened it.


Rachel positioned herself so she was leaning slightly against
Claire, then took her left hand and carefully placed it around Claire’s chin,
just above her jawline. Claire felt the rush of the oxycodone in her body,
feeling dizzier as her fear increased.


Rachel lowered her head nearer to Claire and reassured her, “You
can do this, Claire. You can go back home and get the best plastic surgeon in
the US to redo it. It’s deep, but it’s not that long. It will be over before
you know it.”


Claire shook her head and tried not to tremble. “I can’t deal
with this kind of thing,” she said.


Rachel moved her hand to Claire’s shoulder, giving her a
reassuring hug. “You can do this,” she told her.


Sarah positioned herself slightly to Claire’s left and in front
of her.


Claire looked up at her. “Some vacation,” she said.


“You can say that again,” said Sarah.


Sarah placed the gauze and items as before, pouring the alcohol
over them, washing and cleansing her hands, and then dipping them again in the
fresh mixture of alcohol and water. Claire tried not to watch but saw Sarah
place the scissors close to her. Panic filled her, knowing Sarah was going to
use them.


“Claire, close your eyes and don’t open them. Your wound will
bleed from the sutures, and I don’t want you to get blood in your eyes. I’m
going to clean the cut with the water and then start,” Sarah said.


Claire tried not to move but started shaking uncontrollably, as
she looked up at Sarah.


Sarah explained, “It’s just the body’s reaction to the trauma. We
need to get her wrapped up and warm.” Sarah carefully moved the sanitized
instruments and slowly got up, going over to the pile of items they had brought
from the plane, getting one of the thin, dark brown wool blankets, and then she
and Rachel wrapped Claire tightly. When her shaking started to subside, they
repositioned themselves as before.


“Hold her tight, Rachel,” Sarah said, looking back to Claire.
“I’m going to clean the cut with water now, Claire.”


Claire closed her eyes. As the water poured over the open wound,
she felt the surge of pain in every part of her mind. She did not want to react
but began to tremble more. “Rachel,” she called out.


Rachel moved closer to her.


“Keep your eyes closed, Claire,” Sarah told her. “Claire, I have
to cut some tissue.”


Claire could feel Rachel apply more pressure to her jaw as she
tried not to jerk away but fought to get away from the sharp stabbing pain of
the metal scissors as it cut through her flesh, and then the piercing intrusion
of the needle as it punctured her skin. The burning, aching sensation of the
floss ripping through her flesh took her to the limit of what she could endure.
She screamed out as her warm blood dripped down over her eyebrow and down her
nose and cheek. She could hear her own teeth chattering as she tried to control
her shaking.


“Hold on, Claire. Slow deep breaths,” Rachel said.


Claire felt the comfort of Rachel’s voice. She tried to divert
her mind as she held her eyes closed. Rachel’s hand was soft, warm, and
reassuring as she held her jaw in place, talking to her in her rich, soothing
voice. She pictured Rachel beside her in the hospital the night her mother and
father were in a car accident on the turnpike in mid-January four years earlier
during a terrible blizzard and subzero temperatures. Just east of Norwalk, a
semitruck jackknifed on the icy road, the snow so blinding four cars hit him
within a minute and a half. Claire’s dad tried to stop, but the icy roads made
controlling the car impossible. He slammed into the truck, bounced, and then
slid into the right berm, hitting the guardrail. Immediately behind him another
semitruck tried to stop but slammed into Claire’s parents’ car, killing her
father on impact. Emergency services were able to get her mother to the Metro
Trauma Center, but her condition was critical, and she died the next day.
Rachel somehow got to the hospital within thirty minutes after Claire called
her. She never left her side. Claire remembered every detail, from the moment
Rachel entered through the automatic doors in the ER. She had on a beautiful
long gray wool overcoat with a black, light gray, and purple paisley silk scarf
around the collar, her long dark brown hair softly curled around her shoulders.
She looked so striking as she entered the emergency room, frantically looking
for her. When Rachel came up to her and wrapped her arms around her, Claire
looked into her penetrating brown eyes and dropped to her knees. Rachel caught
her and sat her on the nearby chair, bending down and holding her in her
strong, secure embrace as Claire sobbed, uncontrollably.


Claire felt Sarah suture near her temple. The pain grew more
penetrating and intense, forcing her back to the reality of the moment.


Rachel continued to hold her firmly, whispering to her, “Don’t
fight it.”


Claire could hear a high-pitched ringing in both of her ears and
her head throbbed. More searing pain surged through her forehead and temple as
she struggled to free her hand but fought to remain still, each suture bringing
new pain and flashes of red, white-hot light.


She heard Sarah announce with relief, “Two inside, ten out, done.
Claire, alcohol mixture now—keep your eyes closed.” It stung, but not as bad as
the sutures.


Claire’s shoulders immediately relaxed as she felt soothing
ointment being applied. She felt Rachel’s hand leave her chin, and the warmth
of her body withdrew as the blanket was loosened from around her. Sarah cleaned
the blood from her face with a wet cloth, wiping her eyelids as Rachel removed
the belt from her hand.


“You can open your eyes now, Claire. Relax for a minute, but stay
still,” Sarah said, patting her shoulder.


Claire watched as Sarah used the boulder to help herself stand
upright and hobble a little way off from them.


Chapter Five

 

 

 


Tilly was still resting against the large boulder to
Claire’s left when Sarah motioned for Rachel to come to where she was standing.
Rachel used the boulder to help herself up and limped over to Sarah.


In a lowered voice Sarah said to Rachel, “I hate to tell you
this, but whatever Claire felt with that, be prepared for much worse when I set
her hand and have to pull her fingers back into place.”


Rachel gasped as quietly as she could. “What? Why? Can’t you just
wrap it?”


Sarah shook her head and folded her arms across her chest,
looking down at the ground, moving a small pebble with the toe of her shoe. She
looked back to Rachel, tears running down her face. “It has to be set or it won’t
heal properly. It will be quick, but it’s going to hurt way beyond what she
just went through.” Sarah pushed her ash-blond hair out of her face with her
arm.


Rachel glanced over at Claire and saw her intently looking back
at them. She looked exhausted. She looked more vulnerable than Rachel had ever
seen her. Rachel nodded and gave a faint smile then turned her back and leaned
closer to Sarah. “Okay, you know how she is, so let’s just do it fast. Can we
give her more oxy?”


“No, we can’t. We can’t risk it because of her head injury,”
Sarah said.


“How about some whiskey?”


“No. I can’t give her anything more until we know about her
concussion. We probably shouldn’t have given her the oxy.”


Rachel sighed as deeply as she could, the pain once again
shooting up through her body. “Well then, let’s just do it and get it over
with. Crap,” she said, kicking some of the pebbles, sending shooting pain up
into her foot.


They discussed their strategy, returned to Claire, and then
Rachel made her way back down next to her. “Claire.” Rachel looked intently at
her. She was so pale. “Claire.”


Claire looked up at her.


“We’re going to tie your right hand again,” said Rachel. She took
Claire’s right hand before she could say anything, placed it back down by her
leg, and tightened the belt around her arm and leg as before, but did not bring
her right knee up.


Claire looked confused. “Hey, I thought we were done?” she said
in protest, her speech somewhat slurred, looking up at Sarah and then to
Rachel. “I’m stoned.” She looked more deeply into Rachel’s eyes. “Wow, Rachel,
your eyes are a-maz-ing.”


Rachel laughed and looked over at Sarah. “She’s stoned for sure.”


“Good thing,” Sarah said under her breath as she worked her way
down on the left side of Claire.


As quickly and as carefully as she could, Rachel straddled
Claire’s thighs, moving closer up to her hips.


Claire tilted her head slightly and started to laugh. “Do you
need a softer seat, or are you trying to tell me something?”


Rachel leaned back slightly, looking intently at Claire. Her
green eyes were the ones that were a-maz-ing.
Her eyes reminded Rachel of the time they went sailing with Claire’s cousin’s
family. Rachel thought her eyes were sea green, just like the Atlantic on a hot
sunny day. She took a breath, blurting out what she had to say as fast as
possible. “I’m sorry, Claire. Sarah is going to set your hand and put your
fingers back in place. Hold on—it’s going to hurt like hell, but only for a
couple of minutes.”


Claire wasn’t smiling or laughing anymore. “What?” she said.


Rachel pressed her body against her, easing her carefully back
against the boulder, but Claire began to protest and tried to push Rachel off
her using her shoulders. Each thrust of her shoulders sent stabbing pain into
Rachel’s ribs.


“No, Rachel, I can’t do it. Just wrap it and leave it the way it
is,” Claire said.


Rachel’s eyes filled with tears as she pressed her upper body
more firmly against her. “Claire, we can’t. Your hand has to be set,” she told
her.


Claire stopped struggling for a moment and glared at Sarah. “What
are you going to do, Sarah?”


Sarah looked her in the eyes. “I’m going to take your hand and
jerk it as quickly as I can, and then I am going to reposition two of your
fingers, which are out of joint.”


“Oh, hell no,” Claire spat out. “Get off me, Rachel. I’m not
kidding.”


Rachel looked at Sarah and nodded to do what had to be done.
Sarah grabbed Claire’s left hand and extended it.


“No,” Claire pleaded.


Rachel saw the panic and pain in Claire’s eyes.


Claire screamed out, “No, you can’t do that.”


“Here we go.” Rachel said, leaning harder into Claire with the
left side of her body, pinning her more firmly against the boulder. The searing
pain in Rachel’s ribs took her breath away. She could feel Claire’s racing
heartbeat and the warmth of her trembling body as she pressed herself more
fully into her. The sound of Claire’s muffled screams vibrated into Rachel’s
neck and the wet from her tears slid down into the open neckline of her blouse.
For just a moment, Rachel couldn’t discern if she’d lost her breath because of
the pain or because of the sweet consuming arousal she felt from Claire’s body
pressed against hers. She felt overwhelmed and intertwined with her. The rhythm
of her own heartbeat matched Claire’s, beat for beat. The sweet scent of
Claire’s long golden-brown hair and the softness of her skin went into every
part of Rachel. Embarrassed by what she felt, she released the pressure on
Claire’s body, and as she did, Claire shot forward into Rachel’s shoulder,
sending more searing pain into her. “Damn it, Claire!” Rachel called out,
immediately throwing her left shoulder and body back into Claire, pinning her
harder against the boulder.


As Rachel pinned Claire against the boulder, Sarah held Claire’s
left wrist, and with her other hand jerked her hand as hard as she could.
Claire tried to lunge forward again against Rachel as Sarah pulled, but she was
unable to move because Rachel was pressed firmly against her with secure, even
pressure.


Claire fought desperately to break away. She screamed again and
then collapsed against Rachel.


Sarah took Claire’s index and middle fingers, easily pulled them
back into place, and then wrapped her hand and fingers in an elastic wrap.


“That’s all I can do for her and it will have to be enough for
now,” Sarah said.


Rachel leaned back from Claire and lowered her as gently as she
could to the ground, sliding a nearby coat under her head. She looked at Claire
and tried not to sob, but holding back was almost impossible now. She struggled
to take a deep breath as sharp pains shot through her ribs and up into her
chest. Using the boulder to support herself, she worked her way up to a
standing position, then immediately took two of the oxycodone with water. Her
hands shook so badly she missed her mouth and spilled the water onto the rocky
ground.


Embarrassed, she looked over toward Sarah. “Sorry. I’m going to
rest for just a minute.” She staggered over to another nearby large boulder,
slid slowly onto the ground, and leaned her head back against the cold stone.


Sarah hobbled over to her. “Rachel, remember we are all doing
what we can, and that includes you. You did what you had to do—don’t be so hard
on yourself.”


Rachel drew her knees up, placed her arms on her knees, and
buried her head in her arms and sobbed, each sob bringing more muscle spasms
and shooting, searing pain.


Sarah placed her hand on the top of Rachel’s head and stroked her
hair. “It’s all right, Rachel, you did good.”


Rachel sobbed harder, enduring the pain. She sobbed for Claire
and for Sarah and for Tilly, but mostly she sobbed for herself because she
accepted in just those few minutes what she had fought and known for years but
didn’t want to face—she was in love with Claire.


“Shit,” she said out loud through her sobs. “Shit, shit, shit.”


“Rachel, I am sorry, but I have to get my leg done next. It’s
bleeding again, and I see your arm is starting to bleed again,” Sarah said. She
stood silently by Rachel for a few minutes, and then took the emergency bag and
placed it down next to Tilly, who was resting against a shaded rock a few feet
away. They talked briefly, then Sarah began to cleanse and sew up her own leg.


Rachel felt the pills kick in and finally managed to get herself
under control. All she wanted to do was sleep. She didn’t want to think about
Claire or the crash or what they had to face. She breathed as deeply as she
could. The pills made her head swim but helped with the pain, and she could
feel herself start to relax. She sat leaning against the boulder, watching
Sarah, and then looked over at Claire, who was still lying quietly where she
had placed her, breathing deep and even. What was that with Claire? She looked
more intently at her. How
could I feel that way? As if answering her own question, she thought
Claire was beautiful, beautiful enough to turn heads wherever she went,
intelligent, talented, an accomplished artist, funny, and rich. Who wouldn’t
want her? She thought Claire’s ex-husband, Richard Banner Rickenbaugh, was an
idiot. He didn’t deserve to have Claire keep his name, and she was glad Claire
had legally gone back to her maiden name.


She forced herself to look away from Claire and over to Tilly,
sitting on Sarah’s lower leg as Sarah sutured her own wound. Once finished,
Sarah leaned back against the boulder, exhausted. They were all beyond
exhausted. Rachel watched as Tilly cleansed Sarah’s suture line, dressed the
wound, and then wrapped her ankle with an elastic bandage as Sarah instructed
her. Then Sarah guided Tilly’s thumb and forefinger on her nose to set it back
in place.


As Tilly put pressure on Sarah’s nose, Sarah yelled out in pain
and protest. Tilly laughed and then hugged her.


“Payback’s a bitch. Was it as good for you as it was for me?”
Tilly said. She placed both hands on Sarah’s face, kissed her forehead, and then
sat down beside her.


That’s
friendship, Rachel thought as she made herself get up and hobble
over to Sarah and Tilly, reaching down and handing Sarah a bottle of water.
Sarah’s hand shook as she reached up for the water. It was then Rachel realized
Sarah had not taken any oxycodone before she sewed up her own leg because she
still had to take care of Rachel’s injuries.


“Well done, you,” Rachel said, patting Sarah’s head like she had
done to her an hour before. “I’m glad I’m not the only one who’s falling
apart.”


“Not hardly,” Sarah said.


Sensing Sarah’s need to rest, Rachel gave what comfort she could.
“Take a break, Sarah. Heaven knows you sure earned it.”


Sarah lifted her hand up to Rachel and they held hands for a
moment. Rachel turned and limped forward to beyond the shadow of the boulder.
She looked upward, closing her eyes and holding her face toward the afternoon
sun, asking herself how they would get out of this. She didn’t know how. She
only knew somehow they would—she refused to think otherwise.


Claire. She
breathed out her name as she felt the warmth of the sun caress her skin.


 


* * *


 


Thirty minutes passed before Sarah hesitantly motioned for
Rachel.


“I need to check your ribs, Rachel. Lie down by Tilly,” Sarah
told her.


Tilly placed one of the coats down on the ground beside her as
Rachel slowly made her way down onto it.


“I know it hurts, but I want you to lift your right hand and put
it under the back of your head,” Sarah told her.


Rachel writhed in pain and cried out as Tilly helped her lift her
arm into position. Once she was in position, Sarah examined her right side as
carefully as she could. Rachel could barely endure the pain. She had severe
bruising, but after palpating her ribs, Sarah told her she felt there was no
splintering or separation of the ribs.


“I think you have hairline fractures, not compound ones, and
that’s a good, good thing, Rachel.”


Sarah and Tilly helped Rachel up to a sitting position.


“I’m going to wrap your ribs first,” said Sarah. “You can only
have the wrap on for a few days, but it will give you some extra support and
help with the pain. I want you to breathe as deeply and as slowly as you can.”


Rachel obediently nodded, lifting her other arm up as high as she
could. Sarah and Tilly wrapped her ribs just below her breasts and then taped
the cloth with the duct tape from the bag. Rachel felt the relief immediately,
but it was a little harder for her to breathe deeply.


“Rachel, you are going to want to fight the sutures, but try to
relax your arm. The tenser you are the more pain you’ll feel, especially in
your ribs. Breathe as deeply and as evenly as you can,” Sarah said.


Tilly placed the belt around Rachel’s right thigh then took
Rachel’s right wrist, slipped it into the loop of the belt, and tightened it.
She patted Rachel’s leg and slowly got up. “If you don’t need me, I’m going to
look around a bit and see what I can find for shelter tonight and where to make
a fire.”


Sarah nodded in agreement.


Rachel called after her as Tilly started to walk away, “Tilly,
stay within sight and shouting distance of us, okay?”


Sarah went to work on her arm. Rachel struggled to not anticipate
the pain when she felt the cold metal scissors touch her flesh or the needle
pierce her skin. Breathe.
She fixed her gaze on a long stick in front of a rock, calculating slowly how
many inches it was away from where she was sitting, measuring each imagined
inch, detailing the path line over the sticks, pebbles, grass and dirt within
the path, concentrating on the movement of each blade of grass as the gentle
breeze passed over it, the colors of the pebbles, sand, dirt, and faded pieces
of twig. She felt Sarah pour the water over her arm again.


Sarah applied the ointment and gauze pad to the wound, then
wrapped it with a roll of gauze. “That’s almost the last of the gauze. You did
well, Rachel. How did you do that?” she asked.


Rachel shrugged her shoulders and looked away. “I have a long
history of avoidance.”


“You all right?” Sarah asked her, putting her hand on her
shoulder.


Rachel took a deep painful breath and nodded.


“Do you want me to wrap your ankle?” Sarah asked.


Rachel told her she did and thanked her. She was surprised at how
much better she felt once Sarah completed all the procedures. “You are amazing,
Sarah, really,” she told her.


Sarah smiled and patted Rachel’s leg. “You are too, kiddo.”


They both leaned against the boulder, too exhausted to move.
Rachel looked into Sarah’s ashen face. “We have to find shelter. We all need to
rest,” she said.


Tilly came back and stood beside Rachel as they all rested
against the boulder. “I found a spot just over to the left and down a little
way. It will give us enough protection and shelter for the night,” she said.


Tilly helped Rachel up and then Sarah. Rachel struggled over to
where Claire was lying quiet and motionless. She could see her breathing as she
made her way down beside her and gently nudged her left shoulder.


“Claire? Claire, time to get up.”


Claire raised her wrapped hand slightly into the air and spoke
with her eyes still closed. “Well, that was an experience I never want to go
through again.”


Rachel smiled. “Come on, Claire. We have to move to another site
to rest for the night, up.”


Rachel looked at the blood around the area where they were and
was concerned about it attracting wild animals. What could they do? There
wasn’t enough water to dilute it or wash it away. “Tilly, I think we need to
cover this blood with dirt,” she said.


Tilly came over and stood by her. “I think that would be a good
idea, but we don’t have anything to help us dig up the dirt. Better yet, let’s
put some fuel on the area and burn it.”


“Well, if we do that, we could accidentally set a fire and really
burn the area,” Rachel said.


“Yeah, you’re probably right. I’m sure with all your training in
survival, you know best. I’ll go look for some metal or something to make a
shovel and see what I can come up with.” Tilly left them, muttering, “I’m a
singer, not frontier woman of Alaska,” and went back toward the plane.


Rachel helped Claire up to a sitting position. Claire started to
throw up her breakfast and what little water she’d drunk. She leaned to her
right and vomited. She seemed dizzy and confused.


Rachel called for Sarah.


Sarah leaned over to observe her. “She’s got a concussion,
Rachel. We need to get her lying back down and resting as soon as possible.”
Sarah called to Tilly as she came back from the wreckage. “How far is the site,
Tilly?”


“Not far, only about a couple hundred yards that way,” Tilly
said, pointing down and to the left of the wreckage.


“Let’s move now,” Rachel insisted.


Tilly brought a two-foot piece of metal from the plane and began
to shovel dirt onto the blood-soaked areas where Sarah had sutured them. Sarah
and Rachel helped as much as they could, and then Sarah helped Claire to her
feet after the task was completed.


Taking what they could carry, they slowly made their way to the
cave-like openings in the rocks and trees that would be their shelter for the
night. The small cave they chose was deep and wide enough to fit all four of
them inside, so they were not immediately exposed to the elements. A sleeping
bag and one of the blankets were placed on the mixture of rock and dirt
flooring in the cave. Claire was put into the opening first. She lay down one
person’s width from the back of the cave. Rachel would lie against the cool
rock at the very back to help her ribs, Claire would be sandwiched in between
Rachel and Sarah, and Tilly would be forward in the front of the opening,
closest to the fire. They stuffed all of the bags and items around the edges of
the cave as far back as they could get them.


Sarah gave Claire Tylenol and had her sip water. “Rest for a
couple of hours, Claire, but then we will have to wake you up,” she told her.


Sarah took two of the oxycodone with a little water, and then lay
down in front of Claire. Tilly and Rachel each took one more oxy.


“We are going to need them more tomorrow than tonight,” Rachel
said, swallowing the pill with the water.


“I need them just as badly now,” Tilly assured her.


Rachel showed Tilly how to build the fire, building it a few feet
from the front of the opening. They began to assess their resources: a map,
four flares, a roll of duct tape, twenty-four cans of tuna with crackers,
twelve packs of three Oreo Double Stuf cookies, fourteen bottles of water, one
hunting knife, a .38 caliber handgun with a box of shells, one .30-06 rifle
with scope and a box of shells, one sleeping bag, five heavy coats, two thin
wool blankets, twenty oxycodone pills, a bottle of ibuprofen, a half bottle of
Tylenol, two flashlights with eight extra batteries, a pair of pliers, two
boxes of waterproof matches and flint, one mess kit with missing utensils, one
tin cup, a Bic lighter, two empty bottles with water filters, four non-working
cell phones, one emergency bag with one new box of non-minty dental floss, one
needle, scissors, one pack of gauze, a hemostat, an emergency medical
guidebook, one large can of pepper spray marked  bears, and their four carry-on bags, which
they would go through tomorrow. Their main luggage was still at the crash site,
which was spread out over a wide area, as well as maybe two cell phones, a
possible radio, and other things in the plane or on the men’s bodies. That was
enough for now. They were exhausted and couldn’t think anymore.


Rachel checked the fully loaded handgun, leaving the safety on.
“Tilly, you okay with the gun?”


“Yes, Rachel, I can shoot a friggin’ handgun. Remember that time
in Charlotte at Patty and Allen’s when we practiced hitting the watermelon?”


“Yeah, I think I remember. Was that the time you shot two fence
posts and bagged the poor cat?”


“I can’t help it if the cat panicked and ran into our line of
fire. I still think it wasn’t me that shot that stupid cat,” Tilly said.


“Oh, really? Who was it, then?”


“I don’t know, but we were all firing the handguns, so it could
have been any one of us.”


“Yeah, but it was you.” Smiling, Rachel set the handgun down near
the opening of the cave where Tilly would sleep. “Don’t shoot it unless you
know for sure what you’re shooting at, okay?”


Tilly shrugged and pouted.


As daylight faded into twilight, they took their sleeping
positions and settled in. Rachel woke Claire easily as she lay beside her,
immediately going back to sleep.


Rachel asked herself if she was afraid. No, she told herself
defiantly. Her experience on the reservation when she was young and all of her
survival and self-defense training over the years filled her with confidence,
but she was exhausted and in pain. She needed rest and the relief sleep would
bring, but also in the back of her mind the thoughts of Claire were beginning
to push their way to the surface again. No,
I won’t go there. She was determined to bury the thoughts. For now,
sleep—she needed rest and sleep. She felt the relief from the cool of the rock
as she maneuvered herself up against it. She had to rest; in the morning there
would be more pain. What kind of a mess were they in? She began to drift off. The plane veered and went off
course for at least ten to fifteen minutes. It is so deeply embedded in the
trees no one will be able to see us from the air. She couldn’t get
comfortable. She slowly and carefully adjusted her body, so she could get the
full benefit of the cool rock. Are
we safe for the night here? Where are we? How far off course are we? Stay with
the plane—they always say stay with the plane. She drifted off to an
intermittent sleep mixed with pain and moments of panic.


Chapter Six

 

 

 


Justin received the call in the late evening from Lisa
Alexander, Henson Corporation’s travel agent, telling him she received news of
Ms. Portola’s missing plane from the booking coordinator for the cabins where
the four women were scheduled to stay. He waited an hour and a half before he
went to her apartment. He took the stairs to the second floor and knocked on
the apartment door, seeing her accusing look through the security opening as
she unlocked the door and let him in. Her eyes were puffy, and her nose was
red. Her short curly blond hair stuck out over her ears, making her
self-righteous face look even more unattractive.


“I am really upset, Justin.”


Her whiny high-pitched voice penetrated Justin’s ears, and he
immediately wanted to slap her.


She turned her back and walked to the wooden end table to get
more tissues, then turned around and looked him in the eyes. “Holly, the cabin
coordinator, told me the plane didn’t arrive at Fauler’s Landing and was
already six hours overdue. I hope to God you didn’t have anything to do with
this.”


“Lisa, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“They’re missing. Ms. Portola and her friends are missing. No one has
seen them or heard from them since their plane took off from Juneau. They
didn’t arrive at the Landing and no one can contact their plane. Juneau
International Airport reported they did not receive any emergency
communications from the pilot and have not been able to contact him. Sitka
Search and Rescue are already in the air, but no trace of the plane has been
found and no signals are being traced. Justin, what have you done?”


“What are you talking about?” Justin made a fist.


Lisa started crying again.


He already knew they were missing. He had called the cabins and
was told they had not arrived yet.


“Maybe they went shopping or something,” he calmly told her.


“Justin, the plane never arrived.”


“Do you know if it left on time? Maybe it had another stop or was
running late. Be calm, Lisa—perhaps they decided to go somewhere else for the
day or something. Don’t automatically assume bad things.”


“But no one can get ahold of the pilot.”


“Let’s just wait and see and stay calm. Why don’t you call your
friend again to see if there’s any more news?”


Justin smelled blood in the water. He would have never known
Rachel’s travel plans if Lisa hadn’t taken the money he offered or had sex with
him. She knew too much, and just like the pilot, she needed to keep her mouth
shut—permanently. As she turned again to get another tissue, he didn’t
hesitate. He reached around her neck and pulled her to him. He put his right
hand over her mouth and grabbed the front of her neck in a death grip with his left
hand, squeezing as hard as he could. She reached back and tried to somehow
break his grip but scratched his face instead. He could feel her choking as she
struggled to get her breath. Pulling her head violently to the right, he felt
her neck snap. Her body went limp as he let her collapse onto the floor, then
bent down, checking her breathing and pulse. Once he was sure she was dead, he
grabbed a tissue from the end table, wiped the door handle, locked the door so
it would stay locked when he closed it, shut the door securely, and then wiped
his fingerprints from the outside of the doorknob, quickly leaving the building
and driving home.


He woke at two a.m. soaked in sweat. Throwing the covers off, he
slid out of bed and went to the bathroom. He washed his face and looked at
himself in the mirror. He was pale and the long scratch on the left side of his
face was clearly noticeable. He touched his face. “Shit, damn that bitch.” He
swallowed hard and continued to look at himself, telling himself he’d had to do
it. He took a deep breath and told himself not to get distracted. This was just
a glitch and he could easily get back on schedule. He reached over with his
shaking hand and started the shower, then let the water run over his body, as
he tried to relax.


Monday afternoon he would go before Henson’s executive board’s
personnel committee in an emergency meeting and would tell them the news. At
the meeting he would say Rachel had sabotaged her own program, that it was in
shambles, and he would resign rather than have the company be embarrassed. He’d
already substituted the inferior program for hers and the company would never
know the difference because good ol’ A.J. would back him up. His flight would
leave Cleveland for Las Vegas at 11:02 p.m. Monday night, and he was scheduled
to meet his Asian contact on Tuesday at two p.m. at the Royal Caprice Resort
and Casino. The deal had been made, money would be exchanged, and he and A.J.
would walk away with $42 million evenly split between them.


 


* * *


 


Day 2


Sunday, June 27


 


It was not quite daylight when Rachel woke. Her eyelids were
heavy from the medication and lack of a restful sleep. All she could see as she
looked out through the wide opening of the dank cave was the denseness of the
tall pine trees. She was cold and stiff and sore—even her nose ached. She
wondered how Sarah’s nose felt. Her head was pounding, and she needed water,
and she had to pee. She looked over at the back of Claire’s head and could
faintly see the matted blood in her hair as she reached over and gently placed
the palm of her hand on Claire’s back to assure herself she was still
breathing.


“Rachel?” Claire whispered hoarsely. “Rachel, I can’t move. My
body is one massive bruise. How are you?”


Rachel tried to sit up but couldn’t because of the overwhelming
pain in her ribs and in the rest of her body. She lay back down on her side and
carefully put her arm against her ribs, trying to take forced deep breaths. “I
think I didn’t survive the crash, died, and went to hell.”


“I think I went with you. Where’s the oxy?” Claire groaned. “I
have to pee.”


Rachel forced herself to her knees. “I do too,” she whispered.
“Let’s try to get up and go out and find a spot.”


“You first,” Claire pleaded.


They groaned and struggled to move as they worked their way around
Sarah and Tilly and crawled out into the opening, Claire following Rachel like
a three-legged dog. Rachel reached down by Tilly and took the handgun and the
flashlight.


Claire pointed to the gun and whispered, “What are you doing with
that, Rachel?”


Rachel leaned into Claire. “I don’t want Tilly to shoot us when
we get back, and I’m not going away from this fire unarmed.” The fire was
almost out. She quietly put several pieces of wood they had gathered the
evening before onto what was left of the embers.


“Come on, I can’t wait any longer,” Claire said.


They hobbled about fifty yards from the camp and tried to squat,
but neither of them could do it because of the pain.


“What are we going to do? God, it hurts so much,” said Claire.


Rachel found a tree stump and sat down, looking around. If she
spaced two small limbs across some stumps they could sit down and go. She
called out in a half whisper for Claire to help her. They found two limbs that
were long and wide enough, placed them about ten inches apart on two fallen
trees, and then they both sat down and peed.


Claire grimaced in pain. “Damn, it hurts.”


Rachel cringed. “Me too, it’s probably because of the crash.
We’re probably bruised inside. Damn it, we don’t have any paper.” She had
cussed more in the last twenty-four hours than she had in years. “Well, I’m
dripping because I am not using dead leaves,” she said.


Claire reached down and pulled up some green leaves and wiped
herself. “Use green leaves, Rachel, not dead ones.”


“Are you sure that’s not poison ivy, Claire?”


“I have no idea what it looks like, but the leaves are on the
fallen branches of the trees,” Claire said.


Rachel looked down where she had urinated and shone the light. A
pink tinge was in the urine. She shone it over to where Claire had urinated,
also pink tinged. “The leaves are safe, Claire, just remember, Shiny three, let it be.
We’ll let Sarah know about our pee when she wakes up. Of all the things we need
to deal with, I don’t particularly want to talk about my pee.”


Rachel heard Claire half laugh and then moan in pain.


“Yeah, Rachel, like you are such an open book and want to talk
about anything. Sometimes you’re so easy to read because your emotions are
written all over your face, but sometimes I have no idea what you’re thinking.
It’s fascinating to me to try to figure you out.”


Rachel wanted to smile but she was too stiff and sore, aching
inside and out. They struggled to walk as they made their way back to the
makeshift camp. Rachel slowly bent down and put more wood on the fire, then
reached into the bag and pulled out a bottle of water, speaking softly so she
would not wake the others. “I have got to have some water. Half for you and
half for me, agreed?”


Claire nodded.


They both slid down beside the warm rocks near the fire. “Damn,”
Rachel said, disgusted, slowly struggling to stand up again.


“What’s wrong?” Claire asked.


“I forgot the gun where we went to the bathroom. I’ll be right
back.” She started to walk back toward where they had been.


“Do you want me to go with you?” Claire asked.


“No, I’ll just be a minute.”


“Be careful.”


Rachel retraced her steps and easily found the gun where she had
left it on the stump and returned to the campfire. She once again eased herself
down beside Claire and laid the gun down on the ground. She was exhausted
already. They both stared into the fire.


Rachel watched as Claire examined her broken hand.


“My hand is aching and throbbing. If it wasn’t for Sarah, I don’t
know where we would be. She saved our lives, Rachel.”


Rachel nodded her head slowly. “Yes, she did.” She looked down at
her arm and saw the dressing was seeping a faded red-colored fluid.


“Rach, I think before this is over there may be a whole lot of
saving lives.”


“I’m so sorry you have to be here in this situation, but whatever
happens, there is no one I would rather be with more than you.”


Claire took Rachel’s hand. “I wouldn’t be able to do this without
you, and it’s not because you’re so skilled at survival or that I feel so safe
and content when I’m with you. It’s because I depend on you so much and you’re
such an important part of my life.”


Rachel put her hand over the top of Claire’s. “Claire, I—”


Suddenly some type of animal in the trees let out an ear-piercing
screech.


Claire jumped. “What the hell is  that?”


Rachel laughed but then held her side. “It’s an owl.”


Tilly moved, and Sarah groaned.


Rachel took her hand from Claire’s and looked into the fire.
There was so much she wanted to tell her, but now wasn’t the time. They both
quietly looked into the now roaring fire as dawn approached. An eagle called to
its mate in the distance behind them and the birds were beginning to chirp.
There was a thick mist slowly rising across the mountaintop. Perhaps they would
be found today and be safely back home by nightfall. Rachel reached into her
pocket and pulled out the bottle of oxycodone. She took two pills out of the
bottle, handed one to Claire, and then shared the water bottle.


As they watched the soothing fire, Claire said quietly, “I don’t
know how we’re going to get out of this one, but for now I need more rest.
Don’t leave me, Rachel.” She slid down beside her, next to the roaring fire.


“Never, Claire. It’s okay, sleep. Rest is good for you. We can’t
do anything until full daylight anyway.”


Rachel put her head against the warm boulder and also drifted off
to sleep—sleep, relief from pain.


Chapter Seven

 

 

 


“Rachel.” Claire called to her again louder, “Rachel, wake up.”


The full morning sun beat down on Rachel’s forehead. She opened
her eyes and yawned but cringed and cried out from the pain when she took a
deep breath. She could hear the others talk about the probability of rescue as
she became fully awake. Each of them predicted the day a rescue team would
arrive. Claire was the most pessimistic.


“Three days, probably,” Claire said in a less than hopeful tone.


“We were off course for a while, so it will take some time to
track us with their crash box thingy,” Tilly said.


The three of them agreed it probably would not happen for at
least two days but were hopeful and positive it would happen soon. Sarah
reminded the group they were in pretty good circumstances since they did have
some food, water, shelter, and a few other resources. She said they were in
little danger at the top of the mountain and should be found fairly quickly.
They agreed their circumstances were not that desperate and help was on the
way.


Listening intently to their conversation and still lying on the
ground, Rachel spoke. “Before we do anything, we have to review our resources
again and make a good assessment of our situation.” She wanted to be sure of
what they had for their survival and what they were up against. She knew how
quickly things could turn and how fast they could be in a life-threatening
situation. She knew these women had no idea, no clue as to what they would be
up against if they were not rescued quickly. She felt the weight of the
situation, knowing she would have to lead if they were to survive, but also
knowing they were strong, independent, and would function well. She knew they
would need all of her skills and theirs to get through this if it was longer
than a few days. She forced herself up into a sitting position and tried to
breathe as deeply as possible.


Claire handed her a box of tuna and crackers. Rachel nodded in
appreciation, then tried to eat the contents as slowly as possible but consumed
it in a matter of minutes.


Claire laughed. “You did the same thing the rest of us did. Here,
have a treat.” She handed her a small open pack of Oreo cookies.


Rachel took one and passed the remaining cookie back to Claire.
She shared another half bottle of water with Claire, realizing there would be
no more until later that evening.


Now that Rachel was fully awake, fed, and somewhat relaxed, she
realized she had to make them understand they would have to go back up into the
wreckage of the plane and get the remaining luggage and items left behind.
Nothing could be left that could be used, and Rachel had something in her
suitcase she needed to get. Once they seemed more relaxed, she explained why
they needed to go back up into the plane. The news was not well received.


Tilly insisted she could not do it. “I can’t, Rachel—I just can’t
do it. I can’t face looking at those bodies one more time.”


Sarah said, “Why do we have to, anyway? We have enough supplies
to last a few days, and I’m sure we’ll be rescued soon.”


And then Rachel asked the question out loud they were all
thinking in the back of their minds. “What if we aren’t rescued in a few days?
What if it’s a week, or weeks, or longer? Do you want to have to go back up
into that plane in a week? Let’s do it now, get everything we can, and be done
with it.”


Claire said she agreed with Rachel. “It’s better to do it
now—besides, it’s not like we have other plans today. I don’t want to do it,
but I can certainly see why we need to do it now, rather than later. Rachel
knows what she’s talking about. She’s been backpacking most of her life. She
understands survival, and we should listen to her. If anyone can get us out of
here, it’s her,” said Claire, reaching over and touching Rachel’s hand.


They finally agreed to go to the site as soon as Sarah checked
their dressings and they rested a few more hours.


“Everyone’s sutures look intact with no signs of infection,
except I’m a little concerned about yours, Rachel. The suture line on your arm
is draining quite a bit, but it looks okay for now. Try not to put too much
stress on your arm today. We’ll look at it later this evening and rewrap it
with something,” said Sarah.


She checked the wrapping around Rachel’s ribs and rewrapped them.


Claire’s hand was more swollen than yesterday, but she was able
to move her fingers. She told Sarah the pain was tolerable as long as she
didn’t bend it or lift anything with her hand.


“It looks like you stuck it into a vat of blackberries,” said Rachel.


Claire asked Sarah about their red-tinged urine.


“It’s not uncommon to have blood in it after the trauma we went
through. That’s another reason why it’s so important we drink water. We have to
flush out our systems. My biggest concern right now for all of us is that we
get enough water,” Sarah said.


Tilly reviewed how much water they had left and said they had
twelve bottles remaining.


Sarah instructed them, “We need more water today and tomorrow
because of fluid loss and healing. Each of us needs to drink two bottles each
today, not counting what we had this morning.”


“What is the least amount of water we can drink and survive?”
Claire asked.


Sarah looked at Rachel, but Rachel remained quiet. Rachel knew
she needed to start teaching them how to be independent, so they could function
without her if they needed to.


Sarah thought for a moment. “According to the survival book,
we’ll burn up two to three liters a day in exertion. If we just sit around,
maybe one to two liters per day. I think because of our injuries we need at
least three bottles a day, but if we had to, we could survive on a bottle a
day.”


Rachel was concerned. “We need to stretch it as much as we can. I
think two bottles today and then a bottle a day after that, agreed?” she asked.


They hesitantly agreed.


“If we get dehydrated, we’ll get into big trouble, and we already
don’t have enough water for the four of us, especially to repair our bodies
from the injuries,” Sarah said.


Assignments were made for the forage back to the plane. Rachel would
go through the men’s items on their bodies. Sarah and Tilly would go through
the rest of the plane and gather up all they felt would be useful. Since Claire
couldn’t climb up into the plane with only one hand, she would remain on the
ground and gather the items as they came down out of the plane.


Rachel saw their situation more clearly as they made their way
back to the crash site. Although the plane crashed on top of the mountain, the
trees obscured the view overhead. Only a small portion of the crash site could
be seen from above. Search and rescue would have to fly very low and know the
approximate location of the wrecked plane to find it. The mountaintop and
surrounding mountains were dense with trees. None of them could get a good view
of the area without climbing high into a tree. Tilly or Sarah would have to do
it. They decided it could wait and that there was no need to worry about it
unless rescue did not happen in the next couple of days. They gathered just
below the plane and surveyed how they would climb back up.


“How did we even survive this?” Sarah asked, peering up into the
wreckage.


“God only knows,” said Tilly. “We could have all been easily
killed.”


“Amen,” said Claire.


Rachel kept silent as she climbed up into the plane. As good as
her survival skills were and as well trained as she was, and as strong willed
as she was, she knew there was still a very real possibility they would not
survive the ordeal. She moved toward the two dead men and said out loud, “Rest
in peace.”


The men’s bodies were decomposing quickly, and the stench of
decaying human flesh was all around them. Rachel searched through the men’s
clothing as fast as she could while Tilly and Sarah moved quickly to the back
of the plane. She found an envelope of money in the inside pocket of the
pilot’s coat. Other than that, two wallets and pocket change were all that was
left on them. The pilot’s and Frank’s coats were soaked in blood and could not
be salvaged. There was a folded piece of paper with some writing on it in the
front right pocket of the pilot’s pants. Rachel stuffed it into his wallet and
moved to the back of the plane to help Sarah and Tilly.


“Done,” she told them, looking at the bloodstained window where
Claire had been.


They all breathed a sigh of relief. They worked quickly to
complete the rest of their assigned tasks. Rachel climbed back out of the plane
to help Claire sort through the items, then went back to the entrance of the
plane and called up, “Tilly, don’t forget to get any seat cushions that are
usable.”


Tilly said she would get them, then cried out, “My back.”


Sarah and Rachel helped Tilly out of the wreckage.


They gathered all the items and carried them back to the
campsite, placing them on the blankets they had spread out near the fire. Tilly
immediately placed one of the cushions from the plane against a boulder and sat
as straight as she could against it. Sarah, Claire, and Rachel tried to help
her be as comfortable as possible. They were all worried about her. Tilly tried
to make light of the problem, but they all realized the seriousness of the
situation, especially if they had to leave the camp for any reason.


“I need one of the oxy, Sarah,” Tilly said, looking over at her
with tears in her eyes.


Sarah handed her the pill with a little water and then placed her
hand on Tilly’s face. “Hang in there.”


Tilly nodded and adjusted herself, trying to get comfortable.


Rachel sat down and started going through the men’s wallets.
According to Frank’s driver’s license, he was Franklin P. Nash, age
forty-three, resident of Spokane, Washington. He also had a permit-to-carry
license, social security card, credit card, a couple of club cards, about
fifteen business cards, and $3,200 in cash. She set the worn brown wallet down
beside her and picked up the pilot’s wallet. It was much thicker than the
other. As she opened it, the crumpled paper she had stuffed into the wallet
fell onto her lap. She picked up the note and read it, each word jumping out at
her as if in 3-D. Justin’s name, and a phone number. And beneath these lines
were their names. She at first felt confused, but then felt sick deep inside.
She wasn’t surprised the pilot would have their names—after all, they were
riding in his plane—but why would he have Justin’s name and a phone number? She
grabbed both wallets and the envelope and got up as quickly as she could. As
she hurried past the other women, she announced she was going to go back to the
wreckage and get the flight book, which she had forgotten. Sarah asked her if
she was all right.


“Fine, I just think we should have the book.”


“Do you want one of us to go with you?” Sarah sounded concerned


“No, I’m fine, it will just take a little while.”


Rachel hurried to the wreckage as fast as she could. She laid the
wallets on a boulder beside the plane, then climbed back up into the wreckage
as carefully as she could, crying out in pain as she pulled herself up. She
reached in for the small five-by-eight inch torn black flight book wedged into
what was left of the front console area near the pilot’s seat. She looked
around one last time for anything that might be useful or helpful. Other than
the men’s shoes, there was nothing, and she decided not to take their shoes.
She climbed down and walked a little way to the boulder where she had rested
and near where Sarah had sutured her arm the day before. She slid down the
boulder and spread the items onto the ground, being careful not to mix the
contents of the two wallets. She put the pilot’s contents in front of her,
along with the folded paper and envelope. She began to question why. Why would
he have Justin’s name and their names together? Why Justin’s name? She didn’t
recognize the phone number, but she didn’t know his private number. She looked
closely at all of the contents of the pilot’s wallet. In addition to the
typical items, he had $12,249 in cash in the folded envelope. The folded paper
kept calling out to her. Why did he have Justin’s name and a phone number? Why? She closed her eyes
and tried to clear her mind. Was Justin actually capable of this and would he
really do something like this? The answer formed slowly in her mind. She could
see Justin at his desk, getting the news that her plane did not arrive at its
destination, and she saw the satisfaction in his eyes and the half smile on his
smug face.


Suddenly she looked up and said out loud to the boulders, rocks,
and trees, “That bastard tried to kill me.”


She repeated the sentence out loud again, the sound of her words
engulfed in the denseness of her surroundings. She shook her head back and
forth. No, he couldn’t have done this. Yet the more she reviewed all the pieces
in her mind, the more she realized he could do it and he did do it. Was he
really that ruthless? Could someone she knew and worked with be that heartless,
that sick, that evil?


She picked up the tattered black flight book and went to the last
page of handwritten information. According to the book, the pilot had filed a
flight plan for Fauler’s Landing, Sitka, but had written below it Deet’s Landing, Wrangell.
If he was headed there first and not Fauler’s Landing, search and rescue would
look in the wrong area and never be searching this area. She looked at the
small map on the inside cover of the flight book. Wrangell was in the opposite
direction of Sitka. The reality of the situation began to sink into her mind.
She closed the flight book and pulled it to her chest, letting herself slide to
the ground as she curled up in a fetal position.


“No,” she sobbed. “No.”


The last thing she was conscious of was the scent of the cold
brown dirt.


 


* * *


 


“Rachel?” Claire called out to her several times.


Rachel looked up, sobbing. “Claire, what are we going to do?
What’s going to happen?”


Claire went to her knees, held her in her arms, and tried to
comfort her. “Rachel, it’s okay—it is. It’s all right. We’ll make it.”


Rachel felt herself trembling in Claire’s warm, strong embrace as
she wrapped her arms around her.


“Rachel, what is it? What’s wrong? I’ve never seen you like this.
It’s scaring me.”


Rachel continued to sob. Her strength was gone from her body and
she couldn’t get her breath. Claire called for Sarah and then leaned Rachel
back onto the boulder. “Rachel, deep breaths, what is it?”


Rachel looked up. Claire seemed far away and yet she was next to
her.


She felt her body jerk and someone touching her shoulder. Claire
was kneeling beside her.


“There you are,” Claire said, smiling through her tears.


Sarah had removed the binding cloth from around Rachel’s ribs and
lowered her to the ground. “Breathe as deeply as you can, Rachel,” she told
her.


Rachel put her hand up to her ribs as the pain shocked her back
into awareness. She had hyperventilated. She looked up at the three concerned
women now surrounding her. How could she tell them? How could she tell them
they were all going to die because they didn’t have a hell’s chance of
surviving this situation? How could she tell them no one was coming to save
them because they were not looking in the right place? She lay silent, unable
to speak the words. She couldn’t tell them, not now, not until she could face
it herself. Sarah and Claire helped her up and walked her back to the campsite.


She drank the half cup of water she was offered and lay down on
her coat next to the fire, physically and emotionally exhausted, and went to
sleep.


Claire woke her.


“How long have I been out?” Rachel asked.


“A couple of hours,” Claire told her.


Claire, Tilly, and Sarah were talking about the inventory and
trying to figure out how many of the Oreo cookies would be left by the time
help arrived. Sarah asked how she was feeling as Rachel struggled to sit up.


“I think I’m okay. I feel like an idiot, though,” Rachel said.


Sarah protested, “You shouldn’t feel like that. I’m the one
that’s the idiot, Rachel. I made your binding too tight, and you couldn’t get
the air you needed. I am so sorry.”


Tilly chuckled as she threw a piece of twig into the air over her
shoulder. “I think we should have a drink,” she said. She got up, went over to
the supplies, and returned with the opened bottle of Jack Daniel’s. She sat
down, took a big swig, and gasped.


She passed the bottle to Sarah, who was more conservative in her
drink. Sarah then passed it back to Tilly, who passed it to Claire, skipping
Rachel. Rachel had told Sarah and Tilly years ago about her decision not to
drink because of her alcohol problem when she was younger.


With a twinkle in her eye, Tilly said to Rachel, “What do you do
for stress release, Rachel?”


“Evidently, I pass out,” Rachel said, half laughing.


They all laughed. Claire took another drink of the whiskey and
handed it to Rachel, who gave it back to Tilly.


“Well,” Tilly said as she took another full drink, “this won’t
solve the problem, but it sure helps the misery. Here’s to you, Rachel.”


Tilly lifted the bottle toward Rachel and then handed it to
Sarah, who took one more drink and then put the lid back on the bottle and set
it down beside her.


Rachel looked closely at the others. Now was as good a time as
any to tell them. She would not have all the answers anyway. She cleared her
throat and spoke. “I have something I need to tell you.”


They looked intently at her.


“Our plane crash was no accident.” She paused for a few seconds
to let it sink in. “I believe someone I worked with tried to kill me, and
unfortunately, you three were with me and were collateral damage.”


Claire immediately put her hand to her mouth. “Rachel, no. He
wouldn’t.”


“Yes, Claire, he would, and he did.”


Rachel meticulously gave the women all of the information:
Justin’s history, his recent behavior, and what she had found in the pilot’s
wallet and flight book, indicating that search and rescue would be looking in
the wrong place.


“There is no doubt in my mind he was behind this, and I suspect
our plane went down because Justin made sure there weren’t any loose ends. He
tried to kill us and managed to kill the pilot and his buddy. I think both of
them were part of it in some way, and he had them killed to cover it all up. He
paid people to do this. He didn’t have the skills or the guts to do it
himself.”


They sat in silence, looking at each other. Rachel knew they
needed time to try to comprehend the information.


Tilly finally said, “What does it mean for us?”


“It means no search and rescue for us,” Rachel said, “because
they won’t be looking for us in this area. The pilot filed a false flight plan.
He was headed in the opposite direction of where we were supposed to go. No one
is coming for us, because they’re looking in the wrong place. We are on our own
to get out of here.”


Sarah asked, “What about the black box tracer thing on the
plane?”


Claire replied, “It’s a flight recorder and it’s only on larger
planes. They find smaller planes from the transponder signal in the tail, the
filed flight path, and visual search in general search and rescue. There’s
hardly anything left of the tail, and what is left is a mass of wreckage.”


“How do you know it’s not working? Maybe it’s still functioning,”
Sarah said.


“I read it in the emergency book, and there’s nothing left of the
tail of the plane, Sarah.” Claire’s voice got louder. “They aren’t coming, damn
it. There is no tracking device that’s functioning, no signal the plane can put
out. There’s nothing.”


Rachel gently touched Claire’s arm.


Claire picked up a pebble and threw it into the fire. “The tail
is smashed, and if there was a transponder, it’s destroyed,” she said.


They sat staring into the fire without speaking. Minutes passed
by in more silence. Rachel finally spoke again. “As far as I know, we were
headed east from the airport and we were going north when we crashed. Did any
of you notice any change in direction while I was asleep for about thirty
minutes?


Everyone shook their heads.


“Then we need to head southwest out of here. We can get our
bearings from the sun, the stars at night, and landmarks. We go down the
mountain, find a water source, and go southwest,” Rachel said.


Sarah looked sternly at Rachel. “You may be wrong, Rachel. The
crash could have just been an accident and the transponder may still be
working. I think we need to stay here—someone will come. We just need to give
it time.”


Rachel repeated the information and facts.


Claire spoke, “I wish Rachel was wrong, but she’s not. And there
is no functioning transponder in what is left of the tail. If we stay here,
Sarah, we die.”


Rachel intervened. “Look, we could stay here. Meanwhile, we run
out of food and water, and then we are depleted, dehydrated, and weaker, and we
are no better off than if we would have walked out of here. No one is coming,
Sarah. I know you’re hoping it’s not true, but no one is coming for us because
they don’t know where we are. It’s my guess this is also part of Justin’s plan
in case someone did survive the crash. The plane flew about one hundred sixty
miles an hour, and we were in the air about two or two and a half hours, so my
guess is we are about three to four hundred miles from where we started in
Juneau. We have a good chance of finding help if we go. The chance of getting
help if we stay here is slim to none.”


Sarah looked at Rachel and then at Claire. “I think we should
think about it for a while. This is a huge decision and right now I don’t
agree.”


“Okay, let’s just think about it and talk later,” Rachel said.


They sat in silence and then Sarah got up. “I’m going for a walk
over to the crash site,” she said.


“Take a weapon, Sarah,” Rachel said, handing her the hunting
knife and sheath from the pilot’s flight bag. Sarah took it, tucked it into the
waist of her pants, and then walked off in the direction of the crash site.


“She’ll be okay, right?” Tilly looked frightened and anxious but
couldn’t get up because of her back.


Rachel watched Sarah as she left. “She’ll be okay. She isn’t
going very far. We’ll keep an eye on her.”


 


* * *


 


Claire watched Sarah limp out of camp toward the crash site.
Twenty minutes later she walked up to where Sarah was surveying the wreckage
and watched as Sarah looked carefully through what remained of the tail, but
Claire knew there was only a mass of broken electrical lights, wiring, and
equipment—nothing looked like it was functioning. She watched as Sarah stood
staring at the wreckage and then put her hands to her face and sobbed, dropping
to her knees and screaming out, “Ricky.”


The dense forest immediately absorbed the sound. Sarah continued
to sob but jerked when Claire touched her shoulder. Sarah rose up and Claire
wrapped her arms around her as she continued to sob. Neither one of them spoke.


Sarah finally breathed deeply and turned and gazed into the
wreckage again. “We don’t stand much chance of surviving this. I think we would
have all been better off if we would have died in the crash rather than have to
suffer a slow death trying to survive out here. Alaska is going to beat us down
and bury us, and it’s my fault because I insisted we come here.”


“No, no, Sarah. It’s no one’s fault but Justin’s. He did this,”
Claire said.


“Do you think Rachel is right? Do you really think our plane
crash wasn’t an accident?”


“Yes, I do. I know Rachel. I know what she was going through at
her work. She doesn’t jump to conclusions. As hard as it is to believe someone
would actually do it, I believe the crash was deliberate.”


“What are we going to do, Claire? God, what are we going to do?”
Sarah turned toward Claire and continued to cry.


“We’ll figure it out,” Claire said, putting her arm around
Sarah’s shoulder as they walked back to the campsite.


Rachel built the fire up and they ate their evening meal in
silence. There was an unspoken understanding that Sarah would speak first when
she was ready.


After thirty minutes, Sarah looked into the fire and then over at
Rachel. “Rachel, it’s hard for me to believe this crash was deliberate and that
help is not on the way, but from what you showed us, you’re probably right. I
don’t like it, but I agree we should go. But I want to stay here at least one
more day because it will give the search and rescue a little more time, and
maybe, somehow, they will find us. Also, I think we all need another day to
recover physically before we start down the mountain.”


“I think that’s reasonable,” Rachel said and then looked over at
Tilly. “Do you agree, Tilly?”


Tilly shrugged and looked down at the ground. “I think we’re
screwed if we stay or leave, but if we were off course and there is no
functioning transponder, then I think the only real chance we have is to leave
and make our way down the mountain and out. Hand me the whiskey bottle, Sarah.”


Sarah opened the bottle and handed it to Tilly. They sat in
silence, passing the whiskey bottle back and forth between the three of them
until the bottle was empty and they were drunk. Rachel watched them. They
seemed calm and acted like they had accepted the idea of what had happened.
Tilly was right; the whiskey had helped their misery, at least for the moment.


“We are going to get out of here,” Rachel said. “We are going to
survive this, and I’m going to go back to Cleveland or wherever Justin is and
kick his ass.”


Claire looked at Rachel and then the other women and said in a
strong loud voice, weaving slightly, “I will do everything I can to get us out
of here and home safe, and Rachel, I will do everything I can to help you kick
Justin’s ass, that son of a bitch.”


Tilly looked at the others and then waved her hand in the air.
“I’ll do everything in my power to get us out of here and home safe. Rachel,
I’ll do what I can to help you. What the hell was he thinking to mess with us?”


Claire and Rachel laughed.


Sarah sat quietly as tears began to run down her cheeks. She
wiped them away defiantly. “I have a husband and son at home.” She pointed her
finger at no one in particular. “They almost had to go on with the rest of
their lives without me because of that asshole. If Justin whatsisface thinks
for one second he can get rid of us and not suffer the consequences, he is
sadly mistaken. I will do everything in my power to get us home safe.”


Rachel looked at her friends and then prayed in her heart for the
strength and courage they would all need to do what they had to do to survive.


One more day of rest and hope of rescue, and then they would
leave to go down the mountain.


Chapter Eight

 

 

 


Day 3


Monday, June 28


 


Rachel helped them prepare for the heavy soaking rain that fell
in the morning. They stored dry wood for their fire and used hollowed-out logs
and rock crevices to catch the rain to refill their water supply and clean up.
Sarah helped Claire wash the blood out of her hair. They dried as best they
could, rested in the cave, and tried to relax. The rain stopped in late
afternoon and they started a fire, dried their clothing and bandages, and then
began to prepare to leave. There were no sounds or sightings of planes or
helicopters—no sign of rescue.


 


* * *


 


Justin sat in the executive board conference room and answered
all the personnel committee’s questions with confidence. He told the five
members how he had trouble communicating with Rachel, how she would often not
meet her deadlines, and that he was frustrated, and yes, at times he was angry.
He reviewed with the committee why he felt her program failed and how he had
done all he could do to move the project forward.


The committee excused him while they interviewed others to
further assess the situation. He waited in the outer office as they interviewed
Rachel’s secretary and then talked with A.J. Good
ol’ A.J., Justin thought.


One hour later he was asked to rejoin the committee. A.J. had
stayed in the room at the request of the committee. Justin continued to discuss
the reasons for the project’s failure and then he laid his big fat golden egg
on the table.


“I realize how this makes the company look and therefore the
reflection on this board. I know Rachel had taken over leadership of the
project, but as the division director I take full responsibility for the
negative outcome and what happened. I am submitting my resignation effective
immediately. I am sorry this project did not meet your expectations and did not
turn out the way I had hoped. I also want to apologize to Mr. Henson. I know he
has been concerned for several months, and I want to thank him for his support
and guidance.”


Justin made eye contact with A.J., but A.J. looked down at the
floor. Two of the five committee board members protested Justin’s resignation
and said it was not required and hoped he would reconsider. He thanked them for
their kind remarks, saying his mind was made up. He told them it was the
honorable thing to do given all the circumstances, and the committee bought
it—hook, line, and sinker.


“Hopefully, Rachel will return, and things will work out for her.
I hope the board will take into consideration the stress she was under when
they consider what actions to take. It has been a pleasure working for this
company, thank you,” he said. All five of the board members and A.J. rose as
Justin stood to leave, and each of the board members wanted to shake hands with
him before he left.


He sighed in relief as he walked out of the conference room and
tried not to smile. He went to his office, packed up his things, and then
security escorted him to his parking space. He had only one box to carry. He
had cleaned out the other things earlier in the week. He placed the box in the
back seat of the silver Audi and drove out of the parking lot, stopping at the
dumpster four blocks away to get rid of the box. He drove home, finished
packing most of his suitcase, and ate his Chinese take-out dinner. He was
excited to get out of Cleveland and get on with his life. Except for a few
minor problems, his plan was going as he had hoped, and he didn’t think he
could have planned it better.


At seven p.m., he showered, shaved, and finished packing,
rechecking the apartment one last time to make sure no information was left to
reveal where he was going. He placed the flash drive with Rachel’s program in
the zippered pocket inside the black computer case, placing the duplicate copy
in his right pants pocket. It was his insurance. He cut up his driver’s
license, social security card, and credit cards, placed them in a plastic bag,
and switched to the fake IDs. He was now James Franklin Birmingham, 1275 North
Nellis Blvd, Las Vegas, Nevada. The address was a clean one and he would be
able to use it for any business he needed to conduct under the false name. He
left for Cleveland Hopkins Airport at eight thirty p.m., parked on the third
level near the elevators, locked the Audi, and put the key in the outside
pocket of his computer bag.


He emptied the cut-up pieces of his IDs from the plastic bag into
one of the trash cans near the elevator, then walked over the sky bridge to the
airport’s main terminal. His direct flight to Las Vegas left seven minutes
late, but he was on his way and nothing could stop him now.


Mr. Birmingham stepped up to the Mirage VIP check-in and set his
watch to Las Vegas time. The bellman took his luggage, unlocked the double
doors to his suite, and handed him the key card. He placed the luggage on the
stand and asked if there was anything more he could do. Justin tipped him
twenty dollars and closed the door, almost in the bellman’s face.


He went downstairs and began to play blackjack at the hundred-dollar-minimum
table. He played for six hours, ended up $3,900 ahead, and then went back up to
his room to sleep. He would have been further ahead but the idiot to his left
wouldn’t take a hit on a sixteen against the dealer’s ten, and the dealer ended
up with a nineteen and beat Justin’s eighteen. In the end, it really didn’t
matter because by this evening he would have $21 million.


“Idiot. The dealer would have busted,” he said out loud to
himself as he drifted off to sleep.


 


* * *


 


Day 4


Tuesday, June 29


 


The meeting for the exchange was set up through A.J. with the
condition the contact would be anonymous. Justin cleared his throat, brushed a
piece of fuzz off his lapel, and knocked on Suite 2096 at the Royal Caprice
exactly on time. A small brown-skinned man with dark brown eyes and short
cropped black hair opened the door and led him to the living room where another
man, slender, tall, and impeccably dressed in a dark silk suit, sat on the
white couch. The Asian contact. He motioned for Justin to sit down in the
chair. Justin guessed he was around forty-five or fifty. Standing near the wall
were two dark-haired, dark-skinned men who stood at least six foot three and
looked like they could rip your spine out with one hand.


The Asian contact, speaking English without a foreign accent,
immediately got down to business. Justin set up the computer and ran through
the basic program with him. He was impressed with the contact’s programming
knowledge and his questions. The contact closed his computer and looked at
Justin.


“You will get half of the forty-two million dollars now and the
other half in six weeks.”


Justin immediately protested. “That was not the agreement. I want
the forty-two million now or no program.” He took the flash drive out of the
computer, put the computer back in the case, and started to stand up, but one
of the musclemen stepped forward and put out his hand. Justin quickly sat back
down.


The contact smiled faintly. “This is for our protection and
yours. We are making a significant investment.”


It was clear to Justin the change in payment was nonnegotiable.
The man who had opened the door set a black leather carry bag and a
five-by-eight inch zippered brown leather case on the glass table in front of
Justin.


The contact spoke again. “The black bag contains one million
dollars in cash as requested and the small leather case contains all the
offshore numbered accounts and access information for the twenty million.”


Justin opened the bag and case, carefully inspecting the
contents. He set the flash drive on the table and then stood up to leave. The
same large man moved toward him, putting his hand out again in protest. Justin
sat back down.


The contact stipulated a few more additional terms before Justin
was allowed to leave. “If there are any problems with the program, you will
forfeit the offshore accounts and you will not get the remaining twenty-one
million, and they will kill you,” he said, pointing to the two bodyguards. “If
you sell the program to anyone else, they will kill you, and if we have any
problems because of this program, well, you get the picture.” The contact
surveyed the room. “We will meet back in this room in six weeks at two p.m. and
give you, and only you, the remaining money.”


Justin acknowledged he understood the additional terms and
quickly left with the black bag and small zippered brown case in hand. He went
to the Third National Bank of Las Vegas and opened an account under James
Franklin Birmingham for nine thousand dollars. He then registered for a safe
deposit box and put the brown case and all but a hundred thousand dollars in
the box. He checked out of his hotel and went to the Royal Caprice, checking
into an exclusive bungalow suite. He arranged for his high-roller discount for
the six-week extended stay, paying cash in advance for the first two weeks.


He settled in and called A.J. to give him the bad news about only
getting half the money and needing to wait the six weeks. A.J. exploded and
demanded all the money.


“I’ll get the rest,” Justin assured him. “There’s nothing we can
do until the time is up.”


“I didn’t want to be a part of this in the first place, Justin,
and now I have to wait to leave?” Justin heard A.J.’s voice strain. “I can’t
focus at work and I certainly don’t want to be home. You better not be lying to
me. I want half of what you have, and I want it now,” he demanded.


Justin knew if he gave A.J. the money he would be gone within
twenty-four hours. He might need him, and he couldn’t afford to let him go.
What if something happened and the Asians cheated him for the rest of the
money? No, he would not give him the money.


“I can’t give you any of it yet. It’s all in the accounts. You
are going to have to wait. Deal with it.”


“Damn you, Justin. I need that money now.”


Justin heard A.J. slam his fist into the desk. “You can’t have
any money yet. You’ll get it as soon as I settle up and get the entire amount.
If I’m not able to go anywhere, then neither will you. You need to stay there
and wait it out like I have to.” Justin hung up the phone and went down to the
high-roller tables. The hell with A.J.—he would have to wait whether he liked
it or not.


Chapter Nine

 

 

 


Claire’s left hand hindered her in all she did, and she was
weary of the pain. She kept the elastic wrap on and took the ibuprofen every
four hours. The medication helped, but her stomach was now aching when she took
the ibuprofen because of the lack of food. She switched to the Tylenol, but it
didn’t make a difference in the pain control, so she decided to endure the pain
and only take the ibuprofen when she ate.


It had rained again in the evening the day before. Tilly and
Claire had made a crude basin out of material salvaged from the wing of the
plane, then heated water. Claire was amazed at how good the hot water felt and
how good it felt to be clean. They were all revived from it.


Sarah checked everyone’s injuries and reapplied antibiotic
ointment and redressed the wounds.


“Rachel, a few of your sutures near your elbow are not holding as
well as I had hoped. I’ll tighten the bandage on your arm to help support the
wound.”


They were all hoping they only had a few days of travel to find
help, but it was unknown. Rachel reminded them that the longer they had to
struggle to survive, the lower their chances of coming out of this alive
because of exposure to the elements, lack of food, and general stress on their
bodies.


“It’s critical you learn how to do things yourself. I know none
of us want to think about it, but you have to be able to take care of yourself.
For now, we’re in a fairly good situation. Each of us has some form of a coat,
bedroll, water, a little food, and weapon,” said Rachel.


“We have decent medical supplies, but unfortunately, the whiskey
is gone,” said Sarah. Claire and Tilly laughed.


They gathered up their resources, made decisions on what to take,
and formulated their plan to travel down the mountain, Rachel making sure each
one of them understood the plan and the direction they needed to travel. Rachel
had the rifle they took out of the plane and her grandfather’s hunting knife with
leather sheath and belt she got from her suitcase. Sarah carried the medical
supplies and a hunting knife from the pilot’s carry bag, and Tilly had the
handgun. Claire said she didn’t care if she carried any kind of weapon but
ended up with a spear that doubled as a walking stick. Sarah reminded them to
get their cash, IDs, and other personal information.


Claire helped Tilly strap the bulky bedroll she had made around
her back and over her shoulders, making sure it fit tightly against her back
for the extra support on her spine.


“I’m proud of you, Tilly,” said Claire.


“My only regret is that the main part of my bedroll is made from
my coat. Damn, I loved that coat,” she said. “But no use in thinking about it
now—it’s ruined and there’s nothing I can do about it. At least it will keep me
warm and dry if I need it.”


Claire thought how unrealistic it was of Tilly to say if. She would need it
and she knew it. She was worried. She didn’t know a lot about being in a
wilderness environment, but she knew enough to know Alaska was harsh, the
forests were dense, and in this situation, humans had a tendency to be lower
down on the food chain. She looked at the others and decided she would do just
as well at this as any of them, except Rachel.


The group was able to make their decisions because of Rachel’s
information. She was the one who had the skills and training to help them.
Claire knew Rachel’s years of survivalist training and her experience as a
backpacker, going off by herself and surviving in some of the harshest
environments in the United States, would help them. Claire regretted she hadn’t
gone with Rachel on some of the backpacking trips she had been invited on, not
just because she could have gotten experience in survival, but mostly because
she could have spent more time with Rachel. She watched Rachel as she talked
with Sarah and felt her desire for her growing stronger. She felt confused
because she wasn’t sure if what she was feeling was caused by all that was
happening to them and the crisis they were going through or if the love she
felt for Rachel was actually getting stronger. One thing she knew—Rachel was
everything to her now, and she was growing more dependent on her by the hour.


She loved Tilly and Sarah. They were like family to her, sisters.
But Rachel pulled at her heart. She’d been drawn to her from the moment they
met. She was honest, intelligent, and confident. She was a mystery and the most
fascinating human being she had ever known. She was poised and graceful and had
an inner dignity.


Claire didn’t want to let the others down. She would give her
life for them and they would do the same for her. She just hoped it wouldn’t
come to that. They were all hopeful they would be able to find a stream or
river that would lead them to a town or village or someone who could help them.


Claire watched as Tilly looked down at her right shin and gently
ran her finger over where she had gouged it the day before on the broken tree
limb when she climbed back down a tree. She had climbed up a tall pine to get a
better vantage point of their surroundings. She said she hadn’t been that high
up in a tree since she was eleven. Her efforts helped the group figure out
their southwest trajectory and the landmarks they would need to stay on course.
Tilly had told them that from her vantage point in the tree top, she had seen
the harshest terrain she could ever have imagined in her life, and that it was
overwhelming to see all the mountains and trees and no sign of any
civilization. It was so quiet up in the tree that she’d heard her own
heartbeat.


 


* * *


 


When they were packed and ready, Rachel called them to gather.
They were nervous and on edge. Rachel knew it was difficult for them to leave
the safety and security of the cave and surrounding area to face climbing down
the mountain and dealing with the unknown dangers that were surely ahead of
them.


She gave final instructions as they gathered to leave. “Always,
always stay within eyesight of each other. You will get lost faster than you
can turn around in the denser parts of the woods. If any one of you has a
concern let us all know. If you need help, call out. Tilly, you take the rear.
If I go too fast and you drop back too far, call out for us to wait. We’ll stop
every couple of hours. Any bad climbs or crossings, we wait for each other and
go together so we can help each other. Stay frosty for signs of bear or other
big animals.”


Tilly gasped, “What other kinds of big animals, Rachel? No one
said anything about other big animals.”


Rachel reached into her bedroll and pulled out the large can of
pepper spray. “If you have a bear encounter, face the bear, spread your hands
out or wave your hands, growl or show your teeth, and yell as loud as you can, Get out, or something
like it. Make sure the can of spray is pointed in the direction of the bear,
spray, and then run.”


Tilly grabbed the can. “I’ll carry this for everyone.”


They all started laughing.


Rachel continued, “Unfortunately, there are big animals around
here besides bear—mountain lion, for one. We’ll have a big fire at night, and
on nights it’s raining, we’ll make sure we are in a secure area or build some
type of protection, so we are as safe as possible.”


Rachel could see from the expression on Tilly’s face that her
stress level had started to climb.


“One last thing,” Rachel cautioned, “and don’t ever forget
this—don’t walk around in the dark in these woods. Stay close to the campsite.
If you get up to go to the bathroom, stay close.”


“Lord, help us,” Tilly said looking up to the heavens.


Each of the other women said amen
and they started down the south side of the mountain.


Rachel saw Sarah look back one final time toward the crash site.
She knew Sarah still had doubts about leaving, but to her credit, she had made
her commitment without continued complaints.


The thick forest was damp with only occasional sunshine through
the dense spruce and pine trees. The constant noise of breaking limbs and
creaking tree trunks was unnerving, keeping them on edge. Rachel tried to
reassure them, but Sarah, Claire, and Tilly jumped frequently, telling Rachel
they expected to see a bear or other large animal each time they heard a
particularly loud noise.


They were already exhausted three hours into the rugged descent.
Rachel lost her balance on slippery, damp, mossy bedrock and fell into the
sharp edge of a broken limb at the base of a white spruce tree. Claire and
Sarah quickly came from behind her and helped her up. The limb had caught the
left side of her face and ripped open the flesh near her cheekbone.


“Shit, what else?” Claire cussed more under her breath when she
saw the blood running down the side of Rachel’s face.


Sarah ordered Rachel to sit down on a fallen log. Rachel’s cheek
was already swelling as she took off the items she had strapped to her back and
shoulders and obediently sat down. Sarah found the needed supplies in her
makeshift medical bag and cleaned and dressed the wound.


Tilly, breathing heavily, came up behind as Sarah began to work
on Rachel’s face. “What happened?”


“Just a stupid accident,” Rachel said, embarrassed.


“It’s not horribly bad, Rachel,” Sarah reassured her. “No stiches
needed, but it’s going to take a while to heal, so be careful with it.”


“Thanks, sorry,” Rachel said sheepishly. “Let’s break here and
then get going.”


Rachel did not want to waste any daylight. She cautioned the
other women to be extra careful on the slippery rocks, half hidden in the
underbrush. They rested for twenty minutes, then packed up and continued on.
After ten hours of a difficult hike, as far as Rachel could tell, they were only
about halfway down the mountain. “We need to find a good spot and set up camp
before we’re too exhausted to do anything.”


They continued on and found a fairly level spot. Rachel and Tilly
gathered enough firewood to last throughout the night. Claire and Sarah started
the fire. Once the fire was roaring, Claire and Rachel went farther down the
mountain to look for a possible path for the next day.


When they got far enough away that Sarah and Tilly could not hear
them, Claire asked Rachel, “What were you going to say to me the day after the
plane crash, when you were interrupted by the owl screeching and Tilly and
Sarah waking up?”


Rachel’s heart rate increased, and she could feel her face flush.
“Claire, it’s difficult for me to talk about.”


“Why, Rachel? You can talk to me about anything, you know that. I
want you to know, whatever you want to say to me or whatever you need to ask,
it’s totally okay. We’ve been through so much together—there’s nothing you
can’t say to me.”


A thousand thoughts went through Rachel’s mind. Yes, but would
Claire reject her if she told her she was in love with her? Would she be
offended? What if she was offended—how would it affect their interaction? Would
their supportive wonderful friendship be at risk? Was now the time to talk about
it? Should it wait until they were safe and out of this situation? Would it put
any kind of pressure on Claire? They were all under enough strain and stress,
and no one needed more.


“We’ve walked far enough, Claire. We should go back.”


“Rachel, no. Sit down and let’s talk a minute. We have time.”


They sat down on a fallen trunk of a pine tree, the scent of pine
and earth engulfing them. Claire picked up a few pine needles and moved them in
her hands as Rachel felt the emotions of their silence grow stronger between
them. She looked over at Claire, seeing her beauty, feeling the desire to be
closer to her. Tears began to flow, and her heart ached to tell her how she
felt about her, but she held back.


After a few minutes, Claire tossed the pine needles down on the
forest floor and looked over at Rachel, reaching over and wiping the tears from
Rachel’s cheeks.


“I’m not going anywhere, Rachel. I’m here, and when you’re ready
to tell me, I’ll be waiting.”


She moved closer to Rachel and wrapped her arms around her and
held her. Rachel felt the flood of her emotions wash over her and she wept.


They walked silently back to camp.


 


* * *


 


“Rachel, Claire?” Tilly called to them, half singing their names.


Tilly got her bedroll out and lay down, taking one oxy and two
Tylenol. There was little preparation for supper; each of them had a can of
tuna with five small crackers and one Oreo cookie. They had been able to
replenish their water supply because of the rain the day before, each of them
carrying three full bottles and two empty bottles.


“You know, when we get back to civilization, I’m going to a
restaurant and having the biggest salad and fruit plate they have on the menu,”
said Sarah. “And when I get home, I’m going to teach Ricky how to pay the bills
and take care of the house, because he doesn’t do anything around the house. I
doubt he even knows what bank we bank at. If anything happens to me, he
wouldn’t remember to pay the bills, let alone what they are.”


Claire watched as the tears flooded Sarah’s eyes. She reached
over and took her hand.


Tilly ate the last of her crackers and tuna. “Hell, when I get
home, I am going to stay drunk for a week, eat anything I want, and stay in a
Jacuzzi with a bar of soap and bottle of shampoo.” Claire and Rachel laughed.


Claire was alone, and she felt alone. Yes, she had Sarah and
Tilly and their families, and of course Rachel, but she knew she was alone—deep
down alone. And when she was with Rachel, a part of her was filled, and yet
sometimes she never felt more alone. Rachel was the only one who filled the
emptiness. Claire still blamed herself for her divorce after all these years.
She came from money. Her ancestors, the Davenports, came from the eastern
United States and were original New England settlers. Her ex-husband’s family was
related to the Rickenbaughs of Akron, Ohio. She met Richard at a fundraiser in
Cleveland when she attended a party with her parents. Her marriage only lasted
six years because of his infidelity and inability to give to the marriage, or
was she the one who couldn’t give to the marriage? If only she had tried harder
or loved Richard more or…there she went again, off on a tangent of self-blame.
She told herself what she always told herself, what her therapist told her, and
what she knew was the truth. It took two people to make a marriage work, giving
a hundred percent and often more than that. If one’s spouse wasn’t willing to
give more than a hundred percent, it wouldn’t work because no one can give a
hundred percent all the time.


She had to let it go. How long was she going to do this to
herself? How many years would she do this? She looked up and over at Rachel and
their eyes met. Rachel was a comfort, in many ways a better companion than
Richard had ever been, even when they were first married. He either couldn’t or
wouldn’t fill that deep need for intimacy she had. She’d wanted it so badly
with him, but she never got it. She felt close to Rachel and she had thought
about Rachel and what it would be like to be with her. She’d had thoughts about
it over the years, especially when she felt the deep loneliness, and she knew
her feelings for Rachel, her need and desire for her, were growing stronger.


 


* * *


 


Rachel suddenly looked away from Claire’s gaze even though she
knew Claire couldn’t see the tears in her eyes because of the fading daylight
and the smoke from the fire. When Claire’s eyes met hers, Rachel realized for
the first time since the crash that she was afraid, truly and completely
afraid, a numbing and all-consuming fear. What if she couldn’t get them back to
safety? What if, because of her lack of ability or a mistake, Claire or one of
the others was killed or critically injured? What if  she was badly injured and couldn’t walk?
What if they couldn’t find a water source and food source?


What if something happened to Claire?


Rachel broke eye contact with Claire in midthought and looked out
into the forest, beyond the fire, into the approaching darkness. The night
creatures were beginning their serenade and their harmonic sounds penetrated
every part of her.


What if
was not something to ask herself. What
if was motivated by fear, which was motivated by the unknown and a
lack of self-confidence and faith. Faith
chasten out fear. Rachel reasoned she couldn’t have faith and fear
at the same time, so one had to go. Which would it be? Insecurity and doubt all
contributed to fear. She got up and left the group, walking a little distance
from them but making sure she could see the light of the campfire. She sat down
on the soft underbrush of pine needles and began to try to clear her head. She
thought of her Native American heritage and what her ancestors had been
through, their courage, tenacity, and endurance.


She thought of Justin and what he had done. “I know we are not to
seek revenge, but my heart is filled with anger and malice,” she said out loud,
remembering what her mother had told her. Find
your way, let the Holy Spirit guide you, be brave no matter what happens. Have
courage to do the right thing, and strengthen yourself physically, emotionally,
and mentally to endure what you must.


After several minutes of complete silence and reflection, she
stood up, filled with a feeling of inner peace and assurance, and returned to
the campsite.


She sat down on her bedroll and looked at each of the exhausted
women, knowing she needed to say something to help them. “I know it’s been a
difficult day today. Each day will bring uncertainty, new problems, and challenges
to face. I am so sorry you have to go through this because of me. I wish I
could change it. I wish I could go back and somehow prevent this, but I can’t.
The only thing I can do now is the best I can to help us get out of this.
That’s all each of us can do. Sarah reminded me the day of the crash that
whatever we could do was enough. No matter what happens, we deal with it and
move on. I know you’re suffering because of all of this. I know you’re tired,
exhausted, and in physical and emotional pain, and I know you’re worried and
scared. The unknown can be overwhelmingly scary, but try to stay positive.
Discouragement will defeat us as fast as any physical barrier can. We should be
at a water source by early evening tomorrow. There will be food there. We can
replenish, and we will find what we need there. We left the plane crash behind
us. We go forward—don’t look back because it won’t help us. Stay close to the
fire tonight and rest well. We have more long days ahead of us.”


Rachel stood up and walked to Claire. She knelt down beside her,
drawing her close, holding her in her arms, feeling the comfort of her next to
her. “Claire, good night.”


Claire felt the full impact of Rachel’s embrace and her
overwhelming love, care, and concern for her. “Rachel, I’m so scared.” She
returned Rachel’s embrace and held on to her, not wanting to let her go.


“I know. We’ll get through this, Claire.”


Claire felt Rachel’s reassurance as Rachel wrapped her arms more
fully around her, holding her tighter.


She felt the power of Rachel’s touch and felt the strength of her
words. She didn’t just hear her words—she felt them go deep into her heart.
“Rachel,” she whispered.


Chapter Ten

 

 

 


Day 5


Wednesday, June 30


 


Rachel woke when she heard Sarah get up long before daylight,
guessing it was around three thirty a.m. because her watch had stopped working
in the night.


When Sarah returned to camp, Rachel saw the pain in her face.


“What’s wrong, Sarah?” Rachel whispered.


“I have a headache and fever, a high one, and it felt like knives
cutting through me when I urinated. I’m getting a bladder infection.
Fortunately, I have the medication I need. My gyn gave me the prescription in
case I developed an infection while I was gone. The only problem is I need to
force fluids and there isn’t enough drinking water.” When she got back to her
bedroll she rooted through her bag and found the pills. She took the antibiotic
and two Tylenol with what was left of yesterday’s bottle of water. She drank
another half bottle and lay down again.


“Don’t worry, we should be at a water source sometime today,”
Rachel told her.


Sarah turned over and faced the fire, burying her face in her
bedding. Rachel heard her muffled sobs.


“Try to sleep, Sarah—you need to rest.” Rachel knew her words
were of little comfort, but there was nothing more she could do to help her.


They were all awake by daybreak. Rachel announced she had a
surprise. She went to her bedroll and pulled out a quart bag full of granola.


“There is enough here for at least a couple of days if we’re
careful,” she said.


They gathered around in excitement.


“Where did you get it?” Sarah asked.


“I made some last week and just happened to pack a bag of it in
my carry-on. I forgot I had it until I went through my bag yesterday. I thought
I would save it and surprise you with it.”


She gave each of them a small but welcomed portion for their
otherwise nonexistent breakfast. Each of them savored every morsel. Rachel knew
how little things could lift their spirits and mental attitude—the hot water,
clean bandages, a fire, rainwater, and now a little bit of unexpected granola.


“I have more surprises,” Rachel said, pulling out two more clear
plastic bags from her bedroll. She brought out a small sandwich bag full of
cinnamon and apple herbal tea. “I always carry these when I travel since not
every hotel has herbal teas without caffeine.”


Tilly clapped her hands with excitement.


“We’ll have to share since we only have one cup, but I think we
can get at least a week out of this tea if we’re careful,” Rachel said.


They looked at each other.


“God help us if we have to be out here that long,” Tilly said.


Claire and Sarah said amen
at the same time.


Rachel pulled out a clear plastic gallon storage bag of what
looked like pieces of dried brown leaves.


“What is that?” Sarah asked, peering closely at the contents of
the plastic bag.


“It’s dehydrated refried beans. I couldn’t help it. I brought
them out of pure habit. I was taught never to be without some kind of food
source when you travel, so I brought granola and dehydrated refried beans. One
cup of beans, one cup of heated water, cover, let stand a few minutes, and
voilà—one and a half cups of nourishing goodness.”


The other three women stared at her, speechless.


The morning trek down was fortunately uneventful. Sarah took
Tylenol every three hours to help the fever and tried to ration her water as
best she could, but Rachel knew she was struggling to keep up with the pace.


As they started down a steep decline, Sarah yelled out, “Hey,
there are some berries over there.” She pointed about forty yards to her right.
She took her eyes off the path in front of her for too long and tripped over a
root embedded in the ground, lost her balance, and went down headfirst. She
reached out and managed to slow her fall but ended up striking her head on a
jagged rock, leaving a major goose egg in the middle of her forehead, which
instantly turned black and blue. She lay on the ground for a few minutes before
getting up with Rachel and Claire’s help. They found a place to lay their
bedrolls so Sarah could recuperate and they could all rest.


Tilly walked to where they’d seen the berries and brought them
back to share with the others. The berries were warm from the sun and bursting
with the scent and taste of fresh strawberries.


Rachel cautioned, “We need to be careful not to stay here too
long. The berries will attract bears.”


Tilly stood up immediately. “I’m ready to go now.”


Sarah, Claire, and Rachel laughed, but they were all nervous.
They carefully scanned the area around them.


“I didn’t see any bear poop,” Tilly said.


“It’s called scat, but nevertheless, let’s get out of here as
soon as possible,” Rachel said, still scanning the immediate area.


Two hours later, Claire called out for Rachel to stop.


“What’s wrong?” Sarah asked.


“My toes are hurting.”


When she took her left sock off, she discovered a large bloody
blister on the underside of her big toe. Sarah gave her duct tape and
instructed her on how to tape her feet.


When they finally reached the bottom of the mountain, it was an
easy task to find water. The stream was about fifteen feet wide and had a
gentle current. They collapsed about a hundred yards from the stream and made
camp. It was grassy, and the warmth of the sun sent welcome relief into their
bodies. After they rested, they enjoyed the water for a time. Claire
immediately took her shoes and socks off, carefully unwrapped the duct tape,
and waded in the stream, soaking her feet. Rachel and Tilly gathered the
firewood and started an extra-large fire. Once the fire was going, they went back
to the stream.


“This is an excellent place to camp—dry, near the stream, and a
clear view of the area,” Rachel told Tilly. “We have to make sure we are
following the correct direction. No matter which way the water flows, we need
to keep our bearings and make sure we stay headed in the right direction. Major
rivers in Alaska flow northward, not the direction we want to go.” Rachel
looked up at the sky. “It’s going to be a little cooler in the night because of
the clear sky.” She showed Tilly how to take larger rocks and arrange them to
make a bank for added heat.


“Rachel, you know so much. Aren’t you ever scared?” Tilly asked.


“Did you know being afraid is a choice, Tilly? Stay focused on
the moment—it will settle you and give you the direction you need.”


Claire listened to them as she waded in the ice-cold water. “I
see fish,” she called out to Rachel.


Rachel and Tilly came over to look.


“They are smaller trout, but trout nonetheless,” Rachel said,
motioning for Tilly and Claire to come with her to the far bank. They made a
fishpond trap by diverting part of the stream with rocks. Within thirty minutes
the makeshift pond had trapped seven trout.


“Lovely,” Tilly said as she went into the pond and scooped out
the fish one at a time throwing them onto the bank. “It’s not shooting fish in
a barrel, but it’s pretty darn close.”


She stripped off her pants, unbuttoned her blouse and removed her
back brace, then pulled up her blouse to her breasts and tied it, carefully
sitting down in the shallow part of the stream and letting the gentle current
of cold water flow over her lower back. “This feels amazing,” she said


“Only stay in about ten or fifteen minutes, Tilly. You don’t want
to get too cold,” said Rachel.


Rachel showed them how to scale and gut the fish. It wasn’t a
pleasant task, but they were glad to do it for the food. They cut long sticks
and Rachel showed them how to weave the sticks to cook the fish.


Claire went over to Sarah as she lay in the grass on her side,
watching the others prepare food.


“Sarah, how are you feeling?”


“A little better. I’m glad it’s the end of the day and I can
rest.”


Claire reached into Sarah’s bedroll and got her empty water
bottles. “I’ll fill these for you. You need to drink.”


Sarah nodded in appreciation and lay back down.


Claire gently nudged her shoulder a few minutes later.


“Sarah, drink this,” Claire insisted. She helped Sarah up to a
sitting position and then handed her the filled water bottles. “Sarah, are you
sure you’re okay? You look awfully pale.”


“I’ll be okay—I just need to drink and rest, and take the
antibiotic. I should be better by tomorrow. I think my fever is down a bit.”
She reached into her bag and took out two more Tylenol and the antibiotic.


Claire helped her up, took her bedroll over to the campsite and
arranged it for her, and then insisted she lie down and rest. “I’ll help you
with your supper. Just rest for now and drink your water.” She made sure Sarah
was comfortable. “You don’t have to do anything but rest—sleep if you want,”
she told her.


Claire sat down where she could watch Rachel and Tilly play in
the stream. She realized she would be able to take a much-needed bath later in
the evening and looked forward to taking her clothes off and immersing herself
in the water, even though it would be freezing cold. They had managed to bring
the basin with them and she could warm some water, but she decided against it
because it would be too much effort. She spread her bedroll out fairly close to
Sarah and continued to watch Tilly and Rachel as Sarah fell asleep.


They each drank large amounts of water. Claire, Rachel, and Tilly
cooked all the fish they had caught and cleaned. Claire had found a piece of
wood earlier in the morning that made an excellent spoon, and the other women
made spoons by carving pieces of wood. They boiled water for refried beans,
then helped Sarah with her meal. Each one of them ate every morsel of the food.
It was a feast and sleep came quickly, once they ate and began to relax.


 


* * *


 


That night Rachel had a vivid dream, more like a vision than a
dream. She and Claire were alone near a riverbank and it was dark, yet they
could see each other clearly. They kissed deeply as consuming passion flowed
through their bodies. They couldn’t control themselves, and they fell into the
soft lush grass and made love all through the night. It was beyond anything
either of them had ever felt or experienced, and in the night of giving
themselves to each other, their hearts knit, and they were one with each
other—and would be for the rest of their lives.


Rachel woke from the dream moaning and calling Claire’s name. She
sat up and looked around, but there were only the embers from the fire, the
sound of the night creatures, and the three women breathing deeply as they
slept. She ran her fingers through her hair and then rubbed her temples,
relieved no one heard her moans or call out Claire’s name. She got up and put
more wood on the fire, and then sat back down and watched it as she drank a
bottle of water.


The dream seemed so real; never in her life had she had such a
vivid, detailed dream—so fulfilling and yet so disturbing. She longed for
Claire, lusted for her, and she knew if she ever gave in to the passion and
love she had for her, she would never be the same—their relationship would
never be the same. Once they had sex there would be no going back to the way it
was. She thought about how she felt about Claire before the plane crash. She
was in love with her and it didn’t have anything to do with the plane crash.
She looked back over the years and realized she had loved Claire from the
moment she saw her. What if Claire did not have the intense feelings of desire
that she had? What if they made love and then Claire felt differently when they
finally got back home? Would they lose what they already had? She felt full of
anxiety and uncertainty. How could anyone make a rational decision in this type
of environment and situation? One thing she knew—this was not a time to make a
life-altering decision. Their survival had to be foremost in her thoughts and
actions. She had no right to put that kind of pressure on Claire in this
situation. This was not a time to add more stress to Claire or herself. And
deep down, she couldn’t face the possibility of rejection from the one person
she loved more than anyone on the earth. She needed to put her feelings aside
and focus on their survival. Once they were safe and the situation with Justin
was resolved, then she could focus on her and Claire and what to do. She realized
the dream was a vision of what could happen if that course of action was ever
taken.


Her desire and need for Claire raged within her as sleep eluded
her the rest of the night. She left the campsite and went to the stream,
cautiously surveyed the area for bear and other large animals as she undressed,
and went into the cold, numbing water, hoping to clear her head and find
relief.


Chapter Eleven

 

 

 


Day 6


Thursday, July 1


 


The morning air was thick with moisture as the dark clouds
gathered from the west. Tilly looked up after they had each eaten a handful of
granola. “Rain for sure, sometime today.”


The weather seemed to match everyone’s mood: Sarah said she was
feeling somewhat better but was still in pain; Tilly’s backache was worse;
Claire’s toe was becoming a problem and had swollen in the night; and Rachel
was exhausted from the lack of sleep and still couldn’t get the dream out of
her mind.


They discussed the direction they needed to go, tried to recheck
their landmarks, and then started out. A few hours into the hike, Rachel knew
they needed to leave the winding stream and climb another mountain in order to
stay focused on the direction they were determined to go. She gave the others
the bad news, knowing contention was going to raise its ugly head.


“Damn it, Rachel, we need to stay near water,” Sarah insisted. “I
have to have extra water because of my bladder infection.”


Rachel tried to be calm, but her nerves were wearing thin. “We’re
not going to always be near water, Sarah. You know that and it’s unrealistic to
expect it. We can get the water from the rain—we don’t have to be around a
stream. We need to go up and over that mountain if we’re going to remain on
course.”


“But what if there are no more streams? You don’t know if there
are going to be streams when we need them, and what if it doesn’t rain?” Sarah
said.


Rachel looked up at the gathering thick dark storm clouds and
then back at Sarah. “I promise you it’s going to rain sooner than later.” She
was tired of arguing and wasting time. She pointed toward the mountain. “We
need to go up and over.”


“Why can’t we go around the mountain?” Sarah asked.


“Yeah, let’s go around it. I don’t want to go up the mountain
either,” Tilly said.


Rachel knew Tilly’s back was aching with each step, and she knew
climbing up the mountain would put more pressure on it, but they had to go up.
She looked at both of them. “If we stay here we’ll lose our landmarks. We have
to get to higher ground to recheck our position—otherwise we’ll just wander. We
can’t see anything because of the clouds and being in this valley.”


They stopped for a long break to try to work through the problem.
The mountain was steep and no one wanted to hike up it, including Rachel.


“We could lose days wandering if we aren’t careful,” Rachel said.


Claire said, “I’ll carry an extra bottle of water for you, Sarah.
We each will have three full bottles before we start the climb, and with the
extra one, that’s four. Even if we get stuck and have to ration, that’s at
least an extra bottle for you until we can get down the other side and
hopefully find more water. If we have to go up, let’s do it now and get it over
with.”


Claire’s toe was severely swollen and she was beginning to limp
badly.


Sarah looked at Rachel. “I’m sorry. It’s just that if I run out
of water, I’m in big trouble.”


“None of us want to make that climb, Sarah. I’ll carry an extra
bottle for you also,” Rachel assured her.


Everyone refilled their water bottles and Claire and Rachel
filled one of their spare bottles, both feeling the extra weight as they
started the climb.


The mountain was steep and they struggled as they maneuvered
around the dense trees, thick underbrush, and steep terrain. They stopped after
an exhausting two hours to let Tilly and Claire rest.


“Till, I want you to use two walking sticks,” said Sarah. “I
think it will take some of the pressure off your back, and I have an idea that
may help you.”


Tilly nodded as Sarah handed her her walking stick. Then Sarah
got the duct tape out of the medical bag, grabbed one of the blankets, and
asked Rachel to help her.


“Till, we’re going to wrap your back and see if it helps give you
some extra support, even though you’re wearing your back brace,” said Sarah.


Sarah folded the blanket, and then she and Rachel wrapped it
around Tilly’s lower back, secured it the best they could, and then duct taped
it.


Tilly breathed slowly and smiled. “It feels better already.”


Rachel decided they all needed a change. “Sarah, why don’t you
take point for a while. Tilly, you go after Claire, and I’ll be behind.”


Tilly seemed to be able to endure the climb better. They finally
arrived at the top, exhausted and bone weary.


“There, that’s our landmark,” Tilly said, pointing west to the
distinct jagged mountain.


Relieved, they looked for a place to make camp for the night.
They found a rock formation that provided shelter and room for a fire.


“When it rains, this is the best place to settle in for the
night,” said Rachel.


The tuna packs and Oreo cookies were long gone, but they each
donated water, and Tilly heated the water in the pan for the refried beans
while Rachel used the cup and was able to get two full cups of weak herbal tea
from one tea bag.


Rachel got four large stones and placed them near the edge of the
fire. “Tilly, we’ll place these warm stones behind you near your lower back
tonight.” She got more stones and laid them around the fire. “We all should use
them.”


Then she helped Claire take her shoe off, removed the duct tape
from her toe, and cleaned it with a little water. “Your toe looks like a piece
of meat that got caught in a grinder,” said Rachel.


Claire ripped off one of her blouse sleeves, applied some of the
antibiotic ointment Sarah had given her, and then wrapped the blouse sleeve
around her toe.


Rachel left Claire and helped Sarah unwrap Tilly’s back and lay
her down, helping her get into a comfortable position, and then she placed the
heated larger stones inside Tilly’s bedroll near her lower back.


“The heat feels wonderful, Rachel, thank you so much,” said
Tilly.


Sleep came as a welcome relief. Rachel heard the thunderstorm
when it began sometime in the early morning. They were able to refill their
water bottles and keep the fire going. The cave-like shelter became damp, but
they managed to get a few hours’ sleep and for the most part stayed dry.


 


* * *


 


Day 7


Friday, July 2


 


In the morning, they heated water and each of them had about
three tablespoons of refried beans, some weak herbal tea, and a tablespoon of
granola.


Rachel and Sarah rewrapped Tilly’s back. Claire’s toe was so
swollen she could not get her shoe on.


“We are going to have to figure something out to help Claire’s
foot. She’ll never be able to walk very far with it the way it is,” said Sarah.


Sarah washed Claire’s toe with one of Claire’s clean socks soaked
in warm water. She then dried the toe and reapplied the antibiotic ointment,
placed the last remaining gauze pad over her toe, and then took the blouse
Claire had ripped the night before and carefully rewrapped it around her toe
and foot. She then worked Claire’s other dry sock over the foot and wrapped it
with strips of duct tape.


“Do you have anything that won’t absorb water, Claire?” she
asked.


Claire didn’t, but Tilly said, “Cut a piece of my coat up and use
it. Tear the lining off and put the fur on the inside of her foot.”


Rachel reached behind her and took her grandfather’s hunting
knife out of its sheath, walked over to Tilly, and handed her the knife. “You
should do it, Tilly. We all know how you feel about your coat.”


They watched solemnly as Tilly cut a chunk out of the coat. It
was as if she had just stabbed to death her beloved pet.


Rachel put her hand over her heart. “May it rest in peace,” she
said.


Tilly and the others laughed.


“Well, hell,” Tilly said. “It’s not like I can’t go out and get
another one when we get home.”


Claire thanked her. “Tilly, it would be my honor to buy you any
coat you want when we get home.”


“Thanks, Claire. I’ll hold you to that. I have expensive taste
and I know you’re loaded.” Claire smiled and gently shoved Tilly’s shoulder.


They were able to make the trek down the mountain with little
difficulty. But later in the afternoon, Rachel noticed Tilly was no longer
behind them and then they heard her yelling. They stopped and looked up the
mountain.


“You two stay here,” Rachel said and quickly backtracked, looking
for Tilly as she called out for her. She finally saw her farther up the
mountain, running down as fast as she could straight at her.


When Tilly got to where Rachel was standing, she slipped the can
of pepper spray into her pants pocket and bent over and put her hands on her
knees, coughing and choking, trying to catch her breath. “Bear,” she said,
pointing back up to where she had been.


Rachel quickly drew the rifle from her shoulder and got it ready
to fire, looking in every direction, but saw no sign of the bear.


“That rifle is not going to help. It’s just going to piss him
off,” said Tilly.


“Let’s keep moving,” Rachel told her.


They got down to Sarah and Claire, and Rachel told them to move
as fast as they could down the mountain.


“Bear,” Tilly said, as she quickly went past them.


They went about a mile and stopped to rest. After they caught
their breath, Tilly told them what happened.


“I stopped to take a piece of stone out of my shoe, and I forgot
to let Claire know I was stopping. As I bent down to take my shoe off, I heard
a noise directly behind me. I turned around and saw a huge black bear about
twelve feet from me. He rose up on his hind feet and started sniffing. You know
how people tell stories about how they were so scared they couldn’t move? Well,
believe me when I say it’s true. I couldn’t move—every muscle froze and all I
felt was pure panic and fear. The bear was so close to me I could smell him,
see the detail of his brown eyes, his pupils, the hair on his black muzzle, and
the hair in his nostrils as he breathed.” Tilly was pale and her hands shook.
“Somehow I was finally able to slowly stand up and look him in the eyes. I
reached for the pepper spray in my pants pocket and brought it up, checked to
make sure the spray nozzle was pointed at the bear like Rachel told us, and
then stood there too scared to do anything. When the bear went down on all
fours and continued to sniff, I finally waved my arms, made an angry face,
gritted my teeth, and yelled as loud as I could, “Beat it, bear. Go on, get the
hell out of here.


“The bear flinched and looked at me but didn’t move. I reached
out and sprayed the pepper spray toward his eyes, backed away, and kept yelling
at him. The bear swatted at his face, made a snorting sound, and then turned
and ran off.


“I started choking from the pepper spray, and then I turned and
ran as fast as I could to catch up with all of you.”


“That’s amazing, Tilly,” Claire said.


“All I did was do what Rachel told me to do, and then I ran like
hell. I don’t want to see another bear as long as I live. I’ve never been so
scared in all my life. I think I peed my pants.”


They laughed at her.


Tilly managed a weak smile. “It’s not funny. That was the
scariest damn thing I have ever experienced in my life. He was so huge. I
thought I was supper for sure.”


Rachel went over and patted her shoulder as Tilly continued to
try to recover from the incident. “You are the woman, Tilly,” Rachel said.


They reached the bottom of the mountain by almost dark and
stopped to make camp. Rachel and Tilly made an extra-large fire. They ate their
sparse meal of two tablespoons of refried beans each and got ready for bed.
Rachel got up three different times in the night, taking the rifle to check the
surrounding area.


 


* * *


 


Justin gambled and partied all week, but by Friday his headaches
were worse and he was having trouble sleeping. In order to counter this, he
decided he needed more sex, more alcohol, and more gambling. He was up two
hundred thousand at the casino.


“Las Vegas would cure any problem,” he told himself. “If things
get you down, you just need to party harder.” He hated waiting, but if he had
to endure it until he could get the other money, then he was going to do all he
could. He phoned the call service and set up two women for the night, then went
to the tailor’s and had them fit him for two new silk suits.


Chapter Twelve

 

 

 


Day 8


Saturday, July 3


 


By morning Claire’s toe was much better. She wrapped her feet as
Sarah had instructed and managed to keep up with the group all day. They
continued to follow the southwesterly direction along the edge of the mountain
to keep their course. Eleven hours into the hike, they found their needed water
source, a large lake with another smaller water area off to the left. It was at
the base of the mountains with open fields and abundant waterfowl.


Tilly and Sarah started the fire while Claire sat down and
removed the wrapping from her toe. She heated water and then poured it over her
toes, feeling instant relief and comfort. “Mmmm, that feels so good,” she said.
“Till, I am going to make you a hot water soak for your back. You’ll love it. I
promise.”


Tilly lay on her stomach with the hot compress on her back as she
watched the fire. “It’s amazing to me how just watching a fire is so relaxing.
Too bad it’s not in a cabin fireplace.”


Claire smiled. “Don’t go there, Tilly.”


Rachel returned about thirty minutes later with four large duck
eggs, five fish, and several shells. “Look what I found,” she said, telling
them they could use the shells to cook the eggs.


Tilly and Sarah went a distance off from camp to prepare the
fish, then returned, and they cooked the food. The duck eggs had a bit of a
stronger taste than chicken but were larger and richer tasting.


“I may switch to duck eggs,” Tilly said after she ate.


Rachel cautioned them about drinking the surface water from the
lake because of the ducks and birds. “We’ll dig a hole and put rocks in it over
there about fifty yards from the campsite. I am sure it will fill with water
quickly.”


Rachel took them to where she had found the eggs, teaching them
where to look and how to gather the eggs. “This area is full of food—you just
have to know where to look,” she told them.


That night the sky was brilliant with stars and a full moon as
Claire called to Rachel. “Rachel, I want to take a bath. Will you go with me? I
don’t want to go alone.”


“Sure, just give me a couple of minutes. I’ll take one now if
you’re going in,” said Rachel.


They went to the lake while Tilly and Sarah stayed by the fire.
Claire knew it wasn’t a good idea, but she didn’t want to be alone and she
wanted to be with Rachel. She watched Rachel lay her set of clean clothes down
in the tall, soft grass, strip off her dirty clothes, and walk to the lake’s
edge. She could see every detail of Rachel’s beautiful body in the soft light
shining down from the moon and stars. The desire and passion to touch her and
be touched surged within her. She forced herself to look away as she took off
her own clothes but couldn’t help herself and watched her again as Rachel
quickly walked toward the water.


“Rachel, not so fast, please wait for me.” The desire to be near
Rachel overwhelmed her. She sighed deeply as she kept walking toward Rachel.


Rachel stopped at the water’s edge, not turning toward her. The
water was cold, but not as cold as the stream had been. They walked into the
lake, surprised the bottom was firm, filled with small pebbles and a grain-like
sand.


“I think it’s volcanic residue,” Claire said, gazing up at the
night sky and then at Rachel as they moved deeper into the water, slowly
lowering themselves in up to their shoulders. She moved toward Rachel, unable
to take her eyes off her, watching as Rachel laid her head back into the water
and went under, then came up slowly, the moonlight reflecting off her smooth,
slender, bare shoulders, her thick wet hair glistening in the soft light, and
the starlight caressing her beautiful face. She handed Rachel a small bottle of
liquid soap, touching her hand as she gave it to her. “Here, use this, it has
cocoa butter and vanilla—it’s wonderful.” She purposely moved closer. “How’s
your cheek feel?” It was hard for Claire to control her breathing. Just one
movement closer and she would be close enough to kiss her.


Rachel shrugged her shoulders and said softly, “It’s okay.” She
looked up at the full moon. It was a brilliant perfect night. When she looked
back at Claire, she could see every detail of her face—her intense green eyes,
high cheekbones, and perfectly formed full lips. She was so overwhelmed by
Claire’s beauty and her feelings of desire for her she could hardly speak.


“You’re awfully quiet, Rachel, you all right?” Claire asked.


Rachel returned Claire’s gaze. “I’m feeling a little stressed.”


“Huh, no doubt. You’re carrying all of us,” Claire said.


Claire threw her head back, and Rachel saw her long golden-brown
hair dance on the water like ripe wheat in a field when the wind caressed it.
Claire moved closer, touching Rachel’s face.


“Does it hurt?” Claire asked.


Rachel wanted to cry out, Yes.
Yes, it breaks my heart. I can’t bear it anymore. I can’t breathe. I’m
suffocating from the weight of all of this, enough. But she heard
herself say, “No, it’s fine, really. How’s the toe?”


“It’s much better. It feels great in this cold water and so does
my hand, see?” Claire held up her hand, wiggled her fingers slightly, and
smiled. She took a dive backward, exposing her firm full breasts as she arched
her back and slid under the water.


Rachel couldn’t endure it any longer. She turned and staggered toward
the shoreline. She had to get away from her—she was suffocating,
hyperventilating, and losing control of herself all at the same time.


She heard Claire call to her. “Hey, where you going?”


Not looking back, Rachel said she was too cold to stay in the
water any longer.


“I’ll be out in a second,” Claire called after her.


Rachel heard the disappointment in Claire’s voice as she raised
her hand in acknowledgment and continued walking to the edge of the water.
Throwing the bottle of soap onto her dirty clothes, she dried herself off and
put on her clean clothes. Just as she finished dressing, Claire came up to the
shore and stood by her—wet, naked, and glowing. It was as if the moon and
starlight were drawn to Claire, surrounding her, embracing her. Rachel was
completely captivated by Claire and her desire to be with her, unable to take
her eyes off her. She forced herself to turn away again and sat down on the
soft thick grass, looking out into the night shadows.


Claire dried off and put on her clothes. “I’m ready, Rach.”


Rachel stood up slowly, turning to go, tears in her eyes.


“Hey,” Claire said as she touched her hand. “What’s wrong with
you? And don’t say nothing
because I know you better than that.”


Rachel stood frozen.


Claire moved closer. “Rachel, look at me—what’s wrong?”


Rachel slowly turned to look at Claire, her hands trembling.
Claire’s hand was warm and soft as she touched her.


“Rachel, you’re trembling. Tell me. I mean it, what’s wrong?” She
drew Rachel close to her, wrapping her arms around her. “Please, talk to me. I
have to know. It’s all right,” she whispered.


Rachel didn’t want to talk. She put her arms around Claire’s
waist, moving her hands slowly up her back, pulling her closer. They stood
silent in their embrace, the night sounds intensifying as Rachel felt the
wind’s slight movement on her skin, sensed the beating of her own heart and the
movement of Claire’s body as she breathed. The dream Rachel had two nights
before came clearly into her mind, but all she wanted to think about was the
immediate moment. She didn’t want to think about the future or any
consequences; for all she knew, none of them had a future. She forced the dream
out of her mind and the floodgates opened—Claire, in all of her glory, came
rushing in, and Rachel let go of her struggle.


“Rachel,” Claire whispered, breathing her name out slowly.


Rachel felt Claire’s breath in her ear, her rich, sensual voice
penetrating into her as she continued to hold her, falling into a vast expanse
of desire, longing, and need.


“Claire,” she whispered back, as if calling, begging, pleading.


Rachel felt Claire press her warm, firm body into her as Claire
moved her hand up to the back of Rachel’s head, weaving her fingers into her
hair, and then brought her to her. Rachel opened her mouth as Claire kissed her
fully and deeply, probing, consuming. Rachel ached for her, hungered for her.
She moaned with pleasure and anticipation as she returned her kiss, breathing
Claire into her soul. Their kisses were wet and warm, soft and deep, sensual and
fulfilling. Passion and desire intertwined and engulfed them. As Claire kissed
her again, Rachel lingered inside her mouth, moving her hands to Claire’s face
and then to her back, moving down her body, touching.


Rachel became aware they were somehow down in the grass, lying
beside each other. Calling to Claire, moving closer to her, she ran her hands
farther down Claire’s back, then slowly moved to the front of Claire’s blouse
and began to unbutton it, each button bringing more anticipation and desire. Her
hand trembled as she opened Claire’s blouse, moving her hand up her stomach and
side, feeling her bare skin, caressing as she kissed her. She withdrew from
Claire’s mouth and began to kiss her neck, eagerly sliding her mouth down onto
her breasts, feeling the deep sensual excitement of Claire’s hard erect
nipples. Claire tensed, arched her back, and pressed more fully into her,
running her hands through Rachel’s hair, and then touching the small of her
back, moving her hand down Rachel’s thigh as she moaned. Rachel continued to
touch and caress her, sliding her mouth up to Claire’s neck and then onto her
mouth, deeply kissing her once more, whispering seductively into her mouth,
“Come to me.”


Rachel felt her own passion to touch and be touched surge through
her, consumed in the sweet arousal of Claire’s body, feeling Claire’s hunger
and desire for her, not just for her body, but for everything she was and
everything she would be. She hungered and ached, wanting to enjoy every part of
Claire, to caress and fulfill her and give herself to her, to be fulfilled by
her. They began to breathe more deeply and intertwine in each other’s caress
and kiss.


Rachel felt Claire’s hands move up her back, and then her arms
moved tightly around her, drawing her into her. She kissed Rachel again, deeply
entering as Rachel felt her long silky hair fall onto her face, surrounding her
as she breathed in the delicious sweet scent of her skin.


“Rachel, I’ve waited so long for you,” Claire softly cried out.


She gently lifted Rachel, slowly taking off her blouse, and then
lowered her back down, caressing her with her mouth and hands, groaning,
calling out for her as Rachel felt herself fall more deeply into her.


“I’ll never be able to get enough of you, Rachel,” whispered
Claire.


Rachel was starving for Claire. She couldn’t stop touching,
loving, and caressing. She slid Claire’s blouse off her shoulders, gently
pushed her over, and positioned her onto her back, placing herself on top of
her, spreading Claire’s long slender legs, then pressing her thigh against her,
feeling the heat between them as Claire pushed against her. She reached down
and moved her hand along Claire’s thigh, slowly moving her mouth once more to
her breasts, caressing, kissing, and exploring, moving to the rhythm of
Claire’s body, the sexual tension and anticipation building, every part of her
and every part of Claire wanting to consume each other. There was no matter or
space between them now, only their need, their desire, and their love for each
other pulling them into each other.


Rachel repositioned herself to Claire’s side, slid her trembling
hand down to the front of Claire’s slacks, and began to unbutton them—but
suddenly and forcibly, the dream reentered her mind.


She remembered how their lovemaking would end and what was at
stake—what about tomorrow? Suddenly everything blurred. Nothing was clear now
except the love and passion she felt for Claire, and her desire to make love
all through the night, time and time again to feel their passion for each other
rise, flow, and ebb, completely and fully satisfying each other’s desires and
needs. The more she tried to push the dream out of her mind, the stronger it
became, the consequences laid out before her like a detailed road map, forcing
its way out into the night’s dark reality, sinking deep into her heart. She
felt the fullness of their passion and satisfaction in their lovemaking, as
surely as if they had already fulfilled each other, over and over again. She
felt their deep commitment and contentment, and she saw Claire’s heart knit,
unite, and bond with hers, forever, in an immovable force between them. But was
she ready to make that kind of commitment to Claire? Was Claire ready? This could not be a
fleeting moment of passion and desire, a desperate coupling in a desperate
hour, an act that would be remembered years from now in a casual conversation
of Do you remember when?
Too much was at stake, the price too high for something so fleeting.


She tried to get the dream out of her mind, but it penetrated her
thoughts, standing like an immovable barrier between what she wanted and what
she knew she had to do. She knew she had to stop this now before it went any
further, but how could she, when every part of her cried out for Claire? She
wanted her. She needed her more than she had ever needed anyone in her life.
They had been through so much and they deserved to have this fulfillment.


Rachel moved her hand and placed herself over Claire once more as
if to block Claire from leaving her. I
can’t let her go, she screamed inside her head. I can’t do it. I won’t do it. It’s
just a stupid dream that means nothing. But deep in her heart Rachel
knew what she needed was more than one night of lovemaking, and she needed time
to sort through her feelings and allow Claire the same opportunity. This wasn’t
a carnal act of sex, it was an act of love, and she knew it would be a
life-changing event. They needed time to work through their feelings and not
try to resolve them in the heat of their passion.


She knew Claire was ready and close to her need for
fulfillment—they both were. I
can’t let her go. I can’t, Rachel screamed again and again inside
her head. She closed her hands into tight fists and rose up on her elbows,
every muscle in her body tensing and straining. The knowledge of the outcome of
her actions shattered her desires, forcing its way to the center stage of her
mind. Sweat began to pour down her face from the mental and physical anguish of
what she knew she had to do. She was completely motionless and still, as if by
remaining in that position, somehow the outcome would be altered, but she knew,
with every part of her she knew. She lowered her head. “Claire,” she called out
in agonizing, excruciating pain and, with every ounce of willpower she had in
her, forced herself to withdraw from Claire’s wonderful, beautiful, inviting
body and sat up beside her, shaking uncontrollably.


“What, Rachel? What’s wrong?” Claire called out, alarmed,
immediately sitting up next to her. “What is it?”


Rachel found Claire’s blouse, reached over, and put it on
Claire’s shoulders. She slipped her own blouse over her head, pulling it down
over her body as she continued to shake, seeing Claire trembling, sitting
beside her, bewildered and dazed.


“Claire, we have to talk.” Desperation filled Rachel’s voice.


“No, Rachel. I don’t want to talk.”


Rachel heard just as much desperation in Claire’s voice. She drew
Claire to her, lifting her up with her as she stood.


“Claire, we can’t do this.”


“Rachel, yes we can. You know and I know we have both wanted this
for a long, long time. You can’t mess with this, Rachel. It’s too powerful. You
can’t do this.”


“Claire, I have to tell you something and you have to listen to
me.”


“No,” Claire shouted, trembling more. “Rachel, you can’t do this.
You can’t stop this, not now, not when we’ve come so far.” Claire began to sob.


Rachel moved closer to her and held her in her arms. “Claire,”
she said softly, “you have to listen to me.”


“No,” Claire repeated, forcibly breaking Rachel’s embrace.


Claire put her blouse on the rest of the way and started to
button her slacks, trembling so hard she was barely able to get them buttoned.


“Claire, please,” Rachel pleaded, moving to her once more,
pulling her down onto the soft grass. She laid Claire on her back and moved
beside her, wrapping her in her arms. “I love you more than anyone on this
earth, Claire. My heart breaks to tell you this, but you must hear it. You must
listen to me.”


Claire struggled, but Rachel would not let her go.


“Claire, we can’t do this, not now, not in the middle of all of
this. What if we lose our friendship over this? What if we get home and you
change your mind? This is not a one-night stand for me. I saw what it will be
like for us. We can’t do this, not now.”


“Why, Rachel. Why not now?”


“Because now is not the time, Claire. It will throw us off focus
and it could weaken our ability to survive, and because it could ruin our
friendship.”


Claire said defiantly, “I want only you, Rachel. I don’t want
anyone else.” She stopped struggling and was still.


“Oh, Claire, don’t you see what the risks are? It could put you
in even more danger. I am not willing to take that chance, not now, not in
these circumstances.”


“Rachel, we can work through it. I can’t live without you. You
are everything to me.”


“And you are everything to me, Claire. We don’t have to live
without each other. How can I help you understand that I have no right to take
you in the heat of passion? Just because I love you and we both want to do
this, does not mean we should do this right now.”


“Rachel, you aren’t taking
me. I’m giving myself to you. I am giving myself to you because I want to. It’s
my choice. I’m choosing it.”


“Claire, no matter how painful this is for me or for you, I have
to be true to the things I believe are right. I know how this ends. Our
survival has to come first. I’m not ready and you aren’t either, not in this
situation. I can’t allow it to happen. It will rip our lives apart if we do
this before we’re ready.”


Claire broke Rachel’s embrace and stood up over her. “Rachel,
look around you—for God’s sake, wake up! When are you going to be ready? My
parents are dead, your husband is dead. We were almost killed in a plane crash,
and we will probably die out here in the middle of friggin’ nowhere, Alaska.”
Claire’s voice intensified. “Do you think I’ve had a happy life? I want you.
You bring me happiness and fulfillment. You.
All four of us will probably be dead by next week. I want my happiness with you
right now because there may not be a future for any of us.” Claire was now
shouting.


Rachel stood up and faced her. “Claire, we are in a desperate
situation—everything is blurred and confusing. I’m doing this because I love
you. We’re going to get out of here. Please, try to understand. Please, know
I’m doing this because I love you. That’s what true love is, Claire, loving
someone else enough to put their needs and wants above your own, even when they
don’t agree.”


“Rachel, I want you. I want you so badly that I ache inside my
heart for you. My whole body and soul aches for you. I can’t live without you.”


“Claire, I feel exactly the same way about you.”


There was silence between them for a moment.


Claire yelled out in anger, frustration, and pain. “Bullshit,
Rachel.”


Rachel moved closer to her, pleading, “Claire, please don’t shut
me out—nothing’s changed between us. We both feel the same way we did twenty
minutes ago.”


Claire exploded. “Twenty minutes ago my ass was on the ground and
we were enjoying each other’s body. Twenty minutes ago we were in each other’s
arms making love. Twenty minutes ago, you told me to come to you. It took us
years to get here, long lonely desperate years, Rachel, and now you’re telling
me you don’t want me because of some ridiculous idea. I’m right here, Rachel.
I’m right here, ready, willing, and wanting to be with you in every way humanly
possible. Don’t tell me nothing’s changed—everything has changed.


“You think having sex might hurt our friendship—well, what in the
hell do you think this is?” Claire drew her right hand back as far as she could
and brought it foreword, slapping Rachel on the left side of her face so hard
it knocked her off balance, bending her over in pain.


“You go to hell, Rachel,” Claire screamed with all the breath she
had in her and ran back toward the campsite, sobbing.


“I just did,” Rachel said, falling to her knees, crying.


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

 


Claire came into camp, quickly walking past the fire and the
other two women, then suddenly realized there was no place for her to go except
into the engulfing darkness all around them. She stood with her face in her
hands, sobbing. Sarah got up and went to her. Tilly got up and walked toward
the lake.


Sarah put her arm around Claire, and immediately Claire turned to
her, sobbing harder. She tried to talk but couldn’t, through her sobbing. She
cried within her whole body. Never had she cried so hard—every pain and every
sorrow poured out of her soul.


“I can’t believe she did that. I can’t believe this. After all
these years, this is how it turns out? What am I going to do, Sarah? What am I
going to do?” Claire choked out the words, sobbing harder.


Sarah didn’t say a word. Claire tried to get ahold of her
emotions but couldn’t stop sobbing.


Sarah guided her over to the fire and sat her down on her
bedroll. “Drink the water and take that,” Sarah said, handing water and a pill
to her and then sitting down on Tilly’s bedroll beside her.


Claire’s hands trembled as she took the water and choked down the
pill. She didn’t care what it was. Maybe
it will put me out of my misery. She stared at the fire and then lay
down on her bedroll, watching the embers as she continued to sob
intermittently, the night sounds intensifying as the hot coals in the fire grew
brighter and began to glow red and then orange.


Fifteen minutes later she called to Sarah.


“Yes, Claire?”


“I should have died with my parents. I don’t belong here. You’re
right—we’re all going to die here. We’re going to die of starvation, or falling
off a cliff, or by a bear, but we’re going to die, and I’m glad.”


“You don’t mean that, Claire.”


“Yes, I do.” Claire began to sob again as she curled up in a
fetal position, holding her stomach.


Sarah reached over, rubbed her shoulder, and pushed her hair out
of her face.


Claire cried harder. “I can’t believe this. If it’s going to turn
out like this, what was the point of all of it? I don’t understand.”


“Rest, Claire. We can talk about it later. Rest for now,” said
Sarah.


Claire was exhausted, overwhelmed, and emotionally drained. She
watched Sarah put more wood on the fire as she felt the relief from the pill
and then cried herself into a drug-induced sleep.


 


* * *


 


Rachel was on her knees, crying, blood dripping down her chin
when Tilly reached her.


Tilly dropped down beside her. “Rachel, what happened? Your face
is a mess. We need to get you back to camp and clean you up.”


“I’m all right, Tilly. I just need to wash off. Stay here while I
go back into the lake, okay?”


“Sure,” Tilly said.


Rachel went to the water’s edge and stripped off her clothes.
Still shaking, she quickly walked into the water up to her shoulders, then went
under the cold water to relieve the sting of the slap. Claire had slapped her
face so hard it broke open the wound she had from the jagged limb days before.
She stayed under the water until her lungs felt like they would explode,
thinking for an instant she should force herself to stay under. Drowning isn’t such a bad way to
go. She pushed herself off from the bottom of the lake and stood up,
full of doubt, fear, and uncertainty. Staring off into the distance, she slowly
moved her hands back and forth across the surface of the water, the vivid
memory of Claire and the pleasure they both had lingering in her heart and
mind. “What have I done?” she asked herself out loud. Crying again, she told
herself she’d had to do it, but the uncertainty of it flooded her mind. When
she was able to get control of her emotions, she walked back to the shore,
lowered herself down into the tall grass, and lay back.


She took a deep breath. “Well, hell, that didn’t go the way I
thought it would.”


Twenty minutes passed before she finally stood up, put her
clothes on, and walked back to Tilly, blood still oozing down her cheek.


“We need to get something on your cheek. Let’s go back to camp,”
Tilly said.


Rachel followed in silence.


She watched as Sarah looked up and went over to her bag, getting
what she needed as they entered the campsite. Rachel sat down on the far side
of Sarah, opposite where Claire was sleeping. Sarah cleaned the wound, then
placed antibiotic ointment and a bandage on her face.


Tilly leaned in smiling and quietly said to Rachel, “We heard
Claire, Rachel. I guess she slapped the bullshit out of you.”


Rachel half laughed. “Yes, I guess she did.” She turned to Sarah
and asked how long she thought Claire would be out.


“Probably a couple of hours at least. She’s exhausted. I gave her
oxy.”


“She was pretty upset,” Rachel said and started to cry again.


“Do you want to talk about it?” Sarah asked.


“No, I’m not ready, but thank you so much, and you too, Tilly.
You both are very sweet.”


“You know we’re here for you also, Rachel.” Tilly patted her
hand.


Rachel’s tears flowed down her cheeks. Trying to get control of
herself, she waited a moment before she spoke. “I think it’s best if I’m not
here when she wakes up. She needs some time and personal space. We all need a
good rest before we start again, and there’s plenty of food here, so we should
stay another day. I don’t want you to worry about me, but I’m going off by
myself for a while. I’ll be within a half mile of you—just fire a gunshot if
you need me. I’ll be back by the time you’re ready to leave. Drink lots of
water, eat as much as you can, stay safe, relax, rest, and be ready to leave at
good daylight the day after tomorrow.”


Rachel picked up her bedroll and the rifle and left before either
Sarah or Tilly could protest. She walked back to the lake, picked up her dirty
clothes, and then walked in the direction of the little lake, disappearing out
of sight within a few minutes.


She found a good camping area and easily started a fire. Claire. She began to
cry again as she added more dead branches and larger pieces of wood to the fire
so it would burn bright and long. She put her bedding near the fire and sat
down in the direction of the other women, faintly seeing the light of their
campfire, and she’d be able to see them if they approached.


She understood Claire’s reaction. She only hoped Claire would
work through it and be able to forgive her for causing her such heartache. God
knew she could have stopped Claire’s pain by not even returning her kiss, or at
the very least, stopping after the first kiss. She had been prompted to stop by
the dream when it came into her mind while they were in their embrace, before
they kissed. Either way, she knew Claire was going to be in pain. She lay down
on the bedding and sobbed. She knew she might now spend her time left on the
earth in a half life, never fully being satisfied, always missing Claire’s
touch. The dream was a curse. Unless she could forget it, what could have been
would linger in her mind until the day she died. She hoped for at least peace,
finding peace would have to be enough.


The night of their lovemaking was exactly as intense and
fulfilling as the dream had been. She might never have that again in her life
and she knew it. She looked up at the night sky filled with a heaven of stars
and wept for both of them.


She remembered when she was young and spent summers on the
reservation, how her grandfather told her stories about their people who had
made great sacrifices for others. “Their hearts are true,” he had told her. He
spoke of their great sacrifice, sadness, and suffering for others.


“Why does obedience always require such great sacrifice?” she
said out loud as she lay pondering under the brilliant night sky. She and
Claire had started to make love under this sky. She could feel Claire’s touch
and the intense arousal she’d felt as she touched her, caressed her, and loved
her. She sobbed again as she thought of their lovemaking and what it had meant
to her. Claire’s kiss and touch lingered on her mind and she could not clear
her head. She remembered the day of the plane crash and the feelings she had
when Sarah was setting Claire’s hand in place.


“It was such a long time ago,” she said to herself. “Such a long
time ago. Someday the things of this night will fade from Claire’s memory, but
not for me, not for me.” There was a part of her that wanted to give in, that
if Claire came to her tonight she would make love to her—the hell with what
might happen in the future. “Claire,” she called to her in the darkness. “Claire.”


She stared into the fire for a long time, then added wood until
the flames soared high into the night sky. She pulled a gold nugget from her
pants pocket, turning it over and over in her hand. The others did not know it,
but there was gold on the ground around the lake. She prepared to begin her
dance of pain and sorrow, suffering and sacrifice. Tonight she would dance her
mourning dance. She had done it one other time when her husband was killed, and
now she would do it once again in her lifetime for Claire.


Rachel prayed, then began her dance, chanting, crying out in
anguish and sorrow, reaching out, feeling the warmth of the fire and the soft
earth beneath her feet, the gentle embrace of the breeze as it touched her face
and arms. She cried out for comfort, for strength, and for courage to go on and
do what she must. She cried out to come out of the shadows. She cried out for
Claire, for the love she would never have with her. Mourning the loss of the
greatest love she would ever have while she was on the earth, she danced on
into the night, becoming one with the fire, the moon, the stars, and the earth.
They would comfort her heart and soul this night.


 


* * *


 


Claire woke up moaning, crying out for Rachel. She opened her
eyes and lay silent, looking out into the darkness. She had never been so
thirsty. Dizzy and weak, she sat up, reached for one of her water bottles, and
drank half of it without stopping. Sarah was asleep on the other side of her.
Tilly was sitting beside her and asked how she was feeling.


Claire turned toward the fire. “I feel like an ass, Till.” She
looked at Sarah and then at Tilly.


“She’s not here,” Tilly said.


“Where is she?”


“She went off by herself for a while, so you could have some
space.”


“Where did she go?”


“Past the little lake, about a half mile that way,” Tilly said,
pointing down to Claire’s left.


Claire sat in silence, looking into the fire, feeling numb.


“Do you want to talk about it?” Tilly asked.


Claire didn’t answer her. She looked down at her hands and
noticed the blood on her right hand. She turned her hand over looking for a cut
but didn’t see any.


Tilly informed her what happened. “When you slapped Rachel, you
broke open her cut again, and it started bleeding.”


Trying not to show any emotion, Claire quickly asked how Tilly
knew she slapped her.


“Come on, Claire, there are only the four of us and you weren’t
that far away. Sarah and I heard the fight and the slap. Rachel didn’t say
anything to us, in case you were wondering.”


Looking at the blood on the palm and outside of her hand, Claire
didn’t know what to say. She had physically hurt Rachel. She began to cry again
as she touched her hand and started to stand up. She stood up too quickly, lost
her balance, and almost stumbled into the fire.


“Claire,” Tilly yelled, as she jumped up and grabbed her.


Tilly asked Claire what she needed, and she told her she wanted
to wash the blood off her hand and wash her face. Tilly walked with her to the
lake. When they began to walk back, Claire looked over to where she and Rachel
had started to make love just a few hours before.


“I need to get my clothes, Tilly.” Claire immediately changed
direction, walking to where she and Rachel had been, finding her clothes and
seeing the matted down grassy area where they both had been lying. She looked
at it for a long time, staring until Tilly came over.


“Claire, let’s go.” Tilly picked up Claire’s clothes lying on the
grass, and the bottle of liquid soap Rachel had laid back down on Claire’s
clothes. “Claire, come on,” Tilly called firmly.


She didn’t answer her.


Tilly walked over and took her arm. “Come on, Claire, there’s
nothing here but pain.” She led her away from the area, slowly walking her back
to camp.


Claire stopped and looked down at the grass. “Tilly, I hurt her.”


“She’ll get over it. I think Rachel is more concerned about you
than she is about herself.”


The words were like a dagger stabbed into Claire’s heart. “Rachel
said that’s what love is.”


“What are you talking about?”


“Rachel said true love is caring more about someone else’s needs
and wants than you do about your own.”


Tilly continued to guide Claire back to the fire.


“Do you believe that, Tilly?”


“Do I believe what?”


“Rachel’s definition of love.”


“I think so, it sounds about right to me, but it’s a much higher
standard than I could ever live.”


Claire thought about the night and how much Rachel wanted her,
how she called to her, how she could feel Rachel’s desire to make love to her,
and yet she pulled away. Tears started running down her cheeks again. She
barely reached her bedroll before she started sobbing again. Tilly sat her down
and handed her more water. Sarah rolled over on her side toward Claire.


“You’re awake,” Sarah said to Claire but looked up at Tilly.


Claire continued to sob. Tilly sat down next to Claire. Sarah sat
up, scooted closer to Claire, and put her arm around her. Claire leaned on her
shoulder and continued to sob, finally stopping after a few minutes.


Tilly was the first to break the silence. “Do you want me to
shoot her, Claire? I have the handgun.”


Claire started laughing through her tears, but Sarah just shook
her head and smiled.


Claire looked down at her hands. “I slapped her. I slapped her so
hard.”


“We know. We heard,” Sarah said, rubbing Claire’s shoulder.


“I was so hurt and angry.” Tears began to form in her eyes again.
“Have you two always known how we felt about each other?”


Sarah took her arm from Claire’s shoulder and touched her hand.
“I don’t think it’s any big secret, Claire. You and Rachel have always been
close and depended on each other. Given how you feel about each other and the
pain and loss you both have been through over the years, we weren’t surprised.
And now, with what we all have had to face and our circumstances, something was
bound to happen. Emotions are raw. We’ve all been stressed to the limit. It’s
human nature to turn to the things that bring us comfort and security in times
of stress.”


Claire gently ran her right hand over her left, rubbing her
broken bone. “I fantasized about Rachel practically from the first day I met
her. I’m so in love with her, but she doesn’t want me.” She started crying
again, burying her head in Sarah’s shoulder.


Sarah wrapped her arm around her again. “I find that hard to
believe, Claire, after what I’ve seen over all these years.”


Tilly added, “I feel the same way. Nothing will ever convince me
that Rachel is not in love with you. What happened?”


Claire looked into the fire. “We were making love and…” She
stopped midsentence as the sweet sensual memories flooded her mind, and then
she sighed deeply, before speaking again. “She stopped suddenly and said she
couldn’t do it because we weren’t ready and it would make us lose focus. I
disagreed, we argued, I slapped her and told her to go to hell, then came back
here.”


Tilly said, “Claire, where in that conversation did you ever hear
Rachel say she wasn’t in love with you or didn’t want you?”


“She didn’t say it. She said she did love me, and I told her she
was full of bullshit.”


Sarah drew her closer. “You have to talk to Rachel and work
through this with her. I know she’s in love with you, no matter what her
reasons are for doing what she did.”


Tilly said, “Claire, remember what you said a little while ago
about what Rachel said about love? I’m sure she felt compelled to do what she
did for whatever her reasons, and I’m sure it was very difficult for her.”


Another dagger went into Claire’s heart, finally breaking it
open. “I want to go to Rachel,” she announced.


Sarah took her arm from around her shoulder and patted her leg.
“I think you need to wait a few more hours. I’m sure Rachel just got to sleep
about an hour ago. She needs to rest a little bit.”


“I devastated her, Sarah. I need to go to her. Neither one of us
will rest very well until we work this out.”


“It will be daylight in a couple of hours. Let her rest a little
more, and then Tilly and I will walk you over there if you want. She said she’d
be about a half mile away. You try to rest. Rachel wants us to all stay here
another day.”


“She said that because she was worried about me, didn’t she?”
Claire asked.


“Probably,” Tilly said.


“You promise you’ll take me?” Claire pleaded.


Sarah assured her they would take her but insisted Claire lie
down and rest. Sarah and Tilly seemed to sleep, as Claire lay on her bedroll
and anxiously waited.


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

 


Day 9


Sunday, July 4


 


An hour past daylight, Claire couldn’t wait any longer. Waking
Tilly and Sarah, she prepared her things, taking her bedroll with her as they
left camp as quickly as she could rush them. They found Rachel’s camp easily
and walked to within a hundred yards of where Rachel was sleeping.


Sarah instructed her, “You go in the rest of the way by yourself,
Claire. Tell Rachel we decided to stay camped here until tomorrow. I think all
of us need to get some good rest. Do not walk back to camp by yourself. No
matter what happens between you two, I know Rachel will walk you back so you
will be safe. Check back later with us so we know you two are okay.”


Claire agreed, leaving them as they returned to their camp. She
couldn’t get to Rachel fast enough. The morning’s mist was beginning to lift as
she came into Rachel’s camp and saw her asleep on her bedroll. She looked pale
and fragile. Claire quietly laid her bedroll next to Rachel and lay down
carefully, feeling the warmth of the thick hot glowing embers as she watched
Rachel sleep. She wondered what the day would be like and how things would go
between them. She was ashamed of how she had acted and what she had done to
cause Rachel pain. She could see her face was bandaged and that her cheek was
slightly swollen and bruised. Rachel stirred and moaned. Claire continued to
watch 
her as she slept, but soon her eyes grew heavy, and she fell into a light sleep.


 


* * *


 


Rachel woke, shocked to see Claire asleep next to her.


Claire woke and quickly sat up. “Rachel, I’m so sorry. Please
forgive me for the pain I caused you.”


Rachel immediately went to her and wrapped her arms around her.
“I’m sorry too, Claire. I’m so sorry.”


Claire looked exhausted and Rachel felt weak, barely able to sit
up. They both needed more rest and food.


Rachel got up, put wood on the fire, moved her bedroll closer to
Claire, and lay back down beside her. “I don’t want to get up, Claire. I’d rather
lie here with you and rest.”


Claire put her arm around Rachel’s waist and drew her close. “I’m
exhausted too, Rachel, but I can’t rest because I need to be with you and know
everything is going to be okay between us.”


“There’s nothing our love for each other cannot overcome, Claire.
If we both want it to work out, it will—I promise.”


“I want it, with every part of me, Rachel. I want it to be okay.”


“I want it too.” Rachel reached up and touched Claire’s face,
taking her right hand and holding it. “It’s all right, Claire, rest.”


They closed their eyes and fell into a much-needed deep restful
sleep.


The sun was not yet at its peak when they woke hours later. It
was a beautiful sunny day.


Rachel turned over and looked at Claire. “I’m starving—we’ve got
to get something to eat, and I need to bathe. I feel sweaty and dirty and I
know it will help me feel better.”


“Let’s go on the far side of the little lake. I’m not ready to
talk to Tilly and Sarah. I only want to be with you for now.”


“I think we both need that,” Rachel said. “Claire, I want you to
get the food—I know you’re tired, but you need the practice. It’s important you
know how to do it.” Rachel knew in order for any of them to have a chance to
survive, they each had to be independent and capable of surviving on their own.
And more than any of them, she wanted Claire to survive.


They got ready and went to the little lake. Claire looked weak
and drained, but she found five duck eggs and was able to catch three fish.
Rachel gathered leeks and helped scale and gut the fish, and then they took the
food back to the camp, cooked it on hot stones, and ate slowly, mostly in
silence.


“It tastes so good,” Claire said as she finished the last bite of
the cooked fish and eggs. “Let’s take our bedrolls and go down to the lake.
It’s so beautiful out.”


Rachel liked the idea. They made sure the cooking rocks, fish
bones, and eggshells were deep into the fire, then gathered what they needed,
carrying the gear the short distance to the little lake, laying their bedrolls
in a grassy area not far from the water. Rachel started to undress to take a
bath.


“I don’t want this to be awkward or uncomfortable for you in any
way, Claire, so if you need to have some space, I understand.”


“Rachel, I want to be with you. I’ll do what I have to do. I’m
okay, really.”


They took their clothes off, got what they needed, and walked
into the water to bathe and wash their hair. The water was cold, but
refreshing. Rachel knew they were both fighting the desire to touch each other,
but she did not speak about it. She went underneath the water several times,
holding her breath as long as she could, letting the cold water soothe her
cheek. She stayed a little distance from Claire, resisting any lingering
glances, trying to relax and help Claire relax as much as possible. She swam
for several minutes as Claire walked through the water.


“Rachel look at this,” Claire called to her.


Rachel swam over to her and they walked to the shallow part of
the water. As the sun hit the water, they saw flashes of something sparkling at
the bottom of the lake.


“It’s gold, Claire. I found several nuggets near the edge of the
lake yesterday.”


Claire reached down and picked up a piece, inspecting it as
Rachel watched her.


“It’s really beautiful,” said Claire.


Rachel wanted to tell her she was the one who was beautiful, but
didn’t say anything. They left the water together.


“Claire, would you mind if I lie naked here in the sunshine? I
need the sun. I can go over on the other side of the lake if it bothers you.”


“Stay here with me, Rachel. I don’t want you to leave me. I think
I’ll be okay. I want to lie beside you.”


They spread their bedrolls out close to each other and lay down
nude in the bright warm sunshine. The air temperature felt like seventy
degrees, but when they lay down, the tall grass blocked the air, causing it to
feel more like eighty degrees.


Rachel pushed hard to get Claire out of her thoughts. “This
really feels wonderful, doesn’t it?” she said.


“Yes, it does, much more than I thought it would. Rachel, do you
really think we’re going to get out of here and get back home?”


“I do. I think we are only four or five days from help.” Rachel
looked over and gently laid her hand on Claire’s. “Claire, I’m so sorry about
how things turned out last night. I know you’re upset, confused, and hurting.
I’m so very, very sorry.” She brought Claire’s hand up to her lips and kissed
it softly.


They lay quiet in the sunshine.


“I love the sun on me but I have to get dressed. I can’t lie here
like this any longer,” said Rachel.


She stood up and began to dress, knowing if she didn’t, she would
not be able to control herself.


Claire also dressed, and then they sat back down on their
bedrolls to talk.


Claire took Rachel’s hand and held it in both of her hands.
“Rachel, I’m not sure about any of it except last night I wanted you more than
I have ever wanted anyone in my life. Every part of me felt your touch.” She
immediately began to cry. “Why was it so intense? Why did it feel so different?
I mean, I know we’re two women and obviously it’s different, but it’s not that.
I never felt like that with Rich, and he was my husband. I felt sexually
attracted and reached fulfillment, but it wasn’t like it was with you, and I
never felt like that with any other man. What happened? Do you think I’m gay,
Rachel?”


Rachel smiled and looked at her, gently stroking the side of her
face with the back of her hand. “Claire, I don’t think you should worry or
label yourself. I don’t have any answers, but obviously we’re attracted to each
other for a lot of reasons, but mostly we’re in love and that’s the power that
accelerates and enhances sexual attraction. I think that’s what intensified our
feelings. We were totally focused on each other. We have been captivated by
each other all these years—no wonder we hungered for each other. It was like
throwing gasoline on a raging fire. I kind of thought about you from the first
time I met you, but I put it way back in my mind. Claire, I’m in love with you.
I have absolutely no control over it, and I will always be in love with you, no
matter what happens in our lives. Nothing can destroy it or change it—that’s
how strong it is inside me. I know it’s not ever going to go away, so I’m just
going to accept it and go on and do the best I can. I don’t care about labels.
Last night I realized it’s not what I feel, it’s what I do with those feelings
that is the most important thing to me. My concern and focus is on what we’re
going to do and how we’re going to resolve this. I don’t want you to be in
emotional pain, and I certainly don’t want to hurt you.”


“Rach, I told Sarah and Tilly about us. I told them we made love,
or at least a good start on it.”


“What did they say?”


“They’re concerned about us, but I think they’re both totally
okay with whatever we do. Rach, I want to help you with what you feel you need
to do, I really do, but it’s so hard and I’m so conflicted. I feel like you got
ripped from me, and I didn’t get what I needed. I feel traumatized or
something.”


Rachel was quiet for a few minutes, thinking about what she could
say to help her. “I can understand that. I know how painful it was for me to
pull away from you, and I know it had to be worse for you, given what was going
on at the moment and that it wasn’t your choice to stop.”


They both sat quietly in the warm sunshine.


Rachel finally reached over again to Claire and stroked her hair.
“Claire, as much as I long to take you to fulfillment, I can’t right now. It
won’t be a one-night experience with us, Claire. Loving you is a very serious
thing for me, a life-changing thing. I was thinking about both of us when I
pulled away. I wanted to make love to you more than I have ever wanted to make
love to anyone in my life. I have never felt like that with anyone either,
including Alex. I know it was hard for you, but I didn’t want to pull away from
you, Claire. You have to know that.”


Claire took Rachel’s hand. “I know. I felt it in you.” She met
her eyes. “Rachel, what are we going to do? I can’t get past this. I will try
to wait because it’s what you believe is the right thing to do, but it’s really
hard. Everything is so uncertain, and I need you.”


“Claire, I have to put wanting you out of my mind or I won’t be
able to lead us to safety. It’s hard for me to even talk about it because I
feel like I’m on the verge of losing control.”


“You don’t have to talk about it, Rachel, because I feel exactly
the same way. I know what it’s like now to totally give myself to someone and
feel them give themselves to me. It was beyond anything I have ever felt or
even imagined I could feel. I don’t understand all of it yet, but I trust you
and your judgment.”


They shared the feelings of their hearts with each other and
cried in each other’s arms, lying together as the sunlight began to fade into a
shadow between day and night. Rachel asked Claire if she was ready to leave.


“I don’t want you to leave me, Rachel. I’m scared. I’m scared one
of us—or all of us—will get killed. I’m scared of being alone. I’m scared I
can’t get past my feelings for you, and frankly I don’t have the energy or desire
to even try.”


Rachel put her arms around her and held her. “Then let’s just
take one thing at a time. Don’t even worry about it. We’re not going to get
this worked out all at once anyway. We can get through this, Claire. The one
thing I know with every part of me is that the love we feel for each other will
carry us through no matter what happens. We just have to do what we feel is
right—that’s all we can do. We’re going to get out of here, and then we can see
what the future holds. We just need to stay focused and be careful.” Rachel
embraced her more fully and breathed her into her soul one last time, then
forced herself to let go of her. Claire cried out for her as Rachel released
her embrace to get up.


“Claire,” Rachel called to her as she reached down for her and
lifted her up. Claire wrapped her arms around her and pressed her body into
her. “You don’t make it easy do you?” Rachel said smiling.


Claire walked over to the lake and splashed cold water onto her
face and arms, and then they picked up their things and started to walk back to
their camp.


“Rach, wait. We need to go to Sarah and Tilly and let them know
we’re okay, but I want one more night with just you and me. Is that okay?”


“Absolutely, I need it also,” Rachel said.


Just as they were leaving, Rachel stopped and surveyed the
surrounding fields, watching intently for a few minutes.


“Rachel, what is it?” Claire asked.


Rachel held her finger up to her lips and motioned for Claire to
get down into a crouching position. As they did, Claire suddenly saw a large
grayish-brown animal appear about 150 yards to their right, slowly ambling
closer toward them. She was able to clearly see the large female moose with a
calf close beside her as the animals made their way toward the little lake.


Rachel laid her bedroll down, got the rifle, took the safety off,
and started to aim.


Claire grabbed her arm and whispered, “What are you doing? You
can’t shoot them.”


“I’m only going to shoot the smaller one.”


Claire gasped. “Rachel, no, you can’t.”


“Claire, we need food, and that is a major source of protein for
us.”


“Please don’t, Rachel, please.”


Rachel put the safety on, lowered the rifle, picked up her
bedroll, and motioned for Claire to follow her. They quietly moved away from
the animals until they could no longer see them, walking the rest of the way
back to their camp in silence.


Once they built up the fire, Claire went to Rachel and put her
arms around her. “I’m so glad I’m with you, Rachel. I didn’t know moose were
that big.”


Rachel returned her embrace. “Don’t be afraid, Claire. We are a
part of this land now, as much as any of the animals.”


Claire took her by the shoulders and held her in front of her.
“Rachel, you are the most amazing person I’ve ever known, and the more I know
you, the more amazing you are.”


They gathered the things they needed and left to see Sarah and
Tilly, who were sitting by the fire talking as Claire and Rachel came closer.


Claire called out to them, “Don’t shoot, it’s us.”


Tilly looked up and saw them first. “Hey, look who’s here.”


They hugged and greeted each other.


“How is it?” Sarah asked Claire as they hugged.


Claire smiled. “We still have a lot to work out, but it’s good.”


“I’m so glad,” Sarah said as she hugged her again.


They sat down together and talked, discussing the plan for the
next few days. Rachel brought out the herbal tea and they shared three cups as
she told them what she thought about how much longer until they reached help,
reminding them it was her best guess. She instructed them to pack as much water
as they could and cautioned them again about the animals. “Take any remaining
food and burn it in the fire, especially waste like fish bones and eggshells.”


They reviewed everyone’s physical condition and concerns,
agreeing they should all stay one more day to rest and prepare. Sarah told them
their sutures would be coming out in a couple of days, except the lower part of
Rachel’s arm. “We’ll leave them in three more days, Rachel. I also wanted to
let you all know to not be alarmed if you don’t start your period. The physical
and emotional stress we’re under will affect our cycles,” Sarah said.


Claire realized she was a few days overdue for her period. She
looked over at Rachel, talking with Tilly and laughing, but Claire couldn’t
hear what they were saying because all she could sense was Rachel, the way she
moved her hands while she talked, the way her hair flowed when she put her head
back and laughed, her long graceful features, and her beautiful, beautiful
face. The light from the fire seemed to accentuate every detail of her body.
Claire breathed deeply, forcing herself to look away from her.


Sarah gently touched her forearm as she leaned in closer to her.
“Claire, it’s going to be all right.”


Claire placed her right hand over Sarah’s, smiling faintly at
her. “I know,” she said, trying to reassure herself more than Sarah. She told
Sarah she and Rachel would be staying one more night at the other campsite and
would be ready to leave the day after.


They talked for a few more minutes and then Rachel and Claire
said good night and walked back to their campsite. The night sounds seemed to
be magnified, especially the sounds coming from the little lake. The night sky
was even more brilliant than the night before, the stars lighting up the sky.
Rachel built up the fire once more, and then they placed their bedrolls beside
each other and lay down.


It took every ounce of restraint Claire had not to reach out for
Rachel. “Rachel,” she whispered.


Rachel turned over toward her, placed her hands under the side of
her face, and for a long time looked at her without saying a word. Finally she
reached over, cupping her hand on Claire’s face, and said, “I know. It’s just
as difficult for me.” She reached for Claire, brought her to her, and held her.


Claire breathed deeply as she relaxed in her arms, engulfed in
her warm embrace. “Thank you, Rachel, I needed this so much.”


“I need it also,” Rachel said. “Claire, we have to talk about
Justin at some point, but it can wait until we get back to safety.”


“I know, if he finds out you’re alive, he’ll go nuclear, and it
wouldn’t surprise me if he tried to kill you all over again.”


“Don’t think for one second he wouldn’t use you to get to me,
Claire. Everyone who knows us knows we’re close.”


Claire moved closer to Rachel, feeling the comfort and security
of being next to her. She was safe in her arms, and for now it was enough. They
drifted off into sleep.


In the morning, they rose early, going up into the mountain and
then to the lake to hunt for food.


“Tonight we’ll have Sarah and Tilly here and have a feast before
our departure tomorrow,” Rachel said.


“Rachel, will you dance tonight just for me when we’re alone
again?”


Rachel smiled at her, touching her face. “Yes, Claire. I would
love to dance just for you.”


When Sarah and Tilly arrived, they were excited for the change in
menu. It was a feast of food and friendship. Tilly sang a song for them, her
beautiful, rich, full voice ringing out into the valley and echoing up into the
mountains surrounding them. They talked, reassured each other, and shared the
food until late into the evening. When Sarah and Tilly started to leave, Rachel
reminded them to gather as much water as they could for their departure in the
morning.


As soon as they left, Claire pleaded with excitement, “Now,
Rachel, please.”


Rachel placed a duck feather in Claire’s hair, drew her close,
marked her face with charcoal from the fire, and began to dance a song of joy
and celebration for her.


Claire was mesmerized as Rachel chanted and danced. She thought
Rachel never looked more beautiful or sensual. Her song and movements
intertwined, drawing Claire into every part of her. When Rachel finished, they
went to the little lake and bathed. Claire’s eyes filled with tears as she
watched the brilliant stars and the soft glowing moonlight reaching down to
embrace Rachel, caressing her as she moved effortlessly through the water.
Claire knew in that moment Rachel was and always would be in her soul.


They came back to the warm fire and lay close beside each other
as they fell asleep. Several times in the night Claire moaned, calling out for
Rachel, and each time Rachel drew her close, held her, whispered words of
comfort, and Claire’s body relaxed as she fell back into a deep sleep.


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

 


The morning came too quickly, and with it came the most
trying part of their journey. They hiked up the steep mountains, staying in a
southerly direction. Low on food and water, their bodies exhausted, they
climbed slowly, enduring, struggling to survive each day. Finally arriving at
the top of another mountain, Rachel gathered the women and told them the
situation frankly and honestly.


“Look,” she said, pointing to the edge of the far slope of the
next mountain.


Even she could barely see what looked like an old cut timber path
a little ways up from the base of the mountain.


“We’re going to get to that point and then follow it out,” Rachel
said.


They cheered and hugged each other.


“The only problems getting there are the rock cliffs, gorge, and
river we have to cross.” She pointed to the wide deep rushing river full of
rotten logs and other wood debris down at the bottom of where they had to go.
“That area is treacherous to cross. We will have to follow the river upstream
and find another crossing if we want to bypass it. That will take at least an
extra half day, maybe longer. We have a little bit of food for breakfast and
some beans, but that’s it, and we need water to eat the beans.”


They discussed their options and what would be the safest course
to travel. They decided once they reached the river they would go upriver and
find a better crossing. They made camp and slept until just before daylight.


“We should reach water by tomorrow sometime in the evening,”
Rachel told them. “Hang on and pace yourself the best you can. Be careful—the
closer we get to the bottom, the more loose gravel and debris there will be.”


 


* * *


 


Day 13


Thursday, July 8


 


At daybreak they packed their bedrolls and started down the
mountain once more. Two hours into the descent, Claire slipped on a large area
of loose gravel, lost her balance, and fell, sliding toward a cliff edge. Tilly
jumped toward her, grabbing her pants leg, but then she started to slide.
Rachel and Sarah ran toward them. “Down and grab Tilly,” Rachel yelled to Sarah
on the run. Sarah lunged toward Tilly, grabbing her by one ankle as Rachel
grabbed Sarah’s legs and wedged herself against a boulder next to her, digging
her heels into the soft dirt in front of her. Tilly and Claire finally came to
a sliding stop a foot from the cliff’s edge.


Rachel yelled down to the terrified women, “No one let go of each
other under any circumstances.” She shouted to Claire, “Turn yourself slowly
around, Claire, and work your way up like a snake.”


Claire slowly wiggled herself up in a half circle, while Tilly
managed to get a better grip on her pants leg. Claire was able to get about two
feet away from the cliff, but slid again, this time sliding even closer to the
edge, screaming as she slid.


“I got you,” Tilly called out to her, holding on to her pant leg
and pulling her back.


Sarah lunged forward again to Tilly, putting a vise grip on her
ankle with both of her hands. Rachel pulled and strained, crying out in pain,
trying to keep her grip on Sarah.


Tilly held on to Claire’s leg with her left hand, and with her
right hand removed her belt from her pants, sliding it down onto Claire’s right
side. “Claire, grab it and pull and wiggle toward me,” she said.


Claire grabbed the belt, twisted it around her right hand, and
used it to help herself work her way up even with Tilly. Rachel pulled Sarah
back, and Tilly was able to easily crawl back up a few feet. Claire crawled
carefully up until she was even with Sarah, and then, grabbing ahold of Sarah’s
coat sleeve, she continued to work her way up the side of her toward Rachel.
She stopped even with Sarah’s feet.


Still holding on to Claire, Tilly worked her way up even to
Sarah’s head. “Hey,” she said to Sarah when they were face to face.


“Hey, yourself,” Sarah said. “Matilda Ruth, you get back up there
as fast as you can, and I’m not kidding.”


Claire wiggled slowly up to Rachel, grabbed ahold of Rachel’s
trembling leg as she moved up onto firmer ground, and then pulled Tilly with
the belt. Tilly continued to move up next to her as Rachel carefully pulled
Sarah slowly back up. Sarah back-crawled up to where the other three women were
now seated. They were all panting and gasping for air.


Claire threw her arms around Tilly’s dirty neck and hugged her
tightly, shaking so hard she could barely speak. “Tilly,” she cried into her
hair. “You saved my life.”


“It’s okay,” Tilly said, patting Claire’s back. “It’s okay. Don’t
cry or you’ll dehydrate.”


Tilly reached out for Sarah, and they leaned into each other.
Rachel sat with her knees up, arms on her knees, and put her ashen face into
her hands, trying to slow her breathing. They were all shaking. They sat side
by side for about ten minutes without speaking, and then carefully got up,
slowly continuing down the steep slope, stopping at a fairly level spot to
rest.


Dehydrated, hungry, and exhausted, they sat in a circle looking
at each other without speaking.


Rachel finally spoke in a hoarse, dry voice, reassuring them.
“We’re going to make it. Stay focused, move slowly, and watch everything around
you.” She smiled, looking at Tilly. “You did good, Tilly.”


“We all saved each other,” Sarah said.


Claire looked at each of them. “You all risked your life for me
today. You are incredible.”


They rested a little longer and then continued their descent down
the mountain, several times climbing over downed logs and wood debris, helping
each other for balance. They finally arrived near the riverbank and collapsed,
drinking water until they could hold no more. The noise of the running water
was deafening, so they built their campfire a short distance from the river,
but far enough away to hear each other, and then teamed up to look for food.


“Shoot it if you have to,” Rachel told Tilly.


Rachel and Claire were able to capture one large turtle. They
killed it and brought it back to camp, cutting the meat from around the shell,
and preparing it for cooking. They fried the meat in their makeshift pan,
poured water into the pan, and made a watered-down broth. Rachel got out the
remaining refried beans and mixed what was left in the turtle shell. They ate
every bit of food and slept through the night peacefully without any problems.


Chapter Sixteen

 

 

 


Day 14


Friday, July 9


 


Rachel woke in the early morning when the rain started. By late
morning, almost everything they had was soaked, except for some of their
clothes inside their bedrolls. They walked in the pouring rain, making their
way along the riverbank, searching for a safe place to cross, and by late
afternoon Rachel found what looked like a good crossing.


Tilly cupped her hands and shouted, “We should cross now—by later
this evening the river will be swollen and impossible to cross.”


“Tilly’s right. We need to go now,” Rachel yelled over the roar
of the fast moving water.


The river was easily seventy-five yards wide and looked to be
three to four feet deep where they chose to cross. Rachel saw the jagged rocks
and the strong raging current and knew their footing would be critical.


“These shoes are shit,” Tilly said. “I’m going barefoot through
it.”


“I think that’s a mistake, Tilly—if you cut your feet, you’re not
going to be able to walk,” Rachel told her.


“If I slip and fall in these shoes, I’m dead. I’ll take my
chances barefoot.” Tilly took her shoes off and loosely stuffed them into her
already soaked bedroll.


Sarah got the duct tape out and handed it to Tilly. “Leave your
socks on and duct tape your socks so they won’t slip off—at least you’ll have
some protection.”


Tilly sat down on a nearby log, taped her socks, and then handed
the tape back to Sarah.


“Our bedrolls are going to be a problem,” Rachel told them. “If
we go down in the water, the weight from the already wet clothing will drag us
under.”


They discussed their options.


“We can’t leave them—we need them too badly,” Tilly said. “I
think the best option is to use some sort of rope to help steady us. We’ll all
keep ahold of it.”


They all agreed. They linked their belts and the two blankets
together as they discussed how they would cross and in what order. It was
decided Tilly would go first, followed by Claire, Sarah, and then Rachel.
Rachel slung the rifle with the strap securely over her head and right shoulder
and then under her arm so she wouldn’t lose it. To her, the weapon was more
important than the bedroll, which she fastened over the rifle strap.


“I can’t keep my pants up without the belt,” Claire told Sarah as
they prepared to cross.


“Slip your pants off, Claire, and tie them around your waist.
They’re going to get wet anyway,” Sarah said.


Claire quickly took her slacks off and tied the pants legs
tightly around her waist. Tilly started laughing.


“Better to do this than have them fall down in the river,” Claire
said.


They started to cross, forcing themselves to move against the
strong current, the bone-chilling water numbing Rachel’s legs as they moved
forward one step at a time. Rachel saw Tilly slip once, but she was able to get
her balance because Claire reached out for her and held her up. But when Tilly
made it five feet from the opposite riverbank and safety, Rachel saw a large
heavy piece of broken tree trunk with jagged limbs and branches come tumbling
down the river. With little time to react, she shoved Sarah forward in an
effort to get her out of the way. Sarah fell forward, tripping Claire, who
lunged into Tilly. Sarah, Claire, and Tilly were able to hang on to the
makeshift rope and each other, getting their footing quickly enough to correct
their balance and continue toward the riverbank, but while she was focused on
the others getting to safety, the broken tree trunk caught Rachel in the left
leg, dragging her down into the current, forcing her into the jagged rocks. She
let go of the rope and was entangled in the thick, jagged, broken branches of
the tree trunk as it continued its turbulent run down the river.


She struggled to break free of the tree limbs, twisting and
turning, trying to redirect the heavy tree limb in a desperate effort to
untangle her leg. The fierce current continued to drag her and the trunk down
over the jagged rocks as the tree trunk twisted and rolled, intermittently
pulling her under the water while she fought to right herself, gasping for air.
One of the bigger limbs slammed against a jagged rock, dragging her shoulder
against it, sending sharp stabbing pain into her left shoulder blade. She went
under the water again. Finally fighting her way back up to the surface, she
found herself pinned between a large jagged boulder and the broken tree trunk.
She could hear Sarah yelling for her somewhere to her right and tried to move
her body position to see her.


She could see Tilly and Claire as they ripped their bedrolls off
and held the rope while Sarah took the belted end and jumped into the river six
feet from where Rachel was pinned.


“Hold on, Rachel,” Sarah yelled above the roar of the fast-moving
water.


Sarah fought her way to Rachel just as another large piece of
broken tree trunk came down the river, colliding into the one Rachel was
entangled in. She felt the force of the impact snap her leg above her ankle as
her shoulder was slammed harder against the jagged rocks. She screamed out in
pain and slipped under the water, choking, flailing her arms, desperately
trying to reach the surface.


 


* * *


 


Claire watched frantically as Sarah finally got to Rachel and
pulled her head above water. As Sarah pulled her, the tree trunk slid past
Rachel, changing its angle and releasing her leg. The wood debris continued its
violent erratic course down the river as Sarah struggled to pull Rachel to the
riverbank. Claire jumped in, grabbed Rachel by the arm, and she and Sarah
dragged her to safety. Rachel was unconscious from the pain and trauma. They
laid her on the ground and began to take off her bedroll.


Sarah checked her breathing and pulse. “Thank God, she’s alive,”
she yelled to Claire and Tilly. “We have to find shelter now and get a fire
going,” she said.


Tilly quickly left to search the area while Sarah and Claire
remained with Rachel. Rolling her slightly, Sarah tore open the back of
Rachel’s ripped blouse and tried to stop the bleeding from a deep wound on her
back, just below her left shoulder. Claire grabbed Rachel’s bedroll, reached in
and took a piece of clothing, and handed it to Sarah to place on the wound.


“What can I do?” Claire asked, raising her voice above the
river’s torrent.


“Hold this hard against her back,” Sarah told her.


Claire pushed on the clothing, holding it as firmly as she could
against Rachel’s wound. Sarah removed the rifle from around Rachel’s shoulder
and arm and laid it on the ground.


Tilly returned and told them she had found caves several hundred
yards away from the river.


“Open one of the blankets and we’ll lay her on it to carry her.
Hurry,” Sarah said.


She and Tilly carried Rachel to one of the bigger caves, while
Claire grabbed the rifle and Sarah’s medical bag and bedroll, then followed
quickly behind them. The cave was large, open, and deep. They took Rachel a few
yards back into it and carefully laid her down. While Sarah attended Rachel,
Tilly and Claire found good dry pieces of dead wood around the cave’s entrance,
under the protection of the rocks and the other caves above. They brought the
wood back and tried to start a fire, but the matches were wet and they couldn’t
get the lighter to work.


Tilly threw the lighter down and cussed. “What are we going to
do?” she asked Claire, holding out her shaking hands, tears in her eyes.


“I have to have Rachel’s bedroll,” Claire told her.


“On it—I’ll be right back,” Tilly said.


Barely able to control her shaking hands from the cold, Claire
got the knife from Sarah and shaved fine pieces of the dry wood they had
gathered, putting it in a small pile.


Tilly returned from the riverbank where they’d left the bedrolls
and laid hers and Rachel’s down by Claire. Claire reached into Rachel’s
bedroll, pulled out the flint stone and metal bar, placed them down close to
the dry pile of tinder, and struck the flint several times. The tinder caught
fire on the fifth try. Tilly threw up her hands and cheered. They quickly built
up the wood around the tinder and the fire was roaring in just a few minutes.


Sarah gave instructions. “We’ve got to get her clothes off her
and find out how badly she’s hurt. Tilly, run back and get the rest of the
things we left. Claire, help me. We have to get her dry and warm. She’s going
into shock.”


They were all shaking from exposure to the water and the cold.
The light from the fire began to fill the cave as Tilly left to go back to the
riverbank to get the rest of the items they had left behind. When Sarah and
Claire turned Rachel, Claire lifted the bloody blouse she had placed on
Rachel’s back and saw the deep four-inch gash down to the bone on Rachel’s left
shoulder blade. Sarah pushed the fabric harder into the wound and placed the
palm of her hand over it as they anxiously waited for Tilly to return.


Claire had finally begun to feel the warmth of the fire when
Tilly came back into the cave. The cave’s dampness had almost disappeared and
the welcome relief of the warmth from the fire surrounded them.


“Tilly, bring my whole bedroll,” Sarah called out.


Claire helped Sarah turn Rachel more to get a better view of her
back. Sarah reached around Rachel’s waist and untied her hunting knife, slipped
it off, and laid it down beside her. Claire wrung the water out of one of
Sarah’s blouses, shook it, and handed it to Sarah, who removed the bloody
blouse she had stuffed in the wound earlier and placed the clean blouse firmly
inside the gash.


“Claire, get her clothes off her—we have to see where else she’s
hurt,” Sarah said, handing Rachel’s knife to her.


Claire started to cut Rachel’s pants leg but called out for Sarah
when she saw Rachel’s left ankle.


Sarah moved down toward Claire to look at Rachel’s leg. “Oh God,
it’s a compound fracture,” she said. Pieces of bone were sticking out of the
skin just above her ankle. “Don’t move her, Claire, not until we’ve got better
light and I can see exactly what’s going on with her leg.”


Claire and Tilly gathered up what flashlights they had and held
them over Rachel so Sarah could examine her more closely. Sarah reached down,
picked up the hunting knife, and cut her pants off her.


“We’ve got to get her back sutured up first, and then we’ll deal
with her ankle, but I have to stabilize that ankle first before we can turn
her,” Sarah said.


Claire held Rachel in her arms, putting pressure on the wound in
her back while Sarah cut and ripped strips of Rachel’s pant legs, then took one
of Rachel’s blouses and placed it around the exposed bone, wrapped the ankle
and leg with the cut strips, and placed pieces of wood on both sides of her leg
to stabilize it, securing it with more strips of cloth. She removed Rachel’s
shoes. Tilly used sticks and logs to place the blankets, other bedrolls, and
some of their clothing near the fire to dry.


Sarah slid Rachel’s blouse off. She had multiple cuts and scrapes
and was severely bruised in one massive area on her left side over her ribs.


“Her pulse is weak and her respirations are becoming shallow,”
Sarah said.


Claire placed Rachel back down, laying her blouse over her upper
body. “What can we do? You have to help her, Sarah.”


“She’s going into shock. We’ve got to stop the bleeding and get
her dry and warm,” Sarah told them.


Tilly brought the sleeping bag over and she and Sarah rolled
Rachel, switching the bloody blanket for the sleeping bag.


“Claire, sit down beside Rachel and hold her in your lap. I don’t
want her waking up and trying to move. Wrap your arms around her and try to get
her warm,” Sarah said.


Claire untied her own wet pants from around her waist and sat
down on them, pulling Rachel gently onto her lap and putting her arms around
her. She pushed Rachel’s wet hair away from her face. Rachel was pale and her
body was cold and motionless. Claire began to sob.


Sarah urged, “Hang on, Claire. She’s strong and determined, and
if anyone can make it through this, it’s Rachel. Till, I need water and lots of
it, boiled clean water so we can clean her up before I suture.”


When Tilly returned with their makeshift pan full of boiled
water, Sarah placed everything she needed down beside her. She checked Rachel’s
wound again, but it continued to bleed in spite of the applied pressure.
“Tilly, when we’re done cleaning the wound, take the scissors, open them, and
put only one blade in the fire. As soon as it’s a dull red hot, pick it up with
a dry cloth and bring it quickly to me, and be careful not to burn yourself or
touch it anywhere.”


Claire gave Sarah a concerned look.


Sarah looked back at her with tears in her eyes. “The wound won’t
stop bleeding. I have to cauterize it before I can suture.” She handed Claire
Rachel’s leather belt. “Claire, when I tell you, stick this leather belt in
Rachel’s mouth between her teeth and make sure her tongue is out of the way.
She may automatically bite down from the pain, and I don’t want her to bite her
tongue, or cheek, or break a tooth.”


Claire cried out in protest, “You can’t do that to her, Sarah.”


Sarah started to cry and yelled back at her, “Do you think I want
to do it to her? If I don’t do it, she’ll bleed to death. What choice do I
have?” Sarah wiped the tears from her eyes with her arm, looked at Tilly and
gave her instructions on where to wipe and how to hold Rachel’s skin as she
cleaned the debris out of the deep bleeding wound and flushed it with the
water. Once the wound was cleaned, Sarah poured water over the scissors and
handed them to Tilly. Tilly grabbed a clean blouse and left quickly to put the
scissors into the fire, and returned with it in just a few minutes.


Sarah checked Rachel’s wound once more. “Damn it, it’s still
bleeding,” Sarah said, taking a deep breath. “Okay, let’s do this.”


Claire opened Rachel’s mouth, placed the leather belt far enough
in to protect her tongue and teeth, and then closed her mouth, holding it shut.
She turned Rachel’s head slightly, closely watching her breathing, and then
leaned down and spoke to her. “Hang on, Rachel, this is going to hurt like
hell.” She wrapped her arm around her, her tears falling into Rachel’s hair.


Tilly carefully handed Sarah the cloth with the hot scissors,
spread the wound open as wide as possible, and then wiped the bleeding wound
with cloth. As soon as she did, Sarah applied the red-hot end of the scissor
blade to the bleeding area in short three-second bursts. Rachel’s body jerked
each time Sarah applied the hot blade, but the bleeding finally subsided after
four attempts. Sarah began to suture, piecing Rachel’s shoulder back together.


“I wouldn’t doubt if she has a hairline fracture in her shoulder
blade, but there isn’t anything that can be done about it. The leg will be the
hard part,” Sarah said.


Claire removed the belt from Rachel’s mouth and stroked her face
while Sarah checked Rachel’s pulse and breathing.


“Her heart rate is a little stronger, but her respirations are
still shallow.” She instructed Claire and Tilly to move Rachel closer to the
fire.


Tilly checked the clothes by the fire. “The other thin wool
blanket and some of the bedding and clothing are dry.”


“Claire, you and Tilly wrap her tightly in the dry blanket except
her left leg, and be extra careful with her left side. I’m sure she has more
broken ribs.”


Claire laid Rachel gently down, and she and Tilly carefully
pulled the bedding she was on, moving her closer to the fire. They placed the
dry blanket and another dry bedroll under her, removed the wet bloody sleeping
bag, and then wrapped her snugly in the blanket. Rachel did not move or make
any sounds. Once Rachel was positioned, they took a few minutes to dry off and
redress in warm dry clothing. Tilly built the fire up as Sarah gathered what
she needed to deal with Rachel’s ankle.


“Claire, lie up against Rachel as close as you can get on her
right side. I’m going to use you as her pillow and brace so we can move her
enough to get to her leg,” Sarah said.


Claire slid down beside Rachel on the bedroll, placing her body
aligned with hers.


“Are you in a comfortable position?” Sarah asked her.


“Yes, bring her to me,” Claire said.


Tilly and Sarah moved Rachel carefully so the entire right side
of her body aligned and rested against Claire, then moved Rachel’s upper body,
placing her head on Claire’s chest.


“Claire, I’m going to move Rachel’s lower right leg away from
you. I want you to swing your left leg over it. She may automatically flex it
and bump me when we set her leg. Keep your leg over hers. You’ll need to put
the belt in her mouth again, and let me know immediately if you feel any change
at all in her breathing,” Sarah said.


Claire nodded. She knew well how badly this was going to hurt Rachel.
Sarah placed more pieces of dry wood under Rachel’s left leg for support and
then carefully unwrapped the leg. Tilly held the flashlight over the protruding
bone as Sarah cleaned the area the best she could, picking the broken bone
fragments out of the leg and preparing to set the bone back in place. Tilly got
the log and moved it down by Sarah, setting the flashlight on the log with the
light toward Rachel’s leg. Sarah held the lower part of Rachel’s left leg just
below the break and, as instructed, Tilly took the upper part of the leg just
above the break. Claire carefully placed the leather belt back into Rachel’s
mouth, holding her jaw closed.


Sarah instructed, “Tilly, get a firm hold, and for God’s sake,
whatever you do, don’t let go of her leg. I’m going to pull and it’s going to
snap back into place as much as her body will allow. I’m going to call out
one-two-three-now,
and on now I’m
going to pull. Ready?”


Tilly and Claire answered, “Yes,” at the same time.


“One-two-three-now.”
Rachel’s leg snapped and crunched loudly as it slipped back into place. “Done,”
Sarah yelled out.


Claire removed the belt from Rachel’s mouth and stroked her face
as Sarah cleaned the small area where the bone had broken through the skin,
sutured it, applied the antibiotic ointment, and then wrapped the leg. She then
splinted and wrapped it once more.


“It will have to do for now, until we can make better splints,”
said Sarah.


Claire and Tilly dressed Rachel in dry clothes and socks, moved
her a little farther back in the cave, placed warmed stones around her, and
made sure she was positioned as comfortable as possible on her right side with
her left leg elevated.


“She needs to rest,” Sarah told them.


The rain finally stopped as they began to clean themselves and
the area with fresh water. Tilly cleaned the pan as best she could, then boiled
water in it three different times to sanitize it so they could use it again for
cooking.


“That’s disgusting, but we don’t have any other container to use
in the fire for cooking,” she said.


Claire patted her shoulder. “It’s all right, Tilly. We have to be
extra careful of the bloody waste around the cave so it won’t attract animals.”


As Rachel lay unconscious, they gathered by the fire to discuss
the situation.


Sarah slowly shook her head. “We can’t move her, not in this
condition. She’s too frail and weak, and if we move her, she’ll die. We have no
choice but to stay here until she gets her strength back and can travel, with
or without our help.”


“How long do you think it will be before she can travel?” Claire
asked.


“It depends on how quickly she gets her strength back.”


“And how long before she can walk?” Claire found herself on the
verge of tears again.


“It’s hard to tell, but a minimum of eight to ten weeks. She
can’t even think about it for at least eight weeks.”


They were silent for a long time.


Finally, Sarah said, “We have to find food. We have plenty of
water and good shelter so that’s not the problem—food is the problem.”


“And for Rachel? Tell me the truth, Sarah,” Claire demanded, looking
straight into her.


Sarah put her hands toward the fire and rubbed them together,
looking back at Rachel, and then to Claire. “It’s not good. The risk of
infection is very high and her body has been through so much. We have a little
antibiotic ointment left, but nothing orally we can give her. I put the
ointment on her leg and back, but I don’t know. I really don’t.”


“More bad news,” Tilly blurted out. “I lost the handgun in the
water when I slipped. I’m so sorry.”


“Do you know how to use the rifle?” Claire asked.


“I think I can. It has a scope, so it should be easy to focus my
shot.”


They pulled the ammunition from Rachel’s bedroll.


“Make sure it’s dry and you don’t get hurt,” Sarah told Tilly.
“I’ll stay with Rachel tomorrow. You two go hunting and don’t get lost, and
especially don’t get hurt.”


“No problem, we’ll just keep the river behind us and go up the
mountain,” Tilly told her. “Another slight problem,” she said. “I lost my
shoes.”


Claire and Sarah looked at her, disgusted.


“I know,” she said, holding up her hands. “I’ll wrap my feet in
socks and leaves—that should protect them well enough.”


Claire looked at Tilly’s ragged, filthy, duct-taped socks and
shook her head. “No, take Rachel’s shoes. She won’t need them for a while.”


Most of the clothing left in their bedrolls was wet, some of it
soaked in mud. They rinsed their dirty clothes in the river and continued to
dry them out by the fire the rest of the evening and night. There was nothing
to eat. They drank as much water as they could. They went through Rachel’s
bedroll. She had two herbal tea bags and a small amount of sassafras branches.
Claire put the tea bags away and used the sassafras branches to make a tea for
the three of them.


Sarah finished cutting up Rachel’s jeans into long strips of
cloth to use to wrap and brace her leg. She took the original cloth she’d used
to wrap Rachel’s ribs, and with Claire’s help, once again wrapped her ribs,
this time allowing enough room for her to breathe deeply. They each took turns
watching Rachel, turning her every two hours. Sarah told Claire she was
concerned because Rachel did not stir or wake during the night, but near dawn
Claire heard her moan.


Chapter Seventeen

 

 

 


Day 15


Saturday, July 10


 


Rachel began to stir and move by midmorning, calling out Sarah’s
name several times and crying out in pain.


Tilly and Claire returned in early afternoon with blueberries and
two rabbits they had cleaned and skinned away from the cave, bringing the skins
back with them. They cooked the meat and boiled the bones, adding leeks to make
a rich broth.


“Rachel would be proud of us,” Tilly said sadly.


Claire and Sarah nodded in agreement. As if on cue, Rachel
moaned, calling out Sarah’s name.


“She’s remembering the last moments before she went under the
water,” Sarah told them. “She will repeat it over and over until she fully
wakes. Don’t worry—it’s a natural reaction to the trauma.”


Rachel was moving and breathing more deeply by nightfall. In the
early morning she began to wake. Claire was taking her turn watching her when
Rachel opened her eyes and looked around. Claire lay down beside her.


Rachel called for Sarah in a hoarse, husky voice.


“She’s okay,” Claire assured her. “You saved her. She’s fine.”
She stroked her hair and face.


Rachel mumbled, repeating it louder.


Claire recognized Rachel was saying her own name in her native
tribal language, Moon Shadow. She told Claire once that her grandfather had
named her but her white father legally put Rachel
on her birth certificate, so her mother insisted they put her Native
American name as her middle name.


Rachel called out again in her tribal language.


Claire recognized the Native American word. It was a term of
endearment only used in a very close intimate relationship of total devotion.
It translated into the English language as Beloved,
but part of its meaning was lost in translation. It was the Native American
word Rachel used as an endearment for her. Claire stroked Rachel’s face with
the back of her hand. “Yes, Rachel. I’m here.”


Rachel tried to put her left hand up in the air as if to reach
for something. Claire sat up, took her hand, and held it.


“Water,” Rachel said hoarsely. Claire got the cup and poured
water from a crude bucket Tilly had made. She held Rachel’s head up so she
could drink. Sipping slowly, Rachel managed to drink the entire cup.


“Do you want more?” Claire asked.


“No.” Rachel moaned and laid her head down on Claire’s lap.
Claire stroked her hair as Rachel fell back into a deep sleep. She positioned
Rachel so she would be comfortable and lay beside her the rest of the night,
refusing to let Tilly take a shift.


 


* * *


 


Day 16


Sunday, July 11


 


Rachel woke again at dawn and tried to sit up, but Claire would
not let her. They had prepared broth for her, and Claire held her so she could
drink. She drank an entire cup of the broth and half a cup of water, then went
back to sleep. While she slept, Claire prepared the rabbit skin pouches as
Rachel had taught her, slipping the gold nuggets they had found at the little
lake inside them. By midmorning Rachel was awake again, looking at the fire.
Claire sat down beside her.


“Is Sarah all right?” Rachel asked, barely able to speak.


“Yes, Rachel. All of us are fine and here in a big cave by the
river. There’s food and water and we’re all safe. You don’t have anything to worry
about.”


Rachel stared at the fire and continued to drift in and out of
consciousness.


At midday, Sarah checked Rachel’s wounds and rewrapped her ankle,
which was badly swollen and somewhat red. She applied hot compresses to help
the blood flow and finally convinced Claire to sleep.


Rachel drank more broth at nightfall and stayed awake for
forty-five minutes. With a worried look on her face, she told Claire, “I have
to go to the bathroom.”


Claire looked at Sarah, concerned. Sarah placed one of her blouses
inside a large piece of slightly curved wood bark, raised Rachel’s nightshirt
up to her waist, and slipped the bark under her to absorb the urine.


“Okay, Rachel, you can’t get up yet, so I want you to just go,”
said Sarah.


Rachel frowned and shook her head. “I can’t do that.”


“Rachel, it’s okay, just go ahead and pee your pants, or in this
case blouse,” Tilly said to her, patting her shoulder gently.


“We’ll clean you up when you’re done, and I promise we’ll help
you up the next time,” Sarah said.


With no other choice, Rachel let nature take its course.


 


* * *


 


Day 17


Monday, July 12


 


By midmorning Rachel was fully awake. She could see three rabbit
skins and a deerskin hanging over something near the cave entrance. Tilly
helped her drink a cup of broth and a full cup of water.


“What day is it, Tilly?” she asked in a weak voice.


“I don’t know what actual day it is, Rachel, but we’re beginning
the fourth day since we crossed the river.”


“Help me sit up, Tilly, will you?”


Tilly placed a log with a bedroll over it and helped Rachel sit
upright against it. It was painful, but she wanted to sit up.


“Is everyone safe?”


Tilly smiled. “Yes, Rachel, everyone is good, and healthy, and
safe. You taught us well. We have food, and water, and a warm shelter, and we
will be fine until you’re well enough to travel again. Claire and Sarah found
some wild strawberries and blueberries yesterday. Would you like to have some?”


“Yes, please,” Rachel said.


Tilly brought a wooden bowl filled with a mixture of the berries.
Rachel ate a few of each and then handed the bowl back to Tilly.


“They’re very good,” she told her. “Where is Claire?”


“She went with Sarah to get fresh water. They should be back in a
few minutes.”


Rachel looked more closely around the cave and was surprised at
what she saw. There was a crudely made table, bowls, utensils, and logs for
sitting around the fire.


“You three have been busy,” she said.


Tilly laughed. “We have to keep busy. We’ve done what we can to
make ourselves comfortable here, but we also have been preparing to leave.”


Sarah and Claire arrived back at the cave.


“Hey, look who’s up, Claire,” Sarah called out when she saw
Rachel.


They both quickly came over to Rachel and sat down in front of
her. Sarah took her hand and held it for a minute, smiling broadly. “It’s so
good to see you sitting up, Rachel.”


Claire came to her knees beside her and carefully put her arms
around her. “Rachel,” she said with tears in her eyes. Rachel put her right arm
up to her and hugged her arm. Claire kissed her cheek and forehead, then sat
back down in front of her.


All three of them started to talk about what had happened while
she was asleep, but Rachel asked the million-dollar question before anyone
could speak a full sentence. “How long until I can walk, Sarah?”


Everyone was painfully silent.


Sarah said, “You have a compound fracture in your left leg, badly
bruised—if not broken again—ribs, a deep cut on the left side of your back, and
you’ve lost a lot of blood.”


“How long, Sarah?” Rachel insisted.


“Minimum eight to ten weeks, and that’s if everything heals the
way it should, then maybe you can put some partial weight on your foot.”


Rachel shook her head. “That’s not going to happen—four to six
weeks and the snows will be here. We have to get out of here as soon as
possible.”


“Tomorrow Tilly and I are going on a four-day hike up the
timberline trail and to the top of the next mountain. If there’s help, we’ll
find it, and if not we’re coming back and preparing for the worst.”


“There’s no worst,
Sarah. It’s out of here or we die. We won’t survive a winter here.”


Tilly looked over at Sarah and made a face. “I told you she
wouldn’t go for it.”


“We’ll see what we find, and then we’ll have a better idea, and
we can plan,” Sarah said.


“Okay, I will support that, but when you get back we make a plan
to leave, no matter what you find.”


They agreed, and with that issue off the table, they caught
Rachel up on what they had been doing since she got hurt.


“Tilly has become quite the markswoman,” Claire said, teasing
Tilly.


“How many rounds do you have left, Tilly?” Rachel asked.


“Twelve,” Tilly replied.


“Stop using the rifle under any circumstances when you get down
to six rounds. We have to save some for our protection.” She knew she’d be
understood without further explanation. “I take it the handgun is gone?”


Tilly looked down at the cave floor. “Yes, I lost it in the water
when we crossed the river.”


Rachel reached out and touched her knee. “It happens. Don’t
worry. I’ll help you make a bow and arrows as soon as I’m feeling stronger. By
the way, I like your shoes, Tilly.”


They all laughed.


“I hope you don’t mind I’m wearing your shoes, but Claire said it
was okay.”


Claire pushed Tilly’s shoulder and smiled.


“Claire, did you skin the animals?” Rachel asked.


Claire proudly said she did.


“They look wonderful. Did you remember to save the gut for
sewing?”


“I did. I even cut it into long strings like you showed me. I
like your knife, Rachel.”


“It’s my grandfather’s. I always have it with me,” Rachel said.


“It’s beautifully balanced and sharp,” Claire said, smiling at
her.


Rachel was proud of her for recognizing the qualities of the
knife. She looked more closely at Claire’s face; there was something different.
“Hey, your stitches are out,” Rachel said, looking down at her own arm and
touching it. “And mine too.” She looked at Sarah gratefully. “Sarah, you are a
wonder. You have saved us so many times now I can’t count.”


Sarah patted Rachel’s arm. “I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for
you. Thank you for what you did. I’m so sorry you were hurt doing it.”


Rachel looked at each one of them, tears now flowing down her
cheeks, each of them returning a teary smile.


Sarah informed Rachel that she and Tilly would be leaving at dawn
for their trip. “We should be back in no longer than four days. We have stored
up enough meat and other foods for you and Claire to have for at least six
days. If you ration, it will last ten to twelve more days. Water will not be a
problem, and the wood is stored just outside the cave, under a dry enclosure of
rock. You don’t have to do anything but rest and heal.”


Rachel’s pain had increased since sitting up and she needed to
rest, so she went to sleep. When she woke, the light coming into the cave was a
washed-out gray, a mixture of dark and daylight. She looked over by the fire:
Tilly was cleaning the rifle, Sarah was cooking, and Claire was sewing a piece
of deerskin into what looked like moccasins. Rachel was filled with confidence
that the three of them would survive their ordeal, but she doubted she would,
and she would not cause their death by having them linger with her—she would
take her own life before she would allow that to happen.


Claire poured herself and Rachel bowls of soup, brought it over,
and sat down beside her. “I’m so glad you’re awake,” Claire said.


While the soup cooled, she and Tilly helped Rachel take care of
her personal needs, and then walked her back. Tilly had made her a crutch and
Claire had padded it with rabbit fur. It was very useful, but the pain in her
leg, ribs, and back was almost unbearable when she used it. She was close to
collapse by the time they got her back to her bedroll. Claire helped her down
and leaned her up against the padded log.


“Rach, I think you’re right about only being a few days from
help. I found metal iron casts—rods, nails, and some old iron rims—by the bank
of the river, about a half a mile down,” Claire said.


Sarah and Tilly joined them, and they talked and socialized,
drinking their soup and eating berries.


“Claire, would you do a cave drawing, starting when we crashed
and bringing it up to today? You can finish it before we leave. I’ll help you
with the colors and symbols to use,” Rachel said.


“Oh yes, Rachel, I would love to do it,” Claire said.


Rachel had been up a long time, and she felt her body begin to
weaken and shake. “Great. Now, though, I need to rest.”


“Rest now and relax. It’s going to be okay,” Sarah told her.
“She’s awfully cold,” she said. “I hate to ask you, Claire, but would you lie
next to Rachel and warm her up so she can sleep?”


Tilly laughed out loud. “Nice one, Sarah.”


Rachel smiled as Claire laughed, walking past Tilly and slapping
her a high five. “Well, if you think it’s going to help her,” Claire said,
taking her bedroll and moving it close to Rachel.


“Warm some rocks, Claire, and put them on the other side of her
tonight,” Sarah told her.


The last thing Rachel remembered of the day was Claire coming
over to her, bending down and kissing her forehead, stroking her hair, and the
warm touch of her hand on her arm.


“You feel so good, Claire,” she said. She saw Claire’s face close
to hers and felt the warmth of her body engulf her. She saw her talking to
someone, but couldn’t make out what she was saying because her ears were
ringing and blood was rushing to her head. She felt dizzy, like she was
spinning in a circle, looking up at the stars.


Claire held her in her arms, covering them both with the sleeping
bag and their coats.


“She feels so cold, Sarah. Is she all right?”


“Just keep her warm with your body heat. She’ll be fine.” Sarah
cautioned her, “Remember, lots of fluids, as much as you can get in her, and
absolutely no weight on her left leg, under any circumstances—no matter what
she says, and watch her when she uses her crutch to make sure she doesn’t
fall.”


Claire held Rachel in her arms and watched Tilly as she built up
the fire so the cave would warm up.


Chapter Eighteen

 

 

 


Day 18


Tuesday, July 13


 


At dawn, Sarah’s final instructions to Claire were short before
she and Tilly headed off. “Watch her for a fever and check her leg. If it
discolors or the redness increases around the break, or seems hot to the touch,
or continues to swell—they’re all signs of infection. Make her comfortable,
give her Tylenol, and apply hot compresses every two hours if any of those
things happen.”


Claire stoked the fire and added a large amount of wood in
readiness to lie back down next to Rachel again. She had struggled all night to
keep her warm, and now her body was cold again. She decided to get radical. She
warmed more stones and placed them under Rachel’s bedding, around her back and
legs, and stood by the fire, warming herself as much as she could. Then she
quickly went to Rachel’s side, placing herself squarely next to her as close as
she could get. As Rachel’s body finally began to feel warmer to Claire’s touch,
Rachel moaned, moving against Claire. Claire tried not to think about it as she
fell back to sleep.


She woke when Rachel started to stir. She got up and placed more
warm rocks all around Rachel, then went out to the firewood and brought two
days’ worth of wood inside the cave. She did not want to leave Rachel very
often. She sewed the pelts as she waited for Rachel to wake. She thought about
what it might have been like for Rachel, growing up on the reservation, close
to nature and the land. As dangerous as it was, Claire felt a kinship to the
environment, a sense of belonging. She thought about it all morning and was
excited to start the cave drawings with Rachel.


When Rachel woke, Claire helped her with her needs and then
steadied her as she came back to her bedroll. Rachel drank broth, and when she
finished, thanked Claire for all she was doing for her. “I feel at peace,”
Rachel said, looking out into the opening of the cave.


“Well, you should feel at peace, we’ve all survived because of
you.”


Rachel struggled to reach up to touch Claire’s face. “Claire,”
she said again and began to cry.


Claire kissed her cheeks and wiped her tears with the sleeve of
her blouse. Rachel’s skin was warm—she had a fever. “Rach, what’s wrong, why
are you so sad?”


“I know we’ll get out of here, and in a few days we’ll leave this
place and go back. Everything will change and yet be the same. He’s going to
come after me again, Claire. I know it, and I’m weak and vulnerable, and he’ll
find me.”


“I will never let him hurt you again,” Claire said.


“Claire, I have a plan and I want you to listen to me. Promise me
you’ll do it exactly as I tell you. Promise me?”


“Yes, I promise.”


“When he finds out we survived, he’ll come after me to finish it.
We’ll report all of this to authorities, but I don’t think they’ll ever be able
to keep me safe. I am going after him when we get out of here, but I can’t do
it unless I know you will be safe. I will not spend my life in fear and
anxiety, looking over my shoulder, wondering if he is coming after me again. We
have to protect ourselves at all times until this is over. Do you understand?”


“Yes, I understand. We don’t let our guard down, ever.”


“That’s right. I was the prey, but now I am the hunter. I’m going
to hunt him down and I’m going to kill him, Claire. I’m going to kill him for
what he did to me, and you, and Sarah, and Tilly.”


“Rachel, don’t say that, it won’t come to that.” But in Claire’s
heart she knew it might.


Claire gave her oxy and Tylenol as Sarah had instructed, checked
her leg, began the hot compresses, and then helped her lie back down.


“Be with me?” Rachel asked, looking up at her.


“Try to keep me away,” Claire said smiling as she lay down beside
her and held her in her arms until she went to sleep.


Once again Claire placed the warm rocks all around her and then
let her rest. While Rachel slept, Claire began to mix the paints and make the
cave drawings as she had been instructed. She used blueberries, charcoal, and
boiled bark from the trees, which produced a beautiful rich brown. She worked
long into the morning painstakingly and as accurately as she could recall,
using the limited colors.


Rachel woke in midafternoon. Claire prepared her meal and they
ate together, talking and sharing stories, discussing more details of Rachel’s
concerns about Justin, and reviewing a basic plan in case things went terribly
wrong. Claire was able to get Rachel up and sat her outside the cave to bathe
her. Rachel smiled as the warm water ran over her body. Claire leaned her
against a boulder that had been warmed by the sun, washed her hair, and combed
it with a comb Tilly had made.


Rachel began to yawn and tremble slightly by early evening.
Claire put more firewood on the fire and prepared her for bed, helping her back
to her bedroll, placing the warm stones all around her back and legs, and then
lay down beside her, holding her close to stop her trembling and keep her warm.


Rachel leaned into her. “I’m exhausted.”


Claire whispered to her, “You’re in my arms now and I’ll keep you
safe and warm. Rest now, Rachel. God knows you’ve earned it.”


Once she was in a deep sleep, Claire got up. The night was dark
and long, and lonely.


Rachel woke in the early morning, once again cold and shaking,
asking for water. She drank two cups. Claire felt her neck and forehead and realized
her fever was increasing. She did as Sarah had instructed and then Rachel went
back to a restless sleep.


 


* * *


 


Day 19


Wednesday, July 14


 


Rachel woke again about an hour after first light. Her fever was
worse and she continued to shiver. Claire unwrapped her back and looked at the
suture line.


“It’s slightly red and very bruised, but it doesn’t look
exceptionally swollen.” She reapplied the antibiotic ointment, redressed the
wound, and rolled Rachel over to look at her leg. She carefully unwrapped the
leg as Rachel cried out in pain.


“It’s worse, Claire. I can feel it.”


“I think you have an infection. It’s more swollen, red, and hot
to touch.” Claire once again reapplied the hot compresses as Sarah had
instructed.


Rachel sat up in the late morning, the pain in her leg almost
unbearable. Claire helped her with her personal needs, dressed her in her clean
clothes, and then made her breakfast. Rachel had no appetite and took very
little, and only after Claire insisted.


“You have to drink, Rachel.” Claire mashed the blueberries and
strawberries into a thick soupy liquid, adding water. “Here, drink all of
this,” she told her.


Rachel drank the juice, but it was bitter and she felt nauseated.
Claire helped her sit up and she quietly watched Claire finish sewing the
moccasins for Tilly. Rachel stayed up for three hours. She wanted to make sure
Claire understood about how dangerous Justin was, and she told Claire about the
safeguard she had put into the SECO program that would cause it to fail if not
removed. She then gave Claire the information to deactivate the trigger, making
Claire memorize it. Claire continued giving Rachel the Tylenol for her fever
and applied the hot compresses to her leg, but Rachel felt little improvement.
She wanted to tell Claire she loved her, that she wanted to be with her, that
she was everything she ever wanted in her life, that she couldn’t live without
her, but the pain overwhelmed her. Claire.


By late afternoon, Rachel was moaning. The pain at the break site
in her leg had increased and her face was flushed and hot from fever. She had
chills and she couldn’t get comfortable. Claire gave her the last oxy pill and
continued to give her Tylenol.


“I feel so tired, Claire. I’m sorry, I have to rest. There’s so
much I want to tell you.”


Claire comforted her and assured her it was all right, tucking
her in, making sure she was warm, and elevating her leg again. “Sleep,” she
told her as she stroked her face.


Rachel took her hand. “Claire, I love you so much. Promise me, no
matter what happens, you’ll always remember that.”


Claire lay beside her and embraced her. “My love for you, Rachel,
has no bounds now.”


Rachel watched Claire as she walked toward the fire. “Be careful,
Claire, Justin will come when he’s ready. Be careful. He’s crossed over and
there’s no going back for him.” She drifted off into a restless sleep.


 


* * *


 


Justin lay in the bed and reached over for the bottle of Grey
Goose. He hadn’t seen daylight in two days, but he didn’t care. He popped two
oxycodone and washed them down with the alcohol. He’d be asleep again in a
little while. When he woke up he’d get a sauna, have a woman, and then go down
and play some high-stakes Texas Hold’em. He was now down $100,000. At least
they’d comped his suite again for another week.


 


* * *


 


Sarah groaned as she stretched. The day and night had been long
for her and Tilly. They finally arrived at the old log road at almost nightfall
after a grueling seventeen hours. They slept in a shallow cave with a fire just
outside the entrance. They arose early the next morning and started out again,
following the old log road down the mountain. Sarah was in a hurry and pushed
Tilly constantly.


“What is wrong with you, Sarah? Why are you pushing so hard?”


“Tilly, we have to find help as soon as possible. Rachel will not
make it if we don’t get her help soon.”


“Is it that bad?”


“Yes, it’s bad. She has an open fracture and her back is cut to
the bone. She needs antibiotics and surgery on her leg right away. We have to
get help to her. Her chance of survival is very low.”


Tilly picked up her pace. They walked until midday and then took
a break, chewing on dried meat and eating a few berries. It was then, as they
sat quietly, that Sarah heard the faint sound. It was coming from down the
mountain in front of them somewhere. It was some type of motor.


She jumped up and yelled to Tilly, “Do you hear that?”


“Hear what?” Tilly yelled back.


“Shush, listen.”


They both were completely still, almost holding their breath.
Sarah thought it was definitely some type of motor—a generator, maybe?


Tilly jumped up and down and yelled, “I hear it, I hear it.”


Sarah threw her arms around Tilly as they continued to jump up
and down, almost knocking each other over in their excitement. They immediately
picked up their bedrolls and started down the mountain again as fast as safety
would allow.


It was evening when they reached the shack. Sarah saw a small
gas-powered generator running at the near side of the dilapidated structure.
Tilly walked up onto the cluttered porch and banged on the half-hinged door. No
one answered. They went around the far side of the shack just as a large burly
bearded middle-aged man with brown hair, wearing tan pullover coveralls and a
blue and yellow flannel shirt, was coming out of the outhouse.


He stopped midstep and yelled, “Who the hell are you and where
did you come from?”


They stared at him in disbelief, unable to speak. Sarah went down
on her knees and kept staring at him as if he was a ghost that suddenly
appeared in front of her.


The man rushed forward to help Sarah, pulling up his suspenders
with one hand as he helped her to her feet. “Come on, get inside,” he demanded.


Sarah thought he had a slight Canadian accent.


“Come on,” he said again firmly.


They followed him into the shack and there was the most beautiful
sight Sarah had ever seen—a CB radio with the man’s call letters written at the
top, JB2779.


“I’m Joshua Brinkman—call me Josh,” he said.


He began to question them, but they were hesitant to answer any
of his questions. Sarah knew their plan to stay safe and remain anonymous as
long as possible had to be activated and no information could be given unless
the risks were weighted. They needed to find out quickly what kind of a man
Josh was and if he could be trusted with the information they needed to give.
Sarah cautiously asked him questions, firing them one after another. Why was he
there? What did he do for a living? How long had he lived there? Was there
anyone else in the area?


He told them his family owned three thousand acres of the
surrounding land and that he was a miner of sorts, but mostly a recluse. He
patrolled the family property and lived off the land. His wife had left him the
year before—it was not the lifestyle she wanted to live. After he answered
their questions without hesitation, Tilly nodded her head in approval and Sarah
began to explain to Josh their situation, the approximate location of Claire
and Rachel, and Rachel’s condition. They told Josh their concerns about Justin
and the importance of him not finding out they were still alive.


Josh sat quietly for a moment. “I think the best thing to do is
contact Alaska Air Rescue. Make sure only two women are mentioned on the open
channel and that no names are given. I’d call the trauma unit at St. Frances in
Juneau, which is where they’ll take your friends, and tell them you want to
speak to the head of security, explain your situation, and let them help you. I
can take you both to the hospital myself, and we should get there about an hour
after your friends. My best guess is your friends are around a hundred sixty
miles or so from the hospital, which should take Air Rescue about an hour to
fly.”


Sarah and Tilly agreed it was the best plan. Josh made the call
and gave Rachel and Claire’s approximate location and Rachel’s condition.


“A team will leave within the next ten minutes,” he said.


Josh took Sarah and Tilly on the four-wheeler through the small
pass to his home. He told them the shed was only the work area for the property
and that his home was located about a half mile northeast of the shed.


When they approached the house, Sarah saw that it was a
beautifully built log cabin with stone facing. The bathroom was outside the
house, but connected by an enclosed walkway. The porch ran the entire length of
the front part of the cabin. He walked them through the cluttered living room
and into the kitchen.


“We aren’t going to contact the hospital until we can get access
to a cell phone. The CB channel to the hospital is open and there are a lot of
people listening to that particular channel. My cell phone will work once we
get on the main highway, and then we can call hospital security.”


He fixed them a delicious meal of salmon, potatoes, canned green
beans, and cooked apples. He gave them a change of clothes from the items his
wife had left and they both took hot showers. They changed and prepared to
leave for Juneau.


“You’ve been through quite an ordeal. You all are lucky to be
alive, incredibly lucky,” he said.


He showed them a map of the area and estimated where they had
crashed. He traced the trail they had traveled over the map to where they
currently were, pointing to where he thought the cave was located on the Little
Chignik River.


“You found the old Cooper’s Point mining site. I imagine the
chopper will find them fairly quickly with the state-of-the-art tracking
equipment they have. They will take them directly to St. Frances Trauma Center
in Juneau. The news media will want to be all over this so you should work with
security about it.” He gave them his cell phone number. “I know some people who
can help you if you need it.”


They didn’t know Josh that well, but Sarah trusted him already
because he had nothing to gain by helping them, or harming them. They took
their bedrolls and the three of them left for the hospital. They discussed what
exactly to tell security and what other agencies to contact.


“It’s starting, Tilly, and it’s going to move fast,” Sarah said.


Tilly patted Sarah’s leg.


Chapter Nineteen

 

 

 


Rachel’s fever was raging by evening. Her clothes were
completely soaked in sweat, and she thrashed and moaned incoherently. Claire
did not know what to do. There were no more pain pills, no antibiotics, and in
desperation, she stripped her down and took a cloth and a pan of cool water and
washed her body in an effort to bring the fever down. As she wiped her forehead
with the cool wet cloth, Rachel grabbed her hand and stopped her.


“Claire, behind you,” she called out in panic. Rachel was
delirious. “No, no you can’t. Run, Claire,” she screamed, “run.”


Rachel struggled to get up, but Claire restrained her, laying her
back down, trying to calm her. “Rachel, it’s okay. We’re safe.”


Claire gently held her shoulders down. The cool cloth and water
seemed to help. She raised her up and gave her water with the melted Tylenol in
it, redressed her in more dry clothes, and rewrapped her in one of the
blankets, placing the warm stones around her back. She moved closer to her and
held her. It seemed to calm her and Claire felt her body relax somewhat.


Later in the evening, Rachel lay quiet, but the fever continued
to rage inside her. Claire once again rinsed her body in cool water, reapplying
the hot compress to her leg. The immediate area around the break in her leg was
beginning to turn dark red, her heart rate had increased, and her breathing was
shallow. Claire lay down next to her and desperately poured out her heart to
her.


“Rachel, hear me. Don’t give up. Stay with me—please don’t go. We
have our whole lives ahead of us, and there are so many things I want to tell
you and share with you yet. I promise I’ll try harder. I’ll be better. I love
you so much. I’m so sorry for all the hell I’ve put you through over the years,
and especially since the crash.” Claire stroked her hair and face, pleading
again. “Please don’t leave me, Rachel. I can’t live without you. I won’t live
without you. If you go, I’m going.”


She moved closer to her and gently laid her arm over Rachel’s hip
and began to sob. There was absolutely nothing more she could do for her. She
couldn’t bear the thought of going on without her. Her life would be empty,
without any meaning or reason to go on, if Rachel wasn’t with her. Rachel’s
knife was on the table beside the fire. She kept looking at it. I’ll use it on myself if she goes.
I swear I will. I won’t stay here without her. I’ll slit my wrists. I won’t
live without her.


Claire felt the cold heartless night surround and engulf them
like a tomb. She left Rachel just long enough to build the fire up, then slid
her closer to the fire in an effort to keep her warmer for a longer period of
time. Rachel moaned and cried out in pain as Claire tried to move her as
carefully as she could. She sat close by her, watching helplessly as Rachel lay
semiconscious and began to slip away. Claire stood up and staggered toward the
table to get the knife but turned and came back and sat down again beside
Rachel. “Don’t leave me, Rachel, don’t leave me.” She put her hands to her face
and sobbed.


 


* * *


 


Claire felt the vibration of the helicopter’s rotors before she
actually heard the engine. As the helicopter approached from downriver, the
sound and vibration echoed into the cave and was almost deafening. She shielded
her eyes against the blinding lights as the searchlights entered invasively.


A man’s deep voice called to her from the cave entrance, “Alaska
Search and Rescue, we’re here to help you.”


Two men dressed in fluorescent orange coats entered the cave with
a long cradle-like metal basket. They quickly moved to Rachel, wrapped her in a
thick red blanket, lifted her up, and placed her into the basket. As they
started to carry her out, Claire instinctively jumped up and reached for her.


“No,” she screamed as she tried to bring her back to her.


She followed the men quickly out of the cave and continued to try
to grab at Rachel. The men, dressed in heavy coats and helmets, strapped the
basket to a line and lifted Rachel quickly up into the air.


One of the men then grabbed ahold of Claire and wrapped a harness
around her. “It’s okay,” he said calmly to her. He gave a thumbs-up and looked
up, yelling, “Clear!” into a microphone near his mouth. Claire felt herself
being lifted up into the helicopter as the man held her. Another man grabbed
her and pulled her inside the helicopter and laid her down beside Rachel,
wrapped her in warm blankets, and strapped her into a metal-framed bed. A
female flight nurse talked to someone through her headset as she put an IV into
Rachel’s arm.


Claire felt the helicopter dip slightly to the right and level
out. One of the men leaned down to her, smiled, and patted her arm. “We’ll be
at the trauma center in forty-two minutes,” he assured her.


She looked over at Rachel on her left and touched her hand as the
flight nurse continued to work on her, taking her blood pressure and pulse.
Claire heard her say into the microphone, “Blood pressure is 54 over 42, heart
rate is 128, respirations are 14 and shallow, temperature is 105.9.” Rachel’s
IV was quickly dripping fluids into her arm. The flight nurse looked at Claire.
“Do you know if she’s allergic to any medicines?”


“No, no allergies,” Claire shouted.


The nurse hung a smaller bag of liquid and attached it to
Rachel’s main IV. She placed an oxygen mask over her mouth and nose, then
opened Rachel’s blouse and applied adhesive patches to her chest area and
attached electrical leads, carefully covering Rachel again with the blanket.
The small portable machine beside her began to light up, and pulsating red and
green images appeared. The flight nurse listened intently to her headset, and
then replied, “Tachycardia, irregular rhythm.”


The man next to Claire stayed close by, reassuring her. “She’s in
good hands,” he told her. He placed a headset with a microphone over Claire’s
ears and the sound of the helicopter’s rotors could barely be heard. She heard
the man speak to her through the headset in a reassuring, calm voice. “It’s
going to get a little bumpy, but don’t be alarmed. We’re getting into air
turbulence. Give me a thumbs-up if you’re okay.”


He gave Claire a thumbs-up and she returned the gesture. She
began to feel the jerking, bouncing movement as the helicopter cut through the
turbulence. Flashbacks of the plane crash suddenly flooded her mind and she
began to panic. She tried to get up but could not move because of the straps
around her. The smell of fuel and burning rubber overwhelmed her as she fought
as hard as she could to get up and out.


“We have to get out of the plane,” she screamed, looking over at
Rachel. “Rachel, wake up. We have to get out.”


The flight nurse leaned over Claire, applied alcohol to her
forearm, and inserted a needle. Claire began to relax and drift off into
nothingness, waking when she felt the downward motion of the helicopter
beginning to land. She felt the headset being removed from around her head and
ears and felt the motion of being lifted up and carried. Bright lights
surrounded her as she tried to raise her arm to block them, but her arms were
strapped down and an IV was in her right arm. The sound of the helicopter grew
more distant. She entered a hallway with more bright lights, watching the
lights pass above her as she went through some type of doors into another area.
A female with a cap, a mask pulled down over her chin, and wearing a greenish
paper gown was standing over her. She touched Claire’s shoulder with a gloved
hand and asked her what her name was. Claire remembered the plan—she didn’t
answer her.


A man came into the room. He also had a cap on and his mask was
pulled down below his chin. He said his name was Dr. Derrick Morris and told
her he was an orthopedic surgeon. He told her she was going for an X-ray of her
left hand.


He then leaned in closer to her and said quietly, “Claire, we’re
getting Rachel ready for surgery. Security has talked with Sarah. It’s all
right. I want you to relax. You’re in safe hands. Your friends will be here in
a little while. I’ll come back and talk with you as soon as I’m finished with
Rachel.”


Claire could see the man’s blue eyes as he looked at her. He
touched her arm and she heard him talk to the gowned woman as he left the room.
The gowned woman came beside her again and unwrapped the ragged dirty elastic
wrap on her left hand. Claire was embarrassed when she saw the dirt on her
hand. Two more people came into the room and helped her change into a gown and
moved her onto a bed. They wheeled her to another room, where someone helped
her move onto a table, and they X-rayed her left hand in different positions
and then helped her scoot back onto the bed and brought her back to the
hallway. She saw a man in a security uniform speaking to a woman with a
clipboard and papers. The woman nodded her head and left. The gowned woman was
waiting for her when another man wheeled her back to the room.


The woman introduced herself. “I’m Dr. Morris’s physician
assistant, Maggie Thomas.” Maggie removed her mask. “Are you in any pain
anywhere besides your hand?” Maggie asked.


Claire shook her head.


Maggie raised the bed to a sitting position. She then poured
Claire a glass of ice water and handed it to her. Claire looked cautiously
around the room. She was in a large hospital room with pale green curtains
pulled halfway closed. She could faintly hear other voices across from her
where curtains were drawn. She must be in the emergency room.


“As soon as we check you out a little more, we’re going to move
you to a private room.”


Claire looked back to Maggie. She was medium build, about
forty-five, with short graying dark black hair. Claire guessed she was a Native
Alaskan from her appearance.


“Claire, we need some medical information about Rachel. You told
the flight nurse she doesn’t have any allergies to penicillin or other
antibiotics. Is that correct?”


“Yes,” Claire said.


“Is there anything we need to be aware of concerning Rachel?”


“She broke some of her ribs on the right side in the plane crash,
but I don’t know how many days ago that was. She was caught in the river. Her
leg. She’s hurt.” Claire’s heart rate increased, she felt dizzy, she couldn’t
think, and she began to cry. She looked up at Maggie. “She’s hurt. We tried to
help her. I don’t know what day it is or how long we were out there.” She put
her face in her hands and began to sob.


Maggie touched her shoulder. “It’s okay. We’re going to help
her.” She looked at the medical chart the flight nurse had given her. “I’m
going to give you a little more medication in your IV to help you relax. You’re
going to feel it in just a minute.”


Claire watched Maggie insert the small needle into the port in
her IV. She took two deep breaths and immediately relaxed, putting her hands
down in her lap, feeling a calm affirmation that somehow everything was going
to be all right, but if it wasn’t, she really didn’t give a damn.


“I gave her Tylenol just before search and rescue got there.”
Claire’s voice echoed inside her head and went spinning off into a dark tunnel.


“Okay, great, anything else?” Maggie asked.


“Hot compresses and a cold bath,” Claire said. She began to feel
the full effect of the medication. “Hot compresses and a cold bath,” she
repeated, laying her head back on the pillow and closing her eyes as euphoria
engulfed her. Bathing in
the lake under the stars with Rachel, loving Rachel, kissing Rachel. God, her
kisses. How lucky was she—Rachel loved her and they were safe now. Safe. They
were all safe. Touch
me, Rachel. Claire jerked forward. Oh
God, did I just say that out loud? “What?” she said.


“I said, and how about you? Do you have any allergies or anything
we need to be aware of?”


Maggie’s voice faded in and out. Claire shook her head no, but
couldn’t remember why.


“Claire, as far as we can tell, you are dehydrated, slightly
anemic, and suffering from exposure. Dr. Morris will review the X-rays of your
hand as soon as he can and be back to talk to you,” Maggie said. She positioned
the tray stand beside Claire and set a pan of warm water, soap, washcloth, and
towel on top of it, then lifted Claire’s left hand and gently placed it into
the pan of warm water and began to wash it. “I’m going to rewrap your hand with
an Ace wrap for now,” Maggie said. “How are you doing? You feeling better?”


Claire opened her eyes and looked at Maggie. “What is that
stuff?”


Maggie laughed. “It’s pretty good, isn’t it?”


Claire smiled. “Definitely.”


“Today is Wednesday, July fourteenth,” Maggie told her.


Claire didn’t care anymore. Hell, she didn’t care what month or
year it was, let alone the day. “I need to be with Rachel right now,” she
blurted out.


“Claire, she’s in surgery. You all right?” Maggie asked.


Claire nodded, remembering where she was.


“As soon as I get your hand wrapped, we’re going to move you up
to your room. We’ll send your friends up there as soon as they talk with
security. We have been in contact with Sarah, and she has alerted us to your
situation and your safety concerns. You and Rachel are under what we call
priority protocol, which means your names will not be released to the media and
no interviews will be permitted. If necessary, a general, generic statement
will be released saying two women were in a camping/hiking accident. We will
tell the media nothing further can be released pending notification to the
families.” Maggie gently dried Claire’s hand and then wrapped it. “I’m going to
go see if they are ready to move you, and I’ll be up to your room in a little
while. Just relax for a little bit.”


Maggie left the room. Claire put her head back on the pillow and
closed her eyes. It was all happening so fast.


Ten minutes later an aide came in with a wheelchair and said he was
moving her up to her room. “Maggie will be up to see you in just a few
minutes,” he told her.


He helped her out of the bed and into the wheelchair, placed her
IV on a hook on the wheelchair, and then pushed her out of the emergency area
and up to the second floor into her room. A nurse came in to greet her and
helped her into the bed. She took her blood pressure, pulse, temperature,
checked her IV, and asked if she needed anything. Claire shook her head no, and
this time remembered why.


She looked around the room. There was another hospital bed next
to her on the left, a big window to her right with a view of the helicopter
pad, and two light brown stuffed leather chairs side by side in front of the
two beds. She looked out the window and saw a helicopter just as it was taking
off. She closed her eyes and drifted off into nothingness.


 


* * *


 


Claire heard a sound and opened her eyes. Maggie came into her
room and was by her bed.


“You settled in?”


Claire nodded.


“There will be an armed security guard on your floor. Dr. Morris
is in charge of your medical care. Rachel has a severe systemic infection from
the open compound fracture in her left lower leg. She is being given IV
antibiotics and blood. She most likely will be in surgery about three to four
hours and then probably in recovery another two or three hours. She will be
moved to the intensive care unit as soon as she is awake and stable. You can
visit her periodically but need to stay in this room. We will move her in here
with you as soon as she is ready, depending on how she does, probably within
twenty-four hours. Dr. Morris will stabilize her fibula with pins and plates
and redo the sutures in her back. She has a hairline fracture of her left
scapula—her shoulder blade—and two broken ribs on the lower left side, one of
which is displaced. What questions do you have?” she asked her.


“Is she going to be all right?”


“She’s getting medication for the infection. Dr. Morris is the
best orthopedic surgeon in Alaska. She couldn’t be in better hands. He’ll come
see you as soon as he’s done with her surgery.”


“Where will Tilly and Sarah be?”


“They’re coming here to your room as soon as they can get here
and talk with security. I don’t know very much about their situation except
they should be here in a while, and they are in good health and do not need any
emergency medical care.”


“Will you keep me informed about Rachel’s surgery?”


“Yes, of course, I’ll be here at the hospital the entire time.”


An aide entered the room with a tray of food for Claire and put
it on the stand. Claire was trembling.


“I would like to give you a sedative in about an hour to help
you,” Maggie said.


Claire refused. “I don’t want to be groggy. I need my head to be
clear.”


“I think you need to rest,” Maggie said.


“I’ll wait until Sarah and Tilly get here.”


“Just push your call light when you’re ready and the nurse will
bring you the sedative. Meanwhile, I’m going to go check and see how things are
going with Rachel and let you know in a while. Try to eat and drink as much as
possible. See you in a little while.” Maggie left the room.


Claire found herself completely alone. She didn’t know what to
feel or think. She just stared out the window into the night, seeing nothing.


Chapter Twenty

 

 

 


Thursday, July 15


 


Claire looked up when Tilly and Sarah came into her room. They
immediately came to her bedside and hugged her, crying and holding each other.
When they finally got their emotions under control, Claire told them what
happened to Rachel and repeated what Maggie had told her, and then she burst into
tears again.


“What if she doesn’t make it? I can’t go on without her. I won’t.
I decided at the cave I was going to kill myself if she didn’t live. I feel so
ashamed, but I can’t face it without her.”


Sarah put her arms around her again and held her. Claire put her
hands to her face and sobbed as Tilly moved to her and held her.


“If you two hadn’t left and found help, we would both be dead by
now.” Claire sobbed harder, feeling what little energy she had slowly draining
out of her.


“It’s going to be okay, Claire. Rachel has the antibiotics she
needs, and from what I hear, she has a great surgeon, and she’ll come out of
this, I know it,” said Sarah.


Claire was finally able to stop sobbing. She was exhausted and on
the verge of collapse, emotionally and physically. Sarah handed her a tissue
and some water and told her to drink.


“You’re exhausted, Claire, try to relax. For right now, we just
sit tight, wait for Rachel to go through surgery, and then figure out what our
next move is. The Juneau police said they’re turning the case over to the FBI
because it’s interstate. The FBI will be coming here in the morning around ten
a.m. to talk with us. Above anything else, we have to keep each other and our
families safe,” said Sarah.


Claire wiped her tears again. “We stay safe by making sure Justin
doesn’t know we are alive. As long as that bastard thinks Rachel is dead, he
has no reason to panic or do anything. Rachel and I agreed—if Justin finds out
she or any of us is alive, he will do all he can to get to us, with or without
the FBI after him. She feels we have no choice but to do what we have to do to
protect ourselves. For now, we hide as long as we can,” she said.


“Meanwhile, my career is waiting,” Tilly said.


“And so are my husband and son,” said Sarah. “They think I’m
dead.”


Tilly shot back at Sarah. “Well, so does my family, Sarah.”


Claire put up her hand. “Stop it, both of you. Tilly, this whole
thing is only going to help your career. As much publicity as you are going to
get from this, you might as well have gone out and had an affair with the
president. And as far as your mom and dad are concerned, they can wait. Your
mom has threatened to kill you since we were teenagers.”


Claire smiled, and Tilly and Sarah started laughing.


“Sarah’s the one that’s getting robbed. I’m sure Ricky and Tommy
are devastated. We have to find a way to let Ricky know Sarah is still alive
without compromising the situation and putting Rachel in danger,” said Claire.


Sarah hugged Claire. “Thank you for understanding.”


Sarah insisted Claire eat something. She forced herself to eat
some of the food on the tray as they continued to talk.


“We have to find out where Justin is and keep an eye on him.
Honestly, I think the FBI will be tied up trying to find evidence. We don’t
need evidence. We know what he did. And we have to find someone who can help
us, someone we can trust, because we can’t do this on our own, and it’s going
to take money. Once we start this, the cash will go quickly. Do you two have
the cash from the wreck with you?” Claire asked.


“We divided the money between us before we left the cave,” said
Tilly.


Claire asked Tilly to get her pants on the closet shelf. When she
brought them, Claire pulled out the rabbit pouches from her pants pockets and
handed them to Sarah, who opened the two pouches and spilled the gold nuggets
out onto Claire’s bedside table.


“Claire, where did you get these?” Sarah gasped.


Claire explained how she and Rachel had found them at the lake.
“We have to find someone who can help us get cash for these,” she said.


Sarah and Tilly sat down in the two leather chairs by Claire’s
bed and tried to get comfortable.


“We know someone who can help us. Josh is great and he’s from
here,” Tilly said.


Sarah agreed. “Yes, we can trust him, and he knows his way
around.”


“Who is he?” Claire asked.


Tilly told Claire the details of what happened, who Josh was, and
how he helped them.


“Call Josh from the hospital phone, Sarah, and get him here as
fast as possible to meet with us. We need him to help you find a gold dealer
and get what you can for these,” Claire said.


Tilly said she knew someone in Las Vegas who could track down
Justin, quietly and discreetly.


“Who, Tilly?” Claire asked.


“He’s a private detective, a good one,” said Tilly.


Claire was determined to take control of the situation. “I don’t
care what the FBI does—we need our own information. We aren’t victims anymore.”


Tilly straightened her shoulders and leaned forward. “Damn
right.”


“Burner phones only. First thing tomorrow, okay? Under no
circumstances use your phones,” Claire said.


Sarah told Claire their phones were in their bedrolls in the
security office.


“Mine and Rachel’s are in our bedrolls back at the cave. The
minute they are active we give ourselves away—actually, we need to destroy them
as soon as we can,” Claire said.


Sarah called Josh. While she was on the phone, Claire asked Tilly
about the private detective she knew in Las Vegas and how best to contact him.


“I’ll have to make some calls. It may take me a while to get in
touch with him, but he’s definitely the person we need,” said Tilly.


“How do you know a private detective?” Claire asked.


Tilly looked away from Claire and down at the floor, then back up
at Claire. “How do I know a private detective? Well, I had this friend and he
got into a little trouble and needed him.”


Sarah finished the call to Josh. “Tilly, come clean,” she
demanded.


“Okay, damn it. I had a little trouble with one of my
ex-boyfriends there in Vegas and had him investigated. The manager of the club
I was singing at gave me Jack’s name and phone number. Are you happy now,
Sarah?”


“Okay, you don’t have to get all defensive about it,” Sarah said,
smiling.


“Is he good, Tilly? Can we rely on him?” Claire asked.


“Yes, he’s very good. He is the best—he really is,” said Tilly,
looking over at Sarah and making a face. Sarah laughed.


“Okay, make the call, the sooner the better,” Claire said.


“He’ll be expensive,” Tilly said.


“I don’t care—make the call. We’ll have to solve that problem
somehow,” said Claire.


Maggie came into the room and Claire introduced Tilly and Sarah.


Maggie gave them an update on Rachel. “She’s in surgery now. Once
Dr. Morris gets done, he will personally be in to talk with you. We feel you
should be here for at least two days for observation and some basic treatment.
For now, the hospital will wait for insurance information, but they’re going to
need something within the next twenty-four hours. Figure out what you want to
do. I’ll be back in a couple of hours and give you an update, but meanwhile, no
news is good news.” She said good-bye and left the room.


“I’ll work with the billing department tomorrow and see what they
can do to help us,” Claire said.


She was overwhelmed again, every little thought or problem felt
like a gigantic bag full of rocks she had to carry, but she was determined to
do it. “When you two finally leave tonight, get a hotel room as close to the
hospital as you can, but stay at a decent one. Tomorrow, as soon as you can,
please buy us all some clothes, including Rachel, at least a couple outfits
each. Just some basics until we can figure out everything. We all need new
everything. Remember, cash only, no credit cards.”


Sarah nodded her head. “We have our IDs and credit cards, but we
won’t use them.”


“Rachel’s and mine are back at the cave in our bedrolls,” said
Claire.


They sat quietly again, trying to adjust and take it all in.
Claire’s mind raced. They were sitting in a hospital room, no longer worrying
about the elements or food or trying to find their way home, but now they
needed to fight for their lives in a different way. She knew Sarah and Tilly
were also exhausted, drained of every ounce of emotional and physical strength,
and yet they couldn’t stop. They had to continue to do what needed to be done.


Claire wasn’t sure how she felt. She was overcome with joy they
had all survived, yet Rachel was in surgery. She was relieved they were
rescued, but now they had to worry about their safety because of Justin. They
had overcome the elements and every obstacle in their way, and yet now there
were more mountains to climb and more obstacles and danger they would have to
face. They were still fighting for their lives.


She couldn’t bear one more minute of thinking about it. She
unwrapped the Ace bandage from her hand and pressed the call light for the
nurse to stop her IV, so she could take a shower. If she was going to have to
continue to go through hell, she was determined to go through it washed and
clean. Once the nurse stopped the IV, Sarah walked her to the bathroom, closed
the door, and helped her undress. Claire stepped into the shower as Sarah went
back out into the room with Tilly.


Claire placed her hands against the shower wall, moaning from
pleasure as the hot water massaged her aching body and ran down her shoulders
and back. She soaped and rinsed her body and hair twice but still felt like she
would never be able to get all the dirt off. She stayed in the shower soaking,
thinking, trying to relax, and then dried and dressed as best as she could.
Sarah helped her finish dressing and rewrapped her left hand with the Ace wrap,
then collapsed again in the chair next to Tilly. Claire called for the nurse to
restart the IV and started drying and combing her hair, but her arms and hands
felt like she was lifting lead.


Sarah finally said, “In a way this is really hard. I can’t seem
to get my head around that we did it. We made it back alive. So much has
happened to us, but I know it’s not over yet. I feel mentally, emotionally, and
physically drained.”


Claire and Tilly agreed.


“We do have a way to go yet before this is over,” said Claire.


Sarah cautioned them, “It’s better if we just take each thing as
it comes right now and deal with it. Try not to think too far ahead, at least
until we can adjust a little more. We’re safe for now and have what we need,
and we have each other to lean on. I feel so grateful, and yet I fear for
Rachel and what’s going to happen about Justin.”


Claire nodded. “I know, you would think we would be jumping up
and down right now, but there’s this dark cloud of doubt and fear hanging over
us because of him.”


They were quiet again. Claire was consumed by her emotions,
overwhelmed by what she knew they still had to face, but she was filled with
relief that, for now, they were safe.


A half hour later, Sarah looked past the security guard and waved
Josh into the room, introducing Claire as he sat down. Josh gently shook her
hand and greeted her.


“How can I help you?” he asked.


Claire asked him if he knew any gold dealers. Josh said he did
and then Claire handed him the pouches with the gold nuggets and asked how much
he thought he could get for them.


He opened one of the pouches and slid the nuggets into his hand
and whistled. “Wow, this is high quality stuff.” He estimated he’d be able to
sell the nuggets for at least fifty thousand dollars in cash.


“Can you do it first thing tomorrow, Josh? And take five percent
for yourself,” Claire said.


Josh’s eyes lit up. “Sure, thank you. Anything else I can help
you with?”


“It has to happen fast. The FBI gets involved tomorrow morning,
so the sooner you do this, the easier it’s going to be for all of us. When do
you think you can get the cash?” asked Claire.


“And can I borrow your phone, please?” Tilly asked.


Josh said he thought he could bring the cash back to them by one
p.m. He shook Claire’s hand again, told Sarah and Tilly he would take them to a
hotel when they were ready, handed Tilly his phone, and then waited for them in
the hallway.


“Don’t worry,” Claire reassured Sarah and Tilly. “We’re going to
get out of this. Justin may have started it, but we’re going to finish it. Go
to the hotel and sleep. There’s nothing we can do now but wait until Rachel
comes out of surgery, and I’ll see her as soon as I can. Call me and let me
know the phone number where you are staying, and I’ll call you if there’s a
problem. But I want you both to rest. You don’t need to stay here with me and
wait.”


Tilly was able to get ahold of the private investigator, Jack
Ralston. She told him in detail what they wanted him to do.


Tilly whispered to Claire, “He needs the money up front.”


Claire nodded her approval.


Tilly told him she would get it to him in the morning and gave
him all the information she could about Justin.


After getting hotel recs from the nurses, Sarah and Tilly left
with Josh for the Juneau Inland Manor.


 


* * *


 


Claire jumped when the phone by her bed rang. It was Tilly,
calling from the hotel. “You aren’t going to believe this, Claire, but Josh
checked us in with his credit card, then gave us his credit card to use.”


“What?” Claire asked.


“I know. We’ll pay him back in cash and give him all the
receipts. Get some rest. Sarah and I are going straight to bed.”


Claire lay in bed, her mind racing, thinking of Rachel, all the
things that had happened to them, and what needed to be done. She told the
nurse she wanted something to help her sleep. The nurse brought it to her and
turned out the light, telling her to relax and get some rest for a few hours.
Claire left the bed in a sitting position and dozed off.


She woke suddenly, sensing someone in the room. Dr. Morris was
standing over her bed looking at her. He was dressed in blue surgical scrubs
with a light blue paper cap on his head. His face flushed slightly red when she
looked up at him.


“Sorry to wake you,” he said.


“It’s okay,” she said, clearing her throat.


She could see his sandy-brown hair sticking out from under the
paper cap by his ears. He had piercing blue eyes, a muscular frame, and a
pleasant smile. She guessed he was in his early forties.


“Rachel is out of surgery and in recovery. She’ll probably be
there about two hours. She did well. She has two pins, screws, and two metal
plates in her leg. I put her in a soft cast, so we can keep a watch for more
infection. There isn’t much we can do for the scapula fracture except keep
pressure off it and let it heal by itself. I redid the sutures in her back.
She’ll have a long scar, but it should be a thin one. We are pumping her full
of antibiotics, and she is going to continue to get two more units of blood.
The left lower rib was pretty badly broken. I was able to repair it with some
bone from her hip.”


Claire’s eyes widened.


Dr. Morris patted her arm. “It’s okay, just a few sutures on her
hip and above her left lower rib. Her right three lower ribs are healing
nicely. We’re giving her IV pain medication, so she’ll be comfortable and
sleep. She’s pretty run-down. I did not repair any of the scar tissue on her
right arm. A plastic surgeon can do it later if she decides to have it done.”
Dr. Morris looked closely at the scar on Claire’s temple. “You both look like
you’ve been through quite an ordeal,” he said.


Claire nodded slowly as tears came to her eyes. She apologized
and told him she was embarrassed. “I’m drained, but relieved about Rachel,” she
said.


He put his hand on her forearm and stood quietly for a few minutes.
“I think it’s a miracle any of you survived, let alone all of you. We’re going
to take good care of you two. As soon as she wakes, Maggie will come and get
you and take you up to see her for a little while. She’ll be pretty groggy, at
least for a few hours or so. Do you have any questions?”


“How long will she be in a soft cast?”


“Probably two weeks, then, depending on how she does, we’ll get
her into a more protective cast or a boot.”


“How long will she be unable to put weight on her foot?”


“Minimum of twelve weeks, but it depends on how well she heals.”


“Twelve weeks?” Claire gasped.


“In twelve weeks, she can start putting weight on her toe, then
probably not full weight for at least another four weeks. She has a long way to
full recovery—it’s a bad break. How did it happen?” he asked.


Claire told him the story of how Rachel broke her leg.


“That’s quite a story. She sounds like a remarkable woman,” he
said.


Claire assured him she was. “Is she okay? Is she having any other
problems?” Claire asked.


“Her fever is coming down, blood pressure, heart rate, and
respirations are all good now. I’m very pleased with how she did,” he told her.


“When do you think she’ll be able to leave the hospital?” Claire
asked.


“I am fully aware of your situation, and believe me, you are both
safe here. As soon as her infection is resolved, her fever is gone, and she is
healing nicely, I’ll release her, maybe five to seven days. I don’t want you to
worry about Rachel. I want you to get some rest. Maggie will come and get you
when Rachel is moved to intensive care. I’ll look at your X-rays tomorrow and
we can talk about your hand. Are you in any pain? Do you need any medication?”


Claire said she was okay with just ibuprofen.


He looked at the food on her tray. “You need to eat. I’m going to
have them send up more food for you. I’ll see you when I make my rounds later
today.” Dr. Morris told her once more to rest, and then he left the room.


She moved the bed to down position, rolled over onto her side,
and cried from the release of her emotions. Rachel was going to make it. She
tried to go back to sleep until she could see her.


 


* * *


 


Claire opened her eyes as Maggie gently touched her arm and
called to her. It was 7:52 a.m. Maggie told her Rachel had been moved to
intensive care and she would take her to see her. She helped Claire into a
wheelchair and took her into Rachel’s room, directly across from the nurses’
station. Claire stood next to Rachel’s bed. She had two different IVs hooked
into her, one with blood and one with three different bags going through an
electric pump, a heart and blood pressure monitor, oxygen tubing in her nose,
and her left leg was elevated with a covering and ice.


“She looks so pale and gaunt,” said Claire.


“It’s okay, she’s doing really well,” said Maggie. “Her fever is
down to 100.6, she tolerated the surgery well, and she’s almost done with the
last unit of blood. I know it looks distressing, but she’s good.”


Claire moved closer to Rachel, leaned down near the right side of
her face, and whispered her name. Rachel turned her head toward the sound of
Claire’s voice, slowly opening her eyes. She smiled when she saw Claire and
spoke her name.


Claire started crying. She held Rachel’s hand. “It’s all good,”
she told her, choking back the tears. “We’re safe. We are all safe and okay,
nothing to worry about, just rest.”


Rachel nodded and squeezed Claire’s hand, slowly closing her eyes
again. She held onto Claire’s hand for a little while, but then relaxed her
grip. Claire knew she was out again. She covered her hand with the blanket and
sat down in the wheelchair.


“I want her to rest, Maggie—will you take me back to my room?”


“Of course,” Maggie said and wheeled her back to her room,
positioned her IV monitor, and helped her back into bed. “One of the aides will
take you back up anytime you want to go. Just press the call button and ask
them to take you. Meanwhile, you eat and rest. That IV will not come out until
we see you are eating and drinking. I’ll see you sometime later today.” Maggie
pulled the covers over her and left the room.


The staff brought more food. Claire ate as much as she could.


Sarah and Tilly walked through the door. “Hey, you, we’re going
up to see Rachel. Have you seen her yet?” Tilly asked with a big smile.


Claire told them she had seen her and what Maggie had told her.
After they left to see Rachel, she sat quietly in the bed, staring out the
window. It was a bright clear sunny day. She could see the looming snowcapped
mountains off in the distance. She sighed deeply and watched the birds fly in and
out of the trees just outside the corner of the window. We did it. We really did it.


Chapter Twenty-one

 

 

 


Claire, Sarah, and Tilly were discussing what they would
tell the FBI when two agents appeared at the doorway. They introduced
themselves as Agents Harris and Antonio. The agents opened their briefcases,
pulled out files, a tape recorder, and several forms, and informed them they
would interview them separately. Tilly and Sarah were led out of the room by
Agent Antonio.


Agent Harris asked Claire how she was feeling and how Rachel was
doing as he took a pen from his vest pocket and clicked it, making small talk
until Agent Antonio returned. When he returned, the agents began the interview
by asking Claire to tell them, in her own words, what had happened and what she
knew. When Claire finished, the agents sat quietly for a few minutes, making
notes and reviewing her statement.


Agent Antonio said, “Ms. Davenport, I have some follow-up
questions for you. Did you actually see Ms. Portola take the money from the
pilot’s coat pocket?”


“No, but I saw it when she showed all of us later that evening,”
Claire said.


“Do you know where the money is at this moment?”


“It was lost when we were caught in the river several nights
ago,” she said. It was a lie that she, Sarah, and Tilly had agreed on because
she was not about to give up the money or let them know she still had it.


“Do you know if Ms. Portola had any conflict with Justin McKinney
at work?” Agent Harris asked.


“I know Rachel was working on a very lucrative project for the
Henson Corporation and was having problems with Justin trying to sabotage her
work. She was upset, especially the week we left, because he had interfered in
her scheduling of project deadlines and some other project issues.”


“Did you actually know of it or were you told by Ms. Portola that
it happened?” Agent Harris questioned.


“What she was working on was a high-level security project, so I
did not know firsthand and she only told me vague details. She told me in
general what Justin had done on several occasions a couple of days after it
happened.”


“Do you believe Mr. McKinney tried to kill Ms. Portola, you, and
the other passengers onboard the plane?” Agent Antonio asked.


“Yes, I do,” she said.


Claire realized the only real evidence they had was the money,
the fact that the plane was not going where it was supposed to go, and that the
pilot had Justin’s name written down on a piece of paper with a phone number.
The rest of it was all from what Rachel told her. She wasn’t going to give up
the money, and the handwritten note was back at the cave.


Agent Harris looked at her. “We’re going to interview your
friends now, and we may have some more follow-up questions for you when we’re
finished. Thank you for the information.”


The agents left and then returned to Claire’s room with Tilly and
Sarah when they completed the interviews. Agent Harris told Claire they were
going to do a preliminary investigation and would get back to her once they had
more information.


Claire wanted to make it clear to the agents that they were in
danger. “If Justin finds out we’re alive, and especially Rachel, he will come
after her and finish what he started. I hope you understand clearly that your
investigation could alert him and start a chain reaction, putting Rachel’s life
and our lives in danger once again.”


Agent Harris said, “I assure you, Ms. Davenport, we will be
discreet and use the appropriate precautionary measures. We’ll be in contact,
thank you again.” Both the agents shook hands with them and then left the room.


Tilly and Sarah sat down heavily in the leather chairs, somber
faced.


“Man,” Tilly sighed. “FBI people are tough.”


Claire looked over at them. “I have a bad feeling about this. I’m
afraid Justin will learn about the investigation, and he will figure out Rachel
is still alive. I’m going to see Rachel. It’s noon—when is Josh due back,
Sarah?”


“By one p.m.”


“You two stay here and wait for Josh. I’ll be back in a little
while,” Claire said.


Claire called for the aide to take her to the ICU. She entered
Rachel’s room just as the nurse was removing one of Rachel’s IVs. She was awake
and smiled as Claire entered her room. The nurse said hello to Claire, covered
Rachel’s arm, and left the room. The aide pushed Claire closer to Rachel’s bed
and said she would be waiting out in the hallway and also left the room.


Claire got up out of the wheelchair and stood by Rachel’s bed.
“Look at you—you’re awake.”


“I feel much better. I think they’re going to move me out of here
and in with you later today,” Rachel said in a raspy voice.


Claire put her hand on Rachel’s hand. “We may have a problem.”


“What is it?”


“We just met with the FBI. They’re going to investigate and get
back to me, but I’m concerned they’ll blow the only thing we have going for us,
and that is that Justin thinks you’re dead. We need to move faster than planned
and especially get you somewhere safe where he can’t find you.”


“We need to find out where Justin is and what he’s doing,” Rachel
said.


“Tilly’s got someone working on it, but we haven’t heard back yet.”


“I think our priority should be finding him and knowing what he’s
up to. We’re going to need a lot of cash,” said Rachel.


Claire agreed. “I think we need to work on those two things right
away. Has Dr. Morris been in yet to see you?” she asked.


“I think the nurse said he will be in around three p.m.” Rachel
put her other hand on top of Claire’s. “Don’t worry, Claire—right now we have
the advantage over Justin. Rolling over and playing dead was only going to work
for so long anyway. We’re up to this, whatever happens. Just keep working the
plan and try to stay on top of it.”


Claire wanted to tell Rachel everything that had happened, but
she looked exhausted and she knew she needed to rest.


“I’ll be back later,” Claire said. She kissed her forehead and
Rachel patted her hand. “Rest, Rach, don’t worry.”


Rachel smiled and looked up at her. “You get some rest also.”


Claire got back in her wheelchair and the aide took her to her
room. Claire’s lunch was waiting for her when she got back, and Tilly and Sarah
went to the cafeteria and brought lunch up to the room. She ate as much as she
could and drank water. She wanted the IV out.


Josh finally arrived. After greeting each other, they closed the
door and Josh pulled out an envelope-sized black zippered leather pouch from
his jacket, unzipped the pouch, and handed it to Claire. “I was able to get
$68,600. I already took my five percent. Thank you again for your generosity!”


“No, thank you,” Claire said as she handed the money pouch to
Sarah.


“Josh will take us where we need to go and take us back to the
hotel after we’re done,” Tilly told Claire.


Claire felt relieved they had someone to be with them. She told
them to be careful and get some rest as they said good-bye and left with Josh.


Claire knew how important it was to pay cash for everything and
remain anonymous. If that didn’t happen, she was worried none of them would be
alive much longer. She could feel the tension and stress building inside. She
wanted to be with Rachel, to protect her the way Rachel had protected all of
them. She wanted this to be over.
How much more would they have to deal with and endure until it was
all over? She sighed heavily and leaned back in the bed, beginning to doubt
again her ability to do what still had to be done.


Dr. Morris came into Claire’s room in the afternoon. They
discussed Rachel’s condition and he told her Rachel would be moved into
Claire’s room sometime after supper.


“I see you’ve been eating and drinking. We are going to take some
more blood and check your levels. As long as they are within normal limits,
I’ll have staff remove your IV. Your hand is healing nicely. If you are having
a lot of pain, I can soft-cast it, but otherwise, we’ll just keep it Ace
wrapped.”


Claire told him she didn’t want a cast.


“Okay, Maggie will recheck it later today. Take the Ace wrap off
whenever you need to, but keep it on for support and protection as much as you
can.”


“Dr. Morris, we need to get out of the hospital as soon as
possible for our safety. How soon can Rachel travel?” Claire asked.


Dr. Morris leaned back against the windowsill. “I promise I will
discharge her as soon as I can, Claire, but I have to know she’s stable and
healing well before I can do it. She’ll be in a wheelchair for at least two to
three weeks. I doubt she can take the pressure of using crutches until she is
healed somewhat because of her broken ribs and scapula. She can start using
crutches whenever she can tolerate it and has stable balance, but absolutely no
weight bearing on that foot, minimum ten weeks, and more likely twelve. Let’s
talk tomorrow and we’ll make a plan. Don’t worry,” he told her.


Claire thanked him for his good care. “I heard you’re a great
surgeon but are only here six months out of the year. Do you practice somewhere
else?” she asked.


“Yes, I live in Seattle and practice there six months out of the
year. Sometimes I fly back and forth if I have a particularly complicated
case.”


“You sound really busy.”


“I am, but never too busy to have some fun once in a while. I
golf and take time to relax when I can.”


“Rachel and I enjoy golfing also,” Claire said.


“You play, Claire? That’s wonderful.”


“Yes, but mostly bogey ball,” she told him.


“Bogey ball is good. Well, I have to get back to my other
patients. I’ll see you in the morning. Don’t keep Rachel up all night
talking—you both need your sleep.” He smiled as he patted her shoulder and then
left the room.


Claire found it hard to cope with any of her feelings, especially
her feelings about Rachel. She wanted to talk with her and find out how she
felt, but Rachel was too weak and needed to rest. She leaned back on the pillow
and closed her eyes.


 


* * *


 


Claire woke instantly when Tilly gently shook her. It was about
four p.m., and Tilly and Sarah were standing by her bed, and Josh was off to
the side near the chairs.


“Sorry, I guess I dozed off. They told me they’re bringing Rachel
down to the room sometime after supper.”


“That’s good news,” Sarah told her. “And we have some good news
ourselves. I think we have worked out the money problem.”


“Our plan is brilliant,” said Tilly.


“Josh is willing to receive money into his account and then give
us the cash,” said Sarah.


“Rachel’s accounts can’t be used because Justin may be watching
them, your accounts can’t be accessed because you don’t have any ID, and my
account can’t be used because Ricky still thinks I’m dead, so Tilly’s is the
only account we can use. We can access up to eighty thousand dollars from her
accounts. Josh is willing to receive the money directly into his account and
then give us the cash.”


Claire felt like a ten-ton weight had been lifted off her
shoulders. She hugged both of them and called Josh over to her bed. Josh shyly
walked over.


“How can we ever thank you for all you have done for us?” She
reached up and hugged him.


“Please, Claire, I’m not doing that much.”


“Yes, you are,” she said, hugging him tighter.


When she let go of him, Josh smiled broadly and looked at the
others. “I’m taking Tilly and Sarah out to eat. Can we get you anything?” he
asked.


“I’m good. Thank you so much.”


Josh waited while they went up and visited Rachel. When they got
back to Claire’s room, they gave her an update.


“She looks so much better,” said Tilly.


“And she was so relieved when we told her about being able to get
the money,” said Sarah.


Claire smiled.


Chapter Twenty-two

 

 

 


Claire watched as Maggie took her IV out just before her
evening meal came, rewrapped her left hand, told her she would be discharged in
the morning, and then left.


Two nurses and an aide brought Rachel down to Claire’s room. It
took them twenty-five minutes to get her situated. She wasn’t getting oxygen
anymore but still had an IV in her arm and a catheter in her bladder. Claire
got out of the bed and sat in one of the leather chairs, watching as the nurses
worked on Rachel. They propped her left leg up on several pillows and covered
it with more ice. Claire thought she looked thin, pale, and weak. When the
nurses finally left, she went to Rachel’s bedside and took her hand.


“How are you doing?” she asked.


“I hurt, Claire—my leg and ribs hurt so bad, but I’ll be okay.
Tell me what’s going on.”


Claire patted her hand again, avoiding her question. “What can I
get you? Is there anything you need?”


“I just want to get this over with. The doctor told me about
using the wheelchair and maybe walking on crutches in a couple weeks. That puts
me at such a disadvantage for so long.”


Claire could hear the weariness and strain in Rachel’s voice.
“Don’t worry, Rachel, we’ll figure it all out. We aren’t alone in this
anymore.”


Claire was comforted and strengthened to be back within eyesight
of Rachel, and Rachel seemed to feel the same. Rachel dozed off and on
throughout the evening. Claire moved one of the leather chairs beside Rachel’s
bed, so she could be closer to watch over her. She tried to relax and rest as
much as she could while Rachel drifted in and out of sleep.


She took another hot shower and got ready for bed but found it
hard to leave Rachel’s side. She sat back down in the leather chair just as
Rachel woke again.


Rachel looked over at her. “You look so tired, Claire. Why don’t
you go to bed and get some sleep?”


“I don’t think I can leave you.”


Claire tried to hold back her tears but started to cry. Rachel
reached out for her and Claire stood up and bent over her, wrapping her arms
around her. Rachel held on to her arm.


“I’m going to be fine, Claire.”


“I know.” Claire cried on Rachel’s shoulder.


There was a long silence between them.


“I promise, I’m going to be fine. What is it, Claire?” Rachel
asked.


Claire sat back down in the chair and continued to hold Rachel’s
hand. “I’m not sure. I can’t seem to get ahold of my feelings.” Claire put her
other hand on top of Rachel’s hand and leaned closer to her. “I made up my mind
in the cave that if you died, I was going to slit my wrists with your knife and
go with you.” Claire put her head down on the bed.


She felt Rachel put her hand on the top of her head and slowly
run her fingers through her hair. She reached up and held Rachel’s arm.


“I might have felt the same if the situation had been reversed.”
Rachel took Claire’s chin and raised her head up. “Look at me, Claire.”


Claire looked up at her, crying.


“You thought it, and you might have made up your mind to do it,
but you didn’t. I wouldn’t want you to do that, Claire. I would want you to go
on and live a rich, full life. Claire, I know you’ve been through emotional
hell. I am so sorry. I am partly responsible for it. I wish I could take away
your pain. Somehow, we have to get through this, and it’s going to be messy and
hard.” Rachel paused. “I don’t think life is supposed to be easy, no matter how
good we are or how much we try to do our best. I have come to realize we have
mountains in our lives no matter what our decisions are in life. It’s a
critical part of life. Sometimes we can go around them, but sometimes there
isn’t anything we can do except face the challenge and climb over it the best
we can. It’s how we grow.” Rachel looked into her eyes. “Claire, all we can do
is the best we can, that’s all we have, and our best is always good enough.”


Claire held her hand tighter. “Rach, hang on to me and help me
through this. Don’t leave me,” Claire pleaded.


“Claire, I love you and I don’t want you to feel guilt or regret
or pain. I promise, it’s going to be all right, whatever you do or whatever you
feel about this is all right—except taking your own life—that’s not all right.”


“Rachel, I love you so much. I don’t even have the words to tell
you.”


Claire saw Rachel’s tears as Rachel reached over and stroked her
face.


“Claire, I don’t think I have ever really known what love is
about until you.”


Claire put her head back down on the bed and was quiet for a long
time. She felt relief just being with Rachel, knowing she was going to be all
right and they were safe tonight.


“Claire, I want you to go to bed and get a good sleep. Go on now,
rest. I’m okay.”


Claire reluctantly got up, kissed Rachel’s face, and told her
good night.


Rachel took Claire’s hand and held it. Claire lay gently down on
Rachel’s chest.


“Beloved,” Rachel said as she put her arms around Claire and
gently held her, whispering in her ear. “We did it, Claire. We’re here together
now, safe. Get some rest.”


Claire touched Rachel’s face and then went to her bed, collapsing
onto it, almost immediately going to sleep.


 


* * *


 


Friday, July 16


 


Rachel woke in the early morning in severe pain. She pressed the
call light and asked for a pain shot. She wanted to talk with Claire but did
not want to wake her. She reminded herself that she was still alive in spite of
what Justin tried to do to her. The only safe place she could figure out for
her and Claire to be for an extended period of time was at the reservation.
They would be protected there and isolated and able to have some level of a
normal life while she recovered. Tilly and Sarah deserved to have their lives
back, but if they revealed themselves, would Justin use them to get to her or
kill them? There had to be a way for this to end.


 


* * *


 


Sarah and Tilly arrived later in the morning and hugged Claire.


Sarah looked over at Rachel sleeping. “How is she doing?” she
asked quietly.


“Good, she slept most of the night. She was just up for a couple
of hours and had a pain shot so she’s out of it right now,” Claire said.


Claire dressed in the slacks and top they had brought her.


Sarah leaned in toward Claire and whispered in her ear, “We need
to talk, but not here.”


Claire got a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. “Let’s go
down to the hallway lounge—no one is there this early,” she said.


They left the room quietly and walked down past the nurses’
station to the lounge at the end of the hall.


“What’s going on?” Claire asked as they sat down.


Tilly said, “First, don’t panic—it’s all okay, well, kind of. I
got a call from Jack last night. Justin made it look like Rachel sabotaged his
work. Supposedly, he trashed her project and resigned to show them how badly he
felt about the situation. Now he’s in Vegas, spreading money around like it was
trick-or-treat night and the money was a bag of Baby Ruths. He has a safe
deposit box and has been to it twice in twenty-four hours. He’s in a bungalow
at the Royal Caprice.”


Claire leaned back on the sofa and stared straight ahead, deep in
thought. She suddenly sat upright, looked at them, and slapped her thigh. “I
know what he did. He stole Rachel’s program and sold it. Of course he would
want her dead. How else could he get the program and sell it? She wouldn’t give
it to him, and if she comes back, he’ll try to kill her again to keep from
being found out. Rachel doesn’t have to worry because I’m going to kill him
myself, that bastard.”


Sarah took Claire’s hand. “Don’t say that, Claire. I mean it. You
can’t think like that. There has to be another way to get through this.”


Tilly spoke her mind. “I say we go back there and nail his ass.
I’m tired of worrying about this, and I’m sick of being scared. We made it out
of an impossible situation and now we have to run and hide again? I don’t think
so—I’m done. I want my life back. I’m tired of living like an animal.”


Sarah said, “Claire, I can’t stay here any longer unless Ricky is
told. You can trust him with the information. It’s not right. He has to be told
I’m alive. He has a right to know. I can’t stand this anymore.”


Claire looked at her. “How are we going to let him know? What if
Justin has his phones bugged? Sarah, we have to keep everyone safe, including
Ricky and Tommy. Let’s talk with Jack again and find out what he thinks. I
think we should let Jack handle getting someone to let Ricky know you are alive
and okay. That way he can have them check to make sure Ricky’s phones are not
bugged and he and Tommy are not in any danger, and then you can talk with him.”


They agreed.


“Jack needs more money to watch Justin. I told him I’d get it to
him today,” Tilly said.


“Yes, of course, get it to him, whatever he needs,” said Claire.


They reviewed their options and then Tilly called Jack and
discussed how best to contact Ricky. She reported that he’d assured her he’d
take care of everything.


“How are we going to let Rachel know all of this? Do you think
she can handle it?” Tilly asked.


Claire thought for a moment. “I think we need to give her all the
information we can, but let’s be careful about overtaxing her. She needs to get
as much rest as she can.”


They went back to Claire and Rachel’s room.


Dr. Morris and Maggie soon came by on rounds.


“Good day,” he said as he looked at Claire and Rachel, then said
hello to Sarah and Tilly. He walked over to Rachel’s bed. “Rachel, your
temperature is almost normal, and your blood work looks good. Let’s take a look
at you.”


Tilly and Sarah got up and quietly left the room, closing the
door behind them. Dr. Morris and Maggie moved to the left side of Rachel’s bed.
He gently lifted Rachel forward and began to examine her. Rachel groaned in
pain when they moved her leg. Maggie began to redress the leg as Dr. Morris
went to Rachel’s right side where Claire was standing.


“Looks really good, Rachel—swelling is slightly down, nice blood
flow, and your sutures look good. I’m very pleased. We’ll continue your IV for
a couple more days. We’re giving you your antibiotics and electrolytes through
them. You start eating and drinking, and we may take the IV out sooner.” He
asked Rachel how she’d slept and discussed her leg pain.


Rachel talked about her night and said the pain medicine was
helping.


“You’ll get your wheelchair today,” he said. “You will need help
for a few days getting in and out of it. We’ll send you down to physical
therapy sometime today. They will give you some instructions and work with you
about using the wheelchair and then crutches in a couple of weeks. They can
show Claire also. I want you to keep your leg up, including when you’re sitting
up and in the wheelchair. If you are okay with it, I’d like to continue your
pain injections for one more day, and then we’ll start you on pills.”


They discussed how many hours a day she could be in the
wheelchair.


“I don’t want you overdoing it, but as long as it isn’t too
painful, do what you like. Remember, no weight on that leg.”


“When can I be discharged?” Rachel asked.


Claire watched Rachel’s face and saw her anxiety increase. She
reached over and took her hand, noticing the look Dr. Morris gave both of them.


“Probably in two to three days. I promise, as soon as possible,”
Dr. Morris said.


Sarah and Tilly came back into the room.


Dr. Morris turned to Claire. “Claire, I think you’re all set to
be discharged. I signed the paperwork earlier this morning. I want you to take
a daily multivitamin—over-the-counter generic is fine.” He turned and looked at
Sarah and Tilly. “I think you all should take them for at least six months.” He
looked at Claire again. “Claire, may I talk with you privately?”


She nodded, and he led her out into the hallway, away from the
others.


“When I discharge Rachel, she needs to be in the wheelchair only
until she can tolerate using the crutches. I want her to decide when she’s
ready to do it—just make sure she is stable and steady when she uses the
crutches. It could be a real problem if she falls or trips.” Dr. Morris looked
intently at her for a moment. “Claire, a good friend of mine is a Realtor and
has several estates that are for lease. I’ll be leaving later tonight for
Seattle for my sixth-month rotation. I can call him and he can arrange a place
for you and your friends to stay while you are here. I’m sure the cost will be
reasonable, and you can pay by the month if you would like. A lot of the more
expensive homes here are empty much of the year, and the homeowners are happy
to rent. And don’t worry—Maggie will be checking on Rachel and giving me an
update. I will be back in town next week.”


Claire was speechless. She didn’t know what to say. After a few
minutes she finally spoke. “Yes, we’d love that. Thank you, that’s amazingly
kind of you.”


“I was hoping you would do it.” He handed her a slip of paper
with the name and phone number of his friend. “Call him right away. The homes
are beautiful, completely furnished, secure, and you can move in right away.”


Claire leaned up against the wall and stared at him. She couldn’t
believe his generosity.


“I don’t know what to say—I really don’t,” she said.


“I hope I haven’t offended you,” he said.


“No, it’s just that its…I don’t know what to say,” she stammered.


He looked at her and smiled.


Maggie came out of Rachel’s room and told him she would meet him
in the next patient’s room. He nodded and looked back to Claire.


“I have to go. I’ll be leaving for the airport from here tonight.
But now that you’re not my patient anymore…I’d love to take you out for supper
or drinks when I get back in town. May I call you?” he asked.


“I’m sorry, but I can’t. I’m involved with someone,” she said.


“Perhaps another time,” he said, smiling. He touched her arm once
more, said good-bye, and walked down the hallway to his next patient.


Claire walked back into the room. Rachel, Sarah, and Tilly looked
at her, then at each other.


“Claire, are you all right? You look a little flushed,” asked
Rachel.


Claire looked at Rachel without saying anything, walked over to
one of the leather chairs, and sat down slowly, staring straight ahead.


Tilly quickly sat down on the arm of the chair and put her arm
around her. “What’s up?”


“I think we have our problem solved about where to stay.” She
handed the piece of paper to Tilly. “Dr. Morris gave me information about a
Realtor. Call him, Tilly. We need a place right away.


Tilly opened the piece of paper, looked at it and then handed it
to Sarah. “Awesome,” Tilly said.


Chapter Twenty-three

 

 

 


Sarah and Tilly came back to the hospital room and told
Claire and Rachel they had met with the Realtor, papers were signed, money
exchanged, and the keys and directions were given.


“It even comes with a housekeeper-cook and gardener,” said Tilly.
“And the house will be stocked when we get there.”


Josh came back to visit them later in the afternoon.


Claire hugged him again. “I don’t know how to thank you for all
you’ve done for us, Josh. You have helped save our lives. We owe you more than
we could ever repay.”


“Believe me when I say, Claire, it’s been my great pleasure.”


“We’ll work with the local police and the hospital,” Claire
continued. “I’m sure the media will want to talk with you at some point, but we
want to keep this quiet for as long as possible. Are you okay with that?”


“Yes, of course,” he said.


They continued to discuss how they would deal with the media when
they felt it was time. Hospital security told Claire earlier in the morning
they would not release any information to the paper.


“I have one more favor to ask,” said Claire. “May we use your
address for the hospital bills? They want a mailing address and we can’t send
them to Rachel’s or my address.”


“Absolutely,” said Josh and gave her the information. He stayed a
few more minutes and then left.


As Rachel drifted in and out of sleep, Claire discussed their
next steps with Sarah and Tilly. “I won’t leave Rachel alone here, so I’ll be
staying. I’m going to ask Dr. Morris if he will hurry her discharge and if
Maggie can check in on her at the rental. I can watch her and give her
medication if she gets her tubes out and has pills. If she can’t get out of the
hospital in the next couple of days, I’m hiring private security to stay with
her around the clock. I’m also going to hire private security to be at the
rental property. I’m really worried about you both. I know you want to be done
with this. Rachel has a long way to go and I don’t know what’s going to happen.
I just know we have to do all we can to protect her and ourselves.”


Rachel woke. Tilly and Sarah decided to go to the cafeteria and
asked Rachel if she wanted anything.


“I want a bowl of fresh vegetables with ranch dressing and some
fruit,” she told them.


“You got it,” Tilly said, laughing as they left the room.


Claire took Rachel’s hand and assured her everything was okay.
“Don’t worry, we have help now.”


Rachel winced.


“Your leg is hurting again, isn’t it?” asked Claire.


“I’m sick of being out of control of my life.”


“You need the painkillers. Stop being so stubborn.” Claire pushed
the call light, and the nurse came in five minutes later to give Rachel the
injection. Claire repositioned her and helped her get comfortable. “You rest
now. I’m going down to the administrative offices to take care of the hospital
bill.”


Rachel looked concerned, but Claire reassured her. “I know you
have lots of questions, Rachel, but hang on until later today.”


Rachel nodded.


“I’ll be back in a little while. Rest,” Claire told her.


After Claire made arrangements for their bills to be sent to
Josh’s address, she went to the cafeteria and found Sarah and Tilly seated in a
booth toward the back. She slid into the seat next to Sarah.


“You look a little pale, Claire, are you all right?” Sarah asked.


“We’re going to need more cash,” said Claire.


“No problem,” Tilly said. “I’ll get some from Josh—how much do
you need?”


“Get fifteen thousand. I want to make sure we have enough cash
for whatever else we might need. Tilly, as soon as I can, I am going to
transfer funds from my account into yours. I’ll put in any money you took out,
plus any interest you may have lost. If you’ll work with Jack about his bills,
then I can also make sure you get back anything else you spend. I know as soon
as this is all over, Rachel will want to make sure all of us get reimbursed for
any expenses. You know how she is about her bills, but I am paying these
costs.”


Tilly replied, “Sounds good. Oh, Josh rented a car for us—he’ll
bring it to the hospital when he comes later this evening. He has maps and has
marked where the house is located. He said you wouldn’t have any trouble
finding the house and getting around the city, especially with the car’s GPS.
He said it’s quite the house and only about twenty minutes from the hospital.”


They agreed none of them would personally talk with the media.


Claire instructed them, “If and when you want to talk, our story
is simple. We crashed, and we survived the best we could. Say anything you want
except anything hinting the crash was not an accident. Do you both understand
how important that is for Rachel’s safety and ours?”


“Yes, we do,” Sarah said.


Tilly put her hand to her mouth, laughing. “Do you want us to
talk about your and Rachel’s fight?”


“That’s not funny, Tilly,” Claire said, smiling. “Well, maybe a
little funny. The most important thing we can do is make sure we know where Justin
is and what he is doing at all times. Tilly, we have to know.”


“We can work it out with Jack later today when he calls back.
I’ll tell him you’ll be contacting him, and I’ll give him the number of your
burner phone. Start carrying it with you,” Tilly said.


“I will. I have to know how to get ahold of both of you quickly.
I don’t know the best way to do it. Justin has unlimited financial resources
and he can hire anyone he wants. Rachel will not rely on local or federal law
enforcement to protect us. She feels they move too slowly and we have to stay
ahead of Justin somehow. I’m not sure how to do it, and it scares the hell out
of me,” Claire said.


Tilly tried to comfort her. “We’re smarter than he is, and we
have better resources. You need to talk with Jack. He’s really good, Claire,
and he can help you.”


Claire agreed to talk to him when he called.


They went back up to Rachel’s room and sat quietly, resting. In
late afternoon, Tilly’s burner phone rang. It was Jack. Tilly listened intently
and then told Jack that Claire wanted to talk with him, handing her the phone.


“Hi, Jack. Good to finally meet you.”


“Same.” Jack told her what he had done concerning Sarah’s
husband. “I sent one of my contacts to his house. After the initial shock, they
worked out the details. Sarah’s husband is fully aware of your situation and
understands what needs to be done. None of his phones are being monitored and
he is not under physical surveillance.”


Claire wrote down the number he gave her for Sarah to call her
husband. It was another burner phone number, just to be safe. Jack discussed
Claire’s needs for security and helped her know what kind of secure
communication they should all use.


“I have lots of private security contacts, Claire. Let me arrange
it for all of you. I use the best in the world,” he told her. He assured her
each of them needed private security until this was over. They worked out the
costs and payment arrangements. He told her Justin was still partying and
throwing money around. “From what I’ve seen, he thinks he’s gotten away with
this.”


“Well, pretty soon the party will be over, and it will be time to
pay up. Please, please watch him closely, Jack,” Claire asked.


“I will. His hotel room is now bugged with audio, his cell and
room phones are monitored, and all the women he is partying with are reporting
back to me with anything they think is important. He’s pretty cautious. The
only calls he makes inside the hotel room are to Vegas locals. I’ll call you if
anything changes. If you don’t hear from me, there isn’t any new information.”
Jack said good-bye and hung up.


Claire smiled and handed the phone to Sarah along with Ricky’s
contact number. “Make your call,” she said.


They all had tears in their eyes. Sarah’s hands shook as she
dialed the number. She tried to speak but started crying. Claire and Tilly got
up and stood by her, putting their arms around her.


“Hello? Hello? Ricky? It’s me. I’m alive. Ricky, don’t cry. It’s
me—it’s really me.”


She assured him she was safe and well, and asked about Tommy.
“It’s critical, Ricky, that you understand the importance of not saying
anything to anyone until this is all over.” She told him she would call him
back with more details as soon as she could. “I don’t have a cell phone number
for you to reach me, but I’ll call you. I love you.”


They looked at each other.


“At least that’s one of us taken care of,” Tilly said as she
sighed and sat down in the chair.


Claire tried to comfort her, but Tilly couldn’t let her family,
or agent, or anyone else know yet that she was alive.


They returned to the room and found Rachel awake and alert. They
updated her on Jack’s arrangements, but she was visibly upset at the plan to
get Sarah and Tilly home as soon as possible. “I don’t like it. It puts all of
you at too great a risk.”


“Rachel, we have to take our lives back. I can’t live like this,”
Sarah said.


Tilly added, “And I can’t either.”


Rachel agreed, though her face betrayed her reluctance. Sarah and
Tilly left in the rental car Josh had arranged for them. They were going to buy
the communications equipment Jack suggested, check out of the hotel, come back
to the hospital, and then go to the rental house. “Be safe,” Rachel told them.


“We’re going to do what we have to do to get through this,
Rachel,” Claire said, pulling the covers up over Rachel’s shoulders and telling
her to rest.


Claire called Dr. Morris’s private number and met him at the
conference room by the nurses’ station, just past Rachel’s room. They talked
more about what was going to happen in the next few days. Claire asked him if
there was any way Rachel could be moved to their rented house as quickly as
possible.


“Under the circumstances, I’ll discharge her, although she still
needs close monitoring. I’ll sign her discharge papers to have her released by
midmorning. Maggie can come check on her at the house every couple of days.
I’ll make sure Maggie gets all of her medications ready and sends them home
with you.”


Claire thanked him.


He smiled and assured her it was all right. “And please, call me
Derrick. I’ll call you when I get back in town and come check on Rachel.”


“Derrick, we’re grateful for everything you’ve done, but I don’t
want to give you the wrong impression. I’m with Rachel.”


Derrick frowned at this revelation. “With her as in with her?”


“Yes,” said Claire firmly.


“Oh.” He paused, as if digesting this news. “Well, I’ll see you
when I get back in town.”


She went back into Rachel’s room and found Josh waiting for her.
He stood up when she entered the room, shaking her hand warmly as they sat down
in the leather chairs and talked quietly.


She took Josh’s hand and held it as she spoke with him. “We will
forever be in your debt, Josh, for all you have done for us.”


Josh said quietly, “I want to help you in any way you need.” He
reached to his right on the floor and gave her an envelope with the maps and
information she needed for the house and city.


She thanked him again. “Do you have all the phone numbers and
information you need to get ahold of us?” she asked.


“Yes, I have everything. If you need anything, just let me know,”
he said.


When she told him Tilly would also be staying with them, his face
lit up.


“She’s quite the woman, isn’t she?” Claire said, smiling.


“Yeah, she really is,” he said, grinning.


“Josh, will you be around in the morning? I’d like you to help me
get Rachel to the rental house because Tilly and Sarah will have the car.”


“Sure, I’ll be happy to help. Just call me when you’re ready to
leave. I’m staying with a friend of mine here in town for a few days.”


“Josh, whatever you do, never, never mention us in any connection
with you, and please make sure anyone connected to what you have done to help
us knows it also. It’s important for your safety and ours.”


Josh assured her he would keep the information confidential and
quiet.


“Be so careful, Josh—someone may catch on to what you did and
connect you to us.”


Josh stood up and assured her he understood, then left.


Claire looked through the information Josh had given her.


“He seems really nice. We’re very fortunate he was the one to
help us,” Rachel said.


Claire put the information back into the folder and went to
Rachel’s bedside. She bent down and hugged her, laying her head gently on
Rachel’s chest. Rachel reached up and stroked her hair.


“We owe him a lot,” Claire said. She stood up. “Rach, I talked to
Dr. Morris. We’re getting you out of the hospital tomorrow, and we’re moving
into a rental house with security. His physician assistant will check on you
there. Tilly and Sarah will be going there tonight.” Claire knew there was no
point in telling Rachel not to worry because she would no matter what she told
her. “Your job is to eat, drink, heal, and get your strength back.”


Tilly and Sarah returned to the room with food for everyone. They
ate and talked about what had happened during the day.


“We need a campfire,” Tilly said as she looked at them.


Claire suddenly stopped eating and looked at her. “We did it. We
beat the odds and made it back. We really did it,” she said.


Tilly raised her Styrofoam cup of root beer. “Here’s to all of
us—may we be safe and get back to normal lives as soon as possible.”


They all raised their cups to each other and drank. Sarah,
Claire, and Rachel looked at each other, smiling. Claire walked to Rachel’s
closet and brought out a small gift bag.


“We have something for you, Tilly,” Claire said and handed her
the gift.


Tilly looked at them, slightly embarrassed. “Thank you.” She
spread the beautiful paper and looked inside, pulling out a large container of
pepper spray. On the can was written, To
Tilly, a true Alaskan mountain woman, and it was dated and signed by
Sarah, Claire, and Rachel. She laughed and looked at each of them with tears in
her eyes. “It will go in a special place for sure,” she said.


Rachel set her cup down on the bedside tray and looked at them.
“You have told me constantly how I saved you, but you three saved my life. I
would have died if it wasn’t for all of you and the sacrifices you made. You
are the most amazing women I have ever known, and you are my heroes. Be safe
and stay vigilant—this isn’t over yet.”


They all raised their cups again to each other.


 


* * *


 


Sarah stopped the car at the large black cast-iron gate and
entered the security code. The gate immediately opened, and she drove down the
long driveway, following it as it curved and then circled up to the beautiful
three-story brick and stone home.


“Just driving down the driveway is a religious experience,” Tilly
quipped.


“Hush,” Sarah told her.


She pulled up to the front of the house and Tilly bent her head
down, peering through the bottom of the windshield in order to get a full view
of the house.


“We get to stay in this? When I grow up, I’m going to have one
just like it,” Tilly said, smiling.


A tall dark-haired man in his early thirties, dressed in dark
pants and a navy-blue down winter coat, greeted them as they pulled up to the
double doors at the front entrance of the home.


“Hello,” Tilly called out as he approached her side of the car.
Sarah rolled the automatic window down on Tilly’s side.


“Hi, Mrs. Reynolds, Ms. Evans, I’m Frank Hawkins,” he said,
smiling. “I’m part of the two-man team of private security Jack Ralston hired
for you and your group. My counterpart will be here at seven a.m. tomorrow.”


He helped them with their luggage and packages. A second man, who
introduced himself as Harold, the groundskeeper, joined them and helped Frank
with their meager belongings.


A Native Alaskan woman greeted them as they came through the
door. “Hello, I’m Deanna Skala, cook and housekeeper.” Tilly guessed she was in
her late forties or early fifties. “We have your rooms ready for you on the
second floor.” She led them up the right side of the circular staircase, down
to the end of a hallway, and opened one of the large double doors. “Mr.
Hopkins, the Realtor, told me of your circumstances and what happened to you. I
am so very sorry, but thankful you survived. I wasn’t sure if you would want to
sleep in the same room together or in separate rooms,” she said.


They peeked into the room, which had a vaulted ceiling, king size
bed, huge mirrors, closets, full bar, wingback chairs, and a roaring fire in
the gas fireplace. Two-thirds of the entire south wall was large geometric
picture windows.


Sarah turned to Tilly, who nodded. “I think we’d like to be
together in here for tonight if it’s not too much trouble,” Sarah said.


“Of course,” Deanna said graciously. “Would you like us to put
your items in the closet? There’s a full en suite bathroom with a sitting area,
as well, for your convenience.”


“Thank you, that would be great,” Sarah said, feeling slightly
overwhelmed.


The men carried their belongings to the closet, set them inside,
and left.


Sarah looked at Deanna. “Tell me about this beautiful, beautiful
home.”


“The original estate was designed by a Paris architect named
Victor Labalaux. A prospector who hit a mother lode northeast of Juneau in the
upper panhandle had it built in 1919. He was quite the party animal for his
day. Most of his family died or were killed. The remaining family moved back to
the Seattle area, and the estate sat empty and deteriorated over decades. Dr.
Morris bought it about seven years ago and had it completely renovated and
remodeled.”


Sarah grabbed Tilly’s arm. “You mean this is Dr. Morris’s house?
Dr. Morris, the orthopedic surgeon?” asked Sarah.


“Yes, he has several homes he renovated and leases out. It took a
little over two years to complete this house. All the light fixtures on the
first and second floors are from Florence, Italy. The tile downstairs and in
all the bathrooms is Italian marble. The wood is from different parts of the world,
but the reddish hue you see comes from Jatoba, which is a Brazilian cherrywood,
grown specifically for harvest. The stone is from the surrounding mountains
here in Juneau. There are six formal bedrooms, eight full bathrooms, and an
exercise room, racquetball court, library, and indoor pool. The full sauna and
Jacuzzi are located adjoining the indoor pool area.


“Please make yourselves at home and go wherever you would like. I
have prepared some light snacks for you to enjoy when you are ready. The sauna
and Jacuzzi are ready for you if you would like to relax. Robes are in your
bathroom and there are towels already down on the shelves by the Jacuzzi. The
bar is stocked. I wasn’t sure if you drank alcohol or just preferred
nonalcoholic beverages. If you would like anything else, please let me know.
The intercom is located on the wall by the light switches in every room.
Because of the long hours of daylight, every bedroom has an automatic remote on
the nightstand to open or close the heavy curtains.


“Mr. Hawkins told me to remind you that Mr. Locklear, the other
security officer, will be here in the morning at seven, so don’t be alarmed
when you see someone new. I will be happy to make you breakfast when you get
up.”


“Thank you, Deanna,” Sarah said.


“Is there anything more I can do for you?” she asked.


Tilly leaned toward her. “Tell us about Dr. Morris,” she asked.


Sarah gently elbowed her in the ribs.


Deanna laughed. “He’s a wonderful man and an excellent surgeon.
His family originally came from this area. I think that’s why he is so
dedicated to the people here in Juneau. He was married for about seven years,
but that ended in divorce about five years ago, no children. He served in the
military as an officer, and when he got out, he put himself through medical
school.”


Deanna told them she looked forward to helping their stay be
comfortable and pleasant. “I hope you both have a wonderful rest. Good night,”
she said, leaving the room and closing the door behind her.


They looked at each other.


“Are we lucky or what?” Tilly said, repeatedly poking Sarah in
the stomach and sides. “Finally, a chance to relax. Hell, if we would have
known this house was for lease, we could have stayed here in Juneau and saved
ourselves a whole bunch of trouble.”


Sarah’s mood turned solemn. “What a mess this has all been. I
want to go home, Till.” She found herself close to tears.


“You will. Can you believe this?” Tilly said in amazement, poking
Sarah again. “Rachel and Claire are going to have heart failure. Speaking of
heart failure, what the heck is going on between Claire and the good doctor?”
Tilly asked.


“It’s not Claire, it’s the good doctor, and there’s something a
little creepy about him,” Sarah said, walking to the windows. “Wow, look at
this view.”


The geometric windows revealed a sweeping distant view of the
harbor and the tall snowcapped mountains in the background.


They were both suddenly silent as they gazed at the snowcapped
mountains.


“You know, Till, we could have been up there in those snowcaps
instead of where we were. We would have died for sure,” Sarah said.


“But we weren’t, and we didn’t. Let’s go down to the Jacuzzi,”
Tilly said, walking past Sarah and gently poking her arm.


 


* * *


 


Saturday, July 17


 


Except for getting a pain shot at three a.m., Rachel was able to
sleep through the night for the first time. The nurse removed her IV and
catheter and told her she could get up when she wanted.


Claire helped her up and Rachel moved around the room in her
wheelchair with her leg propped up.


“I feel really good. My leg doesn’t hurt too badly and I’m not
dizzy. I want to get a shower,” Rachel said.


“I don’t know how you’re going to do that, Rach, not with that
leg,” Claire told her.


But after some discussion, Claire said, “Let’s put a chair in
there, and you can stick your leg out. I’ll get a trash bag or something from
the nurses’ station to protect your leg.”


Claire set everything up, then pushed Rachel carefully into the
bathroom and helped her undress. She gasped when she saw Rachel’s bruises and
sutures, and how thin she was. “You look like someone used you as a punching
bag and then sent you to a concentration camp.”


“Do I really look that bad?”


“Yes, you do. We have a lot of work to do to get you healthy
again.”


She placed a towel over Rachel and helped her move into the
shower and sit on the chair. She scooted her a little forward, so her leg fully
stuck out, then placed it gently on the wheelchair seat and wrapped it in
plastic so it wouldn’t get wet.


“We’ll have a nurse change the bandage on your back when we’re
done. Are you comfortable?” she asked her.


Rachel nodded.


Claire stepped back and drew the curtain up to Rachel’s leg, so
she would have some privacy. “I’ll wash your hair when you’re ready.”


Rachel moaned as the warm water poured over her. “That feels so
good.”


Claire smiled. “I bet it does. You’re pretty bruised on that left
side, Rachel. What kind of pain pills will they give you to take home?”


“Oxycodone,” said Rachel.


Claire laughed and then there was a long pause of silence. “You
okay, Rachel?” Rachel didn’t answer her. Claire moved the curtain slightly and
peered in. Rachel had her hands to her face and was crying softly.


Claire moved beside her and turned off the water. “Hey, you.”
Kneeling, she took her hands gently in hers. “Don’t cry.” It was disturbing to
Claire to see Rachel so vulnerable and weak. “Let’s get you dry and dressed.”


Rachel looked up at her and touched her arm. “Help me wash my
hair, Claire?”


Claire undid the Ace wrap on her own hand. “You help as much as
you can, okay?” Rachel struggled to raise her hands. “It’s pretty sad when it
takes the two of us to wash your hair,” Claire told her.


They washed her hair three times. Claire noticed Rachel was beginning
to shake slightly, so she quickly got her dried, dressed, and back into the
wheelchair. She wheeled her into the room, dried and combed her hair, and
helped her put some makeup on.


Claire stood looking at her. “Let the recovery begin.” She smiled
and gently hugged her.


Claire called Josh to come and get them. Maggie had come to the
room, given Rachel instructions and her medications. She told Claire she would
stop by in the morning at the house. “Ice to her leg if she needs it, keep her
leg up, and let her rest as needed. No hot tub or getting it wet,” she told
them.


 


* * *


 


Jacob Locklear, Frank Hawkins’s counterpart for their private
security, introduced himself to Rachel and Claire as Josh pulled up to the
door. Jacob looked like he could have lifted all three of them if he needed to.
He appeared to be Native Alaskan, and he had massive arms and was built like a
freight train. Claire saw the dark leather shoulder holster and the butt of the
handgun on the inside of his left underarm as he lifted Rachel from the
vehicle. He helped her to her wheelchair and set her gently down.


Deanna gave them the grand tour and told them Sarah and Tilly had
gone shopping. “Ms. Evans was mad because a security guard followed them, but
Jacob insisted,” she told them.


Claire thought the bedroom was more than beautiful—it was
majestic. The bathroom had a sauna, walk-in shower, a Jacuzzi tub, and two
large sinks. The vaulted ceiling had hand-carved crown moldings, inlaid with
beautiful Native Alaskan symbols. The bedroom floor was some type of a knotty
hardwood, which neither Rachel nor Claire had ever seen before. All the wood in
the room accented the hardwood floor perfectly. The coordinated colors on the
walls and accessories in the room blended to give the impression of the
beginning of a sunset. The oversized windows looked out into the gardens and
woods. The fire in the deep stone fireplace was warm and inviting and filled
the room with a soft, gentle light. Deanna had removed all the thicker rugs, so
Rachel could easily move through the room in her wheelchair. The sitting area
was large and spacious with delicately designed light material on the sofa,
love seat, and chaise longue, which had been repositioned so Rachel could lie
on it while she looked out the window. The bed was a hand-carved four-poster
over-king, with beautiful Native Alaskan carvings on the headboard and
footboard. The wood had a faint reddish hue to it. Deanna told them the wood
had been imported from Brazil and local wood-carvers designed the images. The
handmade appliquéd quilt on the bed was a Native Alaskan village scene.


Deanna excused herself and left.


“Wow,” Rachel said, looking around the room. “This is quite a
room.”


“This whole house is quite impressive,” Claire said.


Tilly and Sarah burst into their bedroom twenty minutes later.
“Wow, I thought my room was awesome,” Tilly said and hugged Claire and Rachel.


Tilly had been crying.


“You okay?” Claire asked, putting her arm around her.


“Yes, but it’s hard. We’ve all been through so much. It’s hard to
separate and be away from each other.”


“You can stay with us tonight if you want, Tilly,” Rachel said.


“Aw, that’s sweet. I think I’m ready to sleep alone tonight.
But,” she said, flopping onto the bed, “if I get lonely, I’ll come down and lie
across your big-ass bed. Man, this thing is massive. Sarah and I flipped a coin
for the bedroom we’re sleeping in tonight and I won.”


“Well, I won also, Till, because the other room is just as nice
as yours,” Sarah said.


“You’re just saying that because you lost,” Tilly said. “Claire,
how did you arrange this with Dr. Morris?”


“I didn’t. He gave me the Realtor’s information.”


Tilly looked at her. “Claire this is—”


Sarah interrupted her. “Never mind, Tilly.”


“This is what?” asked Claire.


“She needs to know, Sarah,” said Tilly. “This is Dr. Morris’s
house, Claire.”


Claire’s mouth dropped open. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


“No, it’s his house—evidently he owns several in the area,” said
Tilly.


“Is that a problem?” asked Rachel.


“No,” said Claire. “Don’t worry about it, Rachel. Everything is
fine.” But Claire had an uncomfortable feeling. She didn’t want him to get any
kind of wrong impressions or mixed messages about how she felt. She made a
mental note to make sure he clearly understood she was not interested in his
attention.


Tilly got up and told them she was going to take a nap. Rachel
agreed it was time for one.


“I’ll see you all when I wake up,” Tilly said.


Sarah also agreed a nap was an excellent idea and went up to her
room.


Rachel looked exhausted. Claire found Deanna in the kitchen and
asked if Rachel could have an ice bag. Claire got some ice water for Rachel and
herself and went back to the bedroom. She helped Rachel into bed, propped up
her leg, positioned her with pillows so she was comfortable, and then got her
own bedclothes from her bag and put them on.


“I’m going to lie down with you and take a nap also. There’s time
to discuss what needs to be done, but for now, we sleep,” Claire told her.


Deanna brought in the ice bag. She asked them if they would like
to eat. Claire told her they were all going to take a nap and would like to eat
later.


“I will have something prepared for you when you are ready,”
Deanna said.


She left the room, closing the door behind her.


Claire climbed into the big bed, moved close to Rachel, and
gently wrapped her arms around her. Rachel put her arm around Claire’s shoulder
and back and drew her closer.


They lay quietly together and listened to the crackle of the
fire.


“I feel an inner peace, Rachel. I feel hopeful for the future,
and it amazes me because of all the unknowns we still have to face.”


Rachel turned toward her as much as she could and kissed the top
of her head. “We’ve been blessed in more ways than I could have ever imagined.”


“Rachel, it’s good to be close to you again. I’ve missed you.”


“I’ve missed you too, more than I could ever tell you,” Rachel
said.


Claire held Rachel as they fell asleep, shutting out the rest of
the world and all the trouble and heartache it brought.


Chapter Twenty-four

 

 

 


Rachel woke when Claire stirred, and then Claire rolled over
and looked at her.


“How long have we been asleep?” asked Rachel.


“I have no idea,” said Claire, looking over Rachel at the clock
on the nightstand. “It’s seven thirty.”


“Morning or evening?” Rachel laughed.


“How are you feeling?” asked Claire.


“Rested but starving.”


“Good,” Claire said, getting out of the bed. “I’ll go kill us a
rabbit or turtle and make a soup. Or better yet, I’ll go see what Deanna made
for us and where Tilly and Sarah are. Do you want to get up?”


“Yes, that would be wonderful,” Rachel said.


Claire helped her get out of bed and into her wheelchair. Rachel
followed her out into the hallway as Claire called out for Sarah and Tilly.
Tilly came out of one of the rooms on the left side of the staircase, wearing
her pajamas. “In here, you’ve got to see this.”


Claire and Rachel followed Tilly into the library. Sarah was in
the back of the room, admiring an oil painting of an Iditarod Trail dog team
and rider. The room was filled with leather-bound first editions, beautiful
paintings, and sculpture.


“Who is
this guy?” Tilly said to the others.


Rachel browsed through the deep wooden bookshelves, stopping her
wheelchair and looking more closely. “Well, Dr. Morris obviously has a lot of
money. There’s first editions and original screenplays of some pretty famous
movies. I loved that movie,” Rachel said, pointing to one of the screenplays.


Claire laughed. “Haven’t you figured out yet who he is?”


Tilly turned to Claire and her mouth dropped open. “He’s that
guy, isn’t he?”


“What guy?” Rachel asked.


“He’s the relative of that rich prospector who originally built
this house,” Tilly said.


Claire laughed. “Yes, Tilly, he is, and I think the mother lode
is still bearing children.”


“Do you really think so?” Sarah asked.


Deanna came into the library.


“Good evening. I fixed your meal and it’s in the dining room,”
she said.


They looked at each other and then at Deanna.


“We can’t eat in there, we’re still in our bedclothes,” Claire
said.


“Why not, Ms. Davenport? There is no one here but you. Do what
you wish.”


Tilly slapped a high five at Rachel and they all followed Deanna
into the dining room.


“Now this is a religious experience,” Tilly said as she entered
the room.


“This room is no less beautiful and perfect than our bedroom,”
Claire exclaimed.


The room was spacious, but not grand, intricate, but not ornate,
formal and yet intimate. All the furniture in the room was handcrafted.
Beautiful original oil paintings of Alaskan families gathered in various
celebrations were on the walls.


Deanna removed one of the dining room chairs, so Rachel could sit
at the table in her wheelchair. Rachel gently ran her hand over the surface of
the long, beautiful dining room table. “What is this made of?” she asked
Deanna.


“It’s turtle shell, Jatoba wood, and inlaid gold,” Deanna told
her as she wheeled Rachel carefully into position. “I’ve prepared your food, so
you can have what you like. Please help yourselves. If there is something you
would like that is not here, please let me know. Enjoy your meal.” Deanna left
the room.


China plates, silverware, linen napkins, ice water, and coffee
were all waiting at the serving area with the food. Tilly took the silver lids
off the hot food servers and started to fix a plate for Rachel. “Breakfast,”
she exclaimed with excitement. “Perfect.”


After they enjoyed the sumptuous buffet, Tilly suggested they
call Jack to find out any news about Justin.


“Jack will call us with an update when he feels it’s important.
Tonight, we rest and relax,” Claire proclaimed.


They checked the phones, but there were no messages.


“What do you feel like doing?” Tilly asked them.


“After that meal, not much,” Claire said.


“I want to call Ricky—do you think it’s okay?” Sarah said.


“Why not, the phone he has is secure,” Claire said.


Sarah took the phone and went into the library.


“Let’s go lie by the fire in your room, Claire,” Tilly suggested.


Rachel liked the idea. They gathered up the blankets and went
into the bedroom, and they helped her down onto a big brown bearskin rug Claire
found rolled up in the bedroom closet.


Claire ran her hand back and forth over the rug. “This is so
soft, is it real?” she asked Rachel.


“I’m sure it is,” Rachel said, running her hand through the thick
soft fur.


“I want no part of it,” Tilly said shivering.


Rachel and Claire laughed.


Claire poured herself and Tilly a glass of red wine each, then
handed Rachel two oxycodone and ice water. “Here, you haven’t had anything in a
while, and I know you’re hurting.” Rachel gratefully took the pills and drank
the ice water.


Sarah came into the room and sat down beside Rachel on the rug,
staring into the fire. “This reminds me of the lake except without the cold,
the wind, the mosquitoes, the mountains, starving to death, bears, and every
other damn thing that wanted to kill us,” Sarah said.


Rachel put her hand on Sarah’s back. “Tough phone call?” she
asked.


Sarah apologized. “It’s just so hard to not go home to my family
and life.”


Claire poured another glass of wine and handed it to Sarah.


“I’m going to need a lot of this,” Sarah said, reaching for the
glass.


“We’re working on it, Sarah. We’ll get you home as soon as we
can, I promise,” said Claire.


After three glasses of red wine and just as many hours of
conversation, they were ready for bed. They hugged each other and said good
night. Claire helped Rachel into the bed and got her comfortable, then went
into the kitchen and brought back a refilled ice bag, placing it on Rachel’s
leg.


“You good?” she asked Rachel.


“Yes, that’s great.”


Claire climbed into bed and moved up against her. Rachel patted
the covers over Claire’s hip and said good night.


“Rach, I have no words to tell you how much I love you.” Claire
put her arm over Rachel’s hip and drifted off to sleep.


Rachel lay awake in the dark for a time and thought about Claire,
Tilly, and Sarah. She decided she would begin building herself up and preparing
for what she knew would eventually come. Justin didn’t know it yet, but the
wrath of Rachel was descending upon him and she was going to make sure his cup
was full to overflowing.


 


* * *


 


Sunday, July 18


 


At five forty-five a.m., Rachel was able to get quietly out of
bed and into the bathroom. It was her first independent act since the accident.
She wanted to take a sauna, but she couldn’t by herself, so she came back out
of the bathroom, took one of the pain pills, and wheeled herself over to the bed.
As hard as she tried, she couldn’t get back into bed without waking Claire.


After she helped her, Claire crawled back into bed next to her.
“This bed really is huge,” she said and went back to sleep. Rachel drifted off
too.


When Rachel next woke up, at seven thirty a.m., Claire was in the
shower.


Maggie got to the house a short time later for her first home
visit. She checked Rachel’s leg, back, and side. “You look great. Keep up the
good work,” she told her.


Claire came into the bedroom just as Maggie finished. “How’s the
patient?” she asked.


“She’s doing great. I won’t be back for a few days, but if you
need anything, call me. Remember, stay off that leg and don’t get it wet. See
you in a couple of days.” Maggie left quickly.


Rachel got out of bed, took a pillow, and wheeled herself to the
chaise longue while Claire went back into the bathroom to finish putting on her
makeup. Rachel easily got out of the wheelchair and sat down, making herself
comfortable. The view out the window was exhilarating. She could see the rich
variety of bright red, yellow, and white flowers against the setting of the
woods, all of it creating a palate of colors and shapes. She saw Jacob walking
off in the distance. He raised his hand and a big, beautiful golden-colored dog
came to him and sat down beside his leg as he patted its head. The dog looked
like a cross between a golden retriever and an Irish setter. She watched as
Jacob gave another hand command and the dog went out of sight.


Claire came out of the bathroom. “The shower is wonderful.
Everything we need is in there, absolutely everything. It’s pretty sad when you
get this excited over a shower.” She walked over and sat in Rachel’s
wheelchair, propping her feet up on the chaise beside Rachel. “I think I’m
going to get someone to come in or we’re going out to get facials, manicures,
and pedicures. What do you think?” she asked.


“I think that is the best idea any of us have had since we left
Cleveland. Would you please get a beautician to shape my hair? I don’t want to
look bad when I kick Justin’s ass,” Rachel said, smiling.


“I think I can handle that. And quit cussing—it doesn’t suit you,
Rachel. Why don’t you just let the FBI handle all of this?” Claire asked.


“I am letting them handle it, but they won’t be able to stop Justin,
and we need to get ready. He’s going to come after me, Claire. I know Justin
and I know he will never let this go when he finds out I’m alive, and I know
he’s going to find out eventually.”


Claire sighed. “I just want it all to be over with, and I want
you and all of us to be safe again.”


Chapter Twenty-five

 

 

 


Jack called Claire with an update about Justin. She put the
phone on speaker.


“He made three calls. One was to a flunky half-wit PI in
Cleveland. My friends up there arrested him about one o’clock this morning on
an old harassment charge. He spilled his guts. I think it’s okay if Sarah goes
home, but she’ll have to keep a low profile. The best situation would be if she
could go somewhere besides Cleveland. Her house is not bugged, and no one is following
her family. We’ll make sure her family has protection until this is all over.
We’re going to flip Justin’s PI in Cleveland and use him if we need him to help
us keep better track of Justin. We’ll continue to keep Sarah protected if she
decides to go home. How do you like your security?” he asked.


“They are fabulous,” Claire said.


“How are you all doing?” he asked.


After Tilly and Jack spoke for several minutes. Rachel asked to
speak privately with him. The others left the room. She introduced herself and
talked briefly about their situation, giving him more detail and insight about
Justin, helping him to understand just how dangerous he was.


“I’d like you to get someone who can run Justin’s personal
finances for the past two years. Have them look at any withdrawals or deposits,
more than two thousand dollars, any unusual spending. Make sure they review
where he spent it if they can. I want to see what his bank accounts look like.”


“Anything in particular you’re looking for? He’s a pretty heavy
gambler, so I’m sure we’ll find some things,” Jack said.


“No, just a concern. I want to see his pattern of spending,” she
said.


She asked him to send everything to Josh’s email.


“I’ll get it as soon as I can and send it. I’ll call you again if
anything new comes up. I shot Frank a heads-up because I do think Justin has
some kind of contact in Juneau.” Jack said he hoped she had everything she
needed, told her how nice it was to talk with her, and then hung up.


She liked his voice and the way he was handling the situation.
She felt less stressed and more at ease after speaking with him. She joined the
others in the library and discussed the pros and cons of Sarah going home.
Sarah wanted to do it, but Rachel was against it.


“It’s too great of a risk. What if Justin finds out somehow? I
know he’s watching everything,” Rachel said. “I know, because that’s what I’d
be doing.”


Sarah shook her head and said, “I think it’s not going to hurt
us. Jack has Cleveland covered, it won’t be in the news, I will have
protection, and I’ll get to be with Ricky and Tommy.”


“But what if Tommy says something to his friends? Your parents
and other family could say something, and then the media will get ahold of it.
As far as anyone but Ricky knows, you’re dead. I say we keep it that way for
now,” said Rachel.


Sarah continued to push. “Let’s do this—Ricky can take Tommy to
our cabin in North Carolina and I’ll meet them there with security. We can stay
there until this is all over. Mom and Dad won’t think anything about it if
Ricky takes Tommy there. He’s in mourning and they would understand. I know he
can get a leave from his job without any problems. It’s a good plan and it will
be okay.”


Rachel could tell Claire was beginning to agree as they discussed
it more. “If you do this, I want Tilly and Claire out of here with you also,”
said Rachel.


“Absolutely not,” said Claire. “I am not leaving you, Rachel. Get
it out of your head. Tilly can go with Sarah. I agree—it’s important to get
them out of here and safe somewhere else, but I’m not leaving you.”


Rachel sighed heavily. “Claire, you need to go.”


Claire replied, “No, I’m not leaving you. I won’t do it.”


Tilly and Sarah were silent.


Rachel wheeled herself over to Claire and took her hand. “Please,
Claire, please do this for me.”


Claire shook her head. “No, I’m not leaving you—forget it.”


They talked more and Rachel finally agreed to Sarah’s plan, on
the condition that Tilly went with her. Sarah called Ricky and they discussed
the arrangements for her and Tilly to meet in North Carolina as quickly as
possible. She told him she would call him back with the information of the
flight.


“He’s going to get everything ready to drive to the cabin with
Tommy,” Sarah told them.


Rachel watched Sarah try to hold back her excitement. Finally
something good was going to happen. She called Jacob into the house and told
him the plan, so he could contact Jack and make the arrangements for security
and get the flights worked out.


Later they went outside and walked in the gardens and around the
house. Tilly pushed Rachel’s wheelchair. Harold was in the greenhouse and the
women talked with him about the flowers and the beautiful grounds.


The night passed quietly and peacefully, but they were all
anxious about separating from one another.


 


* * *


 


Monday, July 19


 


In the morning, Rachel and Claire said a teary good-bye to Sarah
and Tilly as they left with a female security guard. Ricky and Tommy would also
have private security with them as they traveled, and both of the security
personnel would remain with them the entire time at the cabin. Rachel finally
felt comfortable about the plan. She knew Justin was focused on her more than
the others, and once separated from her, they were probably in less danger. She
wished Claire had gone with them, but a part of her was also glad she had
refused to go.


It was hard for Rachel to put Justin out of her mind and let the
security people do their jobs, but she knew she needed to focus on healing and
building herself up. She went to the library and looked through the books and
pieces of art, where she found detailed maps of the Alaskan panhandle. She
tried to figure out where they had crashed and the path they took.


Later in the early afternoon she asked Claire to help her get
into the sauna. When Rachel was finished in the sauna, she was able to use her
crutches to maneuver into the shower. It felt good to be able to help herself
and not need quite so much assistance. She was getting sick of wearing hospital
scrubs with snap legs and asked Deanna if she knew anyone who could modify her
pants, so she could wear them. Deanna did and took the two pair of slacks Tilly
and Sarah had bought her. Rachel felt relaxed and refreshed after the sauna and
shower, but her ribs and back ached. She took a pain pill and lay down to rest,
falling asleep within a few minutes.


When she opened her eyes, she found Claire in bed beside her.


“I’m sorry I woke you,” Claire said, a sheepish expression on her
face.


“It’s fine. I feel good. You okay?”


“I miss Sarah and Tilly. The house feels empty without them.”


Rachel turned and put her arm around her. “This whole mess has
got us all so screwed up.”


Deanna brought Rachel her altered slacks and then prepared
another wonderful meal. They spent the evening in the library. Rachel showed
Claire the detailed maps she found of where she thought they had been.


 


* * *


 


Wednesday, July 21


 


Justin got a phone call from his contact in Juneau—he’d hired him
to keep an eye open for any news about missing planes or rescued women. He told
Justin the day before information began appearing on Facebook chat groups about
two women who had been airlifted to the hospital and then suddenly discharged,
one in pretty rough shape. This news generated more questions on social media
than it gave answers. Who were the mysterious women? Why wasn’t there a press
release? Why wasn’t anyone talking? The chat generated a lot of gossip around
town. Justin imploded.


He immediately called The Mechanic. He yelled into the phone and
ranted about how he didn’t do his job and how Rachel was still alive. The
Mechanic asked him how he knew.


“One of my contacts in Juneau just let me know about it. I know
it’s her. Now you go back there and do the damn job I already paid you to do.”


“I assure you I did my job and what you paid me to do.”


“Don’t give me that shit. I paid you to kill the bitch in the
plane crash.”


“Shut up, you idiot, be careful what you say. My job is done. If
you want me to assure that package got delivered, then it will cost you a
hundred thousand.”


Justin paced like a caged animal. He walked back and forth from
the hallway to the bathroom, throwing anything he could get his hands on. He
wanted to reach through the phone and beat him to a bloody pulp.


“You’ll have your damn money in the morning,” he shouted through
the phone.


“Tell your man to back off. I don’t want him around messing things
up for me. I’ll need a picture of the package. Send it to the email address I
sent you,” The Mechanic said.


“Get it done,” Justin yelled again into the phone and hung up
without waiting for a response.


He needed to know if Rachel was alive or dead. He’d pay the money
to make sure. If she really did somehow survive the crash, The Mechanic would
take care of it. Justin called A.J. and told him to send a photo and
description of Rachel to the email address he gave him and to check her bank
accounts to make sure there was no activity. A.J. started to ask questions.


“Just do it, damn it, and do it now,” Justin ordered.


Justin pushed the disconnect button as hard as he could, threw
the cell phone down on the bed, and then immediately reached for the bottle of
Grey Goose on the nightstand and poured himself a drink.


“Damn it to hell,” he shouted. Then he realized he had made the
calls in his room but decided he was paranoid.


Justin picked up the phone when A.J. called back. A.J. told him
there had been no activity in Rachel’s accounts. “I think you’re losing it,
Justin.” A.J. hung up.


Chapter Twenty-six

 

 

 


Claire took Rachel out for the morning to get—as she called
it—girlified.
But later in the afternoon, Rachel got a call from Jack. His voice sounded
strained.


“The shit hit the fan. I need to talk to you and Claire,” he
said. She put the phone on speaker.


“Go ahead Jack, we’re here,” Claire said.


“Well, your boy is pretty upset. He got a call early this morning
because of some chatter on Facebook. I think he had someone in Juneau watching
for any possible information about you. We have him on a partial audio talking
about it. As soon as he was done, he made another call to Detroit and…” Jack
hesitated. Rachel knew he didn’t want to tell them. “Whoever he paid to crash
the plane is coming your way.”


Claire turned pale and grabbed Rachel’s hand.


“He was walking back and forth, and we weren’t able to hear all
of what he said, but we got enough to know we need to bump up security. I have
a friend at the FBI and I’m going to give him a heads-up. Starting in about an
hour you are going to have more security on the property, so don’t be alarmed.
Jacob and Frank have already taken care of all of it.”


“What do we need to do?” Rachel asked. Her palms were sweaty, and
she suddenly had a headache.


Jack told them there was nothing to do but listen to Frank and
Jacob, and not take any chances. He told them they needed to stay inside. He
assured them Jacob and Frank would take good care of them.


Rachel put her hands to her temples and rubbed them gently. Now
they were prisoners—like animals in a cage.


She asked about the option of getting Claire away from the house
and hiding her somewhere else. Claire kept shaking her head. Jack told them
they would be better off there because it would be just as dangerous to move
her. They both were concerned about Sarah and her family and Tilly. Jack
assured them they were in a secure area with high-level protection. “Don’t
worry about them, they are in the least amount of danger.”


“I want someone protecting Josh,” Claire said.


Jack said he would have Frank take care of it.


His news drained what little bit of energy Rachel had left. Now
they faced what she had dreaded and worried about from the moment they’d
started down the mountain at the crash site. Jack tried to reassure them, but
after he hung up, they sat in the library silent and stunned.


Jacob came into the house thirty minutes later and reviewed the
plan to keep them safe. There would be two armed guards at the gate and two
extra guards patrolling the grounds at all times, wearing full protective gear,
including helmets. Rachel asked him how long it would all be necessary.


“Until it’s over, Ms. Portola, we can’t take any chances,” he
said.


Rachel had been up all day and was exhausted and plainly could
not deal with it. She told Claire she was going to bed and wheeled herself into
the bedroom without saying anything else. A dark feeling of despair came over
her. She didn’t want to talk about the situation.


The evening light was pressing through the bedroom windows and
Rachel lay in the bed. Claire came in to check on her.


“Rach, I want you to rest. I know you’re exhausted. I’m going to
go back to the library and call Sarah and Tilly.” She hugged her and put the
covers over her shoulders and tried to reassure her. “Somehow, it’s going to be
all right. Try not to worry.”


Claire’s words were empty and without hope or assurance. It
wasn’t going to be all right, and she knew Claire knew it. She could feel it
all around them. It surrounded and consumed them like a thick, heavy, chilling
fog creeping in from the harbor.


It was useless for Rachel to try to sleep. She pressed the button
on the nightstand and the dark curtains slowly closed over the windows. An hour
later she heard male voices outside the bedroom window as they walked past and
positioned themselves throughout the property. She closed her eyes, trying to
force herself to go to sleep. There was nothing she could do about the
situation. She felt more vulnerable than she had ever felt in her life. Somehow
it had to end. Justin had to be stopped, but she knew he would never stop
coming after her as long as he was alive. Even if he was in prison, somehow, he
would find a way to get to her. As she thought about it, each scenario ended
with only one outcome—he would have to be completely eliminated. And she knew
what she would have to do in the end to assure that Claire, Sarah, and Tilly
stayed safe.


 


* * *


 


Deanna came into the library and asked Claire if she needed
anything. Claire went over to the decanter on one of the tables by the blue
wingback chair, poured herself a snifter of brandy, and told Deanna she had
what she needed. Deanna quietly left the room. Claire sat down and slowly
sipped the brandy, listening as the men outside passed by the window and Frank
gave instructions.


“I can’t stand this,” she said, setting the snifter down on the
table.


She went into the bedroom and found Rachel awake, staring up at
the ceiling.


“Can’t sleep, Rach?” Claire asked.


“I’m exhausted, but not sleepy,” Rachel said.


Claire climbed onto the bed and moved close to Rachel, putting
her arm around her waist, trying to comfort her. They lay in silence for almost
an hour, until Rachel drifted off into sleep.


Claire couldn’t lie in the bed any longer. She carefully got out
and went to the pool. She glanced twice at the dishes set up on the tables off
to the right near the ornately etched windows. She walked over, picked up the
plates and bowls, and then turned over a dinner plate and looked at her
logo—Indigo Blues—marked in the center of the back of the plate.


She shook her head and set the plate back down, then stripped off
her clothes and the elastic wrap on her hand as she walked to the pool and dove
into the deep end, coming up after a long dive. She slowly floated on her back
with her left hand resting on her stomach.


She got out of the pool after about a half hour, wrapped a
terrycloth towel around herself, and then bent over, threw her hair forward,
and wrapped a smaller towel around her head. She poured herself a double shot
of whiskey from the bar and sat down on one of the lounge chairs, slowly
sipping the whiskey.


She took a deep breath as she thought about Rachel and noticed
her hand began to tremble slightly. She took a long slow sip of her whiskey and
asked herself how she could be around her much longer without having sex.


She took another sip of the whiskey and told herself she wanted
more than sex. She wanted to make love to her. She groaned and gulped the rest
of her whiskey and got up to get a shower before she went to bed.


 


* * *


 


Thursday, July 22


 


Rachel woke just at dawn. She looked over at Claire and watched
her as she slept. Safe for the moment, but for how long? She was sick of the
struggle to survive, sick of the fear, and, most of all, sick of the thoughts
of Justin.


Not wanting to wake Claire, she quietly got out of bed, wheeled
herself over by the chaise longue, and parted the curtains. She watched as the
security guards, heavily armed and wearing black protective vests, passed by
her window. She could see Nugget at the end of the walkway near the lamppost,
his fur moving in the breeze. The weather was turning colder. She could feel it
each time she went outside. Outside. Now Justin had made them victims once
again, prisoners, trapped in their own self-made prison. A flash of light drew
her back to the window. It looked like Fort Knox between the lights, all of the
heavily armed guards, and Nugget. There had to be a way to end this on her
terms, without putting any more lives in jeopardy. She had had enough.


She sat quietly pondering for an hour, then leaned forward,
looking more intently out the window. She didn’t see the guards, or the guns,
or Nugget, or the lights—she saw hope. She put her phone on her lap and went
out into the hallway to make the call. Frank was inside the house within five
minutes. They went into the library and closed the door behind them.


“I have a plan, Frank. I want to do it and I don’t care what
Claire thinks or says about it. As a matter of fact, the less she knows about
it, the better it will be. I care what you, Jacob, and Jack think right now.”


Rachel explained what she wanted to do. Frank sat quietly for a
few minutes.


“I think it will work, Ms. Portola.”


They called Jack and discussed the details with him. He agreed,
and they immediately set the plan in motion.


Jack told Rachel, “It begins with me calling my friend at the
FBI.”


 


* * *


 


Friday, July 23


 


Stefan Richard Borgerson, aka The Mechanic, had arrived in Juneau
at eleven thirty p.m. the previous evening. He checked into the local hotel and
immediately went to bed. He would start his own investigation in the morning
and find out what he needed to know to kill Rachel Portola, if she was still
alive. He was
called The Mechanic because he acquired the ability to assassinate methodically,
and he had the unique skill of being able to rig most any large engine to
malfunction with precision, a skill he learned growing up in Detroit from his
Norwegian father.


In addition to his native English, he spoke Russian and Farsi,
and had a working understanding of Korean. No one really knew who he was, and
he liked it that way. He prided himself on being a shudder in the night, the
shadow you saw out of the corner of your eye, a déjà vu of the boogeyman.


Stefan reread the Facebook information as he ate his breakfast.
He was able to get the name of the hospital and hoped getting the rest of the
information he needed wouldn’t come to physical violence because he didn’t like
close physical confrontation. He liked to do his job clean and from a distance
and there were always ways to get information.


His package was delivered just after noon. He set it on the bed
and opened the box. The binoculars and bolt-action rifle, scope, case, and
ammunition were all inside. The weapon was accurate up to four hundred yards
with a grouping of one inch or less at two hundred yards. He refreshed his
skills by taking apart the weapon and putting it back together as fast as he
could. He reviewed maps and where the police station was located. He looked
online and found out how many officers and staff were at the department. He
would create a diversion when he was ready, so he would be undisturbed to
complete the job. He looked up the main insurance carrier for the hospital,
printed out their business logo, and made a few business cards with a fake
number handwritten on the back. He rented a silver Subaru Outback under the
name Steven Angstrom. He drove around the city and tried to get a sense of it.
At seven p.m., shift change at the hospital, he was ready for the real work. He
entered the emergency room and smiled because it was full of people, and that
was a good thing. He sat down and watched. Within five minutes, the insurance
clerk came into the room with her iPad and looked around. She took an older
couple off to the side of the room and began to help them fill out their forms.
Stefan waited until she was finished and then approached her. He showed his
insurance ID and gave her his business card with the handwritten phone number.
He told her he knew she was busy but asked if he could talk with her for just a
few minutes. She agreed. He knew she would—they always did.


She identified Rachel when he showed her the picture and told him
Rachel had been discharged. Stefan tried not to show his irritation.


“I need to talk with the attending physician. Do you know who it
was?” he asked.


“I’m sorry, I can’t give out that information. You’ll have to
talk with administration in the morning,” she said.


“I really need to talk with someone who gave direct care,” he
said, putting his hand gently on her arm and smiling.


“She was on the second floor—maybe someone up there can help
you.”


He thanked her for the information and assured her he would talk
with the administrative staff in the morning.


He went up to the second floor and looked at each of the female
staff. There were two who were good prospects. One looked to be in her late
twenties and the other was probably in her early forties; neither was wearing a
wedding ring. He decided he would approach the younger woman. He introduced himself
as the insurance representative, showed his identification, and asked if it
would be possible to speak with Rachel Portola’s attending physician.


“I’m sorry, but Dr. Morris is not in the hospital right now,” she
said.


“Do you know where I can reach him? I’ve been on a plane a long
time and I’m ready to check into my hotel.”


“I’m sure Maggie Thomas, his physician assistant, can help you.
She is in the physicians’ lounge right now but will be back on the floor in
about an hour. Shall I have her give you a call?”


“I’ll come back, thanks so much. I think I’ve met her
before—isn’t she the blonde, about thirty-five?”


Carol laughed. “No, Maggie is a Native Alaskan in her late
forties.”


Stefan smiled and thanked her again, then walked to the
elevators. All he had to do now was get the rest of the information from
Maggie. They got Rachel out of the hospital quickly—smart, but not smart
enough. Stefan smiled to himself as he got on the elevator. He found a
maintenance staff worker on the ground level and asked him where the
physicians’ lounge was located. He took the elevator back up to the first floor
and waited down the hall until a dark-haired woman came out of the lounge, and
then he started walking toward her. He saw her name on her coat as he passed
her and smiled. She smiled back and continued down the hallway. He left the
hospital and went back to the car, and ran some internet searches. Bingo—he
found her address, went to the house, broke in, made himself at home, and
waited for her to arrive. He didn’t really like this next part of the process,
but it had to be done to get the final piece of information.


Just after midnight, he heard a car pull in to the garage. Stefan
was waiting in the kitchen, behind the connecting door. As Maggie walked in, he
reached out and put his hand over her mouth and his arm around her waist. He
had a black ski mask pulled down over his face. “Hi,” he said flatly into her
ear. “Where’s Rachel Portola?”


Maggie began to kick and tried to bite his gloved hand.


“No, no, no,” Stefan said. He immediately injected her with the
serum and felt her body relax as he lifted her up, carried her to the bedroom,
and put her onto the bed.


He asked her questions.


“No, I shouldn’t tell you. Dr. Morris…yes, she had
surgery…yesterday, I saw her yesterday at his house…no, not Spruce, 276 Harbor
Way Lane…”


Stefan had what he needed. He confirmed the address and then
injected her with the other medication, immediately sending her into cardiac
arrest. He undressed her, dressed her in pajamas, positioned her on her side,
and then went into the kitchen and got a glass and the aspirin bottle. He put
two of the pills on the nightstand, and then used her right hand to fingerprint
the glass. He went into the bathroom, filled the glass half full, and set it
beside the aspirin bottle. He picked her glasses up off the floor where they
had fallen when she struggled and placed them carefully on her face, and then
just for an added touch, he took the book she was reading that was on the
nightstand and laid it open beside her on the bed. “Peaceful,” he said as he
patted her hand and left the house.


He drove by Dr. Morris’s estate that Portola was renting. He
assessed the immediate property around the house: security fence, iron gate,
and perimeter iron fencing with spikes. There were no visible signs of security
guards. This was going to be a lot easier than he thought.


He went back to his hotel room and went to bed. He knew he had
plenty of time before they would be on to the physician assistant’s murder. He
had time to do what he needed to do, get the chartered plane to Anchorage, and
then get his commercial flight back to Detroit.


 


* * *


 


Saturday, July 24


 


At ten o’clock in the morning, he once again drove past the
estate. This time he was able to see an armed guard and a dog walking the
property. He drove to the northern side of the estate and climbed to higher
ground, so he could see more clearly through the binoculars. The front bedroom
curtains were open, and he spotted her immediately. She was in a wheelchair
with her leg propped up looking out the large picture window.


“Damn, why doesn’t she just have a target painted on her
forehead,” he said out loud, smiling to himself as he watched her.


Near the corner of the house, hoeing in the flowerbeds, was an
older man who bent down and tied his shoelace.


Stefan decided his best shots would be on the northeastern side,
past the fencing and up on the side of the ridge. He calculated the distances:
two shots at 365 yards to take out the guard and dog, and then a headshot on
Rachel at 395 yards. He carefully returned to the car and drove slowly away. He
drove to a dumpster behind the busiest bar on Conner Street, at the opposite
side of town from the estate, and set the explosive charges to go off at one
a.m. Police and fire would be called out as soon as it went off.


At one fifteen a.m. Stefan heard the sirens and fire trucks pass
the hotel. Fifteen minutes later he left the hotel with his rifle in a suitcase
using the back entrance, and quickly got into his car, driving the long way
around Dr. Morris’s estate. He parked about an eighth of a mile from the ridge,
then carefully hiked up to where he wanted to be. He assembled the rifle and
metal stand, took a sitting position, and looked through the night scope. The
heavy curtain in the bedroom was open about a foot, and he could see Rachel
sitting up in the bed, reading.


“Well, all right, then,” Stefan said to himself, laughing.


He wouldn’t even need to take out the guard or dog but decided he
would take them out last, just for fun. He slowly put the rifle up on the
stand, pressed the butt of the gun into his shoulder, and then began to focus
his aim on Rachel. Just as he did, he heard a noise behind him and turned. A
man quickly stepped up and swung down the butt of his automatic weapon into the
left side of Stefan’s mouth.


“Eat that, you shit-slime bastard,” the man yelled.


Stefan was immediately knocked down onto the ground and four FBI
agents quickly surrounded him, handcuffed him, and dragged him off.


 


* * *


 


Wednesday, July 28


 


Claire and Rachel were devastated by Maggie’s death and suspected
it was not from natural causes. Rachel blamed herself. Frank reminded her there
could have been many more deaths, including her own, but her successful plan
prevented them. While that was true, it was of little comfort to Rachel.


The days passed in quiet, but tense recuperation for Rachel.


Carol Lewis, another physician assistant of Dr. Morris’s, stopped
by and removed the sutures from Rachel’s back, hip, side, and leg.


“You can get your leg wet now, but you have to wear this special
water brace in the water,” she told her. She showed Rachel the brace and how to
use it. “And make sure you always have the boot on when you aren’t in the
water, especially at night so you won’t bump it or move wrong in your sleep.
Remember, no walking on it.”


“Can I swim?” Rachel asked.


“No, you can get your leg wet, but no swimming. No pressure on
it, Rachel, not even kicking in the water. Make sure you wear the water brace.
Just relax your leg when you’re in the water. It has to heal well before any
stress is put on it. Continue the pain pills as you need them. Dr. Morris will
check on you himself when he gets back in town.”


Rachel started using crutches that afternoon.


Jack called her, telling her he had emailed the results of the
financial investigation, and assuring her nothing had changed concerning
Justin.


When the information arrived, she laid it all out on the long
hand-carved wooden table in the library and started reviewing it.


Josh and his friend Allen stopped by unexpectedly.


“It took us twenty minutes to get access to the driveway and pass
through security.”


“I’m sorry, Josh, but we can’t take any chances,” said Claire.


“Allen is a helicopter pilot. I got the coordinates from search
and rescue, and we went back to the cave you were in. I have your IDs and some
other personal items here, and I brought someone’s beautiful knife in a sheath,
but your security people took it,” Josh said.


“Did it have a pearl bone handle inlaid with silver?” asked
Rachel anxiously.


“Yes,” said Josh.


“It’s mine and it’s very important to me. I don’t know how to
thank you, Josh,” Rachel said.


“I have something for you, Claire,” he said, reaching down and
bringing out five eight-by-ten inch color photos of the cave drawings,
explaining that Allen was an amateur photographer and took the photographs
while they were in the cave. Claire hugged him as she thanked him, then walked
them to the door as she said good-bye.


As Rachel and Claire sat in the library, Rachel speculated that
Justin could not have acted on his own without financial help.


“He needed front money, Claire, and he simply did not have it.
Someone helped him. I think it was from within the company because he couldn’t
get that program out that easily.”


Rachel called Jack and asked for more help. “Look at Andrew J.
Henson, the CEO. His family owns the company, but he is a cousin or something.
See what he’s been up to financially for the past couple of years.”


Jack said he would let her know as soon as possible.


Claire helped Rachel into her bathing suit and they went to the
pool. Claire walked beside her as Rachel eased her crutches down one at a time
onto the steps and into the pool. Once down, she handed Claire one crutch,
using the other one to walk around in the pool. It felt soothing to have her
body weight released. She laid her other crutch on the side of the pool and
floated, then side swam, being careful not to use her left leg. She leaned
against the side of the pool, watching Claire swim back and forth, then
suddenly leaned forward and shouted, “It had to be him.”


Claire swam over to her. “It had to be whom?”


“It had to be Andrew Henson.” Rachel looked at Claire, smiling
confidently, saying it to herself more than to Claire. “It had to be. Justin
reported directly to him, Andrew has the authority and opportunity to change
any program he wants, and he has connections all over the world. It had to be
him.”


Rachel slapped the water and then splashed Claire.


Chapter Twenty-seven

 

 

 


Saturday, July 31


 


Each day went by more slowly than the day before, and it was
getting more difficult for Rachel to keep her mind occupied. Harold had set up
a target for her in the greenhouse, where she practiced in the evenings
throwing her hunting knife, always with at least one security guard within
eyesight of her.


Jack reported to Rachel that Justin had fallen into a
wait-and-see pattern. “I know he suspects something happened to his guy and
that you’re still alive. He’s like a ticking time bomb. He’s waiting for
something. I just can’t figure out what it is yet. He doesn’t go anywhere but
the local casinos, has sex every other day, and continues to gamble and spend
money. I know he’s leaving the country—it’s just a matter of time. He’s
drinking a lot more and making phone calls. I think he’s trying to find out
more information about you, but so far, he’s struck out. The federal security
agencies locked up all the information about the guy who tried to kill you—this
must have international ramifications. We have to move soon, Rachel, because
whatever he’s doing, he’s on the edge of it.”


Rachel needed one more piece of the puzzle in place, and then she
would be ready. She and Jack reviewed their plan of attack.


Meanwhile, Rachel could tell Claire was nervous and bored. Their
emotions were building, and they needed a release.


Dr. Morris, who insisted they call him Derrick, came by, checked
Rachel’s leg, and visited for a few minutes, but it was obvious to Rachel that
he only wanted to be with Claire. Rachel excused herself and went outside to
the greenhouse and repeatedly threw her knife at the target as hard as she
could. She knew why she was upset and told herself to just deal with it. She
went back into the house and heard Derrick ask Claire to go out with him.


“Derrick, I thought I made myself clear. I’m with Rachel. I’m
sorry, but I can’t go out with you.”


Rachel heard them have a few more minutes of small talk and then
he said good night and left. She felt relief but also anxiety and didn’t know
why.


 


* * *


 


Thursday, August 5


 


After a week of relative routine, Rachel had gained some of her
weight back. She swam in the pool twice a day and felt stronger, but even
though she was feeling stronger, she was anxious about Justin. She knew how
vulnerable she still was, and she worried. In spite of everything Jack was
doing to keep a close eye on Justin, she knew she had to act first.


Jack was able to send her the information she needed regarding
Andrew Henson and the last piece of the puzzle fell into place. It was time to
flush Justin out and spring the trap she, Jack, and the FBI had schemed, but in
order to do it, she needed to go back to Cleveland. She and Claire had had a
big fight about it earlier in the day.


Rachel felt the tension continuing to build between her and
Claire. Claire insisted Rachel was not ready to go back to Cleveland and was
still too vulnerable. Rachel told her it was too late to fight about it any
longer because travel arrangements had been made. Rachel saw Claire was growing
more restless and anxious about it by the hour.


At the dinner table, Claire brought up the subject of Rachel
leaving, but Rachel’s mind was set, and she would not back down.


“I’m going to be vulnerable for months, Claire, and we can’t wait
any longer.”


She saw Claire’s jaw muscles tense.


“He’s going to find you, Rachel, and he’ll come after you again.
You know it. Why would you do this?”


“We can’t live our lives like this any longer,” Rachel fired
back.


Halfway through the meal, Claire threw her dinner napkin down on
her plate and stormed out of the room. Rachel gave her a few minutes and then
went to the bedroom, but the door was locked.


“Claire, come on, open up. I can’t stand here all night. Please,
Claire, it hurts my leg.”


It didn’t really hurt her leg, but Rachel needed an edge to get
her to unlock the door. She heard the door lock release, and she opened the
door as Claire was walking back to the sofa. Claire sat down and glared at her
as Rachel came into the room and shut the door. She maneuvered toward Claire and
sat down beside her, leaning her crutches on the end of the sofa.


She tried to reassure her. “Claire, everything that can be done
to keep me safe has been done. Yes, there’s risk, but we can’t go on like
this—we really can’t. We have to live our lives. Remember when this all
started, and I told you I would not live my life looking over my shoulder?
Well, this right here is living my life looking over my shoulder. I have to
face this.”


Claire started crying. “You’re too vulnerable, Rachel. Wait a
while longer. What happens if you’re killed? Do you think I want to go on with
my life without you in it? I have a lot of money Rachel—we can live anywhere in
the world, go anywhere you want to go.”


“Claire, it doesn’t matter where we go because Justin is still
out there, and I’ll still be looking over my shoulder. Please try to
understand. I have to do this. He won’t give up until he is stopped.”


“Don’t do this. I’m begging you—please don’t.” Claire leaned in
to her and drew her close. “Please,” she pleaded.


Rachel could feel Claire’s body trembling as she put her arms
around her and tried to comfort her. “Claire, it’s going to be all right. We’re
not alone. We have help. It’s a good plan and it will work, but the timing is
critical. I have to go now for things to fall into place.”


Claire continued to cry and beg, but Rachel would not change her
mind. Claire began to slowly kiss Rachel’s neck, moving up to the side of her
face, drawing her closer and whispering seductively.


“Let’s make love tonight, Rachel. I know you want me, and I want
you so badly.” And then Claire kissed her, deeply.


Rachel tried not to return her kiss, but she couldn’t resist as
she felt herself being gently lowered onto the sofa, Claire’s warm inviting
body pressing against her. Rachel was the one who trembled now.


“Claire, please, we can’t,” she said, moaning as Claire slid her
mouth down her neck.


“Oh yes, we can,” Claire whispered, continuing to kiss her neck.


Rachel’s desire for her instantly increased as she responded to
Claire’s voice and kiss. She ached for her, but she knew Claire was in
desperate pain, and she knew she was using her feelings as a diversion to keep
her there. She didn’t want to cause her any more pain because she knew how
vulnerable she was at that moment.


“No, Claire, please.” Rachel was the one who was begging and
pleading now as she fought desperately to get control of herself. Finally able
to gently pull Claire’s arms from around her, she firmly took Claire’s
shoulders and pushed her up off her. “Claire, we can’t do this. It won’t solve
anything. You’re just upset,” Rachel said.


Trembling, Claire shouted back at her, “You’re not going.”


Rachel pulled herself up with one of her crutches, reached for
her other crutch, and went to the door. “I have to do this. You are going to
stay here where it’s safe. I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”


Claire stood up and started to come toward her. “I swear to God,
Rachel, you will not go out that door. You can’t leave. You can’t,” she urged
through her tears. Claire walked up and slapped Rachel in the face. Rachel did
not react. She walked out, closing the bedroom door behind her, wiping her
tears. She called Frank into the house and they reviewed the flight information
and plan.


“Jacob will be going with you,” Frank said. “He’ll be here at
seven a.m. to pick you up for your flight just after nine. The limousine will
be there at Cleveland Hopkins when you arrive. Everything is in place.”


They talked quietly about the final plan and then Frank went back
outside.


Rachel went into the library and called Jack. “Jack, it’s
time—start everything rolling at your end. Make sure Justin doesn’t board that
plane until we make the appointment and I have time to get to the office and
talk with Henson. He’s the key to getting Justin.”


Jack assured her he would do what needed to be done. “I guarantee
you, Rachel, Justin will come running to Cleveland. Everything is ready in
Cleveland—now all you have to do is make the call when you are ready.”


Jack’s voice was strong and comforting. Rachel ended the call and
sat quietly in the library for almost thirty minutes, and then she walked back
into the bedroom and got on the bed beside Claire.


Claire was quietly crying as she slowly turned over toward Rachel
and touched her face. “God, Rachel, I love you so much.” She continued to
stroke her face softly with the back of her hand. “I can’t seem to stop
slapping you, can I,” she said.


Rachel smiled and gently pushed Claire’s hair away from her
beautiful face.


“I’m so sorry, Rachel, but I can’t do what you want me to do,”
Claire said, her eyes filling with tears again. “I’m trying so hard to
understand, but I just don’t see why you feel you have to do this. Let the FBI
handle this. It’s not worth the risk of losing you. I can’t live without you. I
won’t live without you. Don’t you understand how desperately I need you?”


Rachel moved closer to her. “You have to trust me about this,
Claire. This has to end. It can’t be dragged on for years in trials or appeals,
and all the while looking over my shoulder to make sure Justin hasn’t paid
someone from prison to come after me again, or worse yet, you, or Sarah or
Tilly. You don’t understand how completely obsessed Justin is about this. As
long as he’s alive, he will never stop. There is no line for him anymore. He
crossed over it long ago. We have to make sure we have him stone cold so there
is no sentence option but the death penalty.”


“Rachel, how can you put your own life in danger like this? You
are letting the FBI use you as human bait.”


“I’m protecting the people I love, and I will do whatever I have
to do. Remember, he also tried to kill you, Sarah, and Tilly, and I doubt he
was very concerned about it, and I believe if you three get in his way or he
can use you in some way to get to me, he won’t think twice about doing it
again.”


Claire breathed deeply and continued to look at her. She looked
at Rachel for a long time, stroking her face, breathing in the sweet scent of
her skin, feeling her hair lie against her face as her desire to touch her and
be touched by her intensified. She had to tell her how she felt; nothing could
be left unsaid tonight.


“Rachel, I don’t want you to leave here without being with me. I
need you. I need us to make love, to be together completely and totally. I need
to love you, to caress you, to touch you, and I need you to make love to me.”


She pressed her body into Rachel, kissing her neck, moving her
hand over her waist and hip, and down her back. She couldn’t get close enough
to her. The uncontrollable desire to be with Rachel filled her senses, consumed
her, and engulfed her. She could almost see the scent of Rachel’s perfume,
burgundy with hues of sunset and lavender. The colors of her hair danced in the
air, deep mahogany, mocha, and dark blue. She moved closer to her, deeply
breathing in her scent, calling out to her.


“Rachel, I need you. Come to me.”


“Claire, I know you are in pain, and I know you feel this is a
desperate moment, but things are going to be all right. I feel it, as surely as
I did when we were by the little lake.”


Rachel’s voice penetrated every part of Claire, filling her full
to overflowing as her desire surged deep within her.


“I don’t care anymore about any of it. All I want is you. Please,
Rachel.”


Everything felt in slow motion and was intensified. Claire didn’t
care if she begged. If it would help, she would get down on her knees and
plead. She had no pride left, no dignity—all she had left was her desperate
longing and need for Rachel. She put her hands on Rachel’s face and kissed her,
and then Rachel returned her kiss.


Claire immediately began to feel the want and desire growing as
she opened her mouth and kissed Rachel more deeply, running her hands through
Rachel’s hair, reaching behind her and slowly unzipping her dress. She moaned
when Rachel let her unzip it all the way down her back, letting her slide it
off her shoulder and arm, and then letting her kiss her warm bare shoulder.


“Yes, Rachel,” she whispered to her, wanting her, burning for
her. “You feel so good. “No one has ever kissed me the way you do. How do you
do that? I want you so badly, Rachel—let me love you tonight.” Claire tried to
move closer to her, but she couldn’t. There was no more space between them. She
put her arms around her and moaned.


Claire continued to slide Rachel’s dress off her shoulder as she
kissed her. She started to slide her dress completely off, but stopped when she
couldn’t move her because of the boot on Rachel’s leg. Rachel started laughing
at Claire’s facial expression when Claire looked down, finally realizing the
problem.


“It’s kind of a turnoff, isn’t it?” Rachel said.


“Don’t laugh, Rachel. It’s not funny,” Claire said, turning over
on her back and raising herself up on her elbows. “Why does everything have to
be so damn complicated?” Claire threw herself back onto the bed, still
breathing slightly heavily.


“Claire, you feel this way because you’re desperate. It’s the
situation. I know it’s hard for you. I want you just as desperately, but we
can’t do this, not like this, not tonight. You deserve more than one night,”
Rachel said.


“But one night is better than no nights,” Claire said. “What
about you, Rachel? It’s about you also. You deserve as much fulfillment as I
do. I want you. I want to make love to you, please. I want us to share that. I
thought I was frustrated before, but this is way beyond that—it’s unbearable.”


Claire clenched her fists and brought them up to her face and
groaned. “When, Rachel? When will it be the right time?”


Rachel started to get out of the bed.


“Don’t leave me, Rachel, please,” Claire begged. “I couldn’t bear
it.”


“I’m not. I’m just going to change.”


Rachel got her crutches and walked to the closet. Claire watched
her as she reached for her nightclothes, and then she got out of the bed and
went to her, helping her take off her dress and change. They looked into each
other’s eyes. Claire turned around and Rachel slowly unzipped her dress,
leaning in to her, kissing her neck and shoulders as she slid her dress off
her, letting it fall to the floor.


“Claire, you are exquisite,” she whispered, kissing her shoulders
and neck once more.


Claire felt the warmth of Rachel’s breath and lips on her skin.
Turning to her, she carefully placed her against the wall, taking Rachel’s
right crutch and leaning it up against the closet door, putting her arms around
her waist, pressing herself into her, holding her there, looking into her.


“I don’t care what you say, Rachel. We can’t help what we feel,
and I can barely fight this because it’s so strong. I want you to know I’ll
never want anyone more than I want you. I’ll never enjoy anyone’s touch more
than yours, and I’ll never be satisfied more than you could have satisfied me.
There is no part of me that doesn’t love you and want to touch you and be with
you.” Claire could barely catch her breath as she kissed her, deeply, fully,
and completely.


They lingered inside each other’s kiss, in each other’s need and
desire, and at that moment Claire felt the full impact of their love. But if
Rachel wasn’t ready, she would wait. She forced herself to start to withdraw
from Rachel’s warm, wet, inviting mouth, but Rachel reached up with her right
hand, weaving her long slender fingers into the back of Claire’s hair, and
brought her to her again, lingering in her mouth, consuming her. Claire could
feel Rachel open up and call out to her from within her soul, and then Rachel
slowly withdrew.


They held on to each other, embracing, unable to speak, unable to
move, soul to soul—one. No words were spoken. There was no language or
communication capable of expressing what they shared or what they felt, and
Claire knew the pain she would suffer because of their separation was echoed by
Rachel.


Trembling, Claire released her embrace, put her nightclothes on,
and helped Rachel back to bed. They lay together in each other’s arms, in each
other’s love and reassurance.


At 2:30 a.m. Claire finally accepted that Rachel was leaving.


At 4:00 a.m. they fell asleep in each other’s arms.


At 6:15 a.m. Rachel washed her face and Claire helped her dress
and reapply her makeup.


At 7:00 a.m. Rachel went to the bedroom door and looked back at
Claire. Claire came to her, held her, and whispered to her, “You are and always
will be the greatest love of my life.”


At 7:02 a.m. Rachel walked out the front door—Claire leaned
against the bedroom door and sobbed.


At 7:27 a.m. Claire made up her mind. She would go to Cleveland
and do whatever she had to do to protect Rachel—and no one was going to stop
her.


Chapter Twenty-eight

 

 

 


Friday, August 6


 


The air turbulence was brutal as the plane started its descent
into Cleveland Hopkins Airport. Rachel gripped the armrests so tightly her
fingers started to lose circulation as she battled to fight off the panic
attack from the flashback memories of the plane crash. Shaking and soaked in
sweat, staring straight ahead, unable to move, she was finally able to take a
deep breath when she felt the plane come to a stop.


Jacob got their luggage from the overhead compartment and then,
bending down beside her, quietly asked, “What do you need?”


“I just need a minute,” she told him.


He placed their luggage down on his seat beside her and stood up,
blocking the other passengers’ view of her. She waited until she was able to
stop shaking, get herself under control, and all of the other passengers had
departed the plane, before she followed Jacob to the waiting black limousine.
She was at her apartment within thirty-five minutes.


Jacob checked the apartment and then took his position as another
security guard came down the hallway to join him. Rachel’s flat looked the same
as she had left it so many weeks ago. The housekeeper had come weekly, cleaned,
checked the mail, and stacked it neatly in a pile on the breakfast counter.
Jack’s call broke the silence.


“Rachel, you are set to meet with Henson tomorrow morning at
nine. Jacob and David will take you there and stay with you. I’ll let you know
as soon as Justin makes his move.” Rachel thanked him and hung up.


She undressed, removed the boot from her leg, and took a hot
shower. Her leg, ribs, and back ached, but she did not take a pain pill, only
ibuprofen. She stood on one crutch in the shower, staring at the bottles of
shampoo and body wash she had used the morning she left for vacation. If only
they hadn’t taken the vacation. If only she hadn’t taken the job at Henson. If
only…She put her face in her hands and sobbed. She finally went to bed at one
a.m. but had a restless sleep.


 


* * *


 


Claire got twelve thousand dollars cash from the money Rachel had
left. She called the airport and found out when the next flight left for
Michigan and told the security guard she was going to the spa, packing a small
carry bag she had found in the closet. The guard dropped her off at the spa and
went back to the car to watch and wait. She told him she would call for him
when she was ready, but she never called him.


She immediately slipped out the back door of the building, walked
three blocks, and called a cab to go to the airport. She paid cash for her
ticket, showed her ID, and boarded the plane for Detroit.


Early the next morning, Claire paid cash and rented a car, bribing
the rental clerk so he wouldn’t need a credit card number. She drove east, two
hours to her house. She took all but a thousand dollars from her purse, put it
in the black bag, placed it in the trunk of the car, walked up onto her porch,
got the house key under the second flowerpot to the right of the door, unlocked
the front door, and went in. A man who reeked of body odor and smelled like
stale French fries and beer grabbed her from behind, strong-armed her around
the neck, and shoved a gun into her right side.


He forced her over to the couch and shoved her down onto it,
squinting, looking at her more closely, and then he smiled broadly. Pictures of
Claire with her parents, Rachel, Tilly, Sarah, and others were all over the
living room.


“Well, hello, Claire,” he said, looking at her and then the
pictures. “Justin will be so glad to hear you are home.”


Claire stood up and tried to convince the man to take money and
let her go. He pointed the gun at her again and told her to shut up and sit
down. She reluctantly sat back down on the couch. He looked in her purse, took
the thousand dollars and put it in to his pocket, and then threw the purse down
on the floor as he reached for his cell phone.


“This is Jerry. Guess who just walked into her house? Yeah.” He
listened intently for a few minutes and then said, “Okay,” and ended the call.
“You and I are taking a ride,” he told her.


He pulled out a roll of silver duct tape from a bag by the door
and taped her hands in front of her, put one of her sweaters over her hands,
grabbed her purse from the floor, and led her out of the house through the back
door and around the corner to where his car was parked. He slid her into the
passenger seat, tossed her purse in the back seat, and then tied her hands to
the seat bar underneath the seat. Claire was in a bent position and could only
see out the top part of the windshield. According to the large clock at the
First Merit Bank, it was eight forty-five a.m.


 


* * *


 


Rachel and Jacob were in Andrew’s office at just after nine a.m.
She was ready and came out fighting.


He greeted her warmly. “Rachel, I am so glad you survived.”


“Yeah, I bet you are. Can it, Andrew. I know Justin tried to
murder me and steal SECO and I know he’s in Las Vegas.”


She wanted him to know she knew all about Justin. She could see
Andrew tense up. Beads of sweat began to form at his temples and on his upper
lip. He stated how shocked he was to find out Justin would do such a thing.


“I know you were Justin’s moneyman, Andrew. You were the missing
piece. I know you financed payment of the people who tried to kill me. Oh, you
may not have known what Justin specifically did, but I know you were the one.”


Andrew turned two shades of pale and sat back down hard into his
chair.


“I know you used your contacts to broker the deal for the
program. I embedded a special trigger into the program. It will only function
for a short time before it completely corrupts everything connected to it.”


Andrew lifted his shaking hand up to his sweating temple. “What
do you want?”


Rachel looked him straight in the eyes. “He has the program, and
I have the missing security program codes to unlock the trigger. Without me,
the program will eventually corrupt any system it’s in, and I’m not giving it
to him unless I get paid. I want fifteen million dollars. You both owe me at
least that after what you put me through. You two decide what you want to do.
I’ll be back here tonight at eight o’clock. The clock is ticking on the program
safeguards. If you want the program functional, you give me the money.”


Rachel turned and walked out of the office, leaving with Jacob.
She slid into the back seat of the limousine and immediately called Jack.


“It’s done. Let’s see how long it takes him to call Justin
before—”


Jack interrupted her. “Rachel, we have a major problem.”


“What?” she demanded.


“Claire has managed to slip security. None of our people have
been able to find her. We are doing everything we can, but my guess is she is
on her way to you.”


Rachel’s heart skipped a beat and blood rushed to her head. She
was frantic. “Whatever you do, don’t lose Justin. I know she’s on her way here.
I know it, Jack.”


“We’re looking as hard as we can, Rachel.”


Rachel knew what happened to Claire—she could feel it. She hung
up the phone without saying good-bye, got back out of the limousine, and
returned with Jacob to Andrew’s office. He was on the phone.


She walked over, jerked the phone out of his hand, and yelled
into it, “Justin, where’s Claire? You put her on the phone right now or I’ll
never give you the codes for the trigger, and if I don’t, you won’t be able to
stop the process or reverse it.”


“Rachel, how wonderful to hear your voice. I’m so glad you
survived that horrible, horrible plane crash. I hear you’re on crutches.”


Rachel could almost see the smirk on his face through the phone.


“Where is she, Justin?” She could feel the vibration of her voice
in the phone.


“Oh, my, you’re upset. Don’t worry, your girlfriend is fine. She
just went for a little ride with a friend of mine.”


“I want to speak to her right now.” She slammed her fist down
onto the desk.


“I’ll have her call you and then we can talk,” Justin said calmly
and ended the call.


A few minutes later, Andrew’s phone rang again. Rachel grabbed it
up quickly. “Claire?” she cried out in desperation. “Claire?”


“Rachel?” Claire said, “I screwed up so badly. I’m so sorry.”


“Are you all right?”


“Well, I’m going somewhere in a car with an ugly man named Jerry,
but yes, I’m okay.”


“Where are you?”


“Cleveland, near the stadium I think.”


“That’s enough,” Rachel heard the man say as he disconnected the
call.


She grabbed the phone again when it rang a few minutes later.
Justin started talking immediately. “Now, you listen to me, Rachel. You be back
there at A.J.’s office at eight p.m. alone, without anyone else. You bring the
security codes for the program’s trigger, and you behave yourself. If you
don’t, Claire is going to have more than a scar. Do you understand me?”


“No, Justin, you listen to me. I swear to God, if you hurt her, I
will never fix those codes, and we’ll see who comes out the other side of this.
You bring her here unharmed. Do you
understand me?”


“You just be there at eight p.m., alone, and don’t try to be
clever. I see your bodyguards or anyone else near that building and I’ll kill
her. No one’s touched your little girlfriend. She’ll be there.” Justin hung up.


Rachel threw the phone down on Andrew’s desk and pointed her
finger at Andrew, who was rubbing his face with his hands.


“God help both of you, Andrew, if anything happens to Claire.”


Rachel’s stomach was in knots. It was all she could do to keep
herself together and stop her hands from shaking. She threw her left crutch
down and hopped behind Andrew’s desk with the other one. Drawing her
grandfather’s hunting knife from the sheath she had strapped behind her, she
put the knife to the left side of his neck, leaned down by his right ear, and
seethed through gritted teeth, “I will never stop until I cut you and Justin
from your nose to your nuts if she’s harmed. By the time I’m done with both of
you, no one will even know you were human. There’s no place on this earth you
can go that I won’t find you. Do you understand me?”


Andrew was visibly shaking. “Yes. Yes, I understand,” he said.


Rachel slipped the knife back into its sheath, took the other
crutch Jacob handed her, and they went out of the office and back down to the
limousine. She threw her crutches onto the back seat, got in, and called Jack
again, telling him Claire was safe at her apartment and she would call him back
when it was time to contact the FBI, and then she hung up.


Jacob looked at her. “There is no way you are going back there
without me, Ms. Portola.”


“You’re not coming with me. Under no circumstances are you or
anyone else getting near that building. Claire’s life depends on it. And you
are not calling Jack or the FBI.”


Nothing more was said.


Rachel arrived back at her apartment and, once alone, crawled
onto the bed and sobbed. Why? Why? Why would Claire do such a careless,
reckless thing after everything they had talked about? Rachel was heartsick and
emotionally devastated. It was the last weight she could bear—she was sinking
into a sea of emotional pain and turmoil.


There was a knock at the door. It was Jacob.


 


* * *


 


Claire was sitting on the dirty brown and orange cloth couch with
her hands duct taped in front of her when Justin arrived. He looked at Jerry
and then back at Claire.


“She’s been quiet all day,” Jerry said as he shrugged, stuffing
corn chips into his mouth.


Justin went over to Claire and pulled her up by the arm, shoved
her into the bedroom, and tied her taped hands to the headboard and her feet to
the bottom bedrail.


“You behave yourself,” he demanded. “How many kinds of stupid are
you for coming here?”


He went into the living room and she heard him make a call.


“She did what?” Claire heard him say.


He walked back into the bedroom and punched Claire in the mouth,
bloodying her lower lip. “That’s because your girlfriend doesn’t know when to
keep her mouth shut,” he told her.


Yeah, and
you’re such a macho man. Claire was determined not to cry.


He went back out to the living room. A few minutes later he came
in to the bedroom with a gun tucked in the left side of his belt.


“Your Indian girlfriend is just as stupid as you are—she brought
a knife to a gun fight.”


Claire glared at him. Just
keep underestimating her, you asshole. You have no idea who you’re messing
with.


 


* * *


 


At ten past seven p.m. Justin untied Claire from the bed, let her
go to the bathroom, and then draped the sweater over her taped hands. Her lip
was badly swollen but had stopped bleeding. He forced her down the apartment
steps and into his car, sliding her into the back seat and climbing in beside
her. He saw her look at the house numbers as they drove away. He watched Jerry
look at her in the rearview mirror.


“How’s your lip?” Jerry said, smiling.


“Suck it, Jerry,” Claire spewed, glaring back at him.


Jerry turned around. “Say that later, bitch, and you’ll wish you
were dead.”


“Enough, shut the hell up. Keep your eyes on the road,” Justin
ordered.


Jerry drove them the twenty-five minutes to the Henson building,
pulled up to the door, dropped them off, and then left, tires squealing.


As prearranged, the security guard let them in, assuring Justin
no one was in the building except Andrew Henson. Justin took Claire to one of
the two semi-glass elevators and up to Henson’s office on the fourth floor. He
shoved Claire through the office doorway, sat her down in one of the armed
chairs in front of A.J.’s desk, reached into his suit coat pocket, and pulled
out the roll of silver duct tape and a small white handkerchief. He taped her
hands to the arms of the chair, and then pried open her mouth, stuffed in the
handkerchief, and placed tape over her mouth.


“That’s in case you try to warn your girlfriend,” he told her.


A.J. squirmed and rubbed his hand on his chin. “What are we going
to do?”


Justin half smiled. “We’re going to sit here until Rachel gets
here, and then we’re going to make a trade. And then, once I get what I need,
I’m going to kill that bitch and her little girlfriend.”


A.J. turned pale and his hands shook. “You can’t do that,
Justin.”


“Why not?” Justin asked frankly.


A.J. raised his hands in protest. “I don’t want any part of
this.”


“You don’t want any part of this?” Justin asked sarcastically.
“You’re a part of this whether you want to be or not. You’re in it, pal.”


“No, I’m not,” A.J. insisted. “You’re the one who killed those
people, not me.”


“Shut up. I didn’t kill those people. They were just collateral
damage.”


Justin suddenly realized his remark was not true; he forgot about
the travel agent, but it wasn’t necessary to tell A.J. he did that. Technically,
he didn’t kill the pilot and his friend—The Mechanic did it. He had an instant
headache. He did kill those people. To say It
wasn’t my fault was just not going to cut it anymore. He decided it
was time for him to man up.


“I won’t be a part of this, Justin. I won’t,” A.J. insisted.


Justin touched his temples with his index fingers. He was
exhausted. He couldn’t think clearly and felt the pressure building in his
head.


“I won’t, Justin. I’ll go to the police if I have to. I won’t be
a part of this,” A.J. shouted.


Justin’s headache instantly stopped—he had finally manned up at
last.


“Oh, you won’t?” he said calmly.


He pulled the .38 from his belt, walked in front of A.J., and
fired a shot directly into his chest. A.J. jerked back and then slumped forward,
the blood pooling onto the desk, running over the edge, and then dripping down
onto the blue and tan carpet.


Claire screamed, but it only came out as a muffled noise over the
handkerchief and duct tape. She violently shook her head and continued to scream,
struggling to get loose from the chair.


“Shut up, bitch,” Justin yelled. He turned around toward her and
pistol-whipped the left side of her face. Her cheek immediately bled and began
to swell. He wiped her blood smear from his hand onto the sleeve of her blouse
as she cried, then calmly walked over to A.J., reached into his pants pocket,
and pulled out his car keys.


“You won’t need these anymore, buddy,” he said.


He slipped the keys into his pants pocket and walked to the
full-length window. Looking out at the Cleveland skyline, he could faintly see
his and Claire’s reflections. He thought his new three thousand dollar silk
suit looked good on him.


Justin picked up the desk phone when it rang.


“She’s here, alone,” said the guard at the front desk.


“Okay.” Justin hung up the phone. “Time to meet your woman,” he
told Claire. He ripped the duct tape from the chair, lifted her up, and pulled
her through the office to the first elevator.


 


* * *


 


As soon as Rachel reached the desk and the guard finished the
call, she slapped five thousand dollars in hundred dollar bills down on the
desk in front of him and asked, “How long have you worked here?”


The guard didn’t answer her but looked at the money.


Rachel pushed the money closer toward him. “There’s five grand.
It’s yours if you leave the building for just thirty minutes.”


The guard looked at Rachel and then back down at the money.


Rachel continued, “If you leave right now, no questions, I’ll
give you another five grand.”


She reached into her pants pocket and pulled out the stack of
bills and slowly placed it on top of the other money. The guard stared at it.


Jacob came up behind him and knocked him over the back of the
head with his blackjack, instantly sending the guard down to the floor,
unconscious. He took the guard’s gun and ripped the cord off the phone.


“Go,” he whispered to Rachel as he tied up the unconscious man
with the phone cord.


Rachel walked up to the two elevators, pushed the up button, and
waited. When the second elevator’s doors opened, she got in and pressed the
fourth floor button. Jacob headed to the stairwell, as agreed.


As the elevator doors started to close, Rachel saw Claire and
Justin coming down on the first elevator. She immediately hit the mezzanine
floor button, sending the elevator up to the mezzanine, a half story above the
lobby.


She stepped out, walked as quickly as she could to the glass and
metal railing, and called down to Justin. Justin looked up to see Rachel standing
on her crutches and smiled confidently.


“Ah, there you are. My, you look a little used,” he said.


Rachel looked at Claire and saw her swollen cheek and bloody
face. She quickly reached into her pocket, pulled out a flash drive, and held
it out toward Justin. “If you want this, take the tape off her mouth and let
her go,” she said.


Justin ripped the duct tape off Claire’s mouth, pulled the
handkerchief out, and threw it onto the floor. “Toss it down to me, Rachel, and
I’ll let your girlfriend live. Otherwise, she dies.”


Rachel stood defiant. “Justin, I can’t decide who’s more stupid,
you or Andrew. Let Claire go, or you get nothing. I’m here, Justin. I’ll go
wherever you want me to go. I’ll give you the trigger, but let Claire go.”


Justin smiled. “I don’t think A.J. cares anymore what you think,
and I’ve decided I like Claire better.”


Claire cried out, “Rachel, he killed him.”


Justin slapped Claire in the mouth and pulled her to him. “I have
my share of the money. A.J. doesn’t need his share anymore.” He started to walk
toward the glass doors as he pulled Claire with him.


Claire fell. Justin started to drag her by her taped hands as she
screamed out in pain, fighting him.


Rachel watched helplessly as Justin dragged Claire across the
floor. She would never get to her in time if she tried to use the elevator.
Frantically searching for some way to get down to Claire, she realized there
was only one way she could get to her—she would have to make the twelve-foot
drop to reach Justin. She looked over the railing and saw a two-foot ledge at
the base on the other side. She had to slow Justin down to give herself some
time. She threw one of her crutches over the railing, landing it in front of
him. He stopped, turned, and looked up, pulling the pistol out of his belted
waist. But then he shrugged. “I don’t care. I have what I need.” He turned and
started to drag Claire once again toward the doors.


Rachel put her hands on the railing, lifted her right foot over
and then her booted leg, taunting him for more time as she positioned herself.


“Justin, I bet it’s hard for you to face that I’m better than you
in every way. First you try to take my program, then you try to kill me, and
now you try to take my woman. Are you jealous of me, Justin?”


Justin froze.


“I don’t blame you for wanting Claire, though, she is smokin’
hot. I hear you have to pay for sex.”


“Shut up, shut up, you bitch,” Justin seethed.


He jerked Claire closer and turned around as Rachel jumped,
pushing herself off the ledge, trying to protect her left leg as she slammed
into him when she landed. Seeing her falling into him, he let go of Claire and
tried to raise the gun to shoot Rachel, but Claire shoved his arm. The impact
of Rachel’s body knocked him down, breaking his hold on the gun, sending it
sliding across the floor. He struggled to get Rachel off him, staggered back up
onto his feet, and began kicking her. Claire screamed out as Rachel managed to
bring her right foot up in the air and kick him in the groin, bending him over
in pain. She then drew back her fist and hit him in the side of his jaw with a
vicious left hook, sending him back down to the floor. He crawled toward the
handgun and started to grab it, but Claire slammed Rachel’s crutch into the
left side of his head, sending him onto the floor again, writhing in pain.


Claire kicked the gun to the far wall. “You bastard,” she
shouted, wiping the blood from her face with the back of her duct-taped hands.


Rachel broke her right wrist in the fall and couldn’t push
herself up or get to her feet. As soon as Justin saw she couldn’t get up, he
whipped his left hand around Claire’s legs, knocking her down. He grabbed her
in a chokehold from behind, pulled her up to him, stood up, and started
dragging her toward the gun. He reached the wall and picked up the gun as
Claire, gasping and struggling to breathe, frantically tried to push the gun
away as he raised and aimed it toward Rachel, firing once, but missing her.


Jacob suddenly threw open the stairwell door, took aim, and
fired, hitting Justin in his upper right arm. The shot broke Justin’s grip on
the gun, sending it to the floor again. Claire tried to go forward, but Justin
grabbed the side of her blouse and quickly pulled her toward him, managing to
get her in another chokehold and using her as a shield from Jacob. Rachel
watched as Jacob took aim again but was unable to get a clear shot without
risking Claire.


“Shoot him,” Claire screamed at Jacob. “Shoot him.”


Justin glared at Rachel and yelled, “You made me do this—live
with it, you bitch.”


He grabbed Claire weakly around her shoulders with his right hand
and moved his left hand to her chin to snap her neck. She moved her right elbow
forward and then forced it back as hard as she could, elbowing him in the right
side. Jacob fired again, hitting him in the right knee. Crying out in pain,
Justin lost his grip on Claire as she shoved him on his right side and lunged
forward, trying to get out of the way. Rachel was able to get up onto her right
knee, and in one swift motion reached behind her, grabbed the hunting knife,
and threw it as hard as she could, sinking it into the left side of Justin’s
neck. He screamed out and reached up to the knife. As soon as Claire was out of
the way, Jacob fired once more, hitting Justin in the chest, sending him
backward against the wall and then sliding down onto the floor.


Claire staggered to her feet, choking, coughing, and gasping for
air as Jacob ran up to Justin, bent down, and checked him. He was dead—one
killing stroke from Rachel’s knife and one from the shot in the chest.


Rachel tried to get to Claire but collapsed back down onto the
floor. Claire staggered over, dropped down beside her, and pulled her up to
her. “It’s over,” Claire said sobbing, clutching her. “It’s over.”


Chapter Twenty-nine

 

 

 


Wednesday, August 11


 


Claire, Tilly, Sarah, and Ricky were at Rachel’s bedside at Metro
Hospital when Cleveland FBI Agents Graham and Whittingham entered the room to
talk privately with Rachel and Claire. Tilly, Sarah, and Ricky gave them dirty
looks as they left the room.


The agents told Claire and Rachel the FBI had searched Justin’s
apartment and his suite in Vegas and seized Justin’s accounts, finding over
twenty million dollars in assets between the safe deposit box, offshore
accounts, and the checking accounts under his false name.


“Henson Corporation is in shambles from this mess. They’re
worried about lawsuits from you,” Agent Graham said to Rachel.


“Good,” she told him coldly.


The agents also told Claire and Rachel they had physical evidence
that linked Justin to the travel agent shortly before her death.


Agent Whittingham informed Rachel they had found a flash drive
with her program on it.


“Unfortunately, we can’t give it back to you, as it’s evidence,”
he said.


“He stole that from me, not the company,” Rachel said. “I certainly
hope it doesn’t get into the wrong hands—that would be a mess for the FBI.”
Rachel didn’t tell them she had a copy and all she needed to modify it and sell
it on the open market. When Justin switched the programs, and he and Andrew
signed off on it, legally the program he switched was the one the Henson
Corporation owned, not hers, and she knew the Henson Corporation was not going
to fight her about it. Rachel now had her own gold mine and could sell it to
the highest bidder on the legitimate market.


“If the FBI or CIA or MI6 or one of the Asian agencies like MSS
wants to know who bought it, you’ll find out soon enough,” she said. “It will
most likely start corrupting their system in about four weeks after they start
fully using it.”


Agent Graham informed them they wouldn’t be needed for anything
else since they had already given their official statements and their lawyers
had signed off on everything. The agents thanked them again, wished Rachel a
quick recovery, and left.


Rachel looked up at Claire’s weary face. Justin’s finger marks
were visible on her bruised neck. Her cheek was black-and-blue, and her lip was
still badly swollen.


Claire took Rachel’s left hand and held it. She looked over at
Rachel’s right hand, casted up to the middle of her arm, and her left leg,
casted up to her knee. “I guess the doctors are making sure you won’t be
hurting that arm or leg again.”


They both managed a smile.


 


* * *


 


Eight Weeks Later


 


Rachel swam the entire length of the therapy pool and back
without stopping. When she climbed the steps out of the pool, she felt just a
twinge in her left leg. She showered and dressed, received her final
instructions from the physical therapist, and then left the treatment center.


She set her purse on the breakfast counter and walked to Claire’s
studio at the back of the house. Claire was at the potter’s wheel, her hands
covered in clay. She had a slight smear of light gray above her right eyebrow
where she had brushed her hair away from her face. Rachel couldn’t take her
eyes off her. She wanted to love her. She was sick of holding back and she was
exhausted from trying to control herself. As she gripped the wood frame of the
doorway, Claire looked up and smiled at her.


“Well, are you a free woman?” Claire asked.


Rachel smiled. “Yes, I have my walking papers.”


“Let’s celebrate,” Claire said.


She washed her hands and face, took off her apron, and they went
to the kitchen. Claire opened a bottle of chardonnay, poured herself a glass,
and then opened a ginger ale and poured a glass for Rachel. They lifted their
glasses to each other.


“To what?” Claire asked.


“To letting go,” Rachel said.


“To letting go,” Claire said, clicking her glass on Rachel’s.


They drank and then the room became completely silent.


Claire looked at Rachel and set her glass down. “I suppose you’ll
be leaving soon, now that your flat is sublet and you’re cleared by the
doctors. Rachel, please stay. I don’t want you to go.”


“Claire, we’ve been over this a million times. I can’t stay here
with you. It’s not healthy for me or for you.”


“Damn it, Rachel, why? Why do you fight this so hard?”


Claire’s phone rang and broke the tension. She looked at Rachel.


Rachel knew it was Derrick. “Answer it, Claire,” Rachel said,
leaving the room as Claire said hello.


Rachel sat on the couch and watched the fire in the fireplace.
Outside she could see the gentle movement of the fallen maple leaves catching
flashes of sunlight. The leaves still had hints of yellow and orange as they
rustled across the ground, piling up wherever there was a barrier—a fence, a
tree, a wall. Watching the leaves, she realized she was stuck against a
barrier. She couldn’t stay in this place anymore, hiding out, refusing to make
any decisions because of fear.


Claire came into the room and sat down next to her, knees up,
holding the glass of chardonnay, sipping slowly and looking at her. “Rach,
Derrick has invited us to Seattle to go ballooning next weekend. Sarah and
Ricky are going, and Tilly and some of her friends from Las Vegas. I wouldn’t
want to go alone, but with a group, it should be a really fun weekend.”


Rachel didn’t look up but continued to watch the movement of the
leaves outside.


Claire leaned in closer to her. “Rachel, did you hear me?”


“Yes, Claire, I heard you.”


Claire set her glass down on the end table. “Enough, Rachel, you
have got to stop this. You aren’t yourself anymore. You never smile. You look
sad all the time. You brood around the house. This should be a happy time for
you, and it’s not. You’ve shut me out of your life. You’re like an empty shell.
Talk to me, what is it?”


Rachel looked at her. “I’m so torn inside between what I feel I
should do and what I want to do. I feel like I’m at war with myself. I can’t
stand it anymore. I have no peace.”


“What does Betsy say about it?” Claire asked.


“She said I need to make some decisions and get on with my life.”


Claire threw her hand up in the air and then slapped her thigh.
“See, exactly. I agree.” She moved closer to Rachel and took her hand. “Rachel,
it’s time to tell you something I have wanted to tell you for a while now.
Thirteen years of fighting these feelings for each other is enough. We can’t do
this to each other anymore. I’m done. When you moved in after the plane crash,
I thought we would be able to get over this, that somehow, we would finally be
able to work it out, but it’s only gotten worse. Something has to change—we
either move forward together, or we separate.” Claire looked into Rachel’s
eyes. “I have always loved you, but now I’m in love with you. You can’t change
how I feel about you by physically or emotionally distancing yourself from me.
You can’t manipulate love. Love has no regard for race or religion, culture or
gender, or time, or distance, or space. Love is an independent force, and the
most important thing about love is what we do with it when it comes beating
down our door, demanding to be recognized.


“I want to be with you, no one else. I choose you. It’s always
been you, Rachel. I’m not complete without you in my life. I know you have to
make your own choice about this, and it’s not fair of me to make you decide in
the heat of our emotions. I’ll wait until you decide. I love you, and I want to
spend all the time I can with you, if it’s only a day, a week, or we get months
or years. I want that time with you for however long it lasts.”


Claire kissed her forehead, gently touched her face, and then
left the room.


Rachel got up and went to her bedroom, closed the door, and lay
down on the bed. She thought about the night by the lake and how strong her
desire was for Claire, and how her feelings had not changed. Was she ready to
make the commitment to be with Claire? How could she live her life without
Claire? There was no kind of quality of life without her intimately in it.


She lay in bed for a long time, trying to weigh the consequences
of her choices, still unsure of herself and the decision that had to be made. Would loving Claire be a betrayal
of Alex? Betsy’s words rang in her ears:  Let the dead bury the dead—get on with your life.
And Claire’s words sank deep into her heart.


She got up and took a shower, letting the hot water run over her
shoulders and back, as she tried to relax, feeling the tension leave her body
as she began to realize Claire and Betsy were right—it was time to face what
she needed to face, to make a decision and get on with her life.


She went to Claire’s bedroom and knocked on the open door. The
sun was setting, casting shadowy figures onto the walls and across the bed.
Claire sat up and switched on the bedroom lamp just as Rachel came into the
room.


Rachel got on the bed beside her, put a pillow behind her, and
sat up against the headboard, ready to tell Claire what she had decided. She
took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, feeling the weight lift from her
heart. She turned and looked at Claire, seeing Claire’s eyes fill with tears
and the concern on her face.


“Claire, all these years I have fought so hard to not love you,
to not be with you, when it seems like all I have ever really wanted to do was
to be with you. I don’t want to separate from you and spend the rest of my life
without you being a part of it, and I especially don’t want to hurt you. I
understand how you feel, and I know we can’t continue doing this to each other
because I’m too afraid to make a decision.”


Claire looked into her eyes.


She looked at Claire and began to tremble.


Claire whispered to her, “Say it, Rachel. It’s all right—whatever
you have decided, you can say it.”


Rachel breathed deeply again and looked at Claire. “I’m so in
love with you, Claire, and I need you near me. I’m not fighting my feelings for
you any longer. I want to be with you.”


Claire moved to her and wrapped her arms around her.


Rachel pulled her closer, moving her trembling fingers through
her hair, touching her face, feeling Claire press against her. She kissed
Claire’s face and then deeply entered her mouth, unable and unwilling to hold
back any longer, letting out all the passion she felt, feeling the ravenous
hungering want for her surge inside her. She kissed her more deeply and felt
Claire’s hunger flow into her, the desire so strong it was almost tangible.


They slid down onto the bed as they continued to kiss. Rachel
trembled more.


“Rachel, what is it?” Claire whispered.


“It’s all right, Claire. I’m just feeling overwhelmed. My
feelings for you are so strong—I can’t control myself.”


“Don’t control yourself, Rachel. For once in your life let go and
come to me. Give yourself to me and let me take you.”


Rachel’s desire overwhelmed her as she felt Claire move her hand
over her silk pajama top and unbutton it slowly, and then take it off over her
shoulders as she began to touch her. She moaned as Claire moved her mouth to
her breasts and caressed her. She moved against Claire as she felt Claire reach
down and slide her trembling hand inside her pajama bottoms, pushing them down
and then pulling them off her legs.


Rachel reached up and unbuttoned Claire’s blouse, slipping it off
her, calling out to her as she kissed her shoulders and reached behind her and
unfastened her bra, kissing it off her. She slowly unbuttoned and unzipped
Claire’s pants, pulling them off, then reached inside her lace panties, slowly
sliding them down over the sensuous curve of her hips and then down her long
beautiful legs. She guided Claire onto her, and they gasped as their bodies
touched, moving against each other. Rachel reached down and gently spread
Claire’s legs, and then pressed her thigh up into her, feeling the heat and wet
of Claire’s desire. She moaned and called out for Claire.


She brought Claire to her and entered Claire’s mouth, tasting the
wet of her mouth as they kissed, hungering for her, breathing in the faint
scent of Claire’s hair as it fell down around her face. She whispered to her,
her fingers massaging as she moved her hands over Claire’s beautiful inviting
body, “Beloved, you feel so good to touch at last. I’ve wanted to love you for
so long.”


Claire felt Rachel push more firmly into her, wanting her,
needing to love her, but Claire couldn’t wait any longer to love her.


“Rachel, I’ve waited long enough. I want you.”


She started to move down Rachel’s body, caressing, kissing,
loving. Rachel arched and pulled her to her but then gently turned her over
onto her back and moved on top of her, sliding her mouth down her neck and onto
her breasts, caressing with her hands and mouth. Claire moved her hand slowly
down the inside of Rachel’s thigh, spreading Rachel’s legs and pressing her
thigh into her, feeling the heat and wet of Rachel’s need. She felt Rachel
tremble more as she began to move slowly against her.


Claire whispered again to reassure her, “Rachel, it’s okay if you
need to stop for a little while. We can take our time.” She pulled Rachel
against her, embracing her, kissing and caressing, moving rhythmically against
her, feeling Rachel’s want and need intensify.


“Claire.” Rachel breathed out her name as their desire began to
overpower them. Rachel slid over Claire and began calling out for her as she
moved down her body, kissing, consuming her. Claire called out to her as she
put her hands on Rachel’s shoulders, and then her face and hair, moving to
Rachel’s caress and touch as Rachel began to more deeply love her.


Rachel didn’t stop this time. Their lovemaking went on into the
night, hungering to satisfy each other, caressing, touching, loving, fulfilling
each other again and again.


Claire lay across Rachel, softly kissing her neck and shoulders,
touching her face, and then moving her hand over the curve of Rachel’s waist
and hip, and down her thigh.


“I think I devoured you, Rachel,” she said, moaning.


Rachel caressed her, interlocking their hands. “I know I ravished
you,” she said.


They lay in the bed in each other’s arms, overwhelmed and
consumed, entwined in their passion and desire for one another.


“Rachel, I feel so close to you. I feel like I don’t know where I
end, or you begin.”


Rachel held her and whispered her name.


“Rachel, do you have any regrets about this?”


“Yes, that I waited so long.” Rachel wiped her tears and smiled,
and then kissed her.


They lay in the bed, enjoying each other.


Claire looked at her, seeing the beautiful outline of her face,
the blush of her skin, and her intense hazel eyes as she looked back at her.


“Claire, I’m so overwhelmed by you.”


Seeing Rachel’s tears, Claire immediately got tears in her eyes.
She slid her hand onto Rachel’s thigh and then up her body, touching. She moved
to her as Rachel put her arms around her and pulled her closer.


Claire kissed her and whispered, “Rachel, more. I want more of
you. I can’t get enough.”


Rachel kissed her face. “I don’t want to stop loving you, either,
Claire.”


“I’ve always loved the way you kissed me, Rachel. I’ve hungered
for your kisses and touch,” Claire said.


Claire flashed back to the last night in Juneau before Rachel
left for Cleveland and the pain they felt when they kissed for the last time.
She started crying as they kissed again.


Rachel cried with her, stroking her hair, and touching the scar
near her temple. “Claire, the flashbacks are coming so vividly.”


“I know, me too, Rachel. I see us by the lake and that last
night.”


Rachel held her in her arms, kissing her tears. She began to
touch her, kissing and caressing, consuming her in desire and passion. Claire
called to her, moving to Rachel’s deep caress, desire, longing, and need
overshadowing the painful memories, filling her body and soul with sweet
surrender and fulfillment.


Claire brought Rachel to her, loving and fulfilling her, and then
they drifted off to sleep.


Chapter Thirty

 

 

 


Rachel woke in the morning as Claire moved up against her,
rubbing her thigh. She groaned from the pleasure of Claire’s naked body next to
hers, enjoying the freedom of not holding back and the absence of the pain
holding back always brought. She pushed Claire’s hair away from the back of her
neck and kissed her shoulders and neck, moving her hand up her stomach and
breasts, touching her gently, calling to her in pleasure.


Claire rolled over and put her leg over Rachel. “I’ve missed
you,” she said, kissing her, and then pulling the covers off her. “I want to
look at you, Rachel.”


Rachel was uninhibited. She lay naked in front of her, enjoying
watching Claire as she looked at her, seeing the love and desire in her eyes.


Claire touched Rachel’s lips. “Say my name, Rachel. I love to
hear you say my name.”


Rachel whispered her name as she touched her. Claire moved on top
of her, kissing her body, then moved Rachel over onto her stomach, kissing her
back as her hair fell over Rachel.


“Claire, that feels so good,” Rachel whispered.


Claire continued to kiss and touch her. “The scent of your skin
is wonderful. It reminds me of magnolia blossoms in June.” Claire took a deep
breath. “Rachel, I love touching you. I don’t want to stop making love to you.”


Rachel slowly ran her hand down Claire’s thigh and smiled.
“That’s a good thing, because I don’t think we’ve stopped since we started.”


Rachel heard Claire laugh as she continued to kiss Rachel’s back,
moving down her spine and then to her lower leg, kissing her scars, then up her
body, kissing the long scar over her back.


“Does this scar hurt, Rachel?” she asked.


“No, it just feels a little numb,” said Rachel.


Claire rolled her over onto her back again and began kissing the
scars over her ribs and hip as her hair fell onto Rachel’s stomach. Rachel ran
her fingers through Claire’s hair as Claire reached over and kissed the scar on
her forearm.


“I hate that you have these scars. I hate what happened to you
because I talked you into going to Alaska,” Claire said.


“No.” Rachel shook her head and took Claire’s face in her hands.
“Claire, you are not responsible for what happened to me. Justin did that, not
you. If he hadn’t paid that nut-job to crash our plane, I wouldn’t have gotten
these scars, and you wouldn’t have gotten yours, or Sarah, or Tilly, and it
wasn’t your fault I got trapped in the water and dragged down the river. I
think when you came back here, and he took you, it forced me to think about you
and not myself. Claire, I might have let myself die with Justin—your love saved
my life.” Rachel didn’t want to think about Justin and all the misery and pain.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look more beautiful and content.”


“I am. All these years of the frustration about my feelings for
you and now finally being able to express it—it’s such a relief.”


Rachel sighed deeply and smiled. “It is.”


“Rachel, are you happy?”


“I am so content and happy. I feel like whatever happens in my
life from now on, I’ll never be more fulfilled or content than I am at this
moment.”


They talked and lay in each other’s arms, loving and caressing
each other.


Claire suddenly stopped kissing Rachel and looked up. “Oh, crap.
I forgot Tilly and Sarah are coming over at ten thirty for brunch.”


Rachel felt panic fill her body. “What time is it?”


Claire looked at her bedroom clock. “Oh God, it’s almost ten
already.”


They looked at each other and jumped out of bed, got dressed, and
met in the kitchen. They held each other and began to kiss.


“Rachel, you feel so good to touch,” Claire moaned. “I can’t focus.
Let’s call and cancel. I want to take your clothes off and make love again.”


“I think they probably already left to get here,” Rachel said.


“Damn it. We finally get together and now we can’t be together,”
Claire said.


Rachel made hot chocolate and Claire quickly made an omelet
casserole, shoving it into the oven to bake, and then they set the table as
fast as they could, pouring orange juice for all of them.


To their great relief, Sarah and Tilly arrived late. The doorbell
chimed four times in quick succession as Rachel started to open the door,
laughing at Tilly as she and Sarah walked in. They all hugged each other and
sat down at the table.


“Where were you two yesterday evening? I came over to visit. I
knocked and rang the doorbell, but you never answered,” said Tilly.


As casually as she could, Claire blurted out, “We decided to go
for a walk, sorry. When does your flight leave, Till?”


Tilly made a face. “You went for a walk at seven o’clock at
night, in the dark? My flight doesn’t leave until three. Rachel, I have a
special message for you from Jack Ralston. He said to be sure to tell you
hello, and I mean, quote, Be
sure to tell her hello.”


“Is he really as fine as you keep telling us he is, Tilly?”
Rachel asked.


“Oh, he is one fine man,” Tilly said. “Unfortunately, he isn’t
very interested in me.”


Tilly reached for her cell phone, brought up his picture, and
passed it to Rachel.


“Wow, he is easy on the eyes,” Rachel said, showing the picture
to Claire.


“Nice,” Claire said, and made a face, handing the phone back to
Tilly.


Tilly sipped her juice and started to eat her banana muffin.
“Have you two gotten over each other yet?”


Claire dropped the silverware she was unrolling, and Rachel
nearly knocked over her juice, grabbing the glass before it spilled. Sarah and
Tilly looked at each other, and then at Claire and Rachel. No one said a word.


The timer went off on the oven and Claire jumped up, quickly
going over to the oven. She looked back as Tilly looked at Rachel, who avoided
Tilly’s gaze and quickly put a bite of bagel into her mouth, looking down at
her plate. Tilly looked at Claire and then back at Rachel.


“Oh my God, I don’t believe it,” Tilly said.


Claire brought out the omelet casserole and set it down on the
table with the hot pad, and then sat down, trying to be as nonchalant as she
could, looking over at Tilly. “What?”


Tilly squinted, looking more carefully at Rachel and then at
Claire. Claire knew Tilly saw the peaceful, contented expressions on both of
their faces and the blush on their cheeks.


“Oh my God,” Tilly blurted out again.


Sarah put a serving of the casserole onto her plate. “Stop saying
that, Tilly. What?”


Tilly stood up and pointed her finger at Claire and then at
Rachel. “You two had carnal knowledge,” she said.


Sarah dropped the serving spoon. “What?”


Claire choked on her bite of fruit and Rachel spit out her orange
juice.


“You did, didn’t you? You two had  S-E-X,” Tilly said, sitting
back down. “You did,” she mouthed to Claire, stabbing her finger in the air at
her.


Rachel wiped her face and she and Claire looked at each other.
Claire looked at Tilly, trying not to be an open book.


“Not hardly,” Claire said, shaking her head and looking down at
her plate.


“Yeah, Claire, like we’re supposed to believe that. It’s not
written all over your faces or anything. Claire, you are the worst poker
player, ever. You can’t bluff worth crap,” Tilly said.


Claire and Rachel sat in silence, looking at each other as Tilly
raised her fists in triumph, looking at Sarah.


“Sarah, I told you, but you wouldn’t listen. You owe me a
thousand bucks—pay up, baby.”


Claire watched Sarah as she sat quietly, as if processing the
information.


“Is it true, Claire?” Sarah asked.


“No, it’s not true,” said Claire.


Sarah got a confused look on her face. Claire did all she could
to look at Sarah and not Tilly, but she felt her face flush. She looked across
the table at Rachel, feeling like a deer caught in the headlights. Rachel
looked back at her and smiled, then winked at her.


Claire knew Tilly saw Rachel wink.


“All right, hold it right there,” Tilly said. “You are such a big
fat liar, Claire.”


Claire didn’t want to deal with this. She just wanted to take
Rachel into the bedroom and make love. She started to stand up to walk to
Rachel and come clean to Tilly and Sarah, when there was a loud, forceful knock
on the front door and the doorbell chimed. They looked at each other,
surprised.


“Who’s that?” Tilly said. “The most important people are already
in this room.”


Claire walked by Rachel, gently stroking her cheek with the back
of her hand as she went to the door. Rachel reached up and touched her hand.


Tilly pointed her finger at Rachel. “You did, I know it,” she
said quietly.


Rachel smiled.


Claire looked through the glass window in the door. “Shit,” she
said loudly.


“Who is it?” Rachel asked.


“It’s the damn FBI.”


“Don’t open the door,” Tilly said, laughing.


Claire looked back at Tilly. “Not funny,” she said, unlocking the
door and opening it.


Tilly squinted, looked over at Rachel, and snickered. “They’re
probably here to arrest you two for deviant behavior.”


Rachel leaned in toward her. “We’re not doing anything illegal.
But even if we were, I’d offer them a bribe to wait because we’re not done
yet,” she said with a grin.


Tilly smiled. “Damn, that’s hot.”


Sarah shot Tilly a dirty look.


“What?” Tilly said, holding out her hands.


“Be quiet,” Claire said, watching all of them.


The same Cleveland FBI agents who took their statements after
Justin was killed were standing at the door.


“May we come in, Ms. Davenport?” Agent Whittingham asked.


Claire stood back and motioned for them to come inside.


“Good morning, ladies,” Agent Whittingham said. They all said
good morning back.


“My, aren’t we all polite,” Claire said.


She forced a smile and offered them food and coffee.


“No, thank you, but we would like to speak with Ms. Portola in
private,” Agent Whittingham replied.


Rachel got up from the table and went over to shake hands with
both the agents.


“We can use your office, if that’s okay with you, Claire?” she
asked, smiling.


Claire nodded, and Rachel led them to the room, closing the
sliding wooden doors behind her.


Tilly got up, picked up a clean juice glass, and started to walk
over to the office doors, but Claire grabbed her arm.


“No, Tilly, I don’t think that’s a good way to hear what they’re
saying. We can listen better in my bedroom,” said Claire.


She motioned for them to follow her. Claire went over to the
nightstand and turned on the intercom system, and suddenly they could hear
Rachel’s voice from the system in the office. The agents were sitting far
enough away that they could only hear every other word, but Rachel’s voice was
clear. The agents were talking about something called SeaBridge, Manila, the
Philippines, and MI6. Claire flipped off the system, feeling ill.


“That’s enough. I don’t want to hear any more,” she said, sitting
on the bed, rubbing her hands together. She looked around the room and then at
Tilly. Water glasses were on both night stands, the bedsheets were half off the
bed, pillows were all over the bed, and two beautiful silk negligées were on
the floor.


Tilly picked up one of the negligées and held it out toward
Claire. “Out walking, really?”


Claire smiled. “Shut up, Tilly.”


Claire rubbed her chin with her hand and gently bit her lower
lip, trying to restrain her concern.


Sarah touched her shoulder. “Don’t worry. Whatever it is, you know
Rachel will talk to you.”


They went back to the kitchen and finished eating, cleared the
table, and did the dishes, saving a plate for Rachel. They sat back down at the
table, talking while they had coffee and waited for Rachel to finish with the
agents. Tilly kept looking at Claire, and finally Claire looked up at her and
laughed, knowing what Tilly wanted to ask her.


“I don’t kiss and tell, Tilly.”


“Oh, you don’t have to tell—it’s written all over your and
Rachel’s faces.” Tilly leaned forward and whispered, “What was it like finally
doing it after all this time?”


Claire smiled. “Nope, not going there.”


“I’m going to get the details somehow, Claire,” Tilly said,
smiling. “Sarah, you definitely owe me a grand.”


Sarah took Claire’s hand. “Do you think it’s a wise thing to do,
Claire?”


Just as Claire started to answer Sarah, Rachel and the agents
came out of the room and walked past them. Rachel showed them out, then sat
down at the table.


“What did they want?” Claire asked, concerned.


“What did you hear?” Rachel asked.


Tilly said, “Not really anything because Chicken Little over
there turned off the intercom.”


“All I can tell you is it has to do with the trigger I put into
my program. A corporation in the Philippines evidently bought the program from
Justin, and MI6 wants to talk to me about helping them somehow. I need to go
downtown to FBI headquarters tomorrow morning at nine o’clock and meet with
their representatives.”


Claire put her hand on top of Rachel’s and held them. “I don’t
like this, Rachel.”


“We’re going to leave—I have to get home and pack,” Tilly said.


Rachel and Claire walked them to the door and they all hugged
each other.


Tilly got tears in her eyes as she hugged Claire. “You two are
giving me an ulcer,” she said.


Claire shoved her shoulder and began to cry.


Tilly handed her a tissue. “Claire, I hope you know I just want
you to be happy. You and Rachel deserve it after what you both have been
through.” Tilly hugged her again and whispered, “Can’t you just give me one
little detail, please?”


Claire laughed. “It’s better than I could have ever imagined,”
she whispered back.


“I knew it.” Tilly sighed.


Sarah put her hand on Rachel’s shoulder. “Let us know what the
FBI says, will you?”


Rachel nodded. “I will, as much as I can.”


As soon as Claire shut and locked the door, she took Rachel’s
hand and led her back to her bedroom. They undressed each other. Claire leaned
on her elbow and looked at Rachel as she softly caressed her with the back of
her hand.


“You really are so beautiful, Rachel. How did we ever stay away
from each other all these years?”


“All I know is, it was hell to not be with you, and after
fighting it for so many years, I’m exhausted,” Rachel said, smiling.


Claire whispered to her, “You are so tender and gentle. I love
the way you touch me.” Claire met Rachel’s gaze. “Promise me you won’t do
anything stupid like sign up with MI6 or something.”


Rachel laughed. “I think they just want some information.”


“What now?” Claire asked.


“Right now, wait. MI6 is sending the head of their computer
division, someone named Commander Brice Chambers, to work with me on some of
the information they are having trouble piecing together. Since I wrote the
program, they feel I can help them infiltrate SeaBridge’s system and shut it
down.”


“It all sounds so British. As long as you don’t go anywhere
except downtown to the federal building, I’m totally okay with it. Whatever
they want, they can’t have you.” Claire kissed her. “I don’t want to talk about
it anymore, Rachel—tomorrow will come soon enough.” Claire moved to her.
“Rachel, come to me?”
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